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I cannot say that these events

did not exist

in life as I recount them.
But had they happened

to purely imaginary people,
it would have been easier 

to write about them.
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whose lives

are stretched taut

across these pages;
in particular, 
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        RECONTRUCTIONS; confessions of a lady contractor





    Prologue                                    4

      LINGERING GHOSTS                                                                
                             1. Preamble: taking leave                 5
                             2. How it came to be                       10



3. First steps                                    13



4. Memories that inhabit the truck   20



5. Exile                                             29



6. Tools and materials                      37



7. Caverns in the mind                     44



8. Theft and hypocrisy                     49



9. Winter solstices                            55



10. Dawn                                          62



11. Oblivion                                      69



12. Fire and ice                                 74
                   THE LURE OF THE MUSIC





13. A client in August                        82



14. On tour                                         87



15. Clearing in the forest                  103



16. More of the tour                         103



17. Dogs and films                           123



18. Night flight                                 128



19. Jazz burns                                  142



20. High proof illusions                    155
                   TO HIGH TECH AND BACK




21. A new beginning                          162



22. The long walk                              172



23. The acrobatics of  memory           177



24.  Revenge                                      183



25. The colleague                               194



26.  Rain                                             207    

                            27. Aftermath                                      217



28. Paris                                              225



29. Fog                                                235



30. Parisian outcome                           245



31. Philippine interlude                       257



32. Eggshells                                       265



33. Winter's end                                  276



      Epilogue                                        280
Prologue:

Is it safe to proceed?

The road sign says 

‘Detour:

work in progress 

on the nervous system.’     

Most books about madness are written by one of two kinds of people: those who are mad, or those who are not. Those who are NOT have ‘been to see the giraffes’  and have returned to tell you about them: they are yellow, they have long necks and brown spots; when you bring them into captivity you must put them on a bland diet until they get used to the change in climate; they are fifteen times as likely to get colds in their necks as polar bears. In any case, their reality does not impinge upon our own.

On the other hand, those who ARE mad have been to see the human beings and most have not returned to tell the tale. They have either been uplifted into sane society, rehabilitated in various kinds of zoos, or they have been crushed by stray steamrollers into fur coats. Only the strongest can hold onto their own reality, ephemeral as a grapefruit peel in the ocean. There are somewhat fewer individuals who are both the hunter and the hunted simultaneously. A good deal of a person’s identity comes from defining which side of the mirror he looks at for his reflection.

I have been creeping like the mist, through this no-man’s land for some years now, trying to send out foghorn signals to both camps. It is not easy. Sometimes I stumble back into the jungle sobbing: ‘I tried to act like a human being; I tried hard, but they kept making comments about my spots and spindly legs, until finally I could not take it any longer.’  Sometimes when I am safely settled in the human camp, I hear dimly at dusk the whispers from the forest: ‘Don't forget your origins, don’t forget us: when you talk to THEM about US, don't forget that you are one of us, not one of them.’ Sometimes it is difficult to continue listening to those voices, because like others, I too wish to forget the weird times, when I believe myself to have eluded them.

If what I have to write has any validity for those who are NOT mad, it is because I will never be permanently cured. I am not less crazy than I was. I have perhaps become more coherent, reasonable, optimistic than in the past. I have learned to befriend solitude, to sit down to tea with panic, to shake hands with suicidal impulses, as with old relatives. But I have not been rehabilitated. If my experience has any validity for those who ARE mad, it is because I am not always among them. I still navigate in that grey zone, where I hear  the echoes from both sides of the forest. 

It seemed to me that if I could put together some descriptions of those moments of extreme intensity, which unbalance the reader as much as the writer, it might be of value. If I could enclose the instants which cannot be overcome with logic: the gaps, the tears, the ragged edges, it would be of use to those at both extremes of this forest of human existence.

If I can give you the jungle, with the richness of its foliage, as well as the terror of its shadows, with the vines that climb to dizzy heights and the colors that clash in their brilliance and insistence, if I can give you the jungle without having to renounce it in its entirety; if I can lead you through it like the wind, and unlike any geographer, then I will have done well.

Jane R. Speiser

LINGERING GHOSTS
                 1.  Preamble:  Taking leave
To her new lovers: hear what she has to say.                                                        

This is for you, who come after, so that you will know how she was, in that time before you met her. You have not arrived yet, but you should know the events that shaped her life. This is how she lived; if she looks wistful at moments, it is because she has stumbled upon an instant of her past. She may not tell it to you directly, for she is wary of  your reaction: your jealousy of her life as it was before. But she is a survivor and you are a gentleman, so it is appropriate for you to be gracious and tolerant of those who are not. They are no longer flesh and blood, they are now parts of the folds in her memory. She might wish to scrape them off the creases of her brain. But permanent amnesia is expensive: it cannot be bought on time. 

Please forgive her if she makes reference to them now and then. She does not do it because you are not important to her, but rather because she was tempered by her past. If she is afraid of your reaction, she is equally afraid that you will not know who she is, if you do not partake of what happened to her during those years. It still surprises her to realize, that all that was, came tumbling into the crevices of her brain and lodged there permanently. When she looks at her left hand, weakened by the two cracked bones, the hand that for weeks could not close securely around the pen to write and draw, she cannot but remember the instant when it happened. Other parts of her anatomy crudely betray the existence of certain events, even when she wishes that her memory did not serve her well.

She hopes you will not mind her retreating from the present for parts of each day to set all this down. She has not left you to return to them. She is simply applying the rasp to her brain to expose new wood. As she sprinkles sawdust over the blank pages she hopes it will adhere to the paper as securely as those particles which have been etched into her nerve endings. She cannot amputate that part of her life: it flops on the keyboard like an limp but faithful walrus. But slowly her past is becoming compost for metaphors. You must be a patient with her, for she loves you even as she has loved them. Although she has not met you yet, it is the belief in your existence that has given her the tenacity to write. 
And so it began. 
It was October of the year nineteen hundred and seventy seven.
J. walked out onto Howard Street, (South of Market, in San Francisco) for the last time, past the ubiquitous bum sitting by the corner bar: she with her brass plated luggage carrier, wobbly and top heavy but trying to look purposeful; he with his sawed off shopping cart, full of analogous treasures: scraps of cloth, beaten in cans, old newspapers. The stoop where he was sitting smelled of fresh piss. The garbage dumpster where she had dumped her garbage illegally for five years was overflowing. She walked up Ninth Street to the grocery store to get change for the BART. The store radio was playing the theme song from West Side Story: ‘...somewhere there's a place for us, a time and space for us, hold my hand and we're halfway there, hold my hand and I'll take you there...’. She was trying to uncrumple her dollar bill without bursting into tears at the counter. The melody, maudlin as it was, had become for her the leitmotif for all of the times she had traveled with Alex, without knowing to where, nor if they would ever return. 
Then it became J.’s own theme song, after they had parted company. It trailed her for the times she went to take the bus alone to airlines terminals, for the night trains, the dawn landings and for each hotel room with a mirror on its closet door, in which she had drawn her self portrait. Here it was again like a cheerleader's sendoff. She thought to herself: ‘where are those nameless people who could have gone with me, those adventurous lovers sitting comfortably at home, and where is this unknown place I am going to again, unaccompanied: this place inside my skull that has made room for chaos, ecstasy and terror,’ this unknown place that exists side by side with the physical place listed on the plane ticket.
She took one more look at South of Market before she slid down the escalator into the BART and across the bay to the Oakland airport. The connecting flight went through Las Vegas; most of the plane was going there or on to Phoenix. Her fellow passengers looked frightful to her: distorted, flabby, inflatable robots in plastic clothes and pruned and stiffened hairdos, a garish bunch of factory extruded models with starched features. The closest they could come to their dreams was to lose their money in the slot machines or the blackjack table. No one spoke to her on the plane.  In the Las Vegas airport the din of the slot machines, the static of the intersecting conversations, the staleness of the cigarette filled air, the long bare legs of the drink girl, the camaraderie of the charter group in paper firemen's hats, the billboards, the leisure suits, and the strange haze in the sky that made the mountains surrounding the airport look as artificial as the decor inside: all of this blended into one amorphous blur. 
Seasons had passed since the day in which J.  stepped onto the airplane. She had gone away, far away, to another continent. She had crossed the ocean, landed in Europe and travelled to the edge of the Mediterranean, to a half deserted hill town inland from the Italian coast, not far from the French border. It might be thought that a person goes away in order to start over. But that is not the case. A person leaves all that they know,  to live in an unknown land, precisely because they cannot start over. Some part of their life has cracked open and they are stuck at that point, unable to move forward. It is because the past has gripped them like a vise that they go away. They go away because they cannot exit from their past: it has displaced their present. That is what allows a person to live with the unknowns of another culture. That person is already living apart, enclosed in a point of time, that has made them a foreigner in their own land. It is easier to be a foreigner in a foreign country. 
On an unusually optimistic morning, years after she had set foot permanently in her village,  J. had mused on a possible title, as she sifted through the dog-eared pages spread out before her. She tried to imagine it as a glossy, oversized volume filled with color photographs and handset type, the kind that end up on coffee tables before the holidays. In such a format its potential title could have read: ‘How to run away, rebuild your own home and live happily ever after, on the Italian Riviera, in thirty-two-thousand-four-hundred-and-sixty-eight-easy-to-follow-steps: a guide for restless Manhattanites.’ However the aforementioned public, although tired of paying for overpriced encounter groups, and possibly looking for an exit, would never accept such a drawn out title.  Nor would it appreciate the insinuation that it had to be taken through an experience step by step. She abandoned that first title and looked for something more succinct.

The oversized wad of words, sentences, paragraphs and chapters, described the process of rebuilding a fifteenth century house, from the caved in pile of rubble, it had been when she bought it. It described as well the effect that the project had on the mind of the person who embarked upon it. It occurred to her to call it: ‘The Architecture of the Soul.’  She discarded that immediately as pretentious, pompous and old-fashioned, for in the age of self-discovery and instant Karma, it was unlikely that the reading public had anything as static, outdated and isolationist as a soul. If they did they were certainly not trying to get in touch with it through literature, when there are so many more sociable ways to do so. 

Another possibility presented itself, concise, explicit: ‘Whoredom, D.O.C.’. It would have referred to numerous intimate entanglements that crisscrossed her construction activities, something that seemed to have worked fairly well for other expatriate writers. As she expanded on the chapter headings she realized that the exchange of one's body or one's principles, which an exiled person with artistic pretences accepts over the years in order to stay afloat, is lacking in humor in the retelling. Moreover it is not dissimilar to what a person trying to make a living at her craft without leaving home might face, the exotic background of the Italian coast not withstanding. 
She  needed a straight forward title that did not prey on the market value of her geographic location or the myths Italy had been weighted down with over the centuries. She had acquired and lost, in the course of the years abroad, a film producer, a literary agent, an accountant, a typist, a variety of backers, some investors in hi-tech projects of different sorts. Although she had acquired and lost such a regiment of useful people, her present life was neither more tranquil nor secure than it was when she first arrived on those shores, twenty years previously in September of nineteen seventy two, five years before she returned permanently to live in Europe. She had landed with a boyfriend named Alex, whose activities, having something to do with seven years spent in reform school and jail and some never clarified charges of transporting explosives, made it advisable for him to leave the country in great haste.  J. herself, although not convinced of the strategic logic of attempting the violent overthrow of post industrial capitalism, was motivated enough by her love for him to renounce her home, work, friends and country on his behalf. The various events in which he was implicated had occurred long before she met him, but this did not lessen her devotion or her illusions regarding the ‘man of her life,’ as the Italians are known to call such forms of emotional entanglement. Having initially found herself on foreign shores as a penniless vagabond with a sleeping bag, it would be insincere to propound that her style of life was romantic. The presumed romantic parts had been exceedingly inconvenient to live through. 

At this point in the glossy edition, she mused with some skepticism, there would have been an alluring picture of an indistinguishable pile of the above mentioned rubble, complete with caving in roof, crumbling floors, walls with gaping cracks, arches about to collapse. But lacking such a wide angle photograph of the original structure, she would have had to suggest that the reader go to a museum, take a look at some pre-Raphaelite paintings of ruins and subtract the hermaphrodites floating through them. She needed a down to earth title:  ‘The ducks in the river,’  ‘The stones in the wall,’ or ‘The smell of olive wood burning.’ The ducks in the river were those she first saw splashing contently in the stream under the bridge of the village just down the road from her own. They were there when she first bought the house in the Fall of nine hundred and seventy three, and four years later when she returned to live there permanently. Every season, despite  rain, snow, floods and summer drought, they paddled back and forth unperturbed by the events that concerned mankind. They lent a sense of proportion to small human catastrophes. But since there are many ducks in so many rivers of the world, it did not seem a specific enough reference. The stones in the wall would take a good deal of describing. The reader might not be familiar with walls thirty inches thick made from endless tons of stone and dirt. 

She had evaluated ‘The smell of olive wood burning.’ It produced a sensory impression that could only occur living in the part of the world along the Mediterranean, where the olive trees grow in lush, dense forests, centuries old, terracing the hills. They burn with a fragrance unlike any other wood; give off the hottest flame even when green, to offset damp winter nights, and leave a clean, white ash with which to enrich the garden soil. At dusk she could smell the olive smoke arising from neighboring chimneys as well as her own stove. It was the sign that the other hundred villagers had returned from the fields and were gathered in the homes they had built and passed on from one generation to the next, for many centuries. But the title was sentimental; it had the underlying gooey, romantic sound that bestsellers are made of. Embarrassing. She put aside the search for a title and turned her attention to the events themselves.
On that unusually optimistic morning, she had a clear idea of the content and intent of the opus. It dealt with continuity, changes that occur very slowly: the process of laying stone upon stone in order to recreate from crumbling walls dating back to the fifteenth century, a home in which she could live with the focus and tenacity to write. Through those efforts of back-breaking labor and mind-breaking solitude, she had attempted to live inside her own skull, reconstruct its rubble, order its memories, calm its earthquakes, induce it to deal with each moment, as her body dealt with each stone or bucket of mortar. But the content of the manuscript was equally about fracture. Time had passed since that morning; over the years her mind had strayed far from its course. It was not winning either the game or the set.
Her life and her self revelatory scribbling, was one of displacement: a life that did not mesh with any standards at hand. It had so little in common with the romantic tales, laden with Mediterranean set design, draped around the naïve preconceptions of its possible readers, as to be laughable. It had no happy ending, no resolution, no good advice to offer.  It was held together by unrelenting references to physical labor, it contained no mystical self-revelation. Its protagonist was not improved upon by her experiences, at best she was ever so slightly cauterized. As such the ensuing manuscript was as far from pole position at the coffee table as one could get. So be it.
             2. How it came to be
To build. It is with the hands and with tools that a person builds. It is a positive activity. That is what construction is all about. Then there is the heart. The heart is a tool of demolition. What the hands construct the heart tears asunder. It cannot do else wise. It leaves its rubble in the gray corners of the brain, and it is often pure chance whether the mind can piece the fragments together. In her case the mind was losing. The heart had demolished all J. had tried to build over several decades. Every day she was more and more crazed. Her remedy was to grasp at those splinters of her past that anchored her, splinters she could not let go of, that would not let go of her. She hoped they would reveal to her how she had gone off the path.  
She drifted back through the layers of her memory to August of nineteen hundred and seventy seven, when she had lain on the roof of her truck staring at the night sky. She looked at the stars, glittery, molten fragments of which the universe was apparently composed. She thought of the kinds of matter that her hands grasped during a day's work: (wood, nails, stones, bricks, cement, plus many kinds of tools) and the effort she made to fit them together into structures more complex than their individual identities. She was obsessed with the idea of a mosaic, stretching through her life like an endless Persian rug: intricate arabesques woven from fragile filaments of wool. She clung to the notion that with such anonymous pieces of the material world she could build an infinitesimal piece of the universe, something that would hold together after her passing; stay in place and retain the shape given to it by its maker. She thought of the rows of stone that form a wall, containing within its contours, its own objective reality, a bulwark against chaos. 

She lurched through the darkened corridors of her brain, during that last Summer before she left for Italy, trying to order her memories, as she would the stones of a wall. Perhaps she could form them into something solid that she could hold, turn over in her hands, measure, cut down to size or put aside if necessary. But her memory was not pliable as slate or logs or mortar. The puzzle between her ears was composed of brief drafts of consciousness, intermittent flurries of recognition, largely eclipsed by the sensation that her brain was a giant piece of Swiss cheese with no connecting passageways between all of its mysterious holes. Her past was sliding in and out of the holes, but there was no way to look at it squarely, pin it down and define it. The course of her own life eluded her. It continued to due so for several decades.
So much time had passed,  from the moment in which she began the pursuit of a material reality, as a means through which to grasp her mental reality, which tended to roll out of reach. Years later, whether she lay on the roof terrace of her house in the Italian olive groves or in the fleabag hotels in Paris, or in her tent in the campsite on the outskirts of Rome, just as she had lain on the roof of her truck at night, little had changed. The muscles in her legs and back had hardened during their contact with matter, but her mental landscape was as rubbery as jello, with few landmarks to guide her. The strength she gleaned from the tools she held in her hands, contrasted with the disconcerting fragility of all she held in her heart. 

She tried to assess what led her along this road from the beginning. Was it the smell of sawdust in the lumber yard, when her father took her there as a child? Her father occasionally made small sculptures out of wood to relax from the heady spheres of his research in theoretical physics.  When she was about eight years old, he built a twelve  sailfish from a kit, in the living-room. She thought of the winter days with the low afternoon light sifting through the trees behind the house, flooding the glass wall of the living-room with long shadows. Her father was seated on the rug, with his tools and the instruction book. Between the grand piano and the fireplace there was just enough space for a twelve foot sailboat. J. was witnessing a slowly wrought miracle, watching the gradual transformation of so many small, flat, inert pieces of plywood into something that would float; would eventually be taken out of the house and lowered in to the nearby lake to move with the wind. Those things were still done in the early fifties. Ever since then she had been trying to perform a similar kind of alchemy: the metamorphosis of simple matter into unforeseeable structures.

When J. was very small she patiently extruded and dripped sand castles on the beach with her mother, and imagined herself to be tiny enough to climb inside of them and look out from their baroque gargoyles, towers of wet sand, at the waves lapping ominously at their foundations. Thousands of children build sand castles and watch their fathers work with their hands, but very few of them become builders themselves of any sort. There must have been something inside of her that had combined with the factors surrounding her. 

She learned how to use a saber saw when she was thirteen. She started to put together stage sets and cut wood for the flats. It was like drawing with a noisy motorized instrument. For many seasons she immersed herself in the environments of the theatre. She liked the world made real by tools and the imagination. She sensed then, that she could surround herself with a space that would change her state of mind. She made paper maché castles and architectural elements that floated, hung from monofilament. With levers, pulleys and wheels, they could be mounted and disassembled in minutes. The sets she built for the theatre represented her earliest attempts at escaping daily life. She did not guess that she was forging ahead toward an irreversible get-away. Ten brief years later, following the electro-shock treatments, her demise from the routines, expected of daily life, would have become permanent.
She continued to build myriad fortresses against the disorder of existence. The structure that she gave to objects was in distinct counterpoint to the structure she had not been able to give to the rest of her life. There are people who can survive without ramparts made by their own hands. The division between themselves and their surroundings is clearly defined. They do not feel the outside world imploding upon their consciousness. J.  never found a way to explain to those people why she could not live without the artifacts of her own fabrication.                                                     
Abroad. She had gone abroad. Away. Separate from her own past but encased by it. And in the village that she came to she was never allowed to forget that. A foreigner. ‘Straniera.’ Estranged, ‘estraniata’, from those around her. No common memories. No interlocking past. She would never be one of their own, ‘una dei nostri.’ Not ever. As far as they were concerned she could have arrived from a place as distant as outer space. It was not in any way an insult, as they viewed it; it was the most obvious of facts. She would live among them, not belonging, for several decades. Her foreigness was for them so self evident, that they could not surmise how vulnerable she was to their definition of her. Every time she heard them say La’mericana as they referred to her in the dialect of the area, she cringed. It never occurred to them that she ought to have a proper  name, as they each had. She so rarely heard them ever mention her by her proper name, even those who were quite fond of her. For them her place of origin was her name. It could never be otherwise. Over the years, the more her brain wandered from its moorings, the more that one word brought her back to the point in her life in which she had set out. It was as if she had never left the shore. 
                 3. First Steps
Does a person actually live in the present: that specific astronomical time and space that  surrounds her? Or does she live in an imaginary time, somewhere far back down the tunnel of memory? More and more J. was no longer moving forward in sync with the time commonly known as the present. Her present was elsewhere, in a past she could not and did not wish to elude. It was the present she more often attempted to displace, by moving her brain steadily back in time to those moments that defined her. For hours in the morning and at night she had no connection to her physical place, she had slipped back years and decades to those more comforting images when she could still imagine a future for herself.
When she first came to the Liguria (as that part of the Italian coast is known,) J.'s  most persistent memories were of the terraced olive groves: the light filtering through the trees in misty streaks. It was November, the rains had begun and the new grass was an intense aniline green. The trees themselves were centuries old, knurled and dotted with lichen. Their leaves were a shiny, silvery color that glistened in the light. The air was nearly always misty, the sunlight shot through the branches in distinct rays, as after a rainstorm. The trees were closely spaced on terraces about twelve feet wide, edged by stone walls, with narrow steep paths leading up from one level to the next. Sometimes a cantilevered stone stairway would jut out from one of the walls. It was composed of long slabs of slate, inserted into the wall to form each tread. 

At that time the in the early seventies, donkeys still walked along the paths to carry the olives and the logs from the pruned trees down from the hills. The trees often leaned diagonally toward the terrace below, They were pruned to fork at regular intervals to permit climbing. In order to gather the olives, agile teenagers or older men would hoist themselves up the trees to a great height and beat them with a ten foot long stick to shower the olives onto the nets below. Women would shake and empty the nets, then gather with infinite patience each olive that had fallen outside the nets. 

When she first came to the Liguria, the kind of patience that terraced the hills, built the retaining walls, cut the fields with a long armed scythes and gathered the olives was unknown to her. A place where one did not think in terms of years, but of generations. The silence and glistening light in the woods entranced her. In the grass and in the crevices of the walls grew all variety of wild flowers, daisies, violets, mint, thyme, oregano, poppies, valerian, tulips and lush carpets of daffodils. There was something protective about the trees, as if the events beyond the boundaries of the forest could not enter those woods. She settled there because of the olive groves. She was never disappointed in the woods; in the following years the trees comforted her more than any human being.

She bought a crumbling ruin in a small village named Candeasco, ten miles inland from the sea town of Imperia. She had found the house through Philippe, a French writer acquaintance and his wife who had invited her to that region. It was on the edge of the village, facing two alley ways that only donkeys and an occasional motorcycle could drive up. The ruin cost two thousand one hundred dollars. She paid for half that Autumn; the other half would fall due in six months. She had no idea how she would round up the rest of the money.

J. had come to that area by chance, after returning to Europe in the summer of 1973. She had put up the bail bond to get Alex out of jail. She foresaw he would split on the bail, as there was no way for him, a person lacking in funds and connections, to manipulate the trial to his advantage. Before leaving the state, he cracked up again under the tension of the up and coming trial, had beat her up, permanently injuring her left hand, the one she wrote and drew with. In addition he tried to set fire to her studio. In retrospect it was predictable that he should turn upon the one person who was trying desperately to help him. At the time it was unsettling. He disappeared to another state; she was left with the bail bond which she could not afford, and with too much knowledge about the circumstances leading to his arrest to want to risk being called to the witness stand. She left the country alone, with some money she had earned that Spring, sensing she would be away at least a year. She was not well prepared for the experience.

She spent the summer in the South of France at the home of her friend Thelma, trying to fall in love again, painting watercolors, and writing a children's book. Then she managed to wrench her back out of shape and slip a disc during the grape harvest. The province of the Herault boasted some rather elite grape harvesting teams, as the dollar had crashed that summer, thus many talented Americans were newly out of work in Europe. J.'s own team consisted of a playwright, an engineer, her friend Thelma who was a photographer, and Joel, the son of the boss. With an aggravated sciatic nerve her life took an unforeseen turn. She could no longer walk well, and realized that she would not be able to purchase the more isolated land in the French countryside, as she had first planned. She left France disheartened, returned to Rome where two close friends of hers were editing a film. They introduced her to Philippe and Christine, who invited her to the Liguria to show her the house they had just bought, in hopes that their alcoholic, physical therapist friend could improve her spinal condition. It was there that she decided to buy the ruin, for which she signed the preliminary agreement in November.
Her back improved some, but not enough. In December after one peaceful month, she returned to Rome to weather out the winter. Rome at that time consisted of trams being stuck in traffic jams, people standing in line screaming at the enormous market below her window, gypsies begging on street corners, and men noting that she was a foreigner and trying to feel her ass. She managed to sell her children's book to a small publishing company, which gave her a semi-official reason for living in Europe and a tiny amount of cash as an advance. She got an occasional graphic design job, sold some weavings to a boutique, gleaned just enough money to get by. Hoping that the up-and-coming book would offset the shambles of the rest of her life, she wrote a letter to her parents asking for the cash to make the other half of the house payment. They generously sent her a check, although it was against all of their principles to trust their daughter's judgment in investing in real estate. 

The Winter was enlivened by several weeks spent sorting a few thousand slides of Mali for a journalist friend. While Rome was crowded, aggressive and gloomy, J.'s mental world was populated with the wide open spaces of the desert, camel trains and the long stride of the ‘blue men’ of the Tuareg. Her best memory of the winter in Rome was sitting in a tiny, claustrophobic room immersing herself in the colorful details illuminated by the slide table. By the end of the winter her involvement with the French sculptor she commuted back to the Hérault to visit had dwindled to a close. She could barely walk or sit up from the pain in her spine. The hospital's x-rays revealed that she might have tuberculosis of the bone. She panicked at the diagnosis and decided to return to the States prematurely, as she was by then too weak to walk. The day before she left Rome, a second doctor rescinded the first one's analysis, but the decision had already been taken. 

She transferred what belongings she had to Candeasco, and camped out in the house for four days before boarding the plane to the other side of the ocean. The memory of those four days stayed with her for three and a half years, until she returned for good in October of nineteen seventy-seven. It was the beginning of spring, very cold at night but bearable during the day. The pear tree outside the window of the one inhabitable room was coming into bloom. She laid out the mattress she had bought, and her sleeping bag. Half the house had been a stall for animals and hayloft for centuries, and most of the beams were charred as if at one time they had been damaged by fire. But she felt that it was her  home. She lived on bread and oranges, walked the half mile down the hill to Borgomaro, the village below, to watch the ducks and buy coffee occasionally. The streams were overflowing with the winter's rain; the only sound she heard besides the birds was the gushing of water. 
She used to climb up the rickety ladder to the roof terrace and sit in the sun at noon when it wasn't too windy. The terrace had a huge grape arbor growing up to it, from a tiny plot of land next to the house. It was an interior courtyard that could be reached only by climbing down from one of her windows. For those days she talked to no one except the lady who ran the bar in Borgomaro. The silence was good for her, as she was in shock after the winter in Rome. She should have stayed in Candeasco; had she done so her back would have healed by itself, in the course of time. But as yet she did not know what The Course of Time was. So she returned to the States to hospitals, mylograms, a near miss with an operation, and a year and a half of physical therapy until she could finally dance again, the symbol to her that she had fully recovered. 

Three and a half years passed in California, during which J. witnessed the death of the counterculture, the retreat of her generation of foolish idealists into responsible maturity. She did not feel she could follow them.  Her feet dragged in grief for an era that was no longer. She mourned its dying and spent two years making a satiric, very low budget, feature film, trying to capture the last of that moment in history on  sixteen millimeters of celluloid. The film absorbed all of her energy. When it was finished she was a ship lying idle in the wrong harbor. It was self-evident that independently financed cinema would not find a public or distribution with her modest means. She started to write again, tentatively at first, but enough to know that she wanted to continue. At that point she thought of returning to Italy. 

It took a year for the decision to mature, during which most of her empire crumbled. She gave up her loft and abandoned many of her friends, or was discarded by them as her state of mind worsened. She was loosing hold of the world around her. Her principal companions were reading and opium. She bought a truck that final summer and lived in it for four months, traveling through the gold country and camping by the sea near Pescadero, where she used to have a cabin. Her time was spent searching through the corridors of her brain, where many of the links had come undone. The hinges of her memory creaked as the doors opened onto past emotions. The future did not exist and the past was painful to recall. The opium kept her from having nightmares and  steadied her against the onrush of each day, hours that she could not fill with any purpose. She knew how to drive the truck when she had drunk a sufficient amount of vodka, but she could no longer invent a use for each day, when she was sober.

One night she dreamt she was back in Candeasco. She had gone to a neighbor, gotten the keys to the house and opened the door. It was an ordinary sort of dream. But she awoke, thrust back a few years into her memory. The dream followed her throughout the day as if she had never thoroughly awakened from it. It returned the following night as she was falling asleep. As a plotter it was stuck in a crease in her brain, and returned predictably to that spot as soon as she descended into a semi-comatose state. The following day she decided  to return to Italy. Within a month she had packed all of the belongings she wished to ship abroad and bought a one way plane ticket. She had no idea what awaited her. She had to force herself to believe that the village even still existed, as she had not been in contact with anyone there for three and a half years. But she knew she had to leave. 
Sixteen years passing had done nothing to steady her course. That she had stayed afloat for so long was in and of itself almost miraculous. In the winter of nineteen hundred and ninety four, crazed by love and grief, stunned by abandonment, dulled by solitude, J. tried to assess what she had accomplished. She had avoided any actual mental institution, which was a substantial practical victory. She often repeated to herself that her life in the village was so much less costly than it would have been in an insane asylum. She could be crazy or not in the midst of the respectful indifference of the villagers. For them her existence had been undecipherable by definition: a woman alone, without visible means of economic support, who did not age as they did, was a contradiction in terms. Anything she actually did, in the course of the years, was insignificant in comparison.
Three weeks had passed since J.'s arrival in the village. They were weeks of relearning to use hand tools, talking to the stones, surveying the breadth of the task ahead of her. She managed to render the original bedroom nearly inhabitable, as she knew that she would be spending the whole of the Winter in that one room. It was the only one whose roof beams were sound and did not need replacement. The living room part of the room consisted of an oval stone window seat, built from the broken bricks that originally formed a partition wall dividing the room in half. Once she had knocked down the partition with a sledge hammer she was faced with a five hundred pound pile of rubble, which would have to be carried back out to the street, if she did not find something to rebuild it into on the spot. Therefore the stone window seat came into being and was known as the sofa.
She used the extra bricks that were still intact to build a curved wall to close off the second opening to the bedroom. With some old planks lying around the house and an ancient torn bedspread as insulation, she built a soundproof airtight door for the room. She placed the planks diagonally onto the frame and fashioned a door handle from a curved piece of olive branch. The door hung from the original, wrought iron, door bolts that jutted out from between the stones, securely pounded into the wall centuries ago. 

Over the two window openings she attached polyethylene sheeting; she recognized that she would not have the money for glass windows for a long time. In the middle ages, windows were considered the most luxurious part of a house; in many European countries there had been a window tax which varied with the size of the opening. J. had grown up in a house with floor to ceiling sliding glass doors, so the small rectangular openings in the walls of her house seemed completely inadequate. She planned to fill the house with skylights to have adequate light. But there were more important things to attend to. The roof and floors were about to cave in, above and below her. The original roof was composed of huge slate slabs resting on a layer of dirt and reeds, which in turn rested on some rather suspiciously wormy beams. After centuries of rainstorms the slate had become porous and flakey, had crumbled away in places. This allowed the water to infiltrate and had started to noticeably rot the beams and dissolve the floor below. 

J. stepped gingerly over the shaky parts of the floor for a number of weeks, while she contemplated what it would cost to have the roof rebuilt. Her original illusion was that she would be able to find other people in the area who were reconstructing their houses, and trade labor with them. But the area that she had settled into did not have such a population. On her trip to Southwestern France, six weeks after her arrival, it became evident that she would not be able to convince anyone she had known there to come to Italy to help her. Of the three men in the region who did that kind of work, one had divorced his wife and moved back to Paris, the isolation was too great for him. The second, Jeannot, lover of years back, was on his way off to India the week she arrived. The third had built himself a truly palatial residence out of two crumbling walls of a sheep shed and was now making large sums of money doing commercial renovations. His house was a miracle of design and execution, a combination of a sculptor's and architect's dream. It had curved masonry walls, oval windows, large open spaces, luxurious woodwork, all executed with the skill and patience of a master craftsman.       

J. sat in his house for a couple of days, overwhelmed by the splendor of the place. It was inconceivable to her that she would ever be able to accomplish something as difficult and professional as what he had done. She returned to disheartened; huddled in her bedroom shivering and crying, trying to confront the magnitude of the task facing her. She recognized that she had taken on something too large for one person, in particular, one single, female person with a lurking spine injury and no friends as yet in the area she lived. She tried to fathom what happens to people who set out to do more than they are capable of. 

A form of terror seized her, that she might be attempting too much, wishing to realign dozens of tons of crumbling walls, roofs and floors, by herself. Maybe she had been  unrealistic in returning to Italy. Her neighbor Philippe had by then accused her of having her head in the clouds. He warned her that she should not depend on him or anyone else for what she could not do herself. He was disgusted that a person of her age should arrive in a state of near insolvency on foreign shores, trusting to the good will of neighbors such as himself. He had no intention of bailing her out if she should need help. They kept up appearances for the first few weeks, then in a moment of exhaustion or exasperation, she said something sarcastic to him. He stopped talking to her for the following nine years. It was clear that the counterculture was over on this side of the Atlantic as well as the other. Friends who had been charming continental bohemians, were now uneasily concerned about maintaining a respectable facade. Therefore she found herself alone in her house with a neighbor who no longer spoke to her and Winter approaching fast. Her living conditions were rudimental at best. She was due to spend a long, cold season, relying only on her own brain and body, with no exterior support, to try to accomplish something that she had no idea if she would be able to carry out. 
All of those years in which she said to herself: ‘It is better than an insane asylum; if you were not here you would be in a madhouse;  you can’t go back, there is no place for you to go back to; this is the only place where you can be half insane without anyone noticing.’ Season after season of repeating those trite phrases to herself. It was precisely those sentences that got her through it all.
She would hear the villagers say in reference to her efforts: ‘Pian, pianino, un po' alla volta’—‘Little by little, a bit at a time.’ It took  her years to assess the meaning of this repeated litany, behind its apparent banality. The villagers had a sense of relativity in all things, an innate realism that J. was yet to acquire. But each night she tried to think only of what she would do the following day, and not calculate of how many days it would take to complete the task. Specifically she needed to develop the will to continue. It was a mental contortion that even the best Chinese acrobats dream of, but cannot always achieve.

                      4. Memories that inhabit the truck
To accompany her physical presence in the village she brought a specific state of mind to the rebuilding of the house. It was that of a near vagabond, who had lived for  months in a truck, wrestling with the memories of a man she had loved, followed by those of a man with whom she had been obsessed and by whom she had become pregnant. She brought these memories to the tons of stone and wood to which she was trying to bring order. It was those fragmentary recollections that she pounded into the wood with each nail. The season in her truck continued to haunt her, as if she was living in two places at once.                                                    
The past was falling around her like shooting stars. She lay on the roof of her truck in the Sierras and watched the sky. It was a clear night, no wind, cool enough to stay in the sleeping bag without sweating, but still warm after the scorching daytime temperature. The closets of her memory swung  open and closed with the clicking sound of a bicycle chain. Occasionally an event got stuck and her brain wrenched to a halt. It was hard to get it back into gear and grind some recalcitrant recollection into the fine powder of amnesia. She was taking inventory, to sort the events as if she were a shipping clerk, but they did not lend themselves to such alignment. She clutched at the corners of her mind. It appeared to be undergoing an avalanche. 

She thought about carpentry. It was the kind of work that kept her sane. The material world had a predictable nature. Thankfully, building was something she could do without words. It was composed of the many gestures that she had learned over the years, so that her hands could form the objects around her. She would start to fashion something with the image of the way it would look when it was finished. Her hands would grasp for the tools and steady themselves against the wood or stone or cement. Slowly she would begin to assemble the object: a wall, a piece of furniture, a room. The material world was malleable, docile at best, pliable at least. It was something she had mastered when she was very young. Not like her mind, whose earthquakes could not be predicted nor deterred. 

The small pile of neatly stacked memories slid down a dark incline in the back of her head and smashed against her skull. She focused on the sky to dissect the order of the stars. She was grateful that the camper of her truck had a flat roof. It allowed her to lay the mattress on it and sleep out in the open without the fear of rattlesnakes or of the wild horses who came up to graze on the hill at dawn. No one lived on this part of the mountain, the nearest house was several miles away. It was the brush country of the defunct gold mines of Northern California, a desolate zone of folklore, dried up dreams and a few optimists who imagined they could open up an undiscovered vein in the rocks. An acquaintance of hers had bought the land and was letting her camp on it. 

In the daytime it was almost too hot to breathe, but at night it was bearable and very quiet. She stared at the stars and tried to glue some fragment of her past onto each one. The stars were stationary: if she could align a few facts along side of each of them, maybe they would stay put for a while and not invade the territory of the present. She was starting to sweat with fear again, but she wasn't sure which closet door had swung open as she drifted off into the half‑sleep of her past. This time her past involved her last days with Alex.
Why can one man inhabit such a large space in the brain of one woman, for so many years afterward? Why could she not evict the memories from their lodging? They had stalked her for ten years, six years into her settling in Italy. His image was that against which all others were measured. It chained her to her past worse than any prison cell.                                                 
J. lay in bed immobile as granite. Her joints had set up like cement. Her winter coat was torn and soaked to the skin. She was shivering uncontrollably. She tried to move her left hand and hoped the bones were not broken. In another part of the loft, Alex was lying passed out. She could hear him snoring: that was the only thing that convinced her that he was asleep and she would be safe until he woke up. She forced herself to stay awake and wade through each minute. If she could stay conscious until about five o'clock, it would be start to get light and she could leave while Alex was still sleeping. She realized that she would have to take a change of clothes with her. Hers were soaked from the buckets of water her had poured on her to make her stop screaming. She remembered that she should take her camera in case she would have to pawn it to get through the week until she got paid.       

It was going to be hard to go to her first day of work at a very conservative engineering firm, after having been beat up and having stayed up through the entire night before, but she was not thinking that far ahead. She wanted only to get out of the loft in one piece before Alex woke up. She rehearsed in her mind all of the movements she would have to make in order to get from the bed to the closet, grab what was essential to her and move on toward the door. She tried to move her hand. It hurt too much to open or close it. It was the hand she wrote and drew with. Somehow she would have to be able to hold a ruling pen five hours from then and draft charts and graphs for the atomic energy division of the multi‑national that had hired her. 

As the sky began to lighten; she inched her body into an upright position, slid out of bed, tiptoed across the creaking wooden floor to the darkroom, took the camera, a skirt, and left her loft/home assuming she might never come back there. Out on the street she started to breathe again. Her part of town was the industrial area of San Francisco, full of factories and warehouses, half of them empty, the other half inhabited illegally by artists. She walked down to the huge factory‑commune at the end of the block, where she had once lived, grateful to still have a key to the front door. 

Once inside she felt much safer. She sat in the stairwell for several hours until it was time to go to work. She thought of going to see a friend who lived in one of the sixty odd studios, but realized that no one she knew would want to hear that she had been beaten up one more time, by her lover. It was better to conserve what energy she had; not waste it trying to explain what was incomprehensible even to her. Her hand still felt too weak to close around a pencil, but somehow she would make it perform. She had not held a straight job for over six years. She felt as if she would be entering a foreign territory, as hostile as the one she had just escaped from.                                                 
During the daytime, in the season in which she lived in her truck J. used to go for walks trying to imagine what it would be like to live on this arid hillside of the California brush country. It was like playing house in the wilderness. There was no one around other than the completely wild horses; it was essential to stay out of their way. They often came charging at the few human beings in their path, as if they wished to run them down. She walked over every yard of the property looking for any sign of water other than the tiny spring at the very bottom of the twenty-five acres. All of her acquaintances who owned land seemed to have the only available water at the lowest point in the property. It was the only kind they could afford and considered themselves lucky to even have that much. 

She would wander over the land or sit in the shade by the spring to regain the energy for the climb back up hill. They were days of silence, in which she excavated the rubble encumbering her brain, looking for some pattern in the fragments of her obsessions. She wished to bury the events that haunted her unbearably. It was hard work, harder than fixing the flat tires on her truck, harder than resealing the radiator that leaked continually, harder than driving on the narrow roads full of ruts and keeping the truck from going off the cliff, harder than chiseling away at some rusty bolt when some part of the ancient vehicle needed to be replaced. 

For the truck had a logical order, broken down as it was. It had originally been designed to function according to a well thought out, rational, system known as auto‑mechanics. But her life had no such system, it was composed of exploded jagged shards, shattering on all sides of her. Once again the fragments of her past with Alex  invaded her consciousness.
She sat by the roadside in Southern England holding Alex's head in her lap. He was passed out drunk, the motorcycle was overturned and leaking gasoline. She hoped it would not explode. She was actually sitting on the iron steps forming the overpass of the railroad tracks, with Alex sprawled half on her lap, half on the ground. Every time someone had to cross over the tracks they would walk around her gingerly. They would try not to stare at her, for they were well‑behaved, reserved Englishmen. She would try not to cringe with fear as they approached. 

The previous night J. and Alex had camped out in a campsite surrounded by wild ponies. It was the end of the season, the campsite was desolate, the wind was inhospitable, but it was a relief to get out of London and be able to breathe again. The weeks in London had been bleak, she preferred not to think about them. They were finally out in the open, camping inside a tiny plastic triangular tube which served as a tent and cooking on a gasoline stove which threatened to blow up or set fire to the scraggly brush country around them. But despite the inconveniences the open space was a relief. 

She remembered the precise instant at dusk, the wild ponies' silhouettes  outlined against the sky. the thorny branches of the bushes which served as their dining room walls, the dark grey of the sky, the meager light of the fire. She leaned against Alex for warmth. She was glad to be leaving England. Tomorrow would find them at the Channel, in the evening they would board the boat and the following day they would be in France where she imagined everything would improve. As she fell asleep she remembered the movements that the ponies made as they galloped over the plain, the way in which their bodies rose and fell, the surge of energy, and the lack of philosophical confusion in their lives.  It was not uncomfortable to sleep out in the open for their sleeping bags were warm when zipped together into one big pocket. But she awoke as full of tension as in the city. She was not cut out to be an expatriate, and even less so to have left the country so abruptly to follow the man she cared for, whose problems with the law were nearly insurmountable. 

Alex bought a bottle of brandy in the following morning and began to consume it so as to distance himself from J.'s anxiety and his own. She drank a little to keep warm, but not enough to forget. The road passed beneath them faster and faster, as they weaved their way between the potholes and the lorries. Every time a truck overtook them the wind vacuum sucked them to one side. Pretty soon Alex was passing the lorries. The  wheels of the motorcycle began to detach themselves from the asphalt, they were barely grazing the road. She glanced at the speedometer which indicated that they were moving at ninety‑six miles an hour. When they stopped for a moment she told Alex she wished he would not drink and she wished he would not drive so fast. It was the wrong thing to say. He replied that it was she who wanted to depart from England as fast as they could. But she wanted to get out alive, which was the worst thing to say. 

They started off again and their speed picked up. Beyond a certain velocity he was aiming rather than steering the bike. The road faded to a wavering haze. J. knew that he was doing it in revenge, against the ten days of  her uncontrollable depression. But she felt that he had not the right to try to kill them both in order to prove a point. She thought she was going to scream from fear, but knew it would be of no use. 

They stopped at the railroad crossing of a small town just outside of Brighton. J. got off the bike as they waited for the train to pass: a long, slow, freight train, like those she had seen in her childhood. Alex did not look at her. As he started to get off the bike it fell over. He was too drunk to keep it vertical. She helped him tilt it upright and reached for her knapsack. It fell over again. She walked away from the bike without looking at him. He did not try to stop her. After a ten minute walk she reached the village green. The grass was sparkling, well kept and velvety, lit by the afternoon sun and tended with precision and care. She imagined centuries of sheep that had once grazed there. There were not many people around. She was afraid that her presence with the knapsack would arouse suspicion but she was too tired to care. 

She sat down for a half hour on the grass and tried to think, sensing that she could not continue the voyage. There was no reason to. She could leave and return to the States. She had half the travelers' checks, enough for a return ticket. She was not out on parole or wanted for something. He could go it alone. However, she realized that to return to London she would have to take the train, which meant that she would have to go back to the railroad crossing that she had just left. The thought that Alex might still be there froze her in her tracks, but there was no other way to get to a train. 

She walked slowly, hoping to arm herself with enough rage to face him. All around her the inhabitants of the village were doing their shopping, illuminated by the golden afternoon light, placid and oblivious of her. When she reached the crossing the motorcycle was still lying on its side like a shiny, wounded beast. Alex was lying next to it, nearly unconscious. Her anger subsided, she could not bring herself to leave him in those conditions. She sat down on the first step of the stairs, lifted his head onto her lap and waited; fearful that the citizens of the town would eventually come and lynch them both, as unwanted freaks disturbing their island of good manners. 

She wished Alex would wake up, but she knew she could do nothing but wait for him to sleep off the effects of the brandy. She waited, shivering with the approach of evening, completely immobile and afraid to look at the passersby. A young woman stopped and asked her if her friend needed a doctor. J. was shrunken up against the railing of the staircase trying to take up as little space as possible and too surprised to answer. She lied meekly that he had had an attack of indigestion, but that he would be alright shortly, they really did not need anything, thank you. Another woman came by and said that if they wished they could come back to her house, only a short distance away, where Alex could lie on the sofa which would be better than being out in the cold. J. answered again that there was really no need to worry about them, her boyfriend would be alright shortly; they would be on their way, and she was sorry they were cluttering up the staircase of the overpass. The woman left unconvinced, another older woman appeared and expressed the same concern for them. 

J. defended herself weakly against their compassion; she was too unused to it to know how to respond. Alex was starting to regain consciousness, she could tell from his breathing. Just as she wished that they could be stuck in some less visible part of town, she noticed the two policemen walking toward her slowly and deliberately. Her body tensed into paralysis. 

The truck had been J.'s home for several months. She had outfitted it as comfortably as she could, it was easier to live in than a apartment. She hadn't lived in a classical apartment with a separately defined rooms for more than a few weeks during the past seven years. Ever since she left Manhattan she had lived in San Francisco warehouses converted into lofts: large, open, uncared for spaces, or ruinously run down country houses in Europe. They were the only kind of living conditions that did not give her claustrophobia. The camper built on the four by eight truck bed was tiny, but she felt it part of her body. She had outfitted it with a rug to cover the metal floor of the flatbed. She built some wooden boxes to hold her possessions. They slid precisely under the table/ shelf when not in use. The mattress covered half the floor when she slept indoors instead of on the roof. The shell, rising above the siding of the pickup had been built with care by its former owner. It was fully insulated and had two small side windows, as well as the back window. 

J. could sit on the mattress to read, write or look at the view and feel quite secure. In the coolest nights or hottest days she could still be comfortable. She had painted the roof silver to reflect the heat, and the rest of the body a deep Mediterranean blue. She patched the holes in the running board with fiberglass, a sloppy but serviceable job, completed while she was staying in the hills above the Russian River. There she had spent half the summer in the woods before moving on, to the Sierras. She was parked near a tiny creek, and took long walks planning how she could build a tree fort using the fallen trees in the woods for beams and planks, all the while knowing that she would never be able to carry out her plan. She stayed on, reliving those parts of her childhood, spent mostly playing in the woods. She wandered through the shady expanse, examining each stone or branch in her path for future sculptural projects. She had found three large bay trees that formed an appropriate triangle and could serve as the main posts of a tree house. She could lash beams onto them at a height of about three feet off the ground; crisscross them with smaller branches to form a floor. The walls could be made out of intersecting reeds, all of which could be found in the woods. The stream had dried to a trickle in July but she could tap into it at a point higher than the imagined house and thus nearly have running water. That was the kind of home she would have wanted to live in with Alex. 

She recalled the frantic energy they had used to repair the various places they had inhabited, each time trying to believe that they would live there permanently. Alex gave every act of building a symbolic value, hoping to construct a lair secure enough from the upheavals of the outside world, all the while knowing that the symbolism of home was not meant for people like him. It did not apply to someone who had been incarcerated for seven years of his life. In that summer even the word ‘home’ made J. seasick. the whole concept evoked memories of impossible dreams, of her desperate attempts, with various men, to construct a future for themselves via building materials, when the relationship was at its most precarious, crumbling like dusty clay. That last summer before leaving California she could not bear the sight of furniture or any similar amenities. She had developed an allergy to the whole idea of trying to coerce the mental world to follow the structure of the physical one. The truck had no such pretences. It was portable and easy to dismantle.
She thought of the middle aged woman who had taken them in for the night, when they were stranded on the railroad overpass on the way to Brighton, the sea town in Southern England. As it turned out the police had not come to drag them off to the local jail, but rather to see if they had paid their road tax. The sticker was not visible on the bike. J. pulled out the receipt, explained that they had just bought the bike the week previously, and had not yet received the road tax sticker. The two policemen, courteously enough, then asked if her friend needed a doctor. J. again refused awkwardly, convinced that the police would realize that Alex had passed out from brandy rather than indigestion. 

When the police left and Alex  finally started to wake up, a dowdy looking woman, who had crossed the bridge earlier in the afternoon, returned with an elderly man and a thermos of coffee. She said she could not in good conscience leave them there on the overpass, without coming back to see if they needed something. She invited them back to her house for dinner, and her friend offered them a beautiful attic room in which to spend the night. The lady described to them her life in the provincial town. She had been married for many years and had three nearly teenage children. Her husband had left her a year previously, with the young secretary of the company in which he had just been promoted assistant director. She herself had gone to work in a bakery to support the children. She envied Alex and J. their freedom and ability to travel. She was planning as soon as the children were grown, if she still had the energy, to take up the knapsack herself and go around the world. Such an idea would be scandalous to her villagers, so she never discussed it with them. In the meantime the children were in bad shape since their father had deserted them. The middle boy had started to steal, petty thefts, but very upsetting to her. There was no way that she could give them the love of two parents but she did not want them to feel sorry for themselves simply because their story was considered the scandal of the small town. Her own actions seemed to aggravate the situation. Once a very long haired youth had come into the bakery, guitar in hand. He had been traveling around the world and was on his way back to London. She invited him back to the house for the night, it seemed like the decent human thing to do, for a person who had returned from thousands of miles away. But the townspeople interpreted the gesture as lascivious and indecent. 

How much this simple, generous woman was longing for the unknown, beyond the restrictions of her bigoted countrymen. To her, J. and Alex represented that unknown: the part of human existence that had escaped predictability.  Her desire to contribute to that escape, without really knowing what it consisted of, moved them terribly. She was buying into the dream. In contrast, for J. their encounter represented the one moment of security during the whole six months of expatriatedom: the one night they slept in a soft bed with clean sheets. She clung to the image of the attic bedroom in the following weeks during which they camped on the bare ground in their sleeping bag. She clung as well to the miracle of trust that the woman represented to them. She had trusted two unknown voyagers from another world, and invited them into her house and offered them dinner, including her own piece of meat that she cut in half for them, insisting  her was not hungry, along with her words of encouragement and admiration, represented for J. an unbelievable generosity of spirit, which she had never before witnessed in the human race. Perhaps it was just that trust that the woman placed in them, which gave J. the minimal courage necessary to deal with the uncertainty looming before her. She was one of the few people whose kindness had moved J. nearly to tears. 

The following day they set off for Brighton and spent the afternoon on the beach gazing at the huge hotels, mammoths of another era. Did the hotels await the return of ladies with parasols and long, freshly ironed, organdy dresses, accompanied by gentlemen with walking sticks?  The emptiness of the beach and the desolation of the hotels on the boardwalk were ominous. It was her last image of England, as they waited those hours for the sun to set and the night boat to leave for France. The peacefulness and apparent order of England had an unsettling effect of her. It accentuated the disorder of their own lives. At the time, Alex had wanted to go on straight to India from England, but J. had refused. She felt it was arrogant to go to a country where they would simply be spectators to other peoples’ poverty. They went to France as a compromise, which turned out to be a mistake. Looking back she wondered if it all would have been different if they had gone to India instead. It was not her principles, but her fear of the unknown that had led her to refuse India. Perhaps the English woman, in all of her simplicity, had more courage than her.

                            5.  Exile
Time slid away before her. Her first winter in Candeasco was dissolving into other winters remembered. Each gesture that she executed to rebuild and keep warm sparked similar gestures from the recesses of her mind; those instants and sensations eclipsed the present. There was no longer a proper sequence to the events, it had decomposed with the seasons. In their place were slivers of time whose intensity cancelled out all other thought.                                    
J. remembered how it grew dark in the mountain village, in which they had been lent the crumbling ruin where she and Alex had hid out in the first winter in France. She saw them both walking down the main street, shivering despite their winter clothes, on their way to buy pumpkins and leeks with which to make the evening's soup. The shopkeepers were impassible, looked at them as foreigners and made no attempt to conceal their suspicion and hostility. Images of that season wavered in her memory: the night wind, the carefully counted francs for the vegetables, the huge knife that cut the pumpkin, the smell as it boiled over the gas burner, and the color of the especially dim light in the house. They sat at the tiny table in the kitchen and looked at the soup, the night sky and each other. They waited for the soup to cool, as they waited for the sky to warm. Nighttime as always interminable because of the cold. They occasionally bought wine to warm them when the soup did not suffice, It cost forty cents a bottle and was considered an extravagance. But at that point the act itself of staying alive, could be considered an equal extravagance. 

They used to climb into the icy nylon sleeping bag, all of their muscles stiff from the cold and wait out the half hour for it to become decently warm. They would take turns getting into the sleeping bag first, for there was no reason that both of them should suffer. She could still feel the absolute silkiness of Alex's skin stretched over the granite of his muscles. The evening light made his eyes sink even deeper in the sockets, all of the bones of his face stood out accentuating the imbalance of his features. The broken jaw, acquired in a prison riot had twisted that half of his face downward in respect to the other half. The asymmetry of the face was at once hypnotic and frightening. 

After weeks in the house, an acquaintance gave them a sheet with which to adorn the  sleeping bag. They considered it a huge luxury, as it raised the interior temperature by at least two degrees.  But J. remembered especially the mornings, the hollow in her stomach when she awoke, the way in which she clung to him, trying not to think of the cold outside of the sleeping bag, possessed by terror, once again wandering through deserted corridors of her brain, looking for the door to the exit. It was a terror reconceived every day at dawn, feeling the comfort of sleep fall away like a hillside crumbling under a landslide. She looked into the void of the day ahead of her, tried to rescue herself from the numbness of the fear, tried to focus on the form that the day could encompass.

Alex fared better than her. He was used to isolation. He had spent years in prison, and was still in shape, (partly due to the time he had spent locked away from society,) to face another stretch of the same without losing his mind. But J. was not. At times, even he awoke furious, for reasons unnamed, and the whole day was clouded by his anger. Every time J. gained consciousness she would scrutinize his face to see if it was going to be one of those days. Each of them was all that the other had at that time, and the mood of each one of them had a disproportionate power over the other. They lived those weeks locked into one psyche, each one incapable of being at peace with himself if the other was suffering. At times she could not bear Alex's anger toward her, or her own anger toward him. She would then go for long walks in the hills surrounding the village, to try to retrieve some autonomous piece of her mind that had not tied itself to their joint situation. She was often afraid to go back to the house; wished to lose herself in the hills as long as possible. 

She wondered why she stayed with Alex. Was it for him as a person, or for the idea of permanency that he offered her: the concept that they would be together until they were ninety‑four, should they live that long. No one else had offered her that concept; an unnaturally antiquated sense of ‘kismet’ or destiny. It was the one sliver of continuity that her brain contained. When she had undergone electro‑shock she had learned that the memory was exceedingly unstable. It was like a series of cars, clinging to the tracks of a rollercoaster. More often than not, they collided with each other or fell off the rails.                                      . J. thought of the last unequivocally happy moment with Alex. It was the end of the summer of 1971. They were returning from Boulder Creek and had stopped at a field by the ocean for a picnic. The field was full of horses standing or lying, in harmony with the grass which they ate. It was a clear brisk day. The waves rolled in, galloping like the horses. The beach was wide and deserted; the rocks were eroded into giant sand castles. It was that kind of picture book day that would stay in her mind long after they took the plane to London and began their Odyssey as expatriates, shifting about without the proper documents. Three weeks after the picnic, an article appeared in the newspaper citing the arrest of a number of people in the Berkeley area and the discovery of a sizeable quantity of explosives. At that point Alex make some phone calls to several lawyers who had handled his affairs in the past, or those of his friends. It was suggested to him that he leave the country for a while. He was still out on parole for something to do with a credit card, that had cost him four months in jail. If arrested he could be held without bail for years until an eventual trial. And so it was decided. 

They had five days to pack and leave, and no notion of how long they would be gone. Why did she follow him? She who previously knew nothing of the events in which he had been involved. At the time it appeared logical to give up her home, work, friends, country for the man she loved. It was a moment in time when the only effective critical statement one could make with regard to America's foreign and domestic policy was to withdraw one's presence from its territorial boundaries. That was how she saw it. To attempt to survive within that society implied a willful contribution to the damage that was being perpetrated on its own citizens and various countries beyond its borders. J.'s resignation from America was not a courageous act. It was simply the smallest effort to live in coherence with her principles. Not that she imagined that the land of her passport  would take notice of her absence, as a philosophical statement. Perhaps at the bottom of it all she could not imagine her life without Alex. To set foot into such a void she could not do.
Alex's previous activities were a mystery to her. The tangible evidence of their existence consisted of the bullet hole in his leg and his back. The less tangible evidence were the words with which he described his past. Once the events have passed, the words are as fragile as dusty pharaohs. Once they are excavated and whole sentences and paragraphs are held up to the light, the bright sunlight destabilizes them irremediably. 

 It takes such a small and unremarkable decision, such as she had made, for one’s whole life to veer off track. Is there ever a path laid out before a person? Quite unlikely. There are only minute choices with equally minute consequences at the time they are made. Years after the fact one notices that one is a hundred and eighty degrees off course. But it has nothing to do with anything as glamorous as principles, no matter how self righteously a person defines his motives. In all of the future seasons of her life, the structure of fear was identical, not once mitigated by her so called ideals. As she moved forward through the first winter of her life in Candeasco  she tried to keep that in mind. There was no point in deluding herself, even in the dampest nights after a day of work, when the wood stove filled with soggy kindling obstinately refused to light. As she fumbled with matches several squares in the patchwork of her memory were lit up.
Out of the shadows appeared the silhouette of the feet of a Parisian policeman. J. had no memory of the face or the rest of his body, except that he was young, not much older than her. But the feet running after her, as she tried to hide behind the apartment building, were firmly engraved in her recollections. It was one in the morning of a cold night in November. Alex was standing by Regine's car, which was still filled with stolen printer's ink. There was a policeman on each side of him. The other cans of ink, many of them, were sitting on the kitchen table of Maryvonne's apartment. J. had come back down to help Alex finish unloading the car. Maryvonne and Regine were upstairs, perhaps a bit perplexed by the large quantity of ink that Alex had hoisted, in the short period of time in which they had gone out to look for discarded leather scraps, an innocuous enough occupation. As the leather industry was situated in the same neighborhood as the typographers they had come back with a small quantity of leather, legitimately scrounged from the dumpsters of the area. He had gathered a few hundred bucks of printers' inks of assorted colors from an unattended loading dock. What he would eventually do with the ink was as yet undefined, but it could always be used for printing fake subway tickets or some other transfiguration of the graphic arts for ideological purposes. 

The policemen saw J. emerge from behind the apartment building, take notice of their presence and try to flee to the safety of the shadows. One of them ran after her, grabbed her and dragged her back to the glaring streetlights by the car. The police asked for their passports and for proof that Alex was the owner of the car, which he wasn't. In order to demonstrate that it belonged to their friend Regine, they would have to invite the policemen up to the apartment to find her. There the latter would be likely to take notice of the disproportionate quantity large, round, metal tins of ink piled up on the table in the entrance way. The instants passed slowly as J.'s terror mounted. The police fingered their passports, as if it was their sacred duty to discover that the passports were false. Failing in their calling, they would have no choice but to take Alex and J. down to the precinct station for the night, so that the arrest would not appear totally futile in the eyes of their superiors. It had evidently been a slow evening for them. 

Just as they were getting out the handcuffs, Regine stepped out of the shadows of the apartment building. She was nearly six feet tall, quite obviously went to the hairdresser every week, and her voice carried the proper tone that is used to talk to servants. The police asked her if the car was hers; she answered them imperatively in the affirmative, as if they were two fleas to be brushed off a table cloth. They withdrew to their official position of public servants and guardians of the peace, with many ‘madame’ and ‘je m'excuse’ and proceeded on their rounds, without even asking her to produce the documents demonstrating her ownership of the car. It was the car's open door and Alex’s own dramatic appearance, halfway between a gypsy and a pirate, that had attracted them to the scene; not the vehicle’s contents, which went unobserved. 

As the fear ebbed out of her, J. started to shake uncontrollably. They carried the remaining cases of ink upstairs, Regine went home, Maryvonne went to bed, and J. found herself standing by the window, looking down the seventeen stories into the void, mute with rage. The adrenalin that had bloated her body like a balloon had subsided, leaving her limp, her muscles sagging on her skeleton like rags on a scarecrow. There was nothing she could say to Alex. Her anger at him for having exposed them to near arrest was unjustified, but she couldn't control it. He did not have those kind of delayed reactions; for him the moment was already past: it was as if it had never happened. He did not live in a land of paranoia, where events condensed into frozen instants lurking in ambush in the brain. He had been in and out of jail since he was fourteen; he could not permit himself the luxury of fear of the unknown. 

They went to sleep in silence. For years afterward the tiny white Renault cluttered up J.'s memory, illuminated by giant, glaring streetlights, Alex beside it, surrounded by the police. The Hollywood brightness of the streetlights contrasted with the safety of  the dark shadows, as in a badly printed, silent film. As the years passed, the car grew smaller, the lights grew brighter and the several minutes that they waited for Regine's arrival stretched into weeks. The proportions of the events warped and stretched. So did her premonitions, each time she had to deal with the authorities, that they knew a priori she was guilty of something. She assumed, with a certain naive self importance, it to be obvious to them as to herself, that she was a disbeliever. 

The printers inks were never used for their original ideological purpose. Alex took them to Malaucène and was somehow able to heat and spread them on canvases in the freezing village house. They were then brought to Thelma's house in the south of France where she found them years later. J. mixed them with linseed oil to paint a garden table bright pink; they were the most intense colors she had ever worked with. She eventually brought them to Italy where they served her for another fifteen years. Two decades after Alex's passing from her life, the tins of ink remained, as resistant as ever, never drying up in the can or fading in the sun.

Inside her truck the past and present were equidistant, both very far away. J. parked it by the ocean, the rear window facing the sea. She lay inside it for three days, awakening occasionally from the fever enough to sit up for a half hour but no more. Events were seated on a hazy merry‑go‑round, which moved up and down in circles on the outskirts of her skull. Every once in a while an image would come into focus. The sea was all too familiar to her, flatter and wider the ever, a release from the claustrophobia she felt about the rest of her life. The beach, sand and rocks were that part of the universe which she considered as home. 

Once she and Alex, in the first months of their involvement had walked far off from the public beach, to the cliffs and hollows of the Pacific ocean that normally one could approach only from the sea. Standing up, half hidden by the rocks they made love, with the light streaming orange and oblique in the late afternoon; the sound of the waves adding to their own rhythm. It was at that moment that J. started to imagine the idea of permanency, her first awkward attempt to grope for the future. It was strange to her that this idea stayed with her through the following months abroad, even when she found herself standing with Francois outside his own apartment while he banged franticly on the door to have Alex let him in. 

Alex was inside the apartment; had stuck the second pair of keys in the lock on purpose, and was in the process of fucking Francois’ girlfriend Jennie. This would have been less discouraging had it not been the second of Francois’ girlfriends that Alex had made friends with. The first one was icy French and J. despised her. Her name was lost in the folds of her memory but her calculated flirtations were as haunting as ever. Once when they had fought in Paris Alex took the first girlfriend back to Maryvonne’s apartment for the afternoon, and Maryvonne had walked in on them at an inappropriate moment. While they remained in Paris J. refused to even speak to the first girlfriend, both before and after Alex had cavorted with her, as it was clear from the start the intention of the two parties. However she had met the second of Francois’ girlfriends after the fact, before knowing of her additional involvement with Alex. Jennie had seemed a nice enough person, so J. did not see any reason to dislike her, after she discovered that Alex had been to bed with her. 

Five minutes of pounding on the door passed uneventfully until Alex finally opened it to receive Francois, J. and another elegant friend of Francois, who might have been on the way to becoming girlfriend number three. The lady guest’s face went rigid and inexpressive at seeing Alex stagger from the door, completely naked and drunk, with his hand out to shake hands with her and the rest of the company. In the time it takes to get dressed Jennie emerged from the bedroom; just after that Alex threw up on the rug. J. cleaned up the carpet and helped him get dressed before he passed out completely, while the other dinner guests were arriving.      

The evening dragged itself out with nothing else worth noting, while Alex slept off the alcohol he had consumed and J. sat in the corner trying to become invisible. She recognized that their vacation from real life, as guests of Francois was coming to a close, and tried to prepare herself to return to the isolation of  the dreadful, freezing village in the hills. Toward the end of the evening, as Alex was coming to, Francois approached her coldly and told her that on the following morning they would have to leave his apartment, immediately after taking a shower he specified, and never come back.  He added that J. should not for minute imagine that he was throwing them out simply because Alex had fucked two of his girlfriends, the most recent one in his own bed; as he, Francois, was too sophisticated and enlightened to be motivated by anything as petty as jealousy; but he had his own very specific reasons, for telling them to leave, although he did not choose to reveal them. 

J. surmised that Alex's appearance at the door stark naked may have violated a greater taboo in the eyes of the French than his other activities; she resigned herself to imminent exile. She was offended however by the condescension with which Francois had offered to let them stay until after they had had their morning shower; he knew they were living in horribly primitive conditions in the ruin in Malaucène. She said that they would leave immediately and went to wake Alex up. It was midnight and she had no idea where they would go at that hour. Fortunately Jennie offered them her apartment as she was staying the night with Francois. They left, thanking him equally coldly for having befriended them, in their exile and uncertain future, and spent the night in the relative comfort of Jennie's tiny apartment before returning to their village in the hills. 

She always remembered the incident with humor, strangely enough. For her it was an indication of the fake sophistication of the French, the pomposity with which Francois imagined himself to be superior to his compatriots, because he had spent six months in India. The absurdity of Francois banging on his own door, knowing that Alex was inside with Jennie, was greater than the knowledge that Alex had ‘betrayed’ her in the classical sense of the word. She was faithful to him, and he to her, in his own fashion. At the time they were both faithful to values which put them somewhat outside the pale of the conventions of apartments with carpeting, upon which one should not vomit.

Earlier that evening, they had had a terrible fight. J. had been to see a newspaper editor, in hopes that she could write an article about the urban commune in which they had lived before coming to Europe. The editor had detained her an hour longer than she had expected, for which Alex had one of his usual fits of jealousy about the attention she was receiving for her work. When he picked her up he started driving through the city at suicidal speed in the car that Francois had lent them. She got out of the car at the third traffic light, in order not to prolong the danger of riding in the car with Alex in a state of rage. It had taken her more than an hour to cross the city on foot, in the meantime Alex had driven straight back and found Jennie alone in the apartment. Francois came home a half hour later and had been outside the apartment for ten minutes when J. arrived. At the moment she had been so relieved to realize that Alex had not demolished the loaned car and himself on route, that her own rage gave way to a sense of the total absurdity of the situation. 

Her memory sifted the images as she came out of her feverish state, enough to finally cook herself a meal on the alcohol burner in the truck. Their sojourn in Francois’ apartment was one of the few comical recollections she had of that period of their lives. The other times were filled with the vertigo of falling into the pit of the future from which they had to dig themselves out each day. She thought of the other people who had befriended them during their pilgrimage as political exiles. Most had done it out of snobbism, a fact Alex was quite aware of, for the glory of participating vicariously in a small corner of the ‘revolution’ through the lives of others, without assuming any noticeable risk. J. refused Alex's cynicism, with regard to the motives of their various hosts. She felt guilty about accepting help from anyone without being able to repay it. 
Time passes, and some words, so charged with meaning, fade with every calendar year. After a decade or more, what did it mean to belong or not to the society one was born into? All of those words: principles-ideals-revolution-oppression, did they actually mean something? Was it because of those words that J. found herself permanently on the far side of the ocean, in a state of unremediable  penury and most uncertain future? She was trying to live a coherent life. But even that sounded pompous and artificial at first. Only after sixteen years abroad,  the actual daily repetitive experience of what a ‘coherent life’ consisted of, made the phrase sound less embarrassing. But no matter what kind of semantic topping she spread over her actions, she knew that she could not return to her point of origin. It was precisely the point that she could not return to that became her compass. It unwaveringly indicated the path in the opposite direction. 
                      6.  Tools and materials
At nearly fifty the muscles of her legs were as hard a stone, those in her back as well. She had no cellulite, no curvature of the spine. Her shoulders had become unusually wide. Her hands had become unusually large. For a woman her size they were the hands of a giant. Had a mere three decades of manual labor had such a prodigious effect on her? Or was it in her constitution from birth, that she would not resemble her class of society? She looked at the hands of all of her lady friends over the years: those limp, soft, delicate, fragile, useless appendages, unable to grasp or fashion any form of matter. The years, and the daily activities of her life had made her arrogant and intolerant, it was not something to be proud of. Particularly as all that she could shape with her hands, contrasted so severely with what she had failed at shaping with her heart.  
The stone is a very ancient invention. It was specifically designed by the gods to be rolled uphill. This mythological fact was confirmed in November of nineteen seventy seven, when J. found herself facing two cubic yards of sand and gravel, neatly dumped in the street, sixty‑two feet distant and thirty‑seven feet below her house. As the pile encumbered the path that led up to the house, the sheep from the neighboring village had just walked over and through it on their daily migration. The pile was flattened some by their efforts but it had not moved one centimeter closer to its intended destination in her cellar. 

The truck could have brought the mixture a good deal closer to the back entrance of the ruin, if the road had been an inch and a half wider. But it wasn't. The gods would not have wanted such a good invention as the stone to go to waste. However J. calculated quickly that a cubic meter contains thirty cubic feet: ninety buckets of twenty five pounds apiece. A one hundred and eight pound woman can carry eight buckets an hour without excessive fatigue, which should mean a mere twelve hours of work without interruptions; perhaps more realistically three days to include time out for brandy and the typewriter. She discovered by the end of the week that her prediction was nearly correct. Nearly so, as she had not foreseen the three weeks necessary to recover from the inflamed knee joint that functioned badly under repeated load bearing and had swollen out of proportion to the rest of the leg. She contemplated the invention of the wheelbarrow which accompanies stones in modern times, if not in ancient mythology. However the path at a forty degree gradient was too steep for anything of the sort. 

J.'s purchase of fifteenth century real estate represented a nearly alchemical operation. It entailed handing a notary a very small, flat, envelope containing a piece of paper with her signature on it, in exchange for an uncountable number of tons of stone. To the magic of the original transaction, would only have to be added an equal amount of alchemical energy, to transform the structure into a livable home. 

The magnitude of the task of rebuilding three floors and a roof from a gutted shell did not fully occur to her until the middle of the winter. It became evident at the end of January. At that time her roof was covered by a giant canvas tarpaulin. The tarp boasted various strategically placed holes which funneled the rain water into the future living room, kitchen and studio of the house, from which it then dripped down to the lower floor. It had been raining for nine days straight as it was want to do in the dead of winter. Ten days previously the mason and his assistant had energetically removed the slate slabs, packed earth and cane supports of the old roof in a mere day and a half. As they were starting to let down the last spongy piece of porous slate, the  rains started. There was nothing to do but lay the tarp over the whole house: now open to the sky, and hope that the owner would be tolerant of the leaks. It was a very old tarp. J. wandered back and forth during the period in which construction had stopped, clutching her oversized mug of tea which she used as a continual hand warmer. 

Fortunately her own bedroom was in the one part of the structure whose roof had been rebuilt just forty years ago and did not need replacing. Her bedroom doubled as a living‑room, studio and kitchen during the formative season of the house. Along the window side, where the stone sofa seat had been placed, was the kitchen. It was composed of two turn of the century window frames. They provided the vertical supports for a nearly historic piece of olive wood, better known as the kitchen counter. A year later, after she had built a more suitable kitchen in the adjacent room, with a marble sink flanked by mosaic tiling, and other hardware that accompanies kitchens of this century, she could not imagine how she had lasted the first winter camping out in one room.

She spent February plastering a good deal of the bedroom. To accomplish this she moved all of the furniture to one side, plastered the remaining side, then moved it back to its original position to plaster the area where the furniture had been. She did this ten or eleven times until the bare stone walls were covered with what is euphemistically known as a rustic plastering job. The villagers, with a great sense of diplomacy, accorded the name ‘rustic’ to the style which foreigners first employ to renovate their houses.
Once the new roof was framed up and covered with a layer of cane, a healthy slab of cement and new roof tiles, the house would last another few hundred years. J. could then turn her attention to the interior and gut the existing floors in order to replace them with fresh planks, tiles and wood flooring. In the process of removing the downstairs floor, to substitute it with a concrete slab, she discovered  a corollary to Newton's law of gravity. She had surmised that as the tiles, stones and supporting planks were removed from a floor several hundred years old, the slab of packed earth between the tiles and the planks then would then fall to the basement below. But it was not so. One half of the earth, (which served as insulation in olden times) collapsed to the lower level. But the other half rose into the lungs of the person trying to gut the building, herself. The fathers of modern physics had evidently overlooked this fact and it took another three hundred years for her to rediscover it. However when the dust finally settled she had a beautiful gapping hole from the ground floor to the roof and a ladder leading up to her bedroom. 

During the following month she sorted, scraped and cleaned the antique oak and chestnut rafters, which she had rescued from the debris of the original roof and floor. Many of them appeared hopelessly worm eaten on the outside, but the interior heartwood was still as strong as steel. She reused the straightest, strongest ones for joists and bought unplaned planks to lay across them diagonally. The directional slant of the wood made the room look larger. It took three weeks for her to complete the new floor for her kitchen and studio in this largest, lightest upstairs room adjoining her bedroom. While she worked on it her neighbors marveled that a floor built by a single, foreign, woman could actually support the weight of the people who were destined to walk on it. 

Over that first year the villagers proved of invaluable assistance to her. Initially they had little to do with her; they were suspicious of an outsider who would choose to live alone in a tiny, isolated village, without a husband, children or a salaried job. Their reserve was abetted by the fact that the Liguria had been overrun by fifteen centuries of conquering hordes from the Saracenes whom came by sea, to the retreating German armies of World War II, to the modern invaders of real estate speculation for tourism. However as winter approached and it was clear she was going to last through the cold season, their attitude began to change. The turning point came on a Saturday afternoon as she was standing in front of her house with a pickaxe in hand, surveying the trench that would eventually enclose the sewer line. She had broken through the six inch slab of concrete and was now down to the fifteenth century cobblestones of the original street. Removing the stones was a great deal easier than gouging the concrete. J. had almost finished digging the ten foot long, two foot deep trench. She was exhausted by the effort and annoyed at the spectacle she had provided for the villagers during the afternoon. 

A large number of people had passed down her alleyway to see if she could actually accomplish such a feat single handedly, or would have to give up and make a fool of herself. She realized later that they had never seen a foreign woman do backbreaking manual labor. The daily fatigue of the women of the Liguria, who care for the olive groves, pick the olives and carry forty pound sacks down the hills, was a great deal more exhausting than wielding a pickaxe, but it was considered woman's work, as opposed to that done with construction tools. 

As the sky was darkening and J. was due to actually finish the job, and break through to the town’s central sewer line that descended the alleyway, an unknown man in his forties approached her, to her surprise, and invited her to dinner. He introduced himself as the mayor of the village. His wife was one of the many people who had observed her labors earlier in the afternoon. It was her first chance in over two months to change out of her mud‑covered work clothes, sit in an ordinary furniture filled living room and listen to five adults and seven children talking and shouting simultaneously. It was her happiest evening of that season. 

Following that, the word was out that she was an acceptable addition to the town of a hundred and twenty inhabitants and other families began to befriend her. First they sent their children to inspect her abode, as they themselves were shy. Their children returned to report that J. lived in a wondrous place filled with broken beams, crumbling stones, piles of sand and cement, dirt, mud and great open windy spaces, in which no one ever told them to wipe their feet or not drop their chocolate cake on a newly waxed floor. Their generous mothers invited J. to their own homes and gave her much useful furniture that had encumbered their own basements for decades. The villagers were anxious to discard anything that reminded them of their poverty stricken ancestors, in order to move into the modern world of formica and linoleum. But they were touched by J.'s interest in what was worn and handcrafted. As they acquired stainless steel sinks and shiny kitchen tables, she was bequeathed a marble sink, a round, oak plank table and a hand carved bedstead that had been used by various great grand parents a hundred years previously. 

They gave her encouragement, and more important, a sense of time measured in centuries rather than minutes. They told her of their own efforts to rebuild their houses from the ground up after the Germans had set them on fire during the war. They described what the village was like when the central water supply was hooked up in 1959. Before that everyone used the spring water from the fountain. They spoke of how the first refrigerator arrived, the day the first telephone was installed, of the dark streets before the street lights were put in. They spoke of when every family in Candeasco owned a cow, some sheep and goats and a donkey to transport the olives down the steep paths of the terraced hillsides. The spectacular changes which had brought the village into the twentieth century had occurred within the past thirty years. It was impressive to witness the advances that linked them to the actual Riviera, a mere ten miles away, as decent roads were built, public transportation was instituted, inland as well as coastal tourism began and new jobs became available in the port town of Oneglia. The changes overturned their lives after centuries of mountain poverty. But it began to erode those character traits of hospitality and sense of concern, that so distinguished them from their modern neighbors on the coast. 

As Spring approached J. began to build undulating ferro‑cement structures for the house, in the manner of Gaudì, as she had done in San Francisco. These constructions evolved into a cavernous wall around the bathroom, a separate bathtub next to the wood stove in her bedroom, an open tread staircase leading from the first to the second floor, and a sculptural wall for the entrance. For many years she used for these constructions those materials she could gather from the site and its surroundings: cane reeds from the river, branches from the fig tree next to her house and many flat knitted mattress springs which served as the mesh to which the mortar was applied for the ferro-cement work. The villagers had a surplus of rusty iron beds encumbering their basements, and were anxious that J. should have a proper bed rather than a mattress laid on some ordinary wood planks. Every few weeks someone would offer her a sagging mattress spring which she would accept as graciously as possible. She would then lug it into the house, get out a hacksaw and proceed to cut it up. The springs, pliable as a floppy wire sweater and were excellent for the armature of her bathtub, her staircase treads and other projects. 

Her neighbors were at first aghast, then quite tolerant of her unorthodox transformations of their gifts. Their own lives had been formed by a rigorous sense of ecology, long before the word came into being. Every gram of matter in their surroundings was saved and reused; this manner of living was absolutely necessary to their survival. It was only in the past two decades that they could afford the luxury of throwing anything away. It did not astonish them that J. sorted each piece of iron, wood or stone for future reuse, turning car windows into skylights, spaghetti drying racks from the Agnese pasta factory into window frames, cast iron containers from ancient water closets into wood burning stoves and pieces of broken china into mosaic walls. As she dug out her basement and the tiny courtyard adjoining her house, she unearthed from the debris a quantity of potential materials for mosaics. However it seemed that when people had family fights in the olden days they rarely threw multi‑colored pottery at each other, therefore her archaeological finds lacked variety. To compensate for this her neighbors donated her many shades of bathroom and floor tiles left over from their own renovations. She used them over the years to lay mosaic floors, stairs and terraces, her own version of Persian carpets. 

In the second summer J. bought her first non utilitarian object for the house: a turn of the century piano. She had acquired it from the mayor's family who had moved to their new villa and bought a new piano. Their old house was sold and divided in half. The new owners waited anxiously for the piano to be removed so that they could seal up the doorway to the room in which it was housed and open a staircase at the other side of the house. However J. did not yet have a downstairs room with a floor to put in on, as the downstairs slab had not yet been cast. She put them off for about a month while the mason rushed to convert the gaping hole between the second floor and the basement into a usable load bearing floor. About twenty minutes after it had set up firmly enough to walk on and ten minutes after J. had plastered a wall area of four square yards, the piano was transported by four hefty men down two flights of stairs, rolled down the street and slid into its new home. 

It was difficult for J. to explain to her neighbors why she should buy a piano with her meager savings rather then a hot water heater, a car, or some more practical object. The room on the ground floor in which the piano was lodged remained unheated for another two years. She armed herself with many sweaters and much vodka when she descended to those draughty regions to play it. To counter the villagers objections she invented an interim solution to the mundane problem of heating water. It consisted of a piece of copper tubing thirty feet long coiled up into a tight serpentine and enclosed in a short cylindrical stove pipe, on top of which sat a heavy piece of cast iron. 

The apparatus sat on one of the burners of her gas stove. As the cold water passed through the coil it was heated to a temperature sufficient to take a bath. It was a reasonable result for a fifteen dollar investment and served her for four years until she could afford to install a high pressure water heater and copper pipe leading to bright chrome faucets in a half a dozen points of the house. For several weeks after she had the modern plumbing put in, J. wandered around the house turning on and off the gleaming faucets in the darkroom, the kitchen, the bathroom, over the bathtub and the shower, with the glee of a small child. Even those mundane modern conveniences filled her with naive wonder as she had gone without them for a four years. 

As the seasons passed, the former rock pile became more and more homelike, but J. was seized with pangs of uneasiness. She had become used to living in very primitive surroundings. They regulated the rhythms of her life. Although she spent time each season in Milan and Torino, she had become accustomed to returning to her would-be lair on the mountain top, where she felt sharply the contrast between the technological world and the hardiness imposed on her by her mountain life. She measuring her body's resistance to the elements, to awakening to the bracing temperature of forty‑eight degrees in her bedroom, to carrying the olive wood up from the basement and lighting the fire each night, to the heavy physical labor to balance the mental labor at the typewriter. She thought of her house as a tree fort or a cave: an environment that did not lend itself to classical domesticity. She had grown to believe that housekeeping was done more often with a shovel than a vacuum cleaner. 

Gradually she installed tongue and groove flooring over the original planking, and patiently varnished it. She bought a refrigerator to have ice for the vodka. She found antique lace curtains to hang on the windows. She remembered ruefully when the house consisted primarily of scattered stones, gaping holes and huge piles of drawings. In her guided tours to friends she explained that eventually the rubble would be replaced by spaces resembling the elegant scribbles on the stacks of white paper that littered her desk. But she herself was changing slowly. As the house took form, her reason to believe in the idea that had motivated her to build it eroded. The idea had become matter, but the spark that had fueled the idea was turning to ash within her.
What does it take to continue to believe? What does belief consist of? In the usefulness of  one’s own actions? In the ability to create a particle of change,  however minute, in the universe? How is it possible that a series of actions, that once made sense, could lose their meaning for she who performed them? Time passed and the significance of all that she had built was eroded by loneliness. Her effort to build, however stubbornly or successfully accomplished, was apparently leading her nowhere. Her home had become both a protection from the elements, and a barrier against the world outside, that she could not belong to. The more beautiful the house became, the more her estrangement from all outside  the walls surrounding it became complete.
                         7.  Caverns in the mind
It was again a morning in which she lay in bed nearly paralyzed, for three hours from the time she had started to wake up. The outside world was out there, over the cliff of her consciousness, but she was unable to reach it. To actually awaken would be to recognize in full her estrangement, to accept her separateness from all that surrounded her. To accept it with some minimum of dignity and go on from there. Some times it took her an hour to do so. Sometimes longer. She would squeeze her eyes shut and pull her long hair over her face, her portable Venetian blind against consciousness. If she could stay still inside her head, wrapped in the featherbeds still warm from the night, soft and protected, and just avoid the emptiness of being fully awake, avoid it for another half hour, maybe even fall asleep again without having nightmares. To postpone waking up, would allow her to live inside her past for another fragment of time.     
The past lingered in the cold air between the rafters. It followed her as surely as the images of all of the homes she had built over the years. J. often thought that Alex was still with her, in spirit, as she plodded through the day’s activities and endured the familiar chill of the winter, similar to those they had faced together many years ago. Time passed; the events faded, leaving the edges blurred. There were moments when she thought she might be losing the past, letting it fall down the long tunnel of her memory. Was there a specific quality of Alex’s love that bound her to him? What was it that had make her feel throughout  that time they were together, that they would spend the whole of their lives together? 

She had been engulfed, both by his love and his rage. They alternated. She caved in under his anger when she could not escape from it. His outbursts were always disproportionate to the event that had triggered them. He was like a bowstring under continual tension. It snapped periodically and she was always the object of his anger. She was not used to it. Half the time he recognized afterwards that he was in the wrong and apologized to her in a manner that she was equally unused to. J. had never been able to admit to being wrong. Not that she did not recognize her errors, but she was never able to say out loud as he did: ‘forgive me, I made a mistake, it wasn't the way I thought it was.’ He said it directly, without humiliation, looking at her with those enormous dark eyes, half smiling, half pleading, showing her without embarrassment how much he needed to be loved by her. J. could never do that; she was too proud, too inhibited, too frightened of what the possible reaction might be. 

The instant that kept coming back to her was the start of the day, the time they spent in the double sleeping bag, clinging to each other, shutting out everything beyond the bed or tent. In those moments the world beyond the triangular tarp fell away, and all of the people, habits and processes that structured it were crushed into fine powder. They had created an interior world with the heat of their bodies, the heat of their emotions that made all else irrelevant. J. had never felt crucial to the emotional survival of the other. Like many other human beings she needed the luxury of feeling  needed so intensely. 

She thought of the room he had fixed up for them in the ruinous house in Malaucene. It was a tiny room, maybe no more than six feet wide and ten feet long. He had left her stranded in Paris after one of his rages and gone down to Malaucene alone in the middle of the night. There he stayed for a week before calling her to come down and join him. She had spent the week in anguish, listening to Maryvonne's stories of decadent Parisian nightlife. She tried to imagine what Maryvonne would look like making love to another woman in front of a party of twenty people in a crowded French apartment, the two of them having arrived in fur coats and nothing else over or under them. Maryvonne was an exhibitionist, armed with much determination to throw off her provincial origins. J. could not quite see herself in those settings, had she stayed on in Paris. Nor could she imagine herself returning to the States. Had she gone back, she would have had to admit that the concept of True Love could fail. That was not possible for her. It dissolved her entire view of the universe, in which a person waits and hopes and dreams and looks for true love for an infinitely long time, but once one has actually found it, it is eternal and cannot disintegrate because of mere incompatibility. 

So she waited for a very long week until Alex finally called her, begging her return to him. When she arrived he showed her the room with pride. He had constructed a table and shelves and outfitted it as a studio for her to be happy in. He presented it to her as a prince would present the gift of his kingdom. She was moved to tears when he showed her the paintings he had started that week. They were small geometric abstract tempera paintings, with a delicate sense of color and proportion, the kind he had always wanted to have time to paint. For him the room was a sanctuary. Within its boundaries he could concentrate on his own interior world for the first time in his life. 

He was happy to be able to do so. She, in contrast, felt shut off and imprisoned in Malaucene. Alex had already had much practice at isolation and had learned how to live within  his own brain. But she longed for her friends. She too had spent much of her life alone, but she had never become used to it. It provoked panic in her to realize that being with Alex was not enough. She was frightened and did not know how to keep the fear below flood level.                                              

J. wondered if all of this had a beginning, a specific point of origin. Was the disconnection always with her from the start? Could she never remember herself to be different than what she was?  As she wandered through the drafty spaces of her ruinous pile of stones, that might eventually become a home, she thought back to her years in Manhattan. She had been standing in a place, where certain things came to pass, where the winds of history had blown around her. The seasons went by; later her memory stopped by those places where the ground was still charcoal, burnt with the ashes of a well known moment in time. Now she could talk about the events of twenty‑five years past, but while it was all happening what was she doing there? Mostly crying and writing poetry. She spoke to no one. All she could manage was to open her eyes wide, stare and try to snatch, with her pen, a small fraction of the events whirling by. Dylan was on the record player. The record was nearly transparent from twenty years of wear. Could she have known at the time that her brief affair with his photographer would start to lead her off beyond the beaten track. When a person reaches a turning point, does he know that he is turning? Or is he so busy keeping his balance in the curves that he doesn't even recognize the change in direction? Would a fragment of history would blow by her again, she wondered?  No it was not that event, she had always been off the track. Still her memory focused on certain moments, as a detective does on certain clues in an investigation.
The room of her brownstone on the West Side came back to her. It was just after her divorce. All she wanted to do was paint and write. That was the limit of what she could manage in those days. She lived in an apartment with an unusable fireplace, a view of a scraggly tree, a parquet floor to dance on, and a bed she had made with her own hands to make love in. It was her first piece of handmade furniture. She lived on steak and vodka and pistachio ice cream. It was the end of the summer, stifling and still in the West eighties. She had found a tree stump in the street, worn as driftwood, and a piece of polished wood, which she made into a table. 

Dylan's photographer had come to look at her apartment and perhaps sublet it. He was lying naked on her bed and she was drawing him. He stayed until dawn. It was perfectly normal to her that if somebody wanted to take off his clothes and be drawn, he was free to do so, even if he was nearly a perfect stranger. The record played on. It had just come off the press when she was twenty‑one. What did that time mean? It was a time when she was not afraid. Life stretched out for her, and she held out her arms to meet it. Did she know then, that years later she would look back to that night? Where were the events hiding now? Had she ever been a part of them or did she just imagine herself to be woven into their creases? 

That afternoon she  had been given a mirror by a neighbor, which she hung on the wall of the studio in Candeasco. It was shaped like the mirrors of the fifties, curved on the top corners and squared off at the bottom. Some of the silver had scratched off of the back, but it was still serviceable. She glanced at her face in the mirror. A face that looked at the world as if it had just slapped her. Her face was not yet set against the blow. Paradoxically that was what kept her young. She inspected her face for wrinkles. Her neck was holding up well, her chin a little less so. She was beginning to have smile lines. When she wasn't actually smiling they resembled a permanent frown. 

She must remember to relax the muscles of her forehead. The skin was becoming flexible and soon it would be corrugated. She steeled herself against the vanity and self‑pity which women attach to aging. She could never get used to her face in the mirror. She always flinched during the first few seconds that she looked at it. Then with studied self‑control she tried to rearrange it. After tugging on various muscles, she could get her expression to relax from the tensed up grimace that threatened to become permanent. 

Although nature had been kind to her, compared to other women of her age, she knew that the reprieve was partly due  to something the doctors had long ago called ‘schizophrenia.’ She had the same hurt, innocent expression of nuns and women in insane asylums: a detachment from the every day world which gave her face a distant, nebulous look, an other‑worldly innocence. Wrinkles appearing on the faces of most people were the biological evidence of self defense: the signs of an adult who stood up against the world’s aggression. J. told herself that she should be grateful for the coming of wrinkles and the recent harshness in her expression. It indicated that she was finally learning to counter‑attack. But becoming an adult was foreign to her. She could not accept it, even as she was approaching forty. 

She thought of the winter in France when she had shrunk from everything. If Alex snapped at her she felt the words like a blow. She started to crack and tremble as his expression went black. She would retreat to her watercolors, as they were a territory she could hide in. She swept the large, rough sheets of paper with the colors of abstract landscapes: places she could travel to within her mind, geological fortresses against her real surroundings. While she was painting she rarely talked to him, which infuriated him even more. She shut him out as she entered her mental fantasy world of shapes and colors. He sulked and became even more bad tempered in those moments, but he knew he could not reach her there. While she was painting, she came as close as she could to invulnerability. Whenever she began to paint she felt her body shiver at the moment when she crossed over the boundary of daily life to the land of her spatial inventions. It was a distinct sensation at the moment of passage, eerie and powerful, as if a magnetic force had taken hold of her and wrenched her away from reality toward a center of gravity within her own brain. Italian writers, more linguistically agile than herself would call that moment of passage the ‘brivido sacro’ the sacred shiver, so she surmised  it was not her imagination playing tricks on her; it had happened to others as well.
J. knew very little about Alex when she decided to live with him. But was it actually possible to know a person? Or was another human being’s experience always estranged from one’s own? She recognized the facts of his childhood were facts from another planet, which she could never grasp. He had told her about bits of his past during their first summer together. She sifted through this mysterious puzzle of disconnected events.  By looking at them from every possible angle, they might reveal a clue that she had failed to see at the time.
Decades later she would see his last name on the neon sign of a pizzeria on the drab outskirts of Torino. It did not seem possible that a name that evoked such density of emotion for her could serve such a mundane function. How could his name  belong to daily life, and be appropriated by ordinary people to mark the geography of their eating place? How could his surname belong to anyone other than himself?  
                     8.  Theft and hypocrisy
J. wondered what gave Alex the rage necessary to steal. Was it different from her own anger, from the sensations that overcame her at times, making her want to smash the walls around her, or the windows at the very least. An uncontrollable surge of adrenalin overwhelmed her in those moments, a sense of impotence and the feeling that if she could make no positive impact on the world around her, her rage would turn inward and destroy her. She used to drink four or five glasses of Vodka at a shot to regain some measure of calm. 

She imagined Alex sitting on the steps of his rundown neighborhood at the far end of Queens, age eleven, trying to draw. His father came up and hit him, grabbed the paper away and tore it up, said only queers draw, fairies and the like: he should be out playing ball the other boys. Did it happen that way as he told it to her? He was a tough kid. If his father would not let him draw, he would do something else. It was then that he started stealing cars. 

What would have occurred she thought, if the old couple he stumbled upon, when his first stolen car ran out of gas, had not called the police? They had put him up for the night, listened to the nearly plausible story that his thirteen year old imagination had furnished them with. In the morning when he awoke, the police were standing by the bed they had made up for him. Suppose they had given him the bus fare to go to see his uncle in Alabama as they had said they would. Or even the bus fare to return to New York without notifying the police about the car. Would it have changed anything for him to know that there were two people he could trust? Or would he have thought they were suckers and gone on to steal another car to get to Alabama on wheels?

J.'s mind played with these ideas as she walked along the wide empty beach facing the Pacific, South of Pescadero. The sand was sparkling, the wind blew it up into dunes. Ice plant and dense perfumed brush stretched over the dunes. Various shellfish clung to the sculptured rock formations that rose unexpectedly from the sand. The art of erosion had been perfected over centuries. Geology, more mysterious than philosophy, had erected labyrinths within the rocks, hidden baroque cities through which one could wander if one was an inch tall. Each opening in the sandstone led to part of a gothic cathedral for elves. She had walked amongst these rocks with Alex, and then with Marc, years later. She recognized shapes of rocks on the beach; they called forth her feelings for each of them. She remembered several premonitions that the instant they were passing was the peak of their involvement, and not long afterwards, ominous events would start to tear them apart. Which they did, in each case. In the long run it appeared that both Alex and Marc had gone crazy and she herself was no longer sure of her own bearings.                                              

Where ever she was the two men lurked; they did not let go, kept intruding on her present. Even in November of 1976, when the opium moved across her brain all through the night after the projection of her film. She had bought a lethal dose and taken half of it. Logically, it was that night that she invented the plot and characters for her next film. She could not exist without her imaginary playmates. Having unleashed the ones she had lived with for nearly two years onto the final release print; having set them free to go their way, to speak or not, to the public, she needed to recreate new ones as soon as possible. Her mind was empty without its usual population; it creaked like a ghost house without the creatures she would summon  for company. 

The fact was, that her just completed film, was not good enough. Two years of her life had propelled three buffoon-like characters onto the screen through an inventive series of surrealistic adventures, but it simply was not good enough. The images were compelling, the music was hypnotic but the characters did not come alive. They remained stick figures in humorous situations. She had to do more to reach the public. For two years she had lived alongside of the amiable devil who could not keep Hell solvent during the present economic crash, his ambitious assistant who wanted to sublet the hell fires to a chain of fried chicken restaurants, and their only client in several centuries, an engaging keyboard player who had sold his soul to become a rock star. She had spent twenty-four months writing, casting, shooting, editing and recording and it wasn't what it should have been. The public at the private showing was not entranced; despite the verve of the editing or the spontaneity of the dialogue.

J. went home, empty as a wine keg. She had those friends that her imagination had fashioned for her. In her mind they were three dimensional, but on the screen they had imploded. She was appalled. She fell through space into the night. With the opium she could fall for a while without touching the ground. It had sustained her through four months of editing: a couple of dollars a day to keep from hanging herself, after Marc had left her. Twenty dollars worth would take her through that longest night, in which to fashion new friends from the recesses of her brain. She was incapable of returning to everyday life. There was nothing in real people that she could trust or hold onto;  most of the time they frightened her too much to have anything to do with them. The imaginary world of film, even in 16 millimeters, was costly, infinitely more so than anything she ingested; she could not afford it, but her need for it was far greater than her need for opium. Her need for film might eventually destroy her. Stick to smack, she thought as she sobbed herself to sleep. It is less dangerous than the cinema, neither chronic nor incurable as the need to live out one's life on the screen or on stage.

As she drifted off to sleep, she saw Alex in her mind's eye, scaling the outside of the building to steal the television equipment. She saw the facade of the building in the moonlight: its window ledges, drainpipes and fire escapes. She saw his silhouette, alternatively clinging  to those protuberances and alternately jumping like a goat to reach the window through which he had entered the building. The image stayed plastered onto the backdrop of her brain: a tiny, dark, spidery figure against a huge, silent, brown, building; a facade with blue green shadows thrown by the street lights. In her half delirium, half dream sleep she understood why Alex had chosen to steal the dream he could not buy. It was not even a choice for him. It was the necessity of a person, so cut off from his fellow men that if he could not find a way to communicate with them he would die or go mad. His mind had been  exploding for years with emotions that he could not set down with words in the classical manner. He thought he could do it with images; the television equipment was two blocks from where he lived. It was beckoning to him to come and take it away. He was no one, or at best a common thief. But with the video-equipment he could try to become a camera-man, a spokesman for his emotions. With the equipment he could take revenge on the events that had shaped his life. It was inevitable that he should steal himself a profession, as his identity had been stolen from him in his youth. 

The first time around he had not had to scale the wall and swing from the fire escapes: Robert had given him the keys. When Alex told J. that, she was sick with anger. She wondered how this middle class, intellectual publisher of hers, who would never in his life have taken that kind of risk himself, could give Alex the keys to the offices that housed the equipment. It was like giving a person cyanide. or a pair of wings and lead basket ball sneakers. She remembered herself screaming on the phone at Robert's wife Dale, when she needed Robert's recommendation for the parole officers and the bail. She shrieked uncontrollably that if Robert did not vouch for Alex she would tell the lawyer about the keys. Robert vouched for Alex. 

It was years before she had the courage to ask him what precisely had happened that day. According to Robert he knew about Alex's desire to unload the equipment, but he did not approve of it. Alex wanted to come up and talk to him about it. He said he would be working late. There was no entry buzzer on the ground floor, so he gave Alex the keys in order to come and visit him in the office after hours. That afternoon he was fired. He was let go for having written the radical sociology book (that J. had illustrated) on company time. The educational consulting firm considered it to be their book. They were envious of his inventiveness and the book's success. It was predictable that the owners of the firm would vent their envy, in an infantile manner by firing him if he did not give them control of the copyright for the book. It was predictable that Robert would take revenge by letting Alex keep the keys. They could do no more. He could do no less. But J. was disconcerted by the story. She pleaded with Robert, in her mind: you don't encourage a man who has already spent years in jail to steal. So what do you encourage him to do? Ask for a foundation grant to become a television cameraman? Ask for a fellowship to complete elementary school, a three month internship into the middle class? In Alex's own mind, what he had taken was his due; there was no other way he could have acquired such equipment.

A mere twenty years later every airport duty free shop sells video cameras for about two weeks of a postman's salary, but at the time the events had come to pass, it was a very costly article;  a year and a half of that same salary. Still she could not accept the fact that Robert had given him the keys and Ralph had lent him the truck. Robert appeared to have an airtight excuse, but it leaked in its very logic of disassociation, from the first to the last word. Why had not they met in the corner bar for their discussion? The neighborhood boasted two excellent corner bars, one inhabited by professional drinkers, and the other inhabited by professional pool players. In either one of them they would have been left in peace to talk. Why the office? 

He could not invite Alx home to talk about robbing his bosses, in front of his wife Dale. She was seven months pregnant and very depressed. She fancied Alex, or so he told J. a year later. J. tried to imagine Dale coming on to Alex: this nice sweet friend of hers sinking like lead into maternity at age thirty one, frightened of losing her sensuality at the onset of motherhood, even more frightened of the hormonal changes the pregnancy produced, depressed and semi-abandoned by her reasonable intellectual husband who sat up late at night to write, instead of coming to bed and caressing her now enormous belly. She needed the warmth of the body as much as she needed Robert's brilliance. They had met in their teens but he was not thinking of sex at that time, so she took a Mexican lover while he became president of the college student council. They were married just after graduation and had lived quite happily for ten years. Dale did not really want Alex, rather she wanted Robert to become more like Alex, a feat too unrealistic to even imagine. Alex was all sinewy angles and muscular agility and darkly gouged mysterious depths, and Robert was just plain rational and wryly humorous.       

In the long run Alex would become boring, but at the immediate moment his sultry smile and bottomless pit of emotional intensity was irresistible to Dale, as to many other women. Alex described Dale's longing for him to J. He said he tried to fend her off gently without insulting her. He did not want to hurt her. He did not disparage her, but it was clear that he knew he had what her husband did not have: the ability to live inside his body instead of his mind. Alex bore witness to the possibility that the human race might become extinct. If the world's politician's did not stumble upon military annihilation first, the planet was moving toward evolutionary annihilation, as it became more and more unable to perform the body’s most basic function: sex. Alex as the exception, glaringly confirmed the rule. What for him and J. was natural was fraught with inhibitions and awkwardness for most people they knew. 

The act of reaching another human being through the gestures of the body was to J. the logical outcome of not being able to reach them through words. Talk was nearly impossible for her most of the time; her shyness caused her center of communication to migrate from the use of syntax to the use of anatomy. Language for her was a raw material to be used in its natural state only when asking for train schedules, or to be immediately converted into poetry far from any listener. She never thought of the spoken word as a means of communication: it simply mystified events and rarely corresponded to the emotions felt. It was the hedge that prevented one from walking on the grass. 

Alex knew that language was something to manipulate. It was the tool to be used to survive in an alien world. It had a fluctuating relationship to external, objective reality. He chose the words he needed for a given occasion and shaped them to evoke the reaction he desired to obtain in the listener. It never occurred to him  that words had an obligation to correspond to actual facts or events. To others, more rigorous than he, what Alex was doing was lying. Within his own code of values, he was adapting the words to fit his needs. The events were always there, ready for inspection if the listener desired to get to the core of the matter. He did not pretend to alter the events; they were part of what he called destiny. But he considered it his right to alter the words he used to describe them. The events would get him in the end, but in the meantime, his ability to juggle the words allowed him to live on borrowed time. 

However his body's reactions never had to be filtered to make them more appetizing. They were appealing enough as they were. His spontaneity was as magnetic as that of a wild animal. He knew that the tame, middle class regarded him as the last of a species, a sort of white whale. They sat demurely on their sofas with their legs crossed and tried to lure him with their own words. He rarely fell for the bait, and they, if they were female, often fell into the aquarium, and floated weightlessly as goldfish into his arms. In the murky waters of sensuality he knew his power; on dry land he suffocated and gasped for breath. 

Still, Robert should never have given him the keys, J. thought. In his naive way he did not suspect the consequences of his action, just as he did not suspect that his wife was turned on to this emotional friend of his. Did it occur to him that he would not get the keys back until after the theft? Did he foresee that Alex would eventually be arrested, when he returned to the building for the third time? Did he wash his hands of it all, thinking that everyone is responsible for his own destiny? Did he realize that the theft only confirmed Alex's belief that there was only one thing he was good at: only one role for him in society: that which his middle class friends did not have the cast iron nerves to risk getting into, although they were hypocritically willing to make use of the booty. It took some practice to keep his nervous system from betraying him, in order to become a professional thief. Alex had trained his nervous system to detach itself: to sit off in the shade, while his body performed dangerous actions. He had trained his nerves to doze in the shade and not think of the consequences. He was one of the unlucky ones.
This person would haunt her for years, a whole decade after  they had parted. All of her subsequent lovers would live in his shadow. He had become the yardstick by which to measure them. She herself had been molded by him, by their time together, more than she might wish. She had become hard, cynical, opportunistic in order to survive in her years abroad, aware that she too was manipulating those around her to obtain her ends. She had learned her lessons well. 

                         9. Winter solstices
The past dissolved into the present again. There was the house and there were the men whom she had dreamed for decades of inhabiting it with. Most had never set foot in the place, but one who had, (the most recent) had caused her to lose hold of nearly twenty years of hard earned mental equilibrium. Much later she never understood what made her believe that he was a person of substance. The disproportion between what she saw in him and what was there was staggering. But as with most people, it was not his defects that were so dangerous, it was some undefined quality that he possessed, that had caused her not to see what he lacked. His name was Francesco. Thinking back, every step he had taken, every footprint he had left within her house had desecrated it. But hindsight is a great luxury which she did not yet possess in the Winter of nineteen ninety two.
When one speaks of rebuilding a house one usually thinks of the  reconstruction of an edifice with a recognizable connection to either the past of the structure itself, or the past of the builder. But this was not the case. J. did not want a house that resembled any of the associations attached to that word. What she wanted could more appropriately be called a cave, a lair, a hideout for the mind. She had become, over the years before moving to Italy, seriously allergic to all the accoutrements of classic decor and architectural divisions. The very sound of bedrooms, dining rooms, cabinets, or walls:  those terms used to connote specific activities and containers for those activities, made her uncomfortable. The interior of most of the abodes she had observed were containers for emptiness, for the interior life that was not. The order and logic of the furniture and the well dusted smooth surfaces were surrogates for emotions that no longer existed within those spaces. 

J. did not want anything flat or straight or rectangular or static or symmetric or shiny in the house. After spending the happiest parts of her childhood playing in the woods, she wanted a forest that she could play in, while being protected from the rain and cold, a tree house with a few creature comforts, hot water and a telephone. She did not wish for a different architectural style, but rather an environment devoid of all of the standard architectural connotations, something that would look like it had grown into its present form as opposed to being fabricated. The ideal was not easy to achieve, given the limits of the raw material at hand. The original stone walls of the house were twenty to thirty inches thick and offered a certain amount of constriction to her plans. In the first dozen years she was further limited by a level of poverty which prevented her from buying construction materials other than the sand, cement and the minimum wood necessary.

But it was in fact her poverty that made the house possible. She was obliged to work with materials she had gleaned from their former lives, to rebuild the house as far as possible from the materials to be found on the site itself. They consisted primarily of stone and the original timbers. She could not say that she was reenacting of the adventures of Robinson Crusoe from an ideological stance. She had not formulated a theory or doctrine against the standard habitat of the Western world. But she wanted a dream world: a laboratory for sculptural experiments, a space where the mind could roam.  She wanted a fusion of the furniture with the structural elements of the house, a landscape that changed with the seasons. 

Perhaps what J. conceived of was a place where the brain could extend its confusion beyond the limits of her anatomy; as well as a fortress against the terror of the world beyond her front door. She did not wish for the house itself to become a place of chaos, it was an exceedingly orderly environment even during all of its formative years as a worksite. But like a stage set for hallucinations, it did not resemble anything known. It did not have what the interior decorators of department stores call style. It was simply an extension of her mind, a gigantic watercolor made three dimensional. 

As she set out to build that first winter, she learned what could be done with the objects surrounding her. The initial months were dedicated to carrying around stones, chiseling, cutting and reassembling them. Stones were very pliable objects: it just took sufficient patience. The flat slate of the ancient roofs and floors could be chiseled to improve their contours, using her elegant mason's hammer, a gift from a friend in San Francisco. They could be broken in two with the hammer with great precision, depending upon the angle at which they were struck. The slabs of slate, gathered from crumbling floors in different parts of the house were often worn quite smooth from centuries of previous use. They became the basis for her bedroom floor and for the shelf structure in her first upstairs kitchen. They were turned into elements for a three dimensional Mondrian, as she piled them up, balanced them and cantilevered them out at odd angles. The stones had a great advantage over other aspects of life. They stayed where she put them. Unlike her memories and her relationships, they did not dislodge themselves from their resting places at inappropriate moments to assail her with their presence. They were solid, measurable and did not expand like the gases of dreams to unmanageable proportions in the still of the night. 

Stones were flexible; they could be rearranged in an infinite series of combinations to form a wall or a staircase. She learned a lot from the stones as she worked with them to build the first steps leading down from the far side of the house into the tiny interior courtyard. However it was in the nature of most stones to weigh almost half as much as herself. J. learned to use levers, crowbars and all of the elementary laws of physics to move some of the large slate slabs and granite blocks from one point in space to another. It took concentration to measure each gesture, as a piece of slate or granite weighing seventy pounds could be dangerous, if it slid out of hand. However the stones weighed less then the memories which she had hauled from place to place. The stones were as feathers, compared to the thoughts she carried in her head, and much easier to bear.                                              

The sky turned from misty, grey streaked with intermittent elements of sunlight, to that more opaque and compact shade of grey of the snow clouds of real winter. They lay in wait, all along the horizon. Although they were not likely to loose their precious cargo of flakes at the altitude of the village itself, their presence lowered the temperature to that of the nearby mountains. It was Christmas day, of the year nineteen ninety two; the past two months had been just practice, the actual cold season would stretch out for nearly four months following the New Year. The sky, dense with the warning of frost, gave the village an aspect that no longer had any relationship to the palm trees and oleander of the coast, only ten miles distant. Gone was the mist rising from the valley, gone was the noonday sun that gave the roof terrace some vestige of  tropical warmth for several hours a day. 

The new sansa/olive pit stove was not functioning up to par. It did not draw well enough to burn the olive pits continually, as the original trusty furnace had done for eleven years. It is not possible to heat all six rooms with a wood stove, one and a half at best. The temperature was that of the earliest winters; in the low fifties on the average; barely up to the high fifties in the warmest corners of the house. J. sat wrapped in layers of leg warmers, ski socks and sweaters, hoping that she would not begin to see her breath. She had insulated all of the windows with a double layer of clear vinyl, and put cheap carpeting in the kitchen and  downstairs living room, but it had small effect on the climate. There was no immediate solution in sight. She felt ironically rejuvenated, vaulted back in time to the first winters fifteen years previously. Maybe living in a refrigerator preserves people, keeps them young, she thought. Too many people had been saying recently, that J. had not changed in fifteen years. It was a compliment streaked with envy. What had changed about her, she wondered; the body, the hair, the skin scarred by acne, the confusion, the irony, the hopes? It was true that the muscles of her face did not sag; and she was not beset by excessive wrinkles or grey hair; but are those the only signs of age, or maturity? She got up, climbed down from her loft bed in the upstairs studio and went downstairs to stir the coals of the stove. For once it was burning more steadily and efficiently and did not need her attention. She went up to the terrace and gazed at the steely shade of the sky, devoid of any sign of warmth, loosing light as the afternoon passed. 

Was it possible that in terms of basic comfort she had not moved forward at all in a decade and a half? The problem needed some urgent resolution as she knew she could not survive a whole winter in those climatic conditions. She had not the finances to buy a new furnace in which to burn the olive pits: the only efficient fuel in the area. It would be necessary to close off half the house and heat a lesser volume more efficiently. She dreaded the claustrophobia of being confined to a fraction of the space she was used to, but it was inevitable. However the vast cavernous multi-level igloo that she inhabited did not lend itself to being sliced in two. She had not designed it for that and it was impossible to create a functional division of the house, as all of the spaces were intertwined. 

She resolved to try to seal off the living room and kitchen with padded curtains, in hopes that the available warmth would rise to the library and studio, the rooms which received the most light. It was essential not to allow depression to engulf her. She had become increasingly heliotropic as the years passed. After many seasons spent in Torino and Milan she could not bear grayness and fog. She needed the blue of the Mediteranean sky the way she needed vitamins and proteins. With out it her energy was drained out of her. 

Perhaps it was spending the holidays alone in the house that was etching out her psyche. She thought of the immutable Italian society, sealed off in its cast iron family structures, gorging themselves on seven course festive meals, while she was secluded in her glacial abode. She had been too proud to let her friends know that she was alone. She did not wish to be invited anywhere out of pity or charity. The village was plunged into silence for most of the day. Finally as the sky darkened she began to hear the comforting voices of the neighbors. She thought of her own family, of the presents she had received from her brother and sister-in-law, the phone call from her Mother. How had she come to be so far removed from all that was familiar to her? 

What was it, that had orbited her out of her childhood into a world that she did not belong to? She belonged only to the house, as she had recreated it with her own hands. Had she chosen this path or had she lost the one she might have or should have been following?  Could she rekindle some faith in the choices she had made? But there was no correct choice: only the ones that spoke to her deepest needs. In four months it would be Spring: a hundred and twenty days. In that time she might lose the house, if she could not continue to find work and repay her bank loan. She needed to believe in what could not be known or foreseen. She got up again to sew the curtain wall for the living room. Perhaps if she could rouse enough molecules in her brain from the artic climate they inhabited, they would produce some small acrobatic movements equivalent to hope.                                                    

The first winter had not been like that. It was colder in fact. Once returned from the Herault where she had gone to visit her friend Thelma for the holidays, she faced temperatures in the forties when she got out of bed. She slept curled up under the feather bed so as to occupy the smallest amount of space possible. Occasionally near dawn her legs were warm enough to stretch out the full length of the bed. She loaded the wood stove in her room up to the brim, to ensure that a few coals might remain in the morning. To touch the lukewarm metal casing of the stove was always comforting. When it was ice cold the day promised less for her. 

However she was convinced at that time that she had made the right choices, as unorthodox as they appeared. When in February of nineteen hundred and ninety eight she paid the mason Meneguin in full, on the day he finished the new roof, leaving her with six dollars to her name, she did not panic. Somehow she felt that the bank would eventually forward the monthly sum, (which she gleaned from subletting her loft in San Francisco.) The bank had a tendency to waylay the hundred and sixty dollars she lived on, about one month out of two. 

The new roof on the house gave her a great sense of security. She learned a good deal from Meneguin, who was nearly a philosopher of the stone, rather than a mere mason. She had learned how to chip the slate at the right angle so that it would break correctly, how to whittle a piece of wood to the shape desired with as axe, each blow carefully aimed, how to mix cement without exhausting oneself, how to place stone upon stone with the correct proportion of giant slabs and small chinks to level them, how to tie the bamboo reeds together to form a lattice work support for a floor or roof as sturdy as two by fours. The reeds represented a great discovery for her. They grew abundantly along the stream near the village; they were about two inches in diameter, flexible and nearly indestructible. They could be lashed together in parallel rows over the basic beams, and once in place they were strong enough to support the weight of Meneguin and his assistant Giacomo, as they poured buckets of cement over them to provide an airtight roof slab on which to place the tiles. It was a mixture of old world craftsmanship and new technology; the reeds, the cement and the modern interlocking roof tiles represented the cheapest and sturdiest solution to the problem of protection from the elements. 

J. was immensely grateful to Meneguin for all that he had taught her, for his patience his sense of humor and his belief in the simpler aspects of life. In another more democratic era he might have been a chief engineer rather than a mason. But he had saved tenaciously and sent his daughter on to further studies than had been his lot to pursue. He had most generously rebuilt the roof terrace for J., nearly for free, as it was not foreseen in the first estimate. As she had no more money to offer him, she gave him one of her paintings, as representational as she could make it, of the olive groves. 

Meneguin's daughter, Anna Rosa, came to help with the work. She had just finished university in mathematics and had not yet been called to start work as a substitute teacher. She was cheerful and conscientious but with none of the spark or irony of her father. On the last day of the job, as it was growing dark, Meneguin dismantled the heavy pulley that had been used to hoist the tiles up to the second floor. He let it drop from the beam it was tied to, jutting out from the window overlooking the alley. It fell to the ground with a dull thud. At that instant his daughter standing near the door was leaning over; the pulley nearly grazed her head. Had it fallen an inch to the left, it would have surely killed her. Her father was convinced that no one was standing in the alley below; it was dark and there was no streetlight. J. standing farther down near the street, saw the heavy  metal object fall, just as Anna Rosa took two steps forward and leaned down. In that imperceptible instant, she saw death pass by. Meneguin was aghast when he realized the his daughter was in the alley below. He started to yell at her, more out of tension of what might have happened, than out of anger, as if to scare away the demons who caused tragedies to arise from  chance events. 

When the roof was finished J. missed the arrival of Meneguin each morning, the company, the instruction, the humor. But the days were lengthening and there was so much to do to rebuild the floor in the main upstairs room, that she did not have time to feel lonely. She had no doubts regarding her choice to leave the city, the mundane sophistication of her class, the useless theoretical conversations, the superficial elegance. She had no doubts that the contact with the elements, and the intense physical labor, would give her access to ideas and to the possibility to order the past events that strayed aimlessly and clogged her brain. She loved the olive groves, the pathways among them, the starry nights on the roof terrace, the velvet mist hanging over the valley, turning the hills into a Chinese painting. She felt privileged to live in such a part of the world. She had no misgivings, only the practical problems of survival and solitude to deal with. She measured the solitude the way convicts measure their days in prison. She sensed that this first season of extreme isolation was necessary and inevitable, painful as it was. 
She knew no one beyond the half a dozen families in the village. She had not yet made friends in the coastal town of Imperia. What few people she had met at the weekly art film club showings had been horrified that she was living in a tiny, isolated village populated by farmers, in a broken down, cold, ruin, lacking the most elementary conveniences. So she had decided to forego their company. She was not used to the refinement of the Italian middle class. It irked her. They could not understand why she was living the life she had chosen. In contrast she was convinced that what she was building for herself was the only life possible for her, infinitely more suitable than theirs. As the days lengthened and the violets started to bloom on the terraces of the olive groves, J. walked amongst the perfumed woods, picked the soft, round-leaf, nearly purple, water mint from the marshy field where it grew, watched the daffodils spring into bloom in the sunny open field below and felt grateful for the choice she had made. That was the first season.

What had happened over the following fifteen years, she pondered as night came over her in the cold, damp house, several days after New Years of nineteen ninety three?  What had changed inside of her, so that she no longer believed? Had the last love lost really wrecked her brain so badly that she could not focus on any part of the world she had created for herself? What good were her values, ideals, principles if they created such a schism between her and those around her? And how could she amputate Francesco from her consciousness?
            10. Dawn 
Is it possible to spend a decade or two putting one’s brain back together, only to observe it come apart again when one human being crosses its path? Is it possible that a single human being could have such a cataclysmic effect on another? Is the species so permeable that no fortress is sufficient to protect it from such harm? And the dawn; can one send it back to where it came from? So much had changed in a mere fifteen years.
The first shaft of light struck the wall of her bedroom in a flash of orange glow, indicating that it was near nine o'clock. The light emanated from a jagged crack in the wall, which served as a window, but was nearly invisible from the outside. It was necessary, (and almost impossible) to obtain a municipal permit  to open a formal window on an existing wall. Even after the demise of the window tax of the middle ages, windows were viewed with suspicion, especially by the neighbors. They allowed one to look out on the world and perhaps notice what was happening in somebody else’s house. They violated the concept of the house as an impenetrable fortress. J. knew that if her immediate neighbors, grumpy and close-minded as they were, discovered her trying to create a window opening in a once blank wall of her bedroom, they would file a complaint. 

She had to find a way of bringing into being an opening that they would not be aware of. The stones and the thickness of the wall came to her aid. She had noticed previously near the apex of the wall that the stones had shifted, perhaps due to the earthquake of the turn of the century. The wall was not in any danger of crumbling, but the crack was the beginning of a diagonal opening, unnoticeable from afar, but about three inches wide and twelve inches long. If she could remove several stones from the outside, and many more from the inside of the wall, she would have an oval, funnel shaped aperture that would let in the light and let out the smoke from the wood stove when it was difficult to light. The wall of the bedroom overlooked the roof of the house adjacent to her, set about five feet lower, due to the slope in the ground. She could lower herself onto it from her own roof and work quietly as possible so as not to attract attention. No one could see her from the street, but her neighbors occasionally climbed onto their own roofs to check their stove pipe and she did not want to arouse their suspicions. She was able to dislodge several stones from the outside just enough to form a veritable opening, but not enough to appear as more than a crack, unless seen from very close up. 

She returned to the bedroom and for two days worked to create a smooth oval on the interior. She found some rusty barrel hoops in her basement, which she used as an armature to reinforce the upper perimeter of the opening. There was no danger that it would cave in, as the stones of the wall were well cantilevered, but she was cautious. It was the first time she had dismantled part of a stone wall two feet thick. She plastered the inside of the opening with lime and sand, and set two ancient hinges into the edges of the opening. Then she scrounged around the basement for materials with which to build a window frame. 

There was an existing, half rotten frame in the corner of the cellar which could be used for three sides. For the top she found a piece of olive branch curved into an elegant half-circle, which she chiseled and fitted to fill the fourth side. She gouged a groove in the olive wood, aligned with the grooves of the other three sides so that the glass would set solidly in place. She made a cardboard pattern for the glass and took it down to the local hardware store. The owner, Badò, was in his eighties but could still cut glass, and worked carefully on the curve, chipping away a triangle at a time, by the light of the twenty-five watt light bulb which graced the store. It was more of a warehouse than a store: two crowded rooms above the welder's shop, littered with piles of badly marked merchandise. But it was the only one in that part of the valley, and was surprisingly well stocked despite the confusion and total lack of amenities that modern stores are wont to have. Badò sold his merchandise at an exorbitant mark-up, with the good cheer of someone who knew he had a near monopoly; it would have cost any potential customer several bucks in gas to go into Imperia in search of more reasonable prices.

J. returned home with the pane of glass and some window putty and set it in place in the frame. Her endeavor pleased her. It had been done with care and precision, despite the poverty of the materials. She was learning slowly to concentrate on one thing at a time. It was a conquest for her to work for a whole day at one single project, without allowing herself to be distracted, nor to imagine that she should be solving several other problems simultaneously. She was beginning to immerse herself in each task, without thinking of how much time it would consume. This kind of concentration was a form of meditation for her. She did not want her mind to intrude on the materials in her hands. She could deal with the reconstruction of matter, but not with the reassembly of past events. 

Once the window was finished, she discovered in those winter months, when the sun was low in the sky, that the opening served as a sundial. The first streak of light hit the wall just after eight. Its zigzag silhouette moved slowly across the wall to the right, in a curved sweep, to disappear at eleven. She could watch three hours of time elapse. She did not often stay in bed that late, but on Sundays, she used to lay and watch the patch of light cross the rough plaster wall as her thoughts scattered across her skull, like the sparks of the previous evening's fire. They were fragments aglow for a tiny lapse of time, errant fireworks of jumbled events that came back to haunt her.                                                  

It was in that season, six years previously, that Alex and J. had left their freezing hovel in Malaucene and made the trip to the Herault, a province just West of Montpellier. They had written a letter to the sister of a friend from San Francisco. They hoped that contact with another expatriate would raise their spirits and give them some practical direction. They sensed that it was their last chance as they had not the means to return to Malaucene, if they did not find company and moral support in the valley of the Herault. The letter they received back from Thelma was cryptic and non-committal, but they decided to chance the trip. The outcome could not be worse than the isolation they were presently facing. As the money they had come to Europe with the previous Fall was nearing its end, it was imperative to create other options for themselves. 

They set out on a cold and windy morning in late January, with their knapsacks fully packed and nearly too heavy to carry. J. was grateful to be leaving, she sensed that no good could come of staying in the hostile and freezing town. They took the bus to Carpentras and managed to hitch a ride to Avignon, and on to Nimes. By then it was afternoon and they were afraid of not arriving by nightfall. They took the train to Montpellier and another bus to a nearby village of Gignac. They had two kilometres to walk from Gignac to St. Guiraud. It was nearly dark. The journey had been long and confusing. The knapsacks were weighing them down; they had hardly eaten all day, and they were both tired and cold. Most of all J. was frightened. If Thelma was not there, what would they do?      

All she knew about Thelma was that she had left for Paris, nearly ten years previously, married a British photographer and settled in this mythical corner of the South of France, which in the windy dusk of the winter's evening, under the drizzle of rain that threatened to turn to snow, seemed like as desolate a place as the one they had come from. The road rose: as they walked up hill all they could see were the vineyards, scraggly black skeletons lined up from the road to the horizon. Nothing else. They arrived at what looked like a semi-abandoned village, much smaller than Malaucene. Its one main street was empty. The were no stores. They reached the center of the town, if so it might be called, and found the house which bore Thelma’s street number. They knocked but there was no answer. However they could see that a light was on somewhere in the house so they did not despair immediately. They wandered back up the street until they found a lone passer-by with her vegetable basket and her shawl drawn tightly around her. She indicated the far end of the road, where they discerned an imposing silhouette of what she referred to as the castle. She said that the vegetable truck had stopped there and probably they would find Madame Chapman among the customers. And so they did. 

She was a thin elegant woman in her mid-thirties with alert eyes and a quick wit. She seemed reasonably glad to see them, brought them back to her house, fed them hot spicy stew, laid out a mattress for them in the downstairs studio near the stove. After they told her the reasons for their presence in Europe, she offered to let them stay in her sister's house up the street, which was empty at the present. She explained that she was never overly friendly to potential visitors, in her letters, as slews of tourists on the London-Paris-Ibiza-Majorca-Casablanca circuit had come through their house. Not everyone who found their address to be directly on the route from the metropolis to the Costa Brava was to their liking. Her husband Chapman was not very communicative, either engrossed in thoughts of his photography, or other matters, but he was civil enough.

J. was relieved to be speaking to another woman who had survived the upheavals of becoming an expatriate, and made a life for herself in Europe. Thelma's mixture of irony and generosity was contagious. It seemed that they had finally come to the right place. In the following days they organized the house up the street to make it inhabitable. They gathered wood and quilts and began to meet the other members of the colony of ‘intelligentia’ who had fled the cities for one reason or another, and bought land in the country. Alex met Isabelle, whose husband Gabriel (the grandson of a Marquis) had acquired twenty-five acres of a hillside in a neighboring village along with another couple. Their land contained several abandoned sheep sheds, (an excuse for a building permit,) and they expected to rebuild the site to its former glory. Isabelle was bored with her over-refined husband, as was apparent even to the most superficial observer. Chapman was restless with his over-intense wife. Alex was fed up with his over-delicate girlfriend. They were each on their way to finding someone more to their liking. Thelma informed J. several days later that she was due to leave for the States in a week, after fifteen years in Europe. Chapman had attached himself to another young American who had installed herself in the village on the advice of friends of friends, in order to recuperate from a divorce and a Manhattan style nervous breakdown. The latter was anxious to learn about photography and willing to put on lace underwear for her mentor. Thelma’s politeness and apparent cheerfulness at their arrival was her last ditch effort to maintain some minimum of dignity. She was actually in a state of barely controlled anguish, that surpassed even J.'s own despair. There was almost nothing she could do to comfort her. They saw her off to the train for Paris, one windy night a few days later. 

J. was left with her own resources for survival, and she fell into a state of semi-autism, her re-occurring state of walled-in paralysis, the devastating shyness which had stalked her from childhood and showed no signs of letting up. She spent three weeks in the house with Alex and the mournful German shepherd they had adopted. Alex had found him abandoned, half-starving in Malaucène, when he returned to retrieve the old truck they had been given and the rest of their belongings. The German shepherd was almost as frightened of human beings as J. was. She lay in bed in the house, sat up to read or on occasion paint, but she was afraid to go out of the house, afraid to have people look at her, and more than anything, terrified to have to talk to anyone. Even going down to the street, when the various delivery trucks for bread and dairy products and fruit arrived, was an agonizing ordeal. Just to leave the house, look at the inhabitants of the village, and say the few sentences necessary to exchange what little cash they still had to keep them from starving, was almost more than she could deal with. 

She could not explain this form of panic and withdrawal either to Alex or anyone else. She tried to conceal it when she could, but that was not often. Any contact with the world outside the limits of her brain, was a waking nightmare for her. Each day got worse. Alex became more and more impatient with her, and she became increasingly sealed off in her terror of a future fraught with practical problems, which she did not know how to solve. Within the month she had written to an old friend in Boston to send her just enough money for an airplane ticket and she decided to return to the States. She left Alex to his destiny: that is to Isabelle who was only too happy to inherit his attentions. She had given up. It was clear that Alex would have taken on Isabelle whether she had left or not. It was impossible to push the future away indefinitely, but in San Francisco she was likely to find work, which she did, and slowly begin to start over.                                                    

But the state of autistic terror pursued her, it lay in wait repeatedly in the eaves of her life. It gripped her once more, twenty years later in the winter of ninety three with unprecedented force. The future had fallen away into a formless, colorless fog. The economic problems facing her were apparently insurmountable. The bank debt lurked each month. She had exhausted herself all through the past year, doing the kind of physical labor she had often done for nearly thirty years. It had supported her very modestly after her computer animation company collapsed. She occasionally thought that she should feel proud to still be able to lay nine hundred square feet of parquet floor or paint a couple of apartments in a row, or measure and cut linoleum with millimetric precision or build unusual plywood furniture for various friends and acquaintances. She should feel pleased to still have the energy to do such work, as she was nearing fifty. But the work was intermittent. All of the estimates for jobs to last her through the winter had come to naught. There was nothing visible on the horizon other than the outline of the hills which ringed her house, and the dwindling figures of her bank statement. 

She had weakened greatly during the holiday season when the furnace had been virtually non-functional for two months. She had finally been able to replace it with a second hand stove, which worked surprisingly well for its age. The warmth that its cast iron contours radiated was the one bulwark against the insecurity of the future. But beyond the heat of the stove her will was frozen into the familiar lump of  inertia. She could not come out of her shell, to see or talk to people, neither strangers nor those she knew. The humiliation of admitting to her situation equally daunting. The fact that the world economy was collapsing all around her in those years, in particular that of the high tech field she had been part of for three years, and hundreds of thousands of people were being laid off on every continent was of no comfort to her. In her efforts in that year to find a stable form of employment, she had exhausted the possibilities she could conceive of, and the shame of failure, the shame of seeing too many doors closed in her face, too many diplomatic smiles, too many half-truths, muttered by embarrassed friends, had reduced her to a condition in which she barely recognized herself. 
She lay each morning, rigid under the covers for hours, trying to push away the moment when she would have to get out of bed; and accept that the blank expanse of another day was leering at her. She could no longer pick up the phone or make appointments to visit people she knew. She was afraid of what she might say, what she might have to admit to, how they would see through her, regard her with pity and condescension, as she was manifestly unable to manage her life. She needed to remove the future in the only way she knew how, which was to remove all contact with the living elements of the world around her. 

 She wandered aimlessly through the days and through the house that she had built with her own hands. She surveyed fifteen years of her life: wood, stone, tile, form, space, light and air as if she no longer recognized it as her own work; as if it had been done by someone else who had at one time inhabited her body. She returned obsessively to the entrance to stare at the mail slot many times a day, as if some news of salvation could drop through to the mosaic floor below: just a few words on paper enclosed in a slim white envelope. On occasion she did receive news, which reassured her that she had not been entirely dismissed by those whom she knew in other cities and continents. But how were they to foresee into what state of mind their words would fall? She did not think it was suitable for them to know, for they could do nothing to change her objective circumstances. It was more appropriate for them to remember her irony and not witness her terror at close range. She could simulate on paper a state of mind that she could not possibly attain face to face. 

She sat immobile for hours in the house and measured the crumbling of her will, in the manner that an archaeologist catalogues fragments of a buried village or a contractor surveys the rubble of a city after an earthquake. Each tries to construct, from the shapeless debris facing them, the place where the original flaw was located; the form of the whole before it caved in. Where was the piece of the wall that did not interlock correctly with the adjacent beam? What could have been done to prevent the damage from expanding, ever so slowly, until the whole structure was undermined. What could be rebuilt from the wreckage of the mind?

As the day wore on she stayed in this state between sleep and wakening, too weak to act, despite the daily injections of iron and vitamin B-12. The doctor had prescribed them to ward off fainting spells, but it was evident to her that the continual dizziness had other causes. The moorings had been removed from her mind; it floated aimlessly, too debilitated to regain any clear course of action. It shrunk from the winds as it did from the lull and the emptiness. 

Her sense of worthlessness grew as the night approached. The moment before sleep was more frightening than the hours after awakening. It was in that span of time that she had to take stock of how little she had accomplished in the course of the day. Her sense of futility was the string in the maze that led her not outward, but around in circles. She followed it as if she was hypnotized, trying to recognize the scattered events in her past that would give her some clue as to what could be possible in the future. But no pattern emerged. She began to no longer recognize herself as a living creature.
Was it for lack of love, and that alone, that such a change could take place in a human being? Was it due to the effect that Francesco had had on her life? Why he, the most worthless of the lot of several decades of lovers, why had he that power over her? Why was he occupying the crucial place in her skull that should have been devoted to her immediate survival? How could she evict him, when she could not conceive of her existence without him, even though she had not seen him for nearly a year? Her illusions expanded to fill the great emptiness in her skull;  she could not accept that he was in fact gone from her life. The connection had been severed months ago, but he was a ghost limb, still grafted to her consciousness.
       11. Oblivion                 
J. often thought of those structures she had rebuilt on the other side of the ocean, before she came to the village. The walls of her present house were of such solidity: in contrast to the splintery wind shaken, former barracks she had lived in near Pescadero, with Marc. But the semi-abandoned shell, which she had rented and turned into a country studio had a view of the sea. The beach touched the far edge of the artichoke field in front of her house. Her images of the Pacific ocean had not dimmed. Other remembrances intertwined with the sea, those of Marc and the abortion; they spilled over the rim of her consciousness like a freshly cracked egg.                                    
Her head was swimming with Demarol. She felt the needle go into her uterus with the fluid of the injection, a searing pain as if the needle had been a power drill. After a minute or so she was lying several feet above the operating table. The vacuum pump sucked out what was to have been half of her and half of Marc. (There was however, that terribly, slight possibility that it was not Marc, but Paul.) The sucking noise of the aspirator gave her no further clue of the co-author of the no longer existent, child to be. The pain which she still felt despite the anesthesia seemed to be located in someone else's body. Her own was occupied in following her brain on its own giddy flight among the clouds of Demarol. Marc had said that it was better than heroin. She had never been able to describe ecstasy, but she knew it must be like this peaceful weightlessness; she had only felt something similar on opium, or occasionally after orgasm with Marc. He was one of the few of her hundred or so lovers who could accomplish the act of sex in slow motion, always on the edge of orgasm, effortlessly. He was able to let go of time, having no connection with the outside world other than through the keyboard, or through his more than passing interest in double strength, one hundred and fifty proof rum. He was more present while making love than anyone else she had met. 

The other portions of their days had been less fruitful, unless he was hypnotizing her via the keyboard or with his surrealistic sense of humor. He existed only in those dimensions, but they were sufficient to bind him to her, and exact from her, the removal of all that might be called ‘free will.’ She thought of their cabin by the ocean where she had gotten pregnant. There was the raised bed she had built on a platform a yard higher than the wood stove. It compensated for the hundreds of cracks in the floor boards and the window frames that let in the night air. The Hammond organ sat in the middle of the huge room. The light streamed through the picture window they had cut into the wall overlooking the ocean. The kitchen area on the far side faced East, and in good weather they would have breakfast on the tiny porch. Marc would pantomime the speeches that an imaginary politician would make to his constituency, facing the artichoke field, which divided the house from the sand dunes. They had a beaten up Victorian sofa close to the wood stove, and a big cast iron pot in which she baked bread. The salt wind whistled around and through the house; the mice scurried hopefully around the jars of flour, wheat germ and shredded coconut. 

Marc created something akin to alchemy: the kinds of Renaissance harmonies that most rock musicians only dream of. J. sat transfixed, painted abstract watercolors in honor of his music. When he left her shortly after the abortion for a lovely singer, ten years younger than her, the house sat empty for over a year. She was saw it again, for the last time, as she lay in her truck, next to Michael's house next door, but she could not go near it. It had enclosed such a charmed period of her life, in which she had received such intense pleasure, that the world outside their bodies had crumbled to insignificance. The house enclosed the pleasure of that period of time. J. was sure that if she opened the door and saw the empty spot where the organ had once lain, she would cave in. She imagined that the half square yard of now emptiness must be a charred hole, and not just a continuation of the floor boards. 

J.  floated above the operating table for ten minutes or so in which Marc's lies, his illusions, the coke deal in which he had robbed her, and all the nights of drunkenness fell away, ten thousand feet below to the hospital floor. When it was over, she remembered the night before the abortion. He had come home about four on the morning. She was doubled over in pain from the Japanese seaweed the hospital nurse had inserted into her uterus that afternoon in order to dilate the cervix, so that the actual hospital procedure could be performed in half the time. Welfare abortions are supposed to be fast and efficient. The pain of the seaweed had caused her to pass out while waiting for the bus home. But after seeing black with her eyes open for several minutes, she got herself onto her feet and onto the bus and into bed to wait out the fifteen hours until the appointed time. Despite the Darvon and cocaine that her friend Carol brought her just before midnight, the pain did not subside. It increased throughout the night. Not everyone's body wants to have a fast and efficient welfare abortion.

Marc had called about six and she told him for the first time, what she would be doing the following morning. He said had had to rehearse, but would try to drive up the coast to San Francisco if he got out early enough. He arrived punctually at four in the morning, disappointed that she was in too much pain to make love. She gave him a blow job, without thinking too much about what he might have given her. She did not question his needs. She did not want to lose him and he had been fading fast, ever since the point in time when she could no longer support him. Work is not good for musicians. It dampened a musician's morale. It was normal that he should cease to be fond of her, during the past month in which he worked for Michael as an assistant carpenter. He used to joke about it, bitterly saying that they had just promoted him from the demolition crew whose ob was to pull the nails out of the salvaged lumber; they were now letting him put the nails into new lumber occasionally. He had found several dozen syringes tossed into the dense brambles behind the house they were working on: the event filled him with great joy, for it confirmed his theses that doctors, including the one whose house they were renovating, were just as likely to be junkies as the rest of the population.

It is hard to give a person a good blow job when one is doubled over with a searing pain in the uterus, but she did her best. Her mouth ached as for once he took a long time to come. He’s tired from working she thought to herself, and he won’t want to get up to drive me to the hospital in three hours. Marc was an illegitimate child, adopted at birth; maybe he was not happy about the decision, but there was little choice. Children, at that time, in the year nineteen hundred and seventy six, were not part of the society inhabited by artists, particularly if they were female artists. Male artists occasionally had wives and children instead of sterile lovers who supported them, but female artists did not have wives and children; especially if they already had lovers to support. Furthermore, Marc did not love her, and to have his child would be to blackmail him into staying with her. J. had few principles left, but one of them indicated that emotional blackmail was a cowardly thing to do to a man; nor was it often effective. 

She had the abortion and was grateful that it had given her ten minutes of Demarol high; when she crashed to the hospital table she got up limply and staggered out of the operating room to the waiting car, and to look for work. On that day she only had about thirty bucks to her name. But she was fortunate that day. There was an ad in the paper for a seamstress and the owner of the boutique of antique clothing gave her the job. J. would repair fur coats for them and the owners would have a more suitable front for their cocaine dealing.  She wondered if all store owners were fronts for other operations or just the ones she happened to work for. 

Marc took her to the movies in the late afternoon, a lavish period movie with stupendous costumes and fairy tale set designs: the kind of film destined to efficiently replace daily life for ninety minutes. When they got home she was terribly weak, but she made dinner for him, despite her mounting anger. It struck to her that in some other quite imaginary world, a near destitute, lady artist could have children by the man she loved and have the means to raise them, and in that imaginary other world, he would be making dinner for her just that once. But the solar system is just so large; it cannot accommodate too many worlds like the one she imagined. She told Marc grimly that the doctors said she could not have sex for six weeks and watched his reaction. She knew she was losing him. 

What if it was not Marc's doing that she was pregnant? What if by some accident of destiny it was the child of Paul, the wealthy, nineteen year old boy she had met in Mexico and made love to for a few weeks for comfort. She needed comfort desperately after a year a half with Marc. She did not need to fall in love, but she needed a nice, polite, handsome, luxurious, teenage lover like Paul, who would treat her well, even if he was a terrible disappointment in bed and he bored her out of bed. But his presence coincided with the one moment in her life in which she had tried out a new and not quite perfect contraceptive foam, that should have allowed her to no longer use a diaphragm. It was an unfortunate stroke of bad luck, bad timing. But she could not risk that the baby would come out with black curly hair and deep brown eyes, when she and Marc were both blue-green eyed, ash blonds.
As she lay in bed in Candeasco watching the morning light drift over the wall from left to right, she thought of the round bed she had built in her loft in San Francisco. It was more grunge than Hollywood kitch, its base made from a giant spindle of electrical coil found on the streets one night and laboriously rolled up to the freight elevator of her   loft. It was six feet in diameter, the perfect size. She had glued together hundreds of scraps of natural foam rubber, the luxury kind, gleaned from a neighborhood factory dumpster, they made an excellent mattress. It was upholstered with hand dyed canvas which she used for her wall hangings and carefully sewn together in an abstract design. In all a lovely piece of furniture, a kind of modern toadstool that Alice’s caterpillar with the hookah would have been proud to lounge on. 
The nights she had spent in that bed, clinging to Marc as he drifted off toward a world that did not include her presence, the nights she had spent alone, dreaming of him more intensely than she had dreamt of anyone else in her life. She thought of the few nights she spent with him four years later when she returned to San Francisco from Italy for a couple of weeks. He was emaciated, homeless and much more severely crazed than she wished to recognize. His future had slipped fully out from under him. His hair was thinning, his spine was curved and he no longer played the piano or organ. He had been living on the streets for months, and just recently momentarily in a friend’s  truck. After three days she knew she could no longer continue to house him, as she herself was a guest in the house of an old friend whose generosity was not unlimited. It is not easy to see a person one has loved come completely apart, and to know that he would not be able to put himself back together again. Not unless a miracle happened to him, an act of ‘deus ex machina’.  She was no longer the person who could make that happen. She watched him walk down the stairs from the house she was staying at, on that final morning, after she had told him that he would not be invited back. It was like watching a person walking the gangplank. In a matter of months, or at most a couple of years she knew he would be gobbled up by the sharks who preyed on the homeless under the freeway overpasses in the South of Market neighborhood of San Francisco. He did not react when she told him not to return to see her. His expression barely changed, as he stared at her ironically and walked backwards down the stairs. 
Time rolled over her, back to her present. Marc’s last image haunted her. Was this her due? To be reduced to the state that she imagined Marc had been in when she threw him out that last time. Was there actually a cause and effect in the universe? Had the exchange of energy on the planet actually repaid her in kind for her unkind deed? Although she knew that the galaxy had no such symmetry, she always felt she should have been able to save him, albeit that he was already drowning when she first met him. She was not omnipotent, neither over her own life not that of another person. It was a sobering thought for the dreary season she was facing. She slid out of bed and paused to thank whatever unknown forces were still providing her with a roof over her head in her own name. It was a luxury to be able to go crazy in a house which one owned, with the relative privacy that it afforded her. 
         12. Fire and ice                        
She had sat in front of the fire with so many of her lovers, as a prelude to the next step. Often she wondered if they were more linked together by the choreography of the flames than by their own enactment of such a choreography. The fire does not have a shape as such; it is always changing. Did her life have a shape, a direction? She thought not. 
During the first winter in her country house and many following it, J.'s main preoccupation was fire. She first learned to build a fire in the South of France nearly two decades previously. It  intrigued her that the English language uses the word ‘build,’ as if the flames were part of a construction: something stable and architectural. She learned that wood burns in many ways, but it ignites best if the individual pieces are placed in a very precise manner, in order to encourage the draw, via the contact of each piece with the flame. Her friend Jeannot had taught her how to build a fire; he was a sculptor by training and considered the fire to be a moving sculpture. He worked as a mason to support himself; he was renovating his own house from a ruin he had bought in a tiny village in the Herault. Between times he often built fancy fireplaces for wealthy Parisian apartment owners. 

His own habitat consisted of a tiny room, just big enough for the bed and the fireplace and barely six feet high, adjacent to a huge entanglement of crumbling walls, as yet roofless, surrounded with scaffolding and ivy. One could begin to distinguish the three separate floors of the house by the placement of the planks on the scaffolding. Every day Jeannot got up at five o'clock and for four or five hours he scampered up and down the scaffolding with the agility of a satyr, carrying rocks and bags of cement as if they were goose feathers. He was barely five feet tall, but his skeleton was encased by a cast iron muscle structure covered with very suntanned, silky skin. His eyes, mostly French and one quarter Japanese dissected his surroundings ruthlessly. He was arrogant, aggressive, impatient and intolerant, but his voracious energy and sense of humor had attracted many people to his court. 

J. spent most of the summer of nineteen seventy three in mute adoration of his talent and his body, the following winter between Rome and twenty four hour train commutes to his village and quite a few years trying to forget him. But in the process she learned some of the more valuable things she knew about masonry, including fire building. As she sat on the tiny bed looking out at the moon Jeannot prepared the fire each night. He placed the small sticks to form a cross hatched tepee in order to start the flame. The more points of contact there were between the pieces of wood the better it took. If the flame converged toward the center of the construction, it helped the draw. Very patiently he added each new piece of wood, careful not to upset the balance of the delicate structure, until finally there were enough coals to keep the fire going. 

Though the days were too scorching to work outside, from late morning to late afternoon, the nights were cool enough to merit a fire. Jeannot studied each piece of wood before he set it on the hearth. After a moment's hesitation, he parted with it. Through his gestures, J. sensed the ephemeral quality of matter. The hardened solid shapes he played with would be reduced to formless, pale gray, powdery ash in a few hours; it was a sobering thought. Sometimes he repositioned the wood he had placed on the pile in order to divert the flames in a different direction. He studied their flickering shapes as would a scholar of ancient calligraphy. 

He had a strange mixture of macho bravado when he went charging around his building site with tools and materials, combined with a refined reverence for things that were delicate and fragile, a piece of lace, a flower carefully placed in a tiny vase. He wove extravagant vests of raw handspun wool, and knit his own socks with the same joy that he mixed cement or chopped wood. 

Although J. never managed to gain more than a very tenuous place in his bed and no place at all in his heart, the wisdom of the fire proved to be an invaluable gift. In the following years when she found herself alone in Italy, immersed in her own dialogue with the wood stove, she often thought of how he sat motionless and stared at the flames, after he had created a particularly successful path for them to follow up the chimney. Some activities are deceptively simple. They come to be repeated every day, but over the years the gestures are modified almost unconsciously, to improve one's skill in dealing with the elements. She discovered over the years that building a fire and all other activities surrounding keeping warm in the winter are not innate talents. Even the most elementary activities of survival take concentration to master. 

Her expatriate friends in the nearby villages had none of Jeannot's mystical reverence for the fire. They just wanted to get through the winter without freezing. To this end they dedicated all of their mental, physical and psychological energy: for six months of the year nothing else filled their brains with creative fantasy. They started with a handicap, for the fireplace is a much less efficient structure in which to burn wood than the wood stove; most of its heat goes up the chimney rather than out in the room. But it permits watching the flames and is imbued with the symbolism of country living: therefore all of her friends had fireplaces. They used the original oversized fireplaces of the houses they bought, which sucked up at least two thirds of the heat, and obliged them to go through most of their daily activities clutching a fire iron in one hand, with which to continually stir the coals. When they were not equipped with fire irons, they held bellows in both hands and strengthened their muscles as they blew and prayed for Spring, while trying to arouse an energetic draft to rekindle the flames, without engulfing the house in smoke. 

J.'s memories of the South of France, throughout the years she went back and forth from Italy to the Herault, were synonymous with continual coughing and eyes burning from too much exposure to smoky rooms. Just when the fire seemed to be finally going of its own accord, after five or six hours of careful tending, she would begin to feel faint. At this point of the day she recognized that it had consumed all of the oxygen in the room and the only solution was to open the window, accept the dive in temperature and go for a walk, most often at dusk, in the rain, in order to revive one's mental processes. She remembered the view from the hill above Thelma's house; they usually walked as far as the garden, looked down at the valley lost in indecipherable colors, watched them turn to shades of darkening grey, wrapped their scarves around them against the wind, as they tried to understand the non-workings of their romantic lives in that damp, fresh air that should have given them inspiration and powers of analysis. 

After which they returned to stirring the coals, armed with strong tea, and aware that evening was closing in on another day, without having solved any more of the sentimental quandaries that assailed them. If they were lucky and well organized they had saved the biggest logs for the evening: those that were not soggy from the rain.                                                

The first thing that J. did when she moved to her house in Candeasco was to buy a wood stove. She wanted nothing to do with fireplaces. She knew from her childhood that they were an adjunct to central heating, not a substitute for it. She recognized from previous experience that a person cannot overcome solitude, depression and economic insecurity if their brain is too cold to function. She wanted a head start in the first Winter in the country. Therefore the day after she bought a mattress, she acquired the stove. It was reasonable size, rectangular, made of heavy sheet metal, lined with refractory bricks with a cast iron top composed of removable rings on which to place heavy pots for cooking in direct contact with the flames. As it had no charm what-so-ever, it was relatively inexpensive and functioned for thirteen years. She installed it in her bedroom, the only one she could close off and insulate from the cold. The room, as it stood, primitive and as yet unplastered, with only the bare roof tiles between her and the sky, could at least be heated by the stove, as its cubic footage was quite modest. She ordered a half a ton of olive wood, which she dosed out with great parsimony to make it last throughout the winter. Three months passed before she finally had the funds to buy several rolls of fiberglass  insulation to stuff between the beams and seal off the roof tiles. 

At that point she could finally heat the room to an acceptable temperature. She would sit on a bench by the stove in the evening and read until she was drowsy. The olive wood burned slowly with a hot blue flame. If she was lucky she could load up the stove with four or five pieces at the end of the evening, close down the stove and find several pieces of still glowing coals in the morning. When the stove was burning at full blast she could open its door momentarily without smoking up the room and stand in front of it while her muscles and joints soaked up the radiant heat. It was better than a sauna. She would then lift the bolt out of the center hole in the metal rings and when she turned off the light the hole would act as a pinhole camera, projecting the reverse image of the flames on the walls and ceiling. J. would lie under the covers staring at the fire's double, flickering on the ceiling, sinuous and hypnotic as home made fireworks, while she fell asleep.

The most difficult part of co-existing with a wood stove was getting it to light. She was forever scrounging for dry kindling, which was a good deal rarer than the nearly green olive wood. Often she would work all day in the cold house and at about seven o'clock when she was exhausted, shivering and hungry, she would discover that she had hardly anything dry enough to start the fire. It took patience to split what seasoned pieces she could find around the house into fragments small enough to ignite without lowering the temperature in the firebox. It took almost surgical maneuvering with the tongs to add scraps of paper, then cardboard, then if she was lucky a few staves from a fruit crate, followed by twigs, branches and finally something resembling an actual log. At this point she held her breath. The log might extinguish all that was burning if it did not take, obliging her to start over again, and clear away the ashes which blocked the draw. As time passed her luck improved or she acquired more skill. She learned to execute each gesture ever so slowly and precisely and wait the necessary lapse of time before adding each successive piece of material. She learned to gauge how to improve the draw, what shape stove burned wood most quickly, and what shape wood caught fire most easily. 

She finally began building stoves of her own design. The first Magnus opus was an eclectic collage of discarded pieces of cast iron and refractory bricks. She constructed the base from the cast iron framework of several ancient stoves she had found in the cellar. It consisted of a sturdy three legged iron ring with lion's paw feet and a top plate from a cooking stove: rusty and warped but still serviceable. In its central circle she inserted a cast iron cone whose origin was a mystery to her, but its inverted volcano shape was perfect as a heat collector for the fire box. She managed to assemble the fire box itself from a half a dozen refractory bricks sealed together with refractory cement. She remembered carrying these articles onto the bus and from the bus uphill on her two wheeled tourist's suitcase hauler. It had served many seasons as a substitute for a pick-up truck until she could purchase a car. 

The firebox was an oblong contraption narrowing at the open end into which she fitted a covering made of sheet metal. On top of the firebox she placed the smoke chamber. It was a heavy cast iron recipient which had lived out its first incarnation as the water box for an ancient toilet, of the kind that were raised way above the bowl, attached to a long pull chain. Turned upside down and cemented to the firebox it was practically unrecognizable and radiated the heat quite well. She set several tiles into the refractory cement for decoration, added the last cast iron fitting as a junction between the smoke chamber and the stovepipe and was pleased to note that it drew perfectly and did not smoke. It represented the maximum in efficiency: as the cast iron reached the highest temperature possible and the refractory bricks retained the heat for many hours. She had built the stove in the main room upstairs that served as kitchen, living-room and studio, (until she moved the first two to the ground floor.) It got her through several winters until she was able to install a large sansa, (olive pit) furnace on the lower level. When her bedroom stove gave out after thirteen years of service she transported her hand built stove to the bedroom. 

It is something of a conquest in the building arts to produce a custom stove that draws and does not smoke. It requires two openings for oxygen: one beneath the fire box where the ashes fall and one at the lowest part of the door of the firebox itself. Furthermore the logs must be set as much as possible to form a tunnel of heat through which the air passes with the greatest force. All of these subtleties were obviously not clear to J. in one day. The concentration it takes to keep a fire going replaces yoga for people in Northern countries. It is a surrogate for emptying the mind and directing the attention toward matter and gesture without any distractions. Many times when she was about to throw a piece of wood from an ancient floor beam she had dismantled into the stove, J. would stop and stare at the fragment of history she held in her hand, before doing away with it. Her mind would wander to the unknown occupants of the house who had hewn the beam and set it into place centuries ago. It seemed that she was doing something disrespectful to their memory, by burning even the smallest part of the house that no longer served her own needs. Paradoxically those pieces were just the ones that burned brighter and twice as hot as the unseasoned olive wood. She dosed them out as jewels over the seasons, so that the last logs lasted her into the sixteenth winter up to the writing of this piece. 

As the winters passed, her resistance to the indoor temperatures, at times in the high forties, waned. J. began to long for something resembling central heating. She had lived without it for more than ten years; her recollections of a time in which getting out of bed was a mere act of psychological courage, as opposed to physical heroism, had begun to fade. She knew she could not survive forever heating two-and a half rooms of the house with a wood stove. She had learned that the villagers burned sansa: the dried processed residue of the olive pits, left over after the olives had been pressed. Their standard solution to heating consisted of a very costly furnace connected to cast iron radiators, an unfeasible luxury to her. But her house was laid out in such a manner that she assumed she could place a large sansa stove in the lowest point of the house, underneath the stairs leading to the cellar, and the convection currents would carry the hot air to at least four rooms on two levels. The great advantage of the sansa was that it burned at a much higher temperature than wood, with a nearly blue flame, and cost two thirds the price. The typical sansa furnace housed a miraculous contrivance which fed the sansa continuously to the flames, a few grains at a time. Its main part was a large threaded helix, like a giant meat grinder, a reduction geared motor and a container in which it was possible to load twelve hours worth of fuel. The motor was equipped with a speed reducer and a camshaft so that each full turn of the motor turned the helix only a few degrees. 
Armed with this technical knowledge, J. set off for the local machine shop in Imperia. By a stroke of destiny, they had a large scale version of exactly what J. was looking for: a mammoth sansa stove that heated their enormous warehouse effortlessly, without radiators. She happily ordered a miniature version of the same. It was the beginning of December when they came to install the lovely octagonal stove that they had welded precisely to the measurements of her drawings. It fit perfectly under the stairs and produced the miracle of continuous warmth that she had waited four years for. If the temperature outside was not below freezing the house was inhabitable on both floors: kitchen, living-room, studio and library. She still heated her own bedroom with the wood stove during the evenings, but she was not confined to it during the daytime. The possibility of  heating the house continuously and nearly automatically overnight and when she was away for part of the day, represented an enormous leap forward. 

To return home and feel the warmth as she opened the door was a boost to her morale. There were still some disadvantages, as the thick stone walls of the house absorbed the cold and damp as indifferently as they absorbed the heat. If she had been away for several days, it took nearly three days to warm the environment from scratch to a livable temperature. In the first thirty six hours the walls and the tiled floors soaked up the heat like sponges without any evidence of returning it to the environment. But slowly the temperature rose from unbearable, to glacial, to freezing, to artic, to icy, to very cold and so on until about the third day J. could divert her brain to some other activity than keeping warm. Her house was at  disadvantage, situated as it was in the shaded alley way where hardly a ray of the winter sun touched its walls and windows. It was a discouraging state of affairs, when at noon on a sunny day of January the roof terrace was a good deal warmer then the interior of the house. At those times she so greatly envied the houses, that were well placed in the open country with good southern exposures. She dreamt of desert sands all winter.                                         

After fifteen years, in the Winter of ninety two, she found herself sitting in the living room on a glacial, rainy day, about back where she had started from. She calculated how many square yards eiderdown she would have wished to wrap the house in, floors, walls and ceilings: four hundred yards would just about do it. She was also contemplating the new furnace which she had designed, had welded and installed six weeks previously, when her original sansa stove had rusted out too badly for use. The new model lived up to her worst apprehensions about progress in the universe being mostly in the wrong direction, and the hard and unrewarding life of would-be inventors. She had tried to substitute the former trusty stead with one that would overcome its one major defect: its motor, attached directly to the furnace, acted as a sounding box, and the vibrations and low hum which it produced grew into a dull roar as each day wore on. She had built a thin masonry wall to try to insulate the motor and ventilator but the effect was minimal. 

So as many naive individuals, set upon improving their lot, she thought she could have a new furnace welded in a narrower flatter shape, set it on the stairs so it would radiate more directly to the living-room, and put the motor in the far cellar that housed the sansa. She would thereby be able to push the sansa along a curved tube up to the furnace. Pleased and optimistic with her idea she managed to make the necessary hole in the thirty inch wall, necessary to pass a two and a half inch rubber tube. She was greatly helped by some mice who had started some urban development of their own in that part of the wall, continuing it assiduously over the centuries. The stones were rarely so cooperative of their own accord. 

She had found an old reservoir for diesel fuel that was exactly the dimensions she needed, and a friend offered to weld the necessary adjustments to the basic form, in order to turn it into a high power stove. It would sit on the stairs leading down from the living room; it was high, wide and not too deep to impede passage. She designed as well, a glass door composed of a Pyrex pie plate set into the main door. It would give her a direct vision of the flames for the first time in years. However just before she installed the stove, she discovered that the grains of sansa could not be pushed up hill along a curved tube no matter how strong the motor was. They do not roll like marbles but rather pack up into place and burst the tube. Just after she installed the stove she discovered that its narrow shape did not lend itself to burning sansa. There was no way she could locate the motor so that the sansa would fall into the stove without suffocating the flames. She had already taken the original stove to the dump. Its original builder was retired. She had just bought and paid for three tons of sansa, whose cubic volume completely filled the basement storeroom. 

After six weeks of trial and error: a delicate blend of physics and antique curses, J. finally succeeded in burning wood in the stove along with a very modest quantity of sansa poured in by hand. She had had to order a ton of wood, which now encumbered the main room of the basement, and was so terribly green that it burned at a much lower temperature than it should have,  had she ordered it six months previously and allowed it to dry out during the summer. At that point, the average temperature in her house was fifty-four degrees after the stove had been tended for six hours straight. However to compensate for the loss of warmth, she had a lovely view of the flames, through the Pyrex window. She spent a lot of time during the holidays next to the stove, stirring the coals and staring into the flames. She finally decided to dismantle the automatic-loading motor for the sansa, which she had tried without success to put into function with the stove. It loomed like a useless albatross on its makeshift shelf.  
All around her, her own life loomed like a similar outdated beast, with limp and drooping wings. To divert her attention elsewhere she got out the power saw and started to cut up the wood for a new window frame in the studio.
THE LURE OF THE MUSIC

                        13.  A client in August
Again there was the great divide between the night and the day;  once again she could not cross it. She lay, with her right hand on her stomach and her left hand on her diaphragm, two organs that registered her imminent future as would as seismograph. Her hands perceived the vibrations and the cramps emanating from those regions, whenever she tried to turn her attention to crossing the fault line from the territory of dreams to that of actual awakening. They were two absolutely distinct states of consciousness; the effort needed vault herself from one to the other was often more than she could handle. Within the dream, if it was not a nightmare, there was no fear. The actions, gestures, all of the Eros that took place in a dream contained no apprehension about the future. There was no premonition of abandonment in a dream. There was exclusively the sensation of momentary pleasure, and at times great tenderness. Within the dream, no harm was lying in wait.
To exit from the dream was exit onto the freeway of dread, in the midst of the rush hour. At many intervals in her life, not always predictable,  she simply could not cross over that line. Therefore months passed in which she hovered for hours with her eyes clenched shut, in order to elude consciousness, elude falling into the void that consciousness implied. Every few years she would have these seizures, ever more frequently. They had started in her twenties; after three decades they were almost becoming familiar. But at the end of August of nineteen seventy nine, when she returned from her first large job in Milan and the seizures had lasted for several months, she was quite at loss for how to overcome them. She believed at the time that she might be becoming an invalid, who would die quite prematurely from slow paralysis of the will. She did in no way foresee that she would be jousting with the same seizures off and on for thirty years, without ever becoming more skillful in winning. The horror was that she never knew from one night to the next morning how she would wake up. As time passed she often thought back to that original Summer after her return from Milan. There was every reason that she should have been hopeful about her future rather than terrified of it. She had just been paid for her first professional job as an expatriate.
In July after two years in Candeasco,  J. began again to build for other people. Liliana was her first actual Italian client. Jaffa had recommended J. to Liliana, after having seen J.'s home in the country. Jaffa was full of optimism and encouragement for her, generous to a fault, in hopes that she could be rescued from her economic situation, which had by then sunk to far below sea level. J. had camped out intermittently at Jaffa's apartment in Milan, over the Spring, but despite Jaffa's efforts to bring her in contact with society, she was uncontrollably withdrawn and unsociable. Her two years in the country, preceded by her previous life in San Francisco, had rendered her unfit for the elegance of a refined European city. The rhythms of her life set her apart from the people she was to meet in Milan.

She was accustomed to solitude: to the constant physical labor of the construction of her house. She was used to seeing bags of cement in the front hall, instead of umbrella stands and mirrors for makeup. It seemed normal to her that the kitchen table should be laid out with carpentry tools next to the artichokes, rather than silverware for elegant dinners. She could still distinguish Arzburg from Rosenthal from Limoges; aspects of her childhood linked her to the class and habits of her origins, but she saw no use for the endless soirees of idle conversation of the Milanese intellectuals, encumbered by vanity and cigarette smoke. In the well decorated, airtight rooms where she could hardly breathe, she was continually on the verge of passing out in their company. Although she appreciated beautiful fabrics and enjoyed sewing, she could not understand the Mediterranean obsession with fashion, makeup and a kind of esthetics that makes one unfit for any kind of useful life. She had little to say to the people to whom Jaffa introduced her, except that she was broke and looking for a job. 

But even that was false, as she was not looking for what they would call a job. She could not imagine herself getting dressed up each morning to go to an office; sit there all day breathing the stifling air of Milan and listening to tales of beauty parlors and psychoanalysis. It was a world she had left behind. She could not visualize herself returning to it in any capacity. What she wanted was to be by herself to write, or at best to stumble upon a source of income that would allow her to return to making films. Her acquaintances in Milan had seen the independent feature film which she shot in San Francisco; they had read some of the chapters of the book she was trying to put together. Although they conceded that she had talent, they considered her hopelessly immature and unrealistic. They were probably right. It was in this spirit that she went to work for Liliana, who had just moved to Milan from Trieste, and needed to have her apartment outfitted with furniture.  

Liliana dreamed of Milan for most of her young adulthood, throughout its major moment of glory. As the newspapers filled her fantasies with the political upheavals of the seventies, and the limitless possibilities of a thoroughly cosmopolitan city, she drifted through fifteen years of a marriage and a dull job for an insurance company in her refined but provincial hometown, whose ‘belle époque’ dated back to the previous century. The tangible evidence of what Trieste had been was apparent in the architecture of its cafes, carefully preserved in all of their carved and overstuffed interiors, filled with polished wood, soft velvet and hot chocolate. As the fierce wind of the Bora blew across the city for six months of the year, Liliana could sit in the cafes and imagine a better life: far from the conventions of her origins. By the time that her marriage had dissolved and her parents had passed away, she was nearing forty. 

She requested a transfer to Milan, finally obtained it and embarked upon the adventure of her life, ten years too late and unprepared. In such a state of mind she was not an ideal client. She had leafed through too many magazines of interior design, and imagined herself in a style of life which she was in no way suited for. She wanted to turn the drab apartment on the outskirts of Milan into something half way in between Japanese and Indian. But J. doubted that Liliana had ever sat on a cushion on the floor in all of her former existence in Trieste. The joints of her knees and her soul had stiffened over the years; they hardened into a form of incipient hysteria that occasionally overtakes an introverted woman of her age. 

Not withstanding her doubts, J. diligently drew up plans for the apartment, which Liliana approved, without fully recognizing what she was getting into. J. set out to equip her with low platforms and freeform kitchen cabinets to be lacquered with bright colored, aniline varnish. She started work in the second week of August. The city of Milan was composed of roughly eleven inhabitants at that time of year, the rest having gone on vacation to Greece. The Greek islands were fast becoming part of the Southeastern suburbs of Milan, or so it appeared to her from the conversations she overheard at parties. J. commuted across the city in the sweltering heat on empty trams to Liliana’s apartment, where she set out  to assemble the pieces of plywood into the unconventional environment to be.

As the project progressed J. sensed Liliana's bewilderment and confusion. It was increased by her feeling of  being out of place and time in Milan. She could not cope with the hard veneer of its citizens, their lack of small town courtesy, their sense of superiority. Everything about the metropolis irritated her. She had encountered, to be sure, the usual dose of bad luck upon her arrival. One afternoon she came back to the apartment in tears. Her car had been totaled by another vehicle as it was sitting parked in front of  the office. To leave work at the end of the day and return to a crumpled wreck of what once was her only means of transport, was not a pleasant experience. But as she described the event to J., it seemed almost comical: something that could only happen to a person like Liliana. J. had to restrain herself from commenting on the misfortune. 

Liliana filled J. with pity; she sensed that Liliana wanted her to recreate the atmosphere of a loft in San Francisco in the midst of the drab high rise she was to inhabit. She had been entranced by the photographs that J. showed her of her past constructions, but there was no way to camouflage Liliana’s surroundings enough to overcome their main defect: the lack of natural extravagance and spontaneity of their owner. 

As the heat beat down on the deserted pavements surrounding the apartment complex, J. applied the aniline varnish to the kitchen cabinets. It was diluted with alcohol and due to the high temperature it evaporated into her unwilling lungs, almost before she could spread it onto the wood. She managed to apply three coats without passing out from the fumes. Liliana arrived to survey the work and promptly placed her cigarette on the freshly varnished wood, leaving a characteristic cigarette burn on the as yet unused kitchen table. She looked at it in dismay as if J. were responsible for the mishap rather than her. She asked why it burned when an ordinary Formica surface would not have reacted in that manner. J. agreed with her and added that if she so wished she was free to throw out everything that  had been built to date and replace it with Formica and particle board. Liliana sensed that J. was furious and desisted from complaining. 

The following day Liliana returned from work again in tears. She had not been able to find the exact shade of enamel that she had hoped for, for the bathroom trim. ‘Why’ she asked plaintively ‘does life never go smoothly?’ J. answered that smooth/liscia was an adjective used in Italian to refer to drinks without ice, or well sanded surfaces, but J. would never be so presumptuous as to imagine that it could be used in reference to life itself. There must be a syntactical error. She felt sorry for Liliana, despite the degree to which she was irritated by her. She was trying to construct a dream that she had read about in books, a dream that she had neither the natural talent or courage to live. J. had done what she could to help her client erect the dream but to no avail. J. had  lived such dreams for many years and they had proved inconvenient for her. Dreams were always inconvenient, she was to discover in the course of her work for many clients: they do not lend themselves to interior decoration. 

Liliana epitomized for J. what happens to individuals who lose all powers of reasoning when they become clients. They become touchy, impatient and paranoid: every trivial mishap upsets them as if it were an earthquake. That was the first road sign of mental collapse: the inability to distinguish the essential events from the irrelevant ones; the confusion of attributing importance to insignificant ruts in life’s path. 

J. was grateful to depart from Milan at the end of August, leaving Liliana to her own devices. On one of the last mornings she spent there, Liliana told her that J. was too intense for her, that her mind was always overworking, always in overdrive, never idling or stalled into inactivity. J. did not know what to make of the appraisal: it could be either a compliment or a not too veiled insult. J. never saw Liliana again after she was paid. But she liked to imagine her sprawled on soft cushions on the platforms she had built, listening to music and smoking hash in the company of someone who could understand her and care for her. She wished to believe that Liliana would finally enact a small part of the dream that she had clutched tenaciously for years in the provinces. J. stayed on and off in Milan, through the winter of nineteen eighty, partially to avoid the solitude and cold of her home in the country and partially in hopes of meeting men who might expand her world. One of them did so.  
J. was Liliana, Liliana was J. ; in the sense that Liliana was ‘everyman’. No one was immune from being gullible, as a last hold on their hope for a different life. It took J. years to see that; the vision humbled her. There was no defense against one’s brain coming undone. No amount of talent, imagination, or powers of analysis could plug the dam through which hope was leaking out.

                        14. On tour
Once at lunch with an older and wiser friend, J. asked him for how long a person is likely to continue to make extravagant errors of judgment based on mere passion? He answered her ruefully: ‘As long as the fates accord one the luxury of doing so.’
As she was giving him head, in the truck, while he was driving, while it was raining, while the other guy was pretending to sleep to the right of her, while the theme songs of his concerts and the concerts of his friends were winding their way through the cassette deck, while her whole body was aching from the position one has to assume to go down on someone, between the steering wheel and a third, (and completely unnecessary) passenger, who would wake up any minute if he had not already, while J.’s soul was aching from the lack of tenderness and the calculated expediency of the scene: all the while she knew that if she did not continue what she was doing, there was in this universe, no other way to keep a man awake enough to drive seven hours through the pouring night rain, from one concert to the next: and if she did continue, he would eventually come, and from that moment on he would be wasted, twice as exhausted as before. He would be in even greater danger of sliding off the road into the night rain and certain death: which was almost what happened. 

Knowing that, she continued; all the while knowing that Franco would never stop driving despite his exhaustion; knowing that Hans would eventually wake up and become an unwilling voyeur; but there was so little real passion in the world, that the subtle distinctions between romanticism and squalor could not hold valid. If she did not seize the instant, it would not come again. He was giving her just enough pleasure to make it worth while, although the pleasure was doled out in the most calculated way, with his non-driving hand touching what parts of her body it could reach, with the practiced confidence of someone who knows just how much pleasure to give a woman in order to get what he wants from her, and does not ever make the strategic error of giving her one gram more than necessary. 

Eventually Franco allowed himself to come, and the tension of it all was over, except for the unrelenting realization that what for her could have led to some human involvement, for him was merely enjoyment of the most detached variety. Afterwards, she sat up straight, reached for the bottle of mineral water and tried to fix her eyes on the road, in order to keep it in place underneath the van despite the blinding rain, as if by the mere power of visual concentration, she could hypnotize the road to stay put and grip the wheels of the truck. Just as she was trying not to think for an instant and allow herself to sway with the rhythm of the rain and the car lights coming at them, and the rocking of the van; just as she was trying to rinse the bitter taste out of her mouth and realizing how thirsty she was and was about to take another sip, not looking at much of anything, just moving the bottle toward her lips, Hans screamed ‘Wake up Franco;’ and reached across her pushing her back against the seat, and swung the steering wheel back in the other direction, to keep them from crashing into the guard rail. 

Hans screamed with all the rage in his voice of having been an unwilling witness to a scene that was not meant for him. J. knew she had missed the crucial moment, that fraction of an instant, trying to assuage her thirst, and she was grateful not to have seen death in the face. Finally after several minutes of silence, Franco said in the flattest voice possible: ‘We just passed the hospital where my brother-in-law was before he died last week; I was thinking of him.’ All three of them were fully awake and particularly silent, sitting on the front seat of a van that should have been three miles wide at that moment.  

All along the seat, which stretched out for several miles in her imagination, her recollections slid back the words Franco said on the first night they were together, in a real bed, in a real room, with a semblance of a need to break the silence, to try to know each other. He had told J. that he had a steady girlfriend, for the past five years and was going to start setting up house with her shortly. It happened that his steady girlfriend, Adele, was in the hospital for an ear operation that week, which was why he was in bed with J. But he had no confusion about the situation, because there was no connection in his mind between his loyalty to his ‘real’ girlfriend, and this piece of foreign cunt who was sharing his bed, and whom, in a moment of exceptional generosity and general exhaustion, he had invited to stay over night. It was more convenient than driving her home across twenty kilometers of Milan fog. That was the one night they had tried to talk to one another and it was a failure. 

J. asked him with great effort why he was with her, trying to keep the real question out of her voice: ‘why are you with me if you already have a serious girlfriend, and why didn't you tell me that before hand;’ trying to keep the unasked part of the question from filtering into the tone of her voice. He answered without hesitation, that it was ‘a wish, a desire and a pleasure.’ It was intended to be flattering but it rang practiced and mechanical. He returned the question; she said it was all of that and something more, something that he would not understand, something that only people who do not lose courage and stop taking risks after a certain age, could understand. Franco replied that nothing they had done required courage or the taking of any risk. At that moment J. sensed her mind floating out of reach of her body; had to catch hold of it quickly before the spider web that was her nervous system split into a million pieces. 

But it no longer mattered, as he had already said that at age sixteen, love was everything, but now at his age, (which was twenty-six) he gave to it and took from it, just what was necessary and no more. J. was still in the habit of giving to love everything that was inside her, until her insides were as empty as the mine shaft, the result of excavating them in the name of love for thirty five years. She was baffled that someone so young could reduce that part of human energy to its practical and manageable dimensions with such detachment; and that she could have made the error of seeing in his eyes, on stage, what did not actually exist. 

She sensed that in the eyes of anyone who is before the public, are the extreme limits of his being; apart from those moments, he has nothing left to give. She knew that she could not explain to him, that for someone who has a steady girlfriend whom he can casually discard for a couple of nights a month for the past five years, (and who waits for him despite it all), no chance encounter is a risk; but for someone who had lived completely alone for the past three years and mostly so for the past fifteen, every contact demands courage. J. turned over trying to take up as little space as possible in the bed, and suddenly remembered, or forced herself to remember that she was not actually a piece of foreign cunt, but a filmmaker who believed in the talent of this musician and wanted him to write music for her films. It was hard to get both roles into one body simultaneously. He slept deeply; she slept for twenty minutes, and waited through the night for the morning that she feared might never arrive. 

None the less she had decided to spend the weekend as a groupie, undervalued profession that it was. Therefore it would not serve her interests to recall that she was a filmmaker in real life. The sooner she could forget that, the easier it would be to be efficient, invisible and in total adoration of the talent of an individual whom she would never actually know, except through his songs. As the truck rolled on, she tried to remember the previous concerts: the magic of the moments which she saw through the camera lens, when something was happening between the performer and the audience that went far beyond the songs themselves. She saw the spark of the carbon arc that welded the listener to the performer, the spark that made it possible for the performer to continue for days and nights on end, without sleep, without food, without drink, in order to be ready for the moment in which he could become mythical to the people who came to hear him. The moment in which a person transcends his material presence on stage is hard to attain; once experienced it is so addictive that a person in the prey of those moments could not be expected to behave according to the values of the rest of the population. 

When Franco finally stopped the truck and pulled over to the rest area to sleep for an hour, J. did not presume that he would curl up in the back of the van with her. She knew that he would slump stiffly over the steering wheel, and erase her from his consciousness: which is what he did. If she did not make herself physically invisible she would start to weep. She asked for the keys to the back of the truck, knowing that it was completely unheated, filled with piles of records, guitar cases and the sound system. She just hoped that she could stay horizontal enough to pass several hours before the dawn. 

The back of the truck was unpleasant: the sound of the pouring rain was amplified as it beat down on the un-insulated metal. She managed to sprawl out next to the pile of boxes, wrap her cape around most of her body and warm what the cape did not cover with the power of her rage. She thought of throwing the uninvited German guest out of the truck, but she knew that it was an impractical solution and would not bring her one millimeter closer to Franco. She sensed that this young, ignorant kid was probably a useful buffer, for if she had actually been alone with Franco her anguish at the situation would have exploded violently. The fact that he had accepted the unknown friend of Moni’s along for the ride, was his way of telling her that her own existence did not interest him. He had brought her along for the same reasons that he had accepted to chauffer Hans: J. or Hans might in some way be useful to him at a future date.

She shivered in the back of the truck for an hour or so and tried to keep her rage intact: it was the one thing that would keep her warm. She considered returning to the front seat and sliding in beside Franco, but it would be useless to expect what he had no intention of giving her. As the cold was getting too great to bear, he came around to the back of the truck, told her to get in front and started to drive again. J. thought about what it took to be a good pimp, it differed little from being a competent whore. The idea was always the same: to use sex to gain control of a person; to induce him or her to do things that they would not do of their own accord without sex. It was not heroic, but it was an efficient way to act, and it worked.  As long as one was detached enough and gave nothing except one’s body, it was possible to gain a good deal of power over another person via the sexual act. But if one made the mistake, as she had, of using sex as a remedy for loneliness, one was sure to lose power via sex: a strange exchange. 

Franco had it down cold: the assumption that a woman will not do anything useful unless she is thinking with her cunt. The other thought producing organ, generally associated with the human species, was presumed to be temporarily out of order, from the moment of birth, in the female half of the species. He followed the line of reasoning that a woman is there because she is turned on: therefore in order to keep her wishing to be useful, one has to keep her turned on; give her a little satisfaction but not too much, keep her hoping for something more; never let on that there is nothing for her to hope for. J. recognized that her talent had been assessed for its practical value, and her economic status had been misassessed as much larger than it actually was. Therefore it was natural that he would take her to bed, calculating that something beneficial could come of it. It would have been pointless to say to him: ‘I would have worked with you for your talent; I'm not here for your cock; I just wanted clarity from the start; I did not want to be deluded that you were an independent person, and have to find out in drips and drabs that it was not so.’ It would not help to say that, because having had taste of both, she was hooked on both; something that would not have happened if their original encounter had remained a purely ‘professional’ work relationship. But the pruderie of that sort of division disgusted her even more than Franco's opportunism. He was a good pimp, and she had fallen for it; there was nothing more to add.

It was about five thirty, starting to get light, the rain was letting up, the road was silent. When they reached the sea near Trieste it was dead gray without a horizon. The hills were barren as she remembered them from a trip she had taken through the area during her childhood. She watched the sea for a sign of life: a wave, a seagull, but there was none that she could discern. She tried to prepare herself for the hours to come: Alfredo was not due to meet them at the bar until nine; they were parked in the main plaza of the city shortly before seven. She asked for the keys to the back of the van as soon as he turned off the motor. She was too proud to wait for a sign of affection from him. She knew enough to go and face the cold, in order to give the two men enough room to stretch out. She knew that that was the price to pay for the music-drug she was hooked on, worse than any drug that goes through the needle. She curled up under her cape and listened to the orchestra of the rain on the roof. 

She wondered if Alfredo would remember her. She had met him about a week after the night when she had first heard Franco sing. The intensity of Franco's voice, in contrast with the tension of his face, had mesmerized her. It was futile to be bewitched by someone whom she was too shy to talk to, but she stared at him just the same. When he came off the stage she stared at him some more until he came over to talk to her. Not really to talk, but to inspect her, with the blatant, icy curiosity with which Italian men appraise foreign women. There was no point in talking; her experience told her not to talk to strange men after a performance, to merely look at them longingly and intently in order to stamp her adoration into their memory. She told him that he sang very well, he acknowledged the compliment. It could have ended right there; at this point she wished it had. 

When she left the concert she went out to dance at the local discothèque, which became a steam bath on summer nights. She danced for four hours straight; dancing was the one real pleasure she had in those months, so she danced until everyone was staring at her. No one else danced with the energy and fury she had inside her: she wondered for how long she would still be able to move with the frenzy of those fifteen years younger than herself. She leaped and turned and jumped and sprang and slithered across the floor until her feet were too blistered to walk. It would take them days to heal, but it was worth it, if anything was worth it in those days when the future was lost in heat and sweat and smog and people escaping frenetically from Milan to windblown islands. Three seasons had passed since that night; the smog was still there; the hot sweat had turned cold.  

She lay in the back of the truck and thought of the taut face of the person in the front seat. What she could read in the face was all tension and silence: the knife's edge of someone who is about to crack under the stress of recent events, but will never allow himself to do so. His face revealed that he was in shock from the death of his brother-in-law, however it was inconceivable that he would speak of it. Never would he do that, never would he speak of what he felt. It was only through the camera lens in fractions of instants that she saw the mask slip away. As he changed expressions she saw the anger, the rage at destiny that had compelled him to spend the past months in and out of hospitals, looking after his girlfriend, his sister, his brother-in-law. J. did not understand the details of the intense tribal unity of his family: it was the part of his world that she could not participate in. Useless to try to get him to elaborate: the only defense that allowed him to move forward through the sludge of injustice, illness and death, was to not allow himself to feel, to never show the hurt, to maintain the surface, above all to not give in to emotions that would take much of his strength to confront and not leave him the strength with which to perform. 

The silence was painful in those gaps in time devoid of words. He was far away in his mind, trying to confront death, trying to measure his own strength in a race against time, in which the difference between success and failure as a performer was a simple matter of physical endurance. Only as long as his super-human staying power held up did he have a chance of making it against the overwhelming odds. It was necessary for him to remain on his feet night and day, always keeping himself in the position of the user instead of the used. It hurt her doubly to observe such suffering, beyond the outer layer of the mask, and to recognize that she could do nothing for him. Her function in his life was ornamental and nearly superfluous: it was merely more convenient than being alone on the road. 

J. hoped at least that Franco could sleep, and that by nine when Alfredo arrived he would not have that look of nightmarish exhaustion behind his eyes. However she knew that for herself, the nightmare shade had been drawn over the weekend. It sealed the boundaries of her experience with the knowledge of being unwanted, ignored and useless; the shade would not lift until she was alone again. She decided to follow through to the end, despite her inclination to pull out, take out the train schedule, return to Milan or go on to Rome alone, without this haunting, silent companion weighing on her with the power of his needs and the complete obliteration of her own.  

She tried to forget how she had envisaged the week-end, how she had constructed sandcastles in her mind, at the thought of the trip. Her imagination had scrambled all viable reality, but she could not stop it from doing so. She wandered along the drafty alleyways of her mind, that contained the ‘what might have been,’ as a traveler in a deserted subway station, seeing that the last train has left, but not knowing how to get out to the street again. She tried to give him the benefit of the doubt; that was the hardest part, the real dead end. As she groped along the tiled walls of her memory her insides, (much less analytically inclined) shrieked: ‘you must not put up with this, you are still a human being; you cannot let your passion for mere man destroy you.’ But the hollow voice rising from her innards did no good. She existed for herself only in the reflection of the eyes of the other person. 

It was nearly nine. She hoped Alfredo would remember her from the summer. There was that evening in July when Alfredo, Mariuccia and Mariolano stopped by after that first concert. At her instigation, Jaffa asked Mariuccia about the enigmatic performer, as J. herself was afraid to ask. The answer was clear and concise: ‘He's hard to get in touch with, doesn't hang out anywhere, has no phone in his house, lives mostly with his girlfriend, and does everything on his own: concerts, recording, mixing, printing and distributing his records: he probably fucks each one individually to put the hole in the center.’ The answer might have stopped her right there. But it didn't. The memory lay dormant in one of the dusty closets of her brain for six months, to be resurrected of a still Winter's night in February. 

In the meantime she remembered Alfredo looking at her that night, and the night of the showing of her film. She knew he was looking at her like a person who might care. But she had not responded either one of those times. Alfredo was not an egomaniac, simply a fine composer, too shy and civilized for her taste. But on this grey dawn in Trieste she needed what comfort could be offered by one of the few men she had met whose face was kind. She got out of the truck, not having been able to fall asleep. Alfredo was there with two reporters; was surprised to see her, hugged her warmly. Franco was oblivious of her. The German boy was barely awake and she was beginning to wish that she had thrown him out of the truck in the middle of the night, even though he had probably saved their lives by turning the steering wheel just in time. She could not hold him responsible for ruining her week-end by making it impossible to be alone with Franco, but his very presense nauseated her. 

They entered the huge, plushy, carpeted, green velvet, deserted, liberty cafe. At the first sign of heat and the view of the large soft chairs in which to sit comfortably, life seemed possible again. J. went to the ladies' room, washed the preceding night off of her face, cursed the mirror, and tried to relax her facial muscles. She searched the mirror for indications that she had grown a month or a year older in the last twenty-four hours, inspected those muscles that were settling slowly, almost imperceptibly into clay, starch or wax; put on her make-up; outlined her eyes which were puffy from crying; realized that she had not many years before her, in which to have her face in the closet and the picture of Dorian Gray in the mirror; knew that quite suddenly one morning she would wake up and see in the glass, a face frozen into a mold of someone three years, five years, ten years older until it finally became the face of her actual age. She shrunk from the mirror, wanted to spit at it, felt her head exploding with pain from the several grappa too many she had drunk the night before, in order the be extroverted enough to talk to the organizers of the concert at Lecco. She took a capsule of the cheap speed that she carried around for such occasions, and with one more spiteful look at the mirror she returned to the company of the men.

She made herself as invisible as possible while she drank her tea, and Franco talked to the reporters. She managed to talk to Alfredo, a quiet conversation with this person who seemed to care about human beings instead of making use them. J. wished she had taken the opportunity during the summer to know him better. She wished that she was not addicted to the savageness of ambitious people. She wished she could sleep for the next twenty-four hours and not wake up with migraine bombs exploding inside her head. 

Finally they got into the car and drove to Alfredo's place in the country where they would be able to relax for a couple of hours. It was part of a renovated villa, a small ground floor apartment with woods all around it. There was a living room with a sofa bed, a tiny kitchen, and a large bedroom with a huge double bed. Alfredo was standing in the bedroom explaining to her that he could put the third mattress in the bedroom. J. expression froze into the brutality of old westerns, as she answered pointedly: ‘Hans is probably tired enough to sack out in the living-room.’ Alfredo replied not quite understanding: ‘But I have to do some work this morning in the living room; it will disturb him.’ Again J.’s voice dropped the words as brittle as china crashing to the pavement: ‘Hans is tired enough to sleep though any noise you might make.’ She stared hungrily at the double bed and added with feigned casualness: ‘American women are barbarians, they don't know how to describe reality with the delicacy of the Europeans.’  This time Alfredo understood, smiled ruefully and returned to the living room. 

She left the bedroom for a moment and when she returned, Franco was already in bed, under the covers, fully dressed, with his back turned to her, pretending to have already fallen into a deep sleep. She took off half of her clothes, slid under the quilts, knew it was ridiculous to expect any kind of tenderness from him in his state of exhaustion; knew not to even curl up next to him for warmth; knew that he had drawn up a steel wall around him; knew that there was nothing to do but try to sleep; recognize that she was here essentially alone in a strange bed, in a strange town, with a person who had erased her from his life: who would give her nothing precisely because she was trying to give him everything. 

Various commands circled her brain trying to speak to the rest of her: must not panic,  not burst into sobs, try to sleep, must fake the rest of the weekend; most of all, must not mythologize the body next to you; must accept that the mythical enclosure for the talent enclosed within it, also holds a non-mythical, quite ordinary human being. She turned over in the bed, slept for an hour, awoke and lay still, thinking of what she had said during the car ride over to make him laugh. She spoke as if relating an interesting archaeological find, made several centuries back; ‘I actually heard someone using the word Love the other day, in its original context; you know the dictionary definition of the word, not simply for the sound that rhymes with sky above or turtle dove in the lyrics of outdated songs. I believe the person was actually referring to his relationship to another human being, although I may be mistaken.’ Franco laughed, assuming that her relationship to archaeology was similar to his. 

He would not be likely to deviate from his cynicism in the course of the week-end. Either she would have to get out the train schedule and leave immediately, or swallow her pride as a bloated goose swallows corn to be turned into foie gras. She said to herself over and over: do not walk out in the middle, try to put up with this until the end, for there is no other way to try to know this person. As the tidal wave of abandonment was breaking against her ribcage, she forced herself to recall that she had originally gone on this trip in order to work with the person. If that and only that could be salvaged she must do it, for her films were more important than a senseless, unreciprocated passion. Or were they?

She began the mental demolition process: take down the sails, take down the mast, remove the rudder, let loose the anchor, reduce the ship of dreams to a mere freight cargo--she was a filmmaker, he was a composer nothing more--throw the past overboard, throw the future to the sharks, perform surgery on the expectations, rebuild self-esteem: if he actually wants to write music for you, he will and nothing else matters. She fell asleep again, nauseated by the banality of her own good advice to herself. 

Franco woke up and got out of bed without the barest acknowledgement of her. J. gulped back the flood and asked him if he felt rested. She dressed alone, handed Franco his hat with great formality and they went to have lunch. He looked around at the bedroom and said: ‘I have to redesign the apartment I just bought and I want you to paint a mural in the bedroom, but not one that turns me on too much, for I'm too busy with work these days.’ She answered in a calm and measured voice: ‘Something not too erotic on the ceiling, you wouldn't want to fuck more than five times a day.’ He laughed unexpectedly, and she was surprised that she could still effectively play the clown. She was glad to leave the bedroom. Its huge bed and oversized mirror mocked her. 

Perhaps eating would give her the necessary energy to raze to the ground the last grains of hope. A meal is a relief when communication is not possible. One can talk about politics, which they did. Franco attacked Hans with friendly ferocity, referring continually to ‘la tua grande Germania.’ Hans tried self-righteously to defend himself, despite his total ignorance, up to the point at which Franco retold his older brother's experience of seeing his fellow immigrant worker being beaten to death, one night outside a bar in one of the glorious, industrial, newly rebuilt cities of ‘la grande Germania.’ Hans answered waveringly...’well I don't know,’ Franco cut in on him sharply ‘that's right, you DON'T know and you NEVER will know.’ The conversation was finally getting too heated to be held in a restaurant on a quiet Sunday afternoon, so they left. 

In the middle of the meal, Alfredo said something to J. about being an American, and she answered intently that she had the common sense to be somewhat embarrassed about having an American passport, while Hans shrunk back in terror, as if she had actually struck him or tried to push him out of the truck. The moment of truth had blown open all pretences at diplomacy; they both accepted that there was no more to be said between them. Her rage at his naive ignorance was too great: her rage at seeing America, all that could have actually been America: the Jews, the Blacks, the Irish, Italians, Mexicans, Filipinos, Chinese, Puerto Ricans, Slavs and Japanese, all squashed into the efficient homogeneous mold that a fraction of its population from Northern Europe and England had exported to the States. Her horror of what Han's culture represented went far beyond the second world war; it went back through centuries of history of her own country, whose multiple majority had been spiritually strangled by the puritanical minority. She recognized that she would have to spend the rest of the week-end with this well-meaning, naive, genuine example of the species whose values had suffocated America, had made it into the specter of soulless, technical efficiency that America had become. After that one sentence she did not speak to him for the next twenty-four hours.  

They drove back to Alfredo’s house, again to relax for the afternoon. She showed them the slides of her home in the country, of her paintings and drawings, and of the elegant furniture she had built for various clients. Alfredo was moved and impressed, Franco was impassive. She expected as much. She sat down to finish rewriting her film script parable of a clown, in verse that could be recited or have music put to it, hoping that if she could just get herself out of her whore role, and back into her role as a filmmaker, she would regain the small piece of territory in her brain where a few seeds of self-respect were lodged. She tried to read what she had read to Franco, in a faltering accent and hesitant rhythm. After a page she realized that the spell was not working: it was evident that her function was to illustrate his songs, to design his record covers, to make flattering photographs of him, to add her talent to his world.

Understandably he would add his talent to her world, only if she was already rich and famous. He said calmly that he would have a look at it later when he had drunk less wine and could concentrate better. An error of judgment had been made: he assumed that she was already rich, (though it was not clear as to whether she might eventually become famous,) a natural assumption that a European could make about a middle class American. In those parts of Europe where the middle class hardly existed, all people who were not born penniless, were required without question to be rich, as if it were their obligation to fulfill the fantasies of everyone who came up from absolutely nothing. Consequently the assumption that anyone not in their circumstances came up with absolutely everything. She continued to write with all the force of her will, with all of her concentration, as Hans sprawled out on the couch for a nap, Alfredo went to get some wine and Franco said he was going to lie down and disappeared into the bedroom. J. did not look up as he left. She sensed she had to go on writing, had to extract herself from the web of adoration, had to reach the shore,  could not allow herself to sink to the bottom of a sea of unfulfilled desires,  had to reinvent her existence through the contact of the pen with the paper. 

As she was writing, after ten minutes or less had passed, Franco walked out of the bedroom, calmly as if it was a perfectly normal and uneventful day, walked up to her casually, started to feel up her breasts. J. looked up startled and realized that that was what he wanted when he said he was going to lie down. She continued writing a few lines, and moved  her other hand up his leg to his ass, as if she was a sculptor inspecting a fine piece of marble. The motion was clinical and detached, the emotion was lost at sea. She was beginning to no longer understand, or perhaps she understood too well, that when he wanted her to be invisible, she must be invisible, without complaint, and when he wanted her to be present, she must drop everything and be present. His hand left her breast, went up through her hair, pressed her face against his cock, which she assumed was always hard, day or night whether he wanted her or not. She got up slowly, half-relieved, half furious, (all of her power over the situation was left  in the notebook on the table) followed him into the bedroom silently. It was this silent, wordless, primitive sex that drew her to him. 

She took off her boots. She took off his clothes. That part of her that was destined to destroy her rejoiced at seeing him completely naked again, after over a month. He was about her size, muscular, cat like, detached. She hoped against hope that his time it would be better than the blow job in the truck. Which it was. All the while knowing that she was not one millimeter closer to him than before, she could not refuse the intensity of the pleasure, for life is too short to make philosophical choices at inappropriate moments. When it was over she knew she was farther away than before from a person whom she could only occasionally joke with and never really speak to. They lay comfortably entwined and she tried to imagine that words don’t count, that feeling is simply osmosis through the skin. She felt him imperceptibly slipping into his own world, which did not include her. It included his tribe: his family, his political beliefs and his fellow musicians. She, having no tribe, no family, no point of origin, no clear destination, not many beliefs and none whatsoever in herself, was like a foreign meteor burning itself up, falling through an unknown solar system, colliding with planets in their fixed orbits. She thought again of trying to take the train out of Trieste to Rome, but it would have been a fifteen hour train ride all night with various changes and she did not have the strength or money for the voyage. She knew she would not leave, no matter how unnecessary her presence was. 
She entered the living room and smiled at Alfredo, who smiled at her in a strange ironic way. She made some joke about love in the afternoon, as if it were a happy event; all the while knowing that the event was born out of one person's boredom and another person’s anguished grasping for affection. Alfredo was explaining to Franco that he would stay in Trieste after the concert with his girlfriend, and the three of them could drive back to the house since there was not room for the five of them to stay there over night. Franco answered that he did not want to drive back twenty kilometers into the country after midnight on unknown roads; it would be better if Alfredo found them any suitable place to crash, even separately, somewhere in town. The sky went dark around the outer edges of J.'s brain at the sound of the words.

She sat rigid and silent on the way to Trieste, telling herself that she had no right to expect anything from the situation, she knew from the beginning that she was just a momentary commodity. No new or surprising information had been added to what was already engraved in her brain from that first night when he told her about Adele. Even before the facts came out, when they first entered the huge room in the cascina, he walked around the bed and sprawled out on it without a word, with just the direct look of a man waiting to be serviced by the available woman.  Her brain began to wander into the uncharted territory that reasonable people, concerned with self-preservation turn back from. Her brain had its own roadmap, traced from too many nights alone. Her rage turned inward, began to dynamite tunnels in her mind....get out of here, get out of here as quickly as possible, get to Florence, get some opium, get some smack, get anything to stop the pain, get anything to plaster over the brain with amnesia; there's no opium in Florence, nothing gentle like that, only smack, only the white powder going up the nose, going down the throat, going to the ends of the nerves to stop them from burning. The hangover from the last two days was unbearable. 
Maybe it was only sleep she needed, but she knew that sleep, like love, was  far out of reach. It had  had been so for a long time, from the time Marc had left her. She thought back to that time, four years previously, when she had thrown him out, him and his music, because she could not go on living with someone who never loved her. She thought of that summer, wrestling with the opium, every five or six hours, the pains that started in her stomach and traveled to her brain like brush fire as the drug wore off. But it was easier then. She had a clean supply, pure, uncut, cheaper than cigarettes, less than a dollar a day to keep madness from smothering her. That time was no longer. John, her supplier, and perhaps her only true friend, was dead, died two years ago, at age thirty two of a heart attack, or maybe he was murdered, she would never know. These days there was only smack in Europe, the worst and most unreliable kind, and she did not wish to make that her solution to solitude. Last year at this time they had given her some in Florence, when she had made a similar mistake with a different, somewhat less dangerous musician, a variation on the theme of sliding off the cliff into the dinosaur pit of despair. A couple of weeks of smack, quite pure, smoked in cigarettes by very kind, very rich friends who did not have to shoot it, nor snort it, could afford to smoke it like opium, a hundred bucks a day of their money on the open market. It was easy on the blood stream. Two weeks until she got to the point which she knew quite well over the years, at which she would have to turn back or her life would change. It was the point at which she had to remember that she was a filmmaker, and one drug is enough for one human being; the film drug was too costly to afford another one simultaneously. She knew that with just a little more smack, it would not matter whether she was a filmmaker or not, with just a little more, she would be able to live in peace with herself and not have the need to produce this garbage called  art: and that was exactly what she did not want to have happen to herself. She had been able up until now to site the precise boundary in the mental terrain where the drug took over, where life left off. She feared she might not be able to keep the cliff’s edge to one side of her. She was beginning to see it creeping around all four sides, the daily precipice, along side, in front and behind, and the open air of the canyon below, beckoning her invitingly. The physical pain was becoming too great. They were the withdrawal symptoms that she had had ever since she was a small child, the precise withdrawal symptoms of solitude, that resembled what junkies have: the fever, the chills, cold sweat and blood curdling cramps, hallucinations and nightmares that she awoke from in near paralysis, all of her reactions to daily life, her companions for three and a half decades. She thought of Florence again. She could not afford to make the mistake of taking every cent she had and throwing it into smack; to kill the pain for a few weeks and then what? She had to make herself believe that the cure for it all existed somewhere within life itself, in how it was lived, that the secret was not a mysterious extract, but could be obtained by studying reality closely, trying to see it for what it was and function within it without hanging oneself. 
She turned her brain back to have a close look at reality, as they were driving toward Trieste, edging along the sea that they had passed at dawn. Trieste was the same undifferentiated grey, with the tiniest bit of blue visible in the afternoon sky. A town locked between the hills and the sea, the sea that was a wall rather than a gateway to the orient. She tried to imagine what the city had been a hundred years ago. They stopped in front of the main cafe in the square, the journalists had arrived, the Ferris wheel of interviews was being set in motion. They walked across the city with several of Alfredo's friends. One of them had the kind of broad, open, smiling face that leads one to believe there is still sunshine in the universe. J. started to talk to him. His name was Paolo. He walked with a strange limp, she thought perhaps he had sprained his ankle. They arrived at the dingy, overcrowded, smoke filled cafe where interviews were held. She squeezed into a corner at the end of the bench, Franco and the journalist across from her, Hans next to her, and Paolo next to him. Hans was tired and bored and should not have been there, he especially should not have been sitting between her and Paolo, but he had the decency to lean forward and they held a conversation behind his back, despite the din of the cafe. He told her he was teaching theatre. They talked about street theatre and movement and improvisation. It was the first actual conversation she had had in quite a while. Franco never actually talked to her: he talked around her and at her and about her, but never to her. Paolo was talking to her as if he actually wanted to hear what she had to say. It was startling. She was starved for someone to look at her when he talked to her. It did not matter that he might be getting drunk; it did not matter that he was coming on a little too strong, a little too sincere, what mattered was that he was looking at her. Pretty soon the smoke was too much and she could no longer breathe. She had two choices, either to start drinking again, as alcohol allowed her to tolerate smoke filled bars, or to leave.

She got up and walked out, stood in the fog and cold for fifteen minutes. When she came back into the stale air, more fragments of her skull were crashing into her brain. she wanted to start to drink again, but she knew that her stomach could not take more than two days of a hangover. There had been the party the night before this odyssey started, where out of tension for the days to come, a premonition of the future, she had danced for hours and drunk all of the wine and vodka in the house, including many half empty glasses of other guests. She knew they would never invite her back to that place. It did not matter. There was no one there that she could have talked to: that was why she danced, the way she used to dance in San Francisco, at a time, (now nearly archaeological) when there was hope for the future and a sense of tribal communion. Here there was nothing approaching that. She drank and she danced and toward the end of the party, a friend of a friend kept saying to her ‘do the strip’ ‘do the strip J.’ and she might have, just to startle the guests out of their plastic poses; but she knew deep down that he was just trying to provoke her because he was twice as drunk as her. 

The provocation stayed in her mind all through the following day, as she waited for Franco at the end of the subway station, as she talked to his Sardinian friends all afternoon before the concert at Lecco, as she noticed how many men were watching her with a sort of animal curiosity, this strange, foreign filmmaker whom Franco had brought along; whom he alternated between neglecting and showing off to the available company. They surveyed her with the gaze that only Latin men give to women: the look of open assessment, of wonder even, that Franco had found a piece of ass that moved like that, made films as well and came from a mythical part of the universe called California. She knew it was all in the movement, whatever attraction she had, the way she stood, the way she sat or rather sprawled: for European women sit, whereas only American women of a certain type appear to sprawl coarsely on the available furniture, leaning back invitingly, as if they spend time only in the saddle or in bed. 

They stared at her through the first concert, as long as she kept up the pose. Then her armor cracked. Her common sense told her that she was not supposed to be the center of attention, because she was the groupie. Before they left for Trieste; before the limits of their relationship made themselves apparent, she kept up the pose. But afterwards she could no longer. She sank into inanimate invisibility, her shoulders hunched up against the cold, her cape drawn around her for protection. 

She remembered only one line from the conversation in Lecco. Franco had gone out for an hour and left her alone with his friends. On the power of one grappa too many, she wove the spell of the cinema around them: her passion for the make believe made real on the screen and in the minds of the viewers; but more than that, the force that propelled her to go on making films despite anonymity and poverty, because she simply could not do otherwise. One of the listeners said: ‘People like you are so rare, there should be more people like you in the world.’ For that one instant J. felt that she had touched on a belief that was larger than herself and her trivial, personal needs. She had skimmed the edge of the need to believe that ideas could affect the world; that there was something human beings could actually do together. She snatched at that instant of the memory as it floated across the smoke filled room and dissolved.
What can be done if a person does not learn from experience? And if one learns from experience to avoid danger, what else is left in life? She had asked herself those questions too many times.
                      15.  Clearing in the forest
Deep back inside the skull, there is a place, that scares most people who look for. It is a place that often found J. before she found it. Mostly she could not locate it; she could only stumble upon it in the dark and once inside she could not get out. Sometimes the place called out for her, to lead her to it, as if it were a person abandoned to itself and solitude, when she let too much time pass between visits. When she was younger, she lived in that place inside her skull for long periods of time, and looked out at the world as through a spy glass. What she saw beyond the fogged pane, was daily life and it did not interest her much. She looked at daily life, (a voyeur safely behind the keyhole,) from that far back place in her skull, peopled with creatures of her own making, whose actions were fodder for the pen. The path leading to the clearing in her skull was beaten down by frequent travel, but easier to enter than to leave. The clearing contained almost everything she needed. 

It was rather like the clearing in the woods where J. played as a child, surrounded by centuries old, enormous trees, and various stumps put round in a circle. The light came through the leaves, changing color, a mixture of shade and sunshine: an architecture of foliage, a kingdom of tree trunks and branches, that excluded time, and  simplified choices. In that place the word ruled over other subjects. The quest for the word admitted neither visitors nor distractions. She could go there to capture emotions with her butterfly net of syntax. She could look mirrors of herself in the pond's reflection and try to describe her motives and feelings. 

That place, which was maybe a voice or her double, called for her often; she followed it, laying out the string when necessary, so she could find her way back to daily life, if it could not be avoided. But often she did not want to go back, or was simply unable to. She was trapped in the soft moss and among the leafy shadows inside her skull, and  wanted no part of the outside world, not even as a voyeur. In this self-contained world where she tried to play with the word, to launch it as skipping stones across the water, occasionally its echoes reached back to the people she had left behind.

Time passed and the underbrush grew on the path. J. was not always sure where it forked or if she still had the right to go there. Her double in the pond's reflection drifted downstream, and was sometimes not heard from for weeks or months. Its absence frightened J. more than nightmares, for it was the anchor. It was the reason that J. should exist: the important, essential part of her being. The other half was dizzy and unbalanced without the double; she was always waiting for the call to rejoin the other half of herself in that secret place inside her skull. As she grew up, she returned less often for it seemed a luxury, a leftover from her childhood, something she should have outgrown, something to be nearly ashamed of: to still have that need after five decades, to go continually running after the word, running away from time and the human race in search of syntax; looking obsessively for the precise way to say what she felt. 

Sometimes for a season that place inside her skull was overgrown with thorns and no voices called; at those times she felt abandoned, as she had never felt by another human being. The effort to unravel the use of the word took her where she could not go in any other manner. It led her to the only absolute she knew. It was a self-contained activity that took precedence over other needs. Is it possible, she thought, that the vines will cover the path until it is unrecognizable? Was her double drifting out of reach? Was daily life clutching at her too tenaciously to keep her from looking toward the shadows? Is that what adults are reduced to: ghosts of themselves who have lost the ephemeral half and walk upon this planet in the empty armor of their maturity, with hard steely surfaces devoid of inner life?

Maybe it is only temporary, that which had subtracted her other half. The lizard is still on the wall of her studio: for four years it has returned to the same spot in the morning light. It is a sign that the warmest part of the wall is still a refuge. Is it a new lizard each season or the same one who clings patiently to the wall, waiting for passing insects?  J. waited for the voices and the signs of the path leading to the clearing in the woods, far back inside her skull. The wall retained the heat long after sunset; often in the evening she saw the lizard gripping tenaciously that high spot on the rough plaster wall of her studio near the terrace windows. The lizard dozed, dreaming of flies, J. imagined, as she prepared herself to ambush the word. 

                      16.   More of the Tour
Her older friend at lunch was trying to tell her that she should be grateful for the borrowed time she had been accorded by the fates, in which to make such dire mistakes in the name of unnamable emotions. She should be grateful for such a luxury. Not everyone was lucky enough to have the energy to throw themselves into such irrational endeavors time and time again, and never learn enough from their errors to avoid passion. She did not always feel as fortunate as her friend wished her to believe. Mostly she felt stupid and often ridiculous. Who would want to hear about yet another variation on the theme of failed romance?  
J. could not start to drink again: her body could not handle it. She would have to sit through the afternoon in the cafe, sober and suffocating. She tried to talk to Paolo again. He was no longer really talking to her, but speaking to the sound of his own words. He told her how he lost his leg in the army falling from a train. That explained the limp. J.'s face came apart as if she was going to cry. He said she should not look like that; she said she could not help it; it was one of the side effects of doing too much pantomime: all of her emotions seeped through the muscles of her face, rather than staying politely sealed behind her eyes. They both laughed. She knew it could be dangerous to go on talking to him. She might risk going home with him, just for his wide smile, direct gaze and something resembling tenderness. He told her he was camping out, did not have a stable place to live these days; that settled that possibility. 

Maybe it was only the flash she needed, to tell her that she was still a human being, despite the fact that the person she actually wanted to be with was preparing to give himself to the public and had forgotten her existence. At dusk, Alfredo returned from his errands and they staggered back across the grey city, a hundred years out of date, back to the concert hall to unload the truck. Half of the effort of unloading the truck was getting it parked in front of the theatre in the rush hour traffic. The other half was getting the equipment up an endless flight of stairs designed for ladies in long evening dresses, not for concerts without roadies. Finally everything was placed on the stage, despite her  having strained every muscle of her back to move the amplifier. That was part of being a useful groupie: to stand by helpfully and wear herself out, even though she could not do much of anything. She studied the way the cables were attached, so that in an imaginary future moment she might do something other than watch. She fondled the camera nervously: not a good instrument but one that Franco had brought along so that someone, (which happened to be her) could take pictures of his concerts. She wished she had thought to bring her Nikon up from the country. It would not be easy, the lens of Franco's camera was mediocre and the wrong focal length; it did not matter; she would fake it. Something worth printing would have to be forced out through that lens. 

She had worked  as a theatre photographer prior to making films. She knew about seizing the instants that passed too quickly to be perceived by the public. The photographer was a vulture, soaring over truth as it decayed in the desert, diving down occasionally when an edible morsel came in sight; never letting on that as a vulture the photographer was actually hungry and needed to grasp these wisps of visual truth before they rotted. J. liked to stand poised with the camera in hand at a thirtieth of a second, bracing her body so that there would be no camera motion, waiting completely still as a hunter for fractions of a second to appear which revealed an intensity that the naked eye did not often discern. That was what she would do this evening. It did not matter that the lighting for the concert was mediocre, all that mattered was that she had an instrument of her craft in her hands. 
Franco was nervous and tired. There were two other performers scheduled to go on before him: Irish jig men from a group called Whiskey Trail: bubble gum folk music as it were; the worst combination to put together on one program. The equipment was  hooked up, the sound check done, an hour and a half to go until the concert. Franco was talking to more journalists. J. wandered around the hall silently, staring at herself in the oversize mirrors that nineteenth century concert halls are full of. She saw that she was growing older each minute. Soon she would not be able to fake being part of this environment. Her silhouette was nothing startling, but still alluring enough to attract peoples' attention, which it did. A few strangers arrived and stared at her. She stared back, detached and aggressive, keeping them at a safe distance. She paced and posed in front of the mirrors, inspecting the ghost image behind the silver for flaws, to make sure that the insanity was not leaking out. The brittle surface was intact, despite the volcano gurgling underneath. The rest of the group came and went for beers and sandwiches. J. stayed, as food and drink were far from her mind. 

Paolo reappeared but she tried to avoid him, although she did not know why. She would have like to snuggle up next to him, forget the concert, feel what it was like to have someone actually want her. But she did not trust her instincts, they had led her astray too many times recently. Paolo was now building his own wall of alcohol and joviality around him; J. could no longer make love to someone who was not sober. Too many years lived with alcoholics, too many years of fifty proof dreams. At times Alfredo came up to her to ask her if she was alright, if she needed anything, if she was bored waiting. She answered politely, it was not an appropriate moment to tell the truth. It was all she could do to keep vertical between the stomach cramps, the splitting headache and the remains of suffocation from the cigarette filled bar of the afternoon.

Soon the music would begin and she could drift off into the world of sound, float in it like lilies in the pond, drift downstream and drown in it; and so she waited for the music. Down the hallway she overheard Franco talking to the reporter about how records are really sold, describing the agents and the piece of cunt who is habitually sent out to dinner with the reporter to give him a good time in exchange for the review. The precision with which he spoke of the process of releasing new records gave J. a clear sense of the limits of what he thought women were to be used for. 

It was a discouraging revelation but probably accurate for anyone brought up in his culture. Sex as a means for manipulating people took precedence over any other reason for the activity; sex as sensuality and affection was a concept that belonged to a remote time and place, (Northern California) unknown to him. J. could not impose her values on his past. She was clearly the third sex, neither man or woman, but some fusion of the two such as artists become when they give themselves too completely to their craft. She should have not shivered with revulsion when she heard him talk about ‘ladies,’ for she was not actually a lady any more. No one had invented a word for what she was. But the classical sense of the word lady no longer applied to her. She could not undo nearly twenty years of choosing a path that is not often traveled, by either sex. The fact that she had followed it clumsily mattered little. 

The room started to fill up with the Saturday night turnout, and her thoughts were mercifully lost in the din of several hundred voices of youth, generally ten or fifteen years younger than herself, waiting for the magical moment when they also could lose themselves in any kind of music that would eclipse the everyday world. The image of her face in the mirror produced a contrast with the faces of these youth. Hers did not seem noticeably older but it was defenseless and unarmed against reality. So THAT was the nature of insanity, the visible part of it at least: the illusion of  youth which is not actually youth but the incapacity of the facial muscles to defend themselves against the world: the vulnerability of the non-adult, the never to become adult; the lack of imprints from the past because every rebuke was received with equal surprise and disappointment. J. started to hate the helplessness of her face, its childlike lack of camouflage. Would it always have this look of terrified surprise? Her throat tightened up, choking on the realism she tried to swallow. 

The Irish Jigsmen started to play, pleasant enough stuff, occasionally pyrotechnic; the audience shook with the rhythm and the lack of thought involved in listening to it. The musicians were playing for themselves and the audience was listening for itself, each in its separate world, dependent on the presence of the other but not linked to it in any way. J. might have liked to melt into the serenity of the average member of the audience, but in order to photograph, she could not fuse herself with the subject matter of what was to be photographed. She forced herself to maintain a separate critical posture, staylert and prepare to strain her muscles to hold the camera steady in the dim light, and remember that if any truth were to appear on the negatives, it would not be pleasant or romanticized, but probably distorted into grotesque proportions. Franco was sitting beside her waiting to go on. She knew better than to try to attract his attention in any way. From the rare times she herself had been on stage, she knew how much concentration it took to prepare oneself to make contact with the public. 

Paolo came by, seriously drunk, to offer her the use of his telephoto lens; he had already shot all of his film; she had only one roll and none to lend him. A telephoto lens, not a good one but something that would permit her to record an image worth printing and not feel like an imposter. The lens wobbled on the camera body, seemed every instant to come unscrewed, but allowed her to go up to the balcony and shoot from a reasonable angle; immerse herself in the instants like a hunter trained to see nothing in the jungle other than the glint in the leopard's eye. Paolo had disappeared, not to be found, all during Franco's set. It was a mean trick to have to go on third, to play to an audience that wants to be lulled along with the tide, and not have to listen to something with content. 

There was no way Franco would remove the content from his own searing folksongs about the Southern immigrants, although by simply using his charisma as a performer and not saying too much between the songs, he would have been perfectly capable of doing so and giving the audience what they wanted, without asking for too much in return. But instead he sang his heart out, to an audience that was the opposite of the one of the night before. The strain between him and the audience fading out of reach was enough to wreck the most hardened performer. But he continued with the determination of someone who believes in an idea larger than his own physical existence; the stubbornness that she remembered in herself, some fifteen, ten or even five years back. It made her realize that it had been four years since she had believed that strongly in an idea. From the moment, four years back, when she finished her feature length film, she had been reduced to believing out of inertia,  running on accumulated momentum from a past era. 

There is a difference between being propelled by the sense that one's own energy can have an effect on the world, as opposed to the notion that one must continue simply because it was dawn again. J. was not led easily to giving herself over to great ideas; a natural skepticism prevented her from doing so. Her upbringing was illuminated by the belief that everyone who fights to swim up steam is alone; an upbringing in which the concept of solidarity was absent. Insular in the extreme, she had been taught to count only on her own resources. Here in front of her, on stage, was a person who had within him, from the start, from birth and by chance, the force and the will, that she herself  had to invent and bring into being from nothingness in her own life. He felt himself to be a member of his family, a member of his class, a member of his native island of Sardegna; his struggle to improve his lot was allied with the improvement of the lot of the three above mentioned entities.

J.’s struggle was ironically, in fundamental opposition to the concrete realities that family, class, and point of origin, (her own) represented. She no longer belonged to those abstractions, as they referred to her past. She had fought to untie herself from  the American intelligentia and its key axioms: ‘anyone can do anything if he tries hard enough and is ruthless enough,’ ‘the only thing that matters is brains and ambition.’ Having attempted to wrench herself from these anchors, she was in a psychological no man’s land, fighting the vertigo that lack of gravity produces; fighting the shame of having very little in her own cultural heritage that she felt proud of. Her realism induced her to not pretend she could adopt somebody else's origins, nor imagine that she could be free of her own. All the while she tried to invent a concept of justice that could actually include her, rather than annihilate all those like her, in order to be coherent. The rigor with which she viewed justice necessitated that she consider herself to have gotten more than her fair share. It was not possible to continue with the accumulation of guilt, despair, paralysis and the inability to believe that there was anything good in herself. The spider-web again, her brain caving in, breaking all of the threads, the obsessions going in circles, the endless racetrack. If only reality would stand still and not spin like a top; she might actually study it closely to see where to insert the knife and split it open. 

The concert was nearly over, just time to take the last close ups at the foot of the stage, on one's knees shooting upwards, in the proper groupie’s pose of awestruck admiration. Franco came off of the stage drained, having given every gram of his energy to an unwilling, ungrateful public, but he walked several meters up to her, took her hand for an instant and kissed her, which was more than she could expect under the circumstances, by way of recognition of her being there. She helped roll up the electrical cables, helped carry the equipment down the stairs back to the truck; told him how wonderful he was, which was why he brought her along in the first place, because no matter how the performance goes there must be someone waiting to tell the musician how wonderful he was, to tell him that he shone, no matter how the audience reacted. She walked with him to the truck and did just that, and she did it well, because she had done it for years; she knew how to do that one thing: to give unlimited support to a person of his craft, who could face the public and bewitch it with his music. 

As they loaded the sound system into the truck, Paolo came up to take back his lens and say goodbye. It was the one moment of warmth in the past twenty-four hours. J. thought she should have gone off with him, but she was addicted to performers rather than people, she admitted sadly to herself. However it felt good to kiss someone who kissed her affectionately, rather than someone who did it to get something in return. 

Franco revealed a constitution of steel, that superseded his opportunism. Though he was drained from the concert, he accepted quite philosophically without wasted bitterness that it had not been a great night, certainly not like the night before. He was able to rationalize it, so as not to touch his pride: an admirable feat, that she could never have accomplished. She hoped that they were going to go somewhere to sleep, but it turned out that they were going to eat, an event she did not look forward to. More hours sitting in a suffocating osteria. After twenty minutes of following the other car twisting and turning up the hills behind Trieste, they arrived at the epitome of her worst nightmares: twenty square meters filled with fifty people, a hundred others waiting for a table, every one of them chain smoking and not a window open. After twenty minutes they got to sit down, all ten of them, with Franco on one side, J. in the corner leaning weakly against the wall; Alfredo on the other side of her, and next to him his girlfriend, who was in fact a real lady: the very young, healthy, soft and pretty kind with large dark eyes and a sweet smile; quite content to sit and say nothing throughout dinner. 

All the while J. herself was practically nodding out against the wall, trying not to show it, musing to herself: ‘how can I tell them that its not actually junk, but lack of oxygen, severe asthma.’ In the haze she mentioned that she wasn't hungry. It was not true, but she was broke, too broke to eat two meals a day in a restaurant, and too weak from not being able to breathe to know if she was hungry or not. She sat still and tried to listen to the conversation which was drifting out of reach as she struggled for consciousness. She did not want to make a scene; she did not want to pass out in front of everybody, especially not in front of someone who had spent all those months at hospitals and the cemetery. As she was loosing consciousness, all she could think of was the afternoon, the middle of the afternoon, at that point at which she was going down on Franco, and she remembered something about his hands on her shoulders, because he wanted it harder and deeper than she could manage, as nobody's throat goes down to their stomach, (despite what they say in the movies); but she let him win in the sense that she did what she was supposed to do for as long as she could. 

In the meantime it was getting harder and harder to breathe in the osteria, and even harder to realize that she would have to do something before she went unconscious. She sat as quietly as she could, trying not to be obtrusive. Franco had to talk to the reporters, it was part of his role and she could not interrupt in the middle, simply because she was too ill to make her lungs function, and too stubborn to fill herself with alcohol one more time to force them to function. Finally Alfredo turned to her quite worried and said: ‘Please don't look like that;’ for he had actually taken notice of the fact that there was something the matter; a fact that nobody else could be expected to notice. J. had just the strength left to mention that she could no longer breathe, and was suffocating, while she pulled herself up and made her way as if sleepwalking, quietly through the crowds to the front door of the restaurant. She stood outside for a half hour, beneath the overhang in the freezing rain, waiting for the dinner to be over, knowing that her presence would not be missed. She stood in the rain and debated whether to interrupt Franco to ask him for the keys to the truck which was parked nearly a kilometer down the hill; but she could not bring herself to do anything as impolite as that, so she continued to stand in the rain until, finally he reappeared saying that they were about to pay the bill and would be out soon.

They wound their way down the hill for another half hour, then up and around all the back alleys of Trieste to arrive at the vacant apartment of somebody's girlfriend. Four of them were squashed into the front seat of the truck saying nothing for the length of the trip. They walked silently up the many flights of stairs to the apartment so as not to disturb various crazy neighbors, about whom they had been given copious instructions as to what to do or say if any questions were asked about why they were sleeping in the apartment. Mercifully the apartment had two rooms besides the kitchen, one with a large double bed, and another with a cubby hole for Hans. She got undressed and into bed without a word. She had no strength left for hypocrisy. After nearly an hour Franco came to bed, having stayed up to talk to the guy who had lent them the apartment. He fell into a deep sleep without touching or taking the slightest notice of her. She wanted to drown or jump out of the window but finally she too fell asleep.

J. awoke rigid, about a half hour before the alarm went off, laying still, counting the minutes, staring across the endless surface of the bed, to the other side which defined his territory. The idea that she could only reach him through being useful in a completely subjugated way disgusted her. Anyone with any self-respect would not stand to be treated this way, would get up before the alarm went off, and walk out, go to the station and forget the whole thing. But the rest of her belongings including the motion picture camera she was taking to Rome, were locked in the truck and weighed over thirty pounds. She waited for the alarm to ring. She reached over the sleeping body to her left and turned it off. She lay still for five or ten minutes before having the courage to touch him. They made love, rather unimaginatively, she felt completely unwanted. She tried to force herself to say something, if she could not reach him physically she would have to reach him verbally; the fact that she was tongue-tied in front of him saddened her immensely. She feared she would never really know this person and that was worse than not being able to please him. 

She finally forced herself to speak and said that she was sorry about last night. He asked why, with a certain surprise. She said she had not meant to walk out of the restaurant but she simply could not breathe and had no choice except self-preservation. He answered with unexpected, almost shocking kindness, that although he was physically able to put up with it, (even though he too did not smoke cigarettes), all the same it was a horribly unhealthy environment. That was the first moment in which she felt he was actually talking to her since the beginning of the trip. He added that he hardly ever made love in the morning, because he was so tired these days. It was his way of saying that she should not ask for more than what he could give. She answered that she felt she could never be at all close to him: aside from the rare moments when he was sociable, he had such an impenetrable steel wall around him. The statement required no answer and none was offered. 

They dressed and went to meet Alfredo for breakfast. The cafe was not the plushy one on the main square, but a genuine example of decaying nineteenth century elegance. The paint was peeling off the ornate plaster moldings, the room was filled entirely with elderly men reading newspapers, which could have been last month’s or today’s for all the animation they showed. J. called her friends in Rome, to tell them that she expected to arrive about nine, there was at least twelve hours of driving. She still did not know if Franco was coming with her to her friends’ house; she said he was, in order to forewarn them not so much of the presence of another person but rather to indicate that she would not be herself if she was accompanied. They assured her that she would have a whole room to herself, a rare event in her seasons of camping out with friends in the city.

They finally disposed of Hans. She said good-bye to him, trying to fake good sportsmanship, the kind necessary when both sides have lost the match. They knew that they had no possible meeting point, but the enforced companionship was at last coming to an end, so she could afford to be gracious for the remaining twenty seconds. The road was soothing. With only the two of them in the truck, there was room to stretch out, and the vehicle rode surprisingly well when it was daytime and not pouring rain. They settled into the exhausted silence of the snow that finally finds a resting place after the avalanche. They listened to various cassettes over and over again, for nine hours of the freeway. There was intermittent rain, but not the blinding kind. 

J. took in the comfortable rhythm of the truck, the raised panoramic view of the countryside that one never had in regular automobiles; (it reminded her of when she lived in her truck in California) and the knowledge that neither physical contact or words could bring them closer together. The morning passed. The afternoon was passing. There was something respectful about sitting in silence next to someone, without touching or talking, for quite a few hours, knowing the precise boundaries of two separate worlds, trying to accept it without anguish or bitterness. She was to have expected nothing. Whatever she had gained was a gift. That she had followed it through to what was now nearly the end was to her credit. They had not fought openly. They might even be able to work together, although there was no way to verify that until he returned from Sardegna in June. 

Franco would take care of his affairs in Rome; go to the copyright office to see about the music publishing rights he was setting up for himself. J. would try to shoot some animated film, try to reach a photographer friend of hers; try not to panic at knowing that they would not spend any time together in Rome, and that she would never be invited to Sardegna. She knew the season was over. He was anxious to get to Sardegna as quickly as he could, his thoughts and all of his attention was already there. J. would soon be freed of the strain of constant and unrequited longing. 

Yet as they neared Rome, her nervous system started to short circuit again. Every nerve ending was singed with pain. She wished that the gentle roll of the van would continue on this seemingly endless road forever, just to go on sitting beside him, and listening to him sing occasionally. She broke the silence tentatively: ‘The bedroom of your new apartment, that you want me to paint the ceiling of; after I get done painting it, your girlfriend Adele is going to move into it with you?’ ‘Probably so, although one never knows; I have a hard time living with women; all my dealings with women are usually fleeting; Adele is the only one I can manage to spend long periods of time with.’ J. laughed nervously. 

She imagined the apartment as he was describing it to her, and the home he was planning to set up in it, with all of the symbolism that the word home suggests: a word that had always made her squeamish. She did not deny herself wishing to be in Adele's place, but she was allergic to the concept of the home for two: the claustrophobia, the idea of moving into anyone else's turf, giving up all of one's most animalistic territorial rights; more than anything the physical construction of the home for two that often ended up substituting the psychological construction of intimacy and trust that the home was supposed to represent. She was deep in her gut oppose to homes, and superstitious that as soon as two people try to combine their lives into one space, the relationship falls apart, or slides into a hierarchy of possessor and possessed. 

Franco started to talk about age, about how his brother was thirty-nine, had married a much younger girl, thirteen years of difference: it was not working out: she was still an unformed young girl and his brother was already set in his ways. J. started to talk about age: how it was a mental straight jacket that the majority of the population locked themselves into; the only real measuring stick was the degree to which you could communicate with somebody; age was an irrelevant superimposition. Franco replied that someone at eighty may feel young in his head, but he is much nearer to dropping dead then someone at forty. She gave into panic and mumbled something about being thirty-five, almost thirty-six, ten years older than him. There was no comment. ‘You knew that already?’ she asked. He said he did not know or maybe she had mentioned it before, (which she hadn't) and he had forgotten. 

After a silence, in which she crashed through space like a meteor, he added in a jaded tone: ‘I've always had much older women as girlfriends, up until Adele that is. When I was seventeen I had a very intense relationship with a woman of thirty-two.’ The supercilious tone of his voice jarred her, the tone of ‘I've been through it all, you're nothing new, it does not matter what age you are since I never made more than a momentary connection to you.’ ‘How old is Adele?’ ‘Three years younger than me,’ he said as if enumerating the fine points of a well pedigreed dog. J. debated throwing herself out of the truck at that moment… no, not for love, not die, not for love, life is still out there somewhere, on some other freeway, no not for love, it’s been this way before, the pain is nothing new; nothing that opium won't cure, if there was any opium to cure it, no not for love, not let another human being do that to you, not let anyone have that power over you, take hold of what's left of yourself, almost to Rome, soon it will be over, should be used to it by now, one year passed: six men, all one night stands, all eight or nine years younger, not to mention the years before, an endless, boring list, no not for love don't fall, there must be more to life, the part that’s left out of the dream, the part that you do not dream, the part that you live, that makes the dawn not so frightening... 

All of the mirror images of herself flashed onto her skull simultaneously, opened gates of a pinball machine and rang up the seconds, minutes and months until her face finally reached her numerical age. She sensed her face would not lie in her favor again. She felt the plaster setting up around the muscles that held the eyes, mouth and cheekbones. She looked nervously to the right to make sure that the safety latch of the door was in the locked position.

They were approaching Rome, had come off the freeway, the traffic was thickening; Franco was getting nervous, he did not like Rome. She wanted to stop the van and get out her map, knowing the city well enough to recognize that she could not direct someone without a map. He did not believe in maps so he kept on driving. They asked directions many, many times and by some miracle managed to get all the way across the city that very same night at record speed, in about an hour and a half. They parked at Piazza Sonnino to call Franco’s friend Mario who hadn’t arrived yet. Franco called an old friend from his home town and made an appointment to see her the following afternoon. At that point it was decided that he would come with J. to the house where she was going to stay, as the neighborhood was near the copyright offices of the E.U.R. complex, where he had to go the next morning. He made no attempt to disguise the expediency of the decision or to pretend in any way that they were going to the same place in order to be together. They parked in front of the apartment in Monteverde, both speechless and exhausted. 

The first thing that her friend Irene said, as she opened the door, was that there was in fact, not a separate room for her, because her boyfriend Roberto’s cousin had showed up unexpectedly and taken that room for a week. Franco said he would go to a pensione; Irene said that they would work something out. J. said casually that Irene would give them her room for that one night and go to sleep with Roberto. She told Franco to park the truck in the neighboring garage. When Franco went out she pleaded with Irene that it was only for one night; that after driving these eleven hours Franco was too exhausted to drive even another half a kilometer. She would not ask if it weren't an emergency she said quietly, and all the while her own exhaustion, pain and despair at the end of the truck ride were welling up in her about to overflow and start shrieking out loud. 

Franco returned saying that the garage was closed. There was no way to leave the truck on the street with an out of town license plate: it would be robbed immediately of all that was inside of it. They ate spaghetti in silence. Then Irene and Roberto went out to the movies, leaving them to their own devices. Franco went to check the garage again, but could not find anyone although the lights were on. His eyes were glazed over with fatigue and anger. He had overstepped the limits of what his body could handle. He fell onto the rug in the bedroom, saying that he would try again in twenty minutes, but his whole body went rigid with instant, deeply troubled sleep. She sat by him, looking at him tenderly, amazed that some small shred of vulnerability should leak out of his sprung steel exterior. He looked like a wounded animal lying in a cave. After about twenty minutes of looking at him; trying to forgive him everything; trying to forgive herself her self-hatred, she stroked him softly and said she would go out herself and check on the garage. It was the least she could do for another human being, no matter how he had treated her, (because when someone needs you to act like a decent human being, you have to do it no matter what has gone before,) no matter that she was as tired as he was. 

She did not like Rome at night. It frightened her; she tried not to take notice of her fear. After much yelling she managed to rouse the owner of the garage along with his vicious watchdog. The garage was full. The owner indicated two others a ways down the street. As she wandered from garage to garage, in search of one that might finally have room for a van, she could not help asking herself why she was doing this for this particular person and if anyone would do the same for her if she really needed it. It seemed unreal that she had actually survived three days of the situation and had not crumbled in the face of his opportunism, more painful than his indifference. She assumed that she had chosen to stay, because that was the only way to know this person, to come full circle on the limits of their encounter. It would be hard to delude herself that she would ever know him for what he was; but the simple passage of time had allowed her to verify her perceptions, to test the limits of her endurance. 

But it was more than endurance that had kept her from abandoning the trip. It was a kind of bewitchment, that tied her to talent and to the streak of low grade evil in this unattainable individual. Even when she realized that he was spending the night in Rome with her, only because the apartment was near the offices where he had to be the next morning, she did not have the courage to say ‘go find yourself a room in a pensione.’ In the face of his ruthlessness, she could find no alternative but to feign the dignity that she would never feel. What will I paint on the ceiling of your bedroom for you and your love? The sword of Damocles? The dam about to break? Or the bums sleeping under the Paris bridges who do not have problems of interior decoration?

The fourth garage finally produced a glimmer of hope, a watchman who said he thought the van could be fit in somewhere. She went back to the apartment, woke up Franco to tell him the news, he was angry to be woken up, and angry that the watchman had not said definitely yes or no. She tried to explain that they were in Rome where people do not ever say yes or no: they would just have to drive the van over there and assume he would take it, if he did not want to stay up all night to protect it from being broken into. He was still angry. At this point she lost all patience and raised her voice for the first time in three days. ‘More than wandering around for three quarters of an hour in the dead of night to find this place I cannot do for you; there are limits to what even the most efficient groupie can do, if you want to check it out, fine, if not, that's your business.’ They got into the truck without a word, drove it to the garage, which thankfully did take it, and walked back to the apartment with a great sense of relief. 

Franco had not heard her pleading with Irene, so he asked what they were going to do about a place to sleep. J. answered as coldly as possible: ‘Irene gave me her room, she's going to sleep with Roberto; there's the bed; go to sleep in it; don't ask pointless questions.’ He laughed nervously to ward off the force of her anger. He got into bed, still half dressed, which was his way of indicating that he wanted nothing to do with her. She got into bed ten minutes later, trying not to even imagine the warmth of the human body lying half a meter away, on the far side of the bed, which could have been the far side of the world. ‘Buona notte, Franco’ she said apparently calmly, but her voice trembling from the effort to not explode. Unexpectedly he reached over and kissed her, not with any passion, but the way a person does, when he knows he ought to say ‘thank you,’ or ‘I'm sorry,’ or ‘I recognize I have nothing to give you and the situation is not easy for you, who have given me too much of yourself and asked for too much in return.’ There would be no words. The gesture would have to suffice. 

She lay suspended for hours, her muscles rigid, unable to sleep. She thought of how she had told Franco a story at the end of the drive as they were approaching Rome. She told it as she had written it down as a film script: the story of a criminal, third generation Italo-American, Neapolitan, petty gangster, years in jail, low level Mafia turned explosives technician and gunrunner for the Black Panthers, dragging a lady into his story, having to leave the country, a season in hiding, return to America, their splitting apart, his beating her up and giving her a concussion, trying to win her back, stealing twenty-thousand dollars worth of television equipment, going crazy when she did not come back to him, his would be friends selling him out to the police, his arrest, time in jail, her getting him out of jail by fronting the bail, dealings with crooked lawyers, not having the money to fix the trial, his final collapse, beating her up again, cracking several of her bones, trying to set fire to the place where she lived, and their final reconciliation before he split on the bail, leaving her to face the bondsmen as he left the state with false papers to go live with another woman, and she left the country to escape the hoods that come to collect the bails when a person defaults. 

She occasionally told the story, in the third person, to see what effect it would have on people, if it would really make a good film script. Franco listened with detached interest as the traffic thickened approaching Rome. Afterwards she said that it was a true story, which surprised him a bit, but not much. She added that it was the story of three years of her own life, with a man named Alex.. It was the only thing she could do to put enough of a gap between her experience and his own, to set herself at a clear remove from the neat compartments of Franco's own life in which everything was straightforward, devoid of doubt, and destined to work out in the end as he lived happily ever after with his wife, his music and his ambitions; without confusion or disorder.

Her own life sprawled, ragged and chaotic against the structure of his: her inconsistencies, endless travels, lack of compartments, lunging through unlikely choices, tying to know people deeply despite where  the experience might lead. She wrapped herself in the cloak of her confusion, to set distance between them, firmly and precisely. It was her only protection against his self-assurance.

Once they got through the Roman traffic jam, he said casually: ‘You'll just have to get rich, so you can make another film and put me in it as the star, and I would not beat you like your ex-ole' man.’ It would be pointless to tell him that his opportunism was worse than Alex’s violence. He could not understand the context of her past experience on the far side of another continent, where human energy was not weighed and doled out in grams at a precise rate of interest. It was hard for her to accept, that words can only describe but not replace experience. She felt more alone in the middle of Rome with this person than she had ever felt living in her country village with all of its isolation. ‘…nothing you say is real; you are a ghost from another planet; take hold of the brain and anchor it, as the body floats out to sea, for the brain is of no use, it is an actual impediment to communication.’ She finally fell asleep, that last night in Rome: the sleep of the second class waiting rooms and overcrowded trains; the sleep of someone who will not let herself fall down the tunnel into slumber, always expecting to be jolted in to wakefulness. She awoke as usual a half hour earlier than expected, not one bit rested, simply grateful not to have dreamed. 

She dressed and eventually tried to awaken Franco gently. He did not want to wake up at all. She sat on the edge of the bed; stared at him; tried not to touch him; tried to speak to him without bitterness. She wondered why she was sitting here fully dressed at the appointed hour, simply because HE had an appointment. She could have slept until noon had she wanted, but she was sitting on the edge of the bed, as dead tired as he was, stroking his face gently, so as to wake him up so that he would not miss HIS appointment. He seemed almost frail, wrapped in sleep. It appeared hopeless to try to awaken him, without shaking him violently. But she knew that if she did not, he would be angry at her, rather than himself, for being late. He finally opened his eyes. 

As they were walking toward the garage, he started singing a fragment of a popular song, ‘I'm leaving you, I'm leaving you, I'll never see you again.’ J. said she did not want to hear realistic music at this hour of the morning. The song put the truth at one remove from where it would have been had the words been spoken, the sound of the words went down her throat like ice, froze her insides which were already whirling like a Ferris wheel. She was afraid to look at him, afraid her face would give her away, all the while recognizing that her expression would not even be perceived by him, as her anguish had nothing to do with his reality. Such things do not happen in his country, in which a sense of practicality reigns supreme over the absurdity of unbridled feelings. Measured against the yardstick of the country she was trying to function in, her reaction was completely out of proportion; no one on this side of ocean would give in to such emotions as hers. Her own responses were those of a naive and gullible child, who did not know how to censure for self-preservation. Her reaction was so overwhelming, that others could be expected to recognize its existence, let alone sympathize with it. It was unheard of to let one's own insanity contaminate another person's life, especially when he was trying to get on with the later and advance his career. 

She wondered whether to accompany him to E.U.R. (it would be hard to drive through the rush hour chaos of Roman traffic without a navigator) or to ask to be let off along the way so as not to prolong the agony. He would not ask openly for her to stay but he evidently wished for her to be useful and keep him company on the last grueling stretch of dealing with the bureaucrats who handled the requests for music publishing rights. After months of work and a substantial investment, he would finally have the status of a music publisher and the full royalties for the songs he wrote, an extremely rare thing for an individual his age to acquire. It fell to him to make sure that all of the paperwork went through the proper channels. 

She stayed, sat in the truck and acted as the navigator, and halfway to E.U.R. in the midst of the rush hour traffic she started to cry, or so it seemed that tears were running down her face. Maybe not, maybe she was just imagining it, maybe it was only happening in her mind, she was not sure, as they were not tears that he noticed. But she believed she was actually crying. As she did so she was thinking to herself: where is the person who will do this for me? Where is the person who will take his energy, talent and time, and use it to help me get my career underway, help me make a name for myself as a film director? Where is the person who will believe in me, rather than automatically expect me to believe in him? They missed the turn during that siege of reality, so she went back to more attentive navigation, and forced the crying to stop. 

They parked the truck among the labyrinth of modern buildings and walked the last hundred meters to the entrance of one of the glassy skyscrapers. There was an instant, crossing the street, when death stopped by, as at the beginning of the trip. An automobile sped along at sixty miles an hour in the twenty mile zone with no intention of slowing down. J. grabbed Franco’s coat, sensing from his pace that he had not actually noticed the car’s undiminished velocity, they could not rush it to the other side of the street without being ploughed down. It was a brief instant in which she saw that the car was not going to stop, and she was sure he had not seen how fast it was coming. He was staring straight ahead, marching in step with his own world, preparing to face the Roman bureaucrats. but as she jerked on his coat sleeve, he stopped. The car sped by wrapping them in wind and giving her the ominous sense that a third presence was walking in their foot prints. She saw the cards of chance flip over; she was not sure what her intention had been when she grabbed his coat sleeve, for it seemed to her that it might have been the opposite. She might have nudged him forward had he not stopped at the jolt. Yes, it was just possible in some dusty corner of her brain that she might have urged him forward and walked with him, that her intention had been to walk forward, seeing clearly that the car moving at sixty miles an hour was not going to stop. It might have been that, her intention; but she could not be sure, just as she could not be sure of anything these last couple of days, except that she had crossed over the border into another land; it was getting harder to conceal it. The steady parts of her mind were being smashed to smithereens on the rocks of what might have been, what ought to have been, what could never be.

But madness is largely invisible if one can keep functioning superficially like a normal person ought to, sit in respectful, smiling silence without too many nervous mannerisms. Everyday life went on all around her, oblivious to the intruder in her midst. She recognized that she had given herself away only to other parts of her body, and not to the outside world. The future loomed like a gleaming, steel bolted wall, but there was only an hour or so to get through. J. stood poised politely in the corridors of various floors, with various offices dealing with music publishers, realizing that her place there was perfectly natural. It was the presence of the person who accompanies the person who actually does what has to be done in the world. Everything went smoothly, as Franco was practiced at dealing with bureaucrats with efficiency and charm and a certain imperious insistence. 

Everything except a small detail on one sheet of paper, that wasn't quite specific enough, and would have to be taken back to the Chamber of Commerce in Milan and be rewritten with the words in some other sequence on the page, in order to be accepted.  It appeared that the ordeal was finally over with. She was trying to smile at him and tell him that it had all gone very well; tell him that very soon he would have all of the paperwork taken care of. Everyone needs a certain amount of someone believing in them, telling them that it will all turn out alright in the end, and giving them the vitamins of blind faith that are needed to continue in trying circumstances. Franco answered that if it had not been for that one piece of paper it would have all gone through today, and he would not have had to think about it anymore. 

Then he said with precision; ‘I'll have to call Adele and tell her to go down to the Chamber of Commerce and get the form rewritten.’ At the sound of that sentence which included the sound of the name of that person who was actually part of his life; who could always be counted on to take care of the details that he was too busy to look into, the person who waited for him when he was away, and to whom he was going to link his future: at the sound of that name she felt herself suddenly empty, felt all of the blood rushing out of her head at such a speed she was sure she was going to faint right there in front of the elevator. Although she had her eyes open as wide as possible, she saw the wall by the elevator dim and go black. She kept her eyes as wide open as possible and her face as immobile as possible, as she reached for the wall with one hand, and tried to breathe as hard as she could to get some oxygen into her brain and not go unconscious under the strain, with the name of the other woman echoing louder and louder in her brain, echoing down all of the corridors of all of the offices, smattering itself against the plate glass windows and reverberating back at her. The elevator door finally opened, she got in, leaving the name on the floor on which it was spoken, and slowly, very slowly, they were lowered to the ground floor and the fresh air. 

They got into the truck; she got out the map; they headed back to the center. All the while she was saying to herself ‘this isn't happening because it is all inside your brain, and as long as you sit quietly and don't let onto anything, no one will know what is happening to you, because it is only inside of your brain that these things are happening; they do not make tidal waves in the outside world. So sit still and play out the last fifteen minutes and maybe you can even have coffee together before you say good-bye.’ But there was too much traffic to stop the truck and park and have coffee, so they drove to the first available telephone booth, where she got out and made a phone call about her film animation project, then he got out and made a phone call to the film director whom he was supposed to meet within the hour. She stood next to the truck, staring through the crowd of people to the phone booth, trying to assimilate the fact that in several minutes this would end. What would be left, would be to walk to the bus and go home and try to sleep, try to drown, try to cry, walk straight to the bridge over the Tevere and no not that, walk straight to the type writer or the open gas line, it was all the same, take the events and shove them down your throat, shove them onto paper, choke on them as you try to swallow and they won’t go down. They will not subside and be digested; they gurgle like acid searing the bloodstream, to remind you that if you had done differently, it would not have happened like this. But this piece of the past could not have been done differently; it came off of the dye, already cut to size. 

Franco walked through the crowd from the phone booth back to the truck. He said the words that a person says when there is no chance of meeting again. He said: ‘I’ll see you when I get back from Sardegna, and I'll send you a tape  if I have time so you can hear the new songs, and think about what you could do for the record cover.’ J. said: ‘Don’t wear yourself out too much during the next two months, and I'll send you the photographs of the concert when I’ve printed them.’ She could not say any more because the moment had stretched out too far already. She was afraid that if she looked at him, he might see what she felt and could not say. She kept glancing sideways for self-protection. He kissed her mechanically, got into the truck and drove off. She turned her back so as not to see the truck disappear down the Lungotevere. Then the real rain started inside her brain, not the rain on the freeway that splashes against the windshield and washes off, but the kind that stains with each drop, the kind that gouges stalactites, in order to make room for new compartments with revolving doors for new avalanches of memories, sliding off the slopes of the present into their final resting place in the past.

                     17.  Dogs and films
Would even a dodo like herself be able to learn Mediterranean detachment? A person so devoid of street smarts that she had taken double the years necessary to grow into an adult? It appears that even the slowest learners do eventually absorb something from their surroundings. That is encouraging for the survival of the species.
Time passed and J.s' life became more varied. It included a producer/backer for her animated films, as well as many bags of cement and lime sitting in the front hallway of her home in Candeasco. She was able to pay the mason to finish plastering the bare stone walls of the ground floor of her house. She built a freeform ferro-cement facade for a shoe store in Imperia: her first local client. She was working on an animated film about the first generation of immigrants, from the rural villages of Southern Italy to the Northern factories. It was based on a dozen folksongs sung in the Pugliese dialect: each song was the basis for a short animated fable. She was happy to being working at both of her crafts. But the upturn in her life brought her new complications.      

Her producer beat his dog. It was what one would expect of producers. It was in their nature. When he found Pasquale, she was an old stray dog, with the sad eyes of a bitch who has seen more of the world than her owner. When she could longer face life alone, with only her own resources, she resigned herself to having an owner, but she did not share what she had seen of life with the later. As dogs go, Pasquale was still a dog with a good deal of pride. 

When he was not beating her he treated her as well as any dog could expect of her owner. He gave her many good things to eat and took her to the park each day. He took her with him when he traveled to the country; when he had to go out of town on business he left her with a trustworthy friend who looked after her responsibly. One thing was certain. He never ignored her. 

But when Pasquale did something that annoyed him, he beat her, in order to teach her obedience, and to train her not to repeat the offending action that displeased him. Each time that J. saw him beating Pasquale, she turned her face away and sealed her mouth. She forced herself to keep down the nausea she felt when she witnessed him taking out his rage on his dog. J. said nothing because she was afraid of her own anger. If her rage at him exploded she might have tried to break his neck. Violence generates violence. Therefore she forced herself to control her reactions. 

J. remained silent because she knew that he treated her pretty much as he treated his dog. She accepted such treatment because she was ambitious and she knew that an independent filmmaker could not survive without a producer. He furnished her with the money for her animated film and assured her that it would be sold to television when the project was completed. 

In exchange for this future glory he demanded her gratitude. But gratitude is not something to expect of an artist. When she was a stray filmmaker he had intercepted her at a film festival. Due to his interest in her work she had been rescued from the street. His concern for her work was the most miraculous thing that could have happened to her at that time. But despite this she was not grateful; as an artist it went against her grain. 

When he was not trying to exact her gratitude, in exchange for his generosity, he fucked her. He was a mediocre lover, as she imagined all normal, fat and bald producers to be. Hers was thin, well built with a wild mane of curly hair, but he was none the less a producer, and consequently a lover without fantasy or tenderness. J. allowed herself to be fucked because she was ambitious and because she did not have the stomach for the arguments and insults which would have resulted from his wounded pride. Furthermore J. had learned a great deal from Pasquale. 

She allowed herself to be fucked, as well, by the composer-musician who had created the soundtrack for the film. Beyond her ambition she had found his music to be suitable and she knew that no one involves himself for free in the projects of independent filmmakers. In this manner, the producer demanded her gratitude and the musician demanded her love. They were both equally mediocre lovers but the musician was devoted to her; as she needed some form of devotion she stayed with him for six months. 

During those six months she accepted the weight of his feelings which she could not reciprocate. They were six months of opportunism, hypocrisy and cowardice. She made love to him a few times a week, as was expected of her, blackmailed by her own knowledge that if she did not do so the soundtrack would not have progressed, and the film would not be completed. She  too was opportunistic. She did not wish to let go of a good score. 

So she experienced sex with the detachment, wide and deep as a canyon, between her body and her heart. She forced herself to anesthetize her body so that it would to not anticipate or claim any pleasure from the act; she knew not to expect unrealistic results from uncomplying circumstances. She obliged herself to forget the meaning of pleasure; she focused on her work and mentally projected herself into the future when the film would be completed. At that point she hoped to have the possibility of choosing men who had no practical utility other than to gratify her senses. 

Such choices passed in front of her on occasion, but she let them drift away, because it was premature and inconvenient to try to mix ambition and pleasure in Latin countries. J. left the musician the day before he went into the recording studio, hoping against hope that his desire to compose music for her films was due as much to artistic as to physical presumptions. However she knew that he had projected her into the role of his girlfriend. It was a role that she had accepted momentarily, as she herself needed someone to believe in her with an intensity that is normally tied to either money or sex. 

She left the musician, feeling guilty to have caused him suffering because of his illusions, abetted by her own cowardice and  opportunism. But she knew no way of doing otherwise. Her greatest necessity was to make a name for herself via her craft. She was obsessed with the need to do so. It was the only way she could see to no longer have to bow with gratitude toward her producer, remain silent when he beat his dog, and fake sexual pleasure that she did not feel. It was the only way she knew, to never again have to belong to a composer like a pet dog, in exchange for his musical efforts. She wanted simply to practice her craft and live by it, but she had become accustomed to putting up with those complications that were superfluous to the craft itself. 

During the six months that she lived with the musician in his drab apartment in Sesto San Giovanni, she tried to act like a diligent housewife. But above all she tried to avoid the word ‘we’. For the composer it referred to the union of two people, and one of those people was assumed to be herself. She cringed every time she heard the word, and forced herself to remember moments of her past in the country when she was something quite different from a dutiful girlfriend. She remembered the point in time when she was a furious woman with an axe in her hand. 

It was a night three years previously, in which she had sent home an aspiring lover. The latter was fairly drunk and had entered her house at one in the morning, through the window of the raised first floor. He had found his way with the agility of a goat up to the second floor, without falling into any of the holes in the floor below. That part of the house was waiting to be gutted and rebuilt from scratch. After the heroic enterprise of hoisting himself up the exterior wall of the house to the raised window, and treading lightly across the cavernous lunar landscape that J.'s house appeared to be, he found himself knocking on the door of her bedroom. 

His ability to navigate the pitch dark regions of J.'s crumbling house was due to the fact that he had been there before, twice in fact in the past months. He did not see any reason why she would not have received him, as it seemed quite normal to him to enter her house by any means necessary, including the window. So most trustingly he knocked on her bedroom door, and she opened it. She was holding an axe in her hand, It was rusty with use, but its cutting edge was sharp as a razor blade, and glowed in the light like the new moon. She did not hold the axe raised, but rather casually in the backhand position of an experienced tennis player. She asked him quite calmly what he wished from her. 

He realized instantly that he had been demoted to the position of an ex-lover, and returned to sobriety in record time. He was shaking visibly as she explained to him that the guests in her house normally entered through the door and not through the window. ‘You're right, you're right,’ he continued to repeat; still trembling he begged her to forgive him. He looked forlornly at the axe while he begged her: ‘For pity's sake, I have a wife and a baby daughter.’ It made her laugh, the idea that she, the lover, should have pity on him because of his respectable role of  diligent provider for his family. Then he asked her to accompany him downstairs, as he had forgotten how to reach the front door in the correct manner. She made him walk in front of her, and she followed him with the axe still in her hand, watching him shake as he reached the staircase. He seemed convinced that she might have struck him from behind. As he said good night he added that he would call her during the week. Three years had passed since that night and he had not yet called her. 

Therefore she was not able to explain to him that she had realized he would be better off with the young girls of his own village, all nice young girls who do not lend themselves easily to married men, rather than with herself who had no objections to accomplishing the act itself, but did not wish to assume the role of a mistress. She had come to this sudden realization during the village saint's day festival; that was why she had returned to her house and shut and locked the door. By doing this she had left him, the would be lover, only two possibilities, either to enter through the window or return home. Why is it, (the reader might ask) did he not choose to knock at the door like a gentleman? Because in a village of a hundred and ten inhabitants, all quite curious about the intimate details of their neighbors’ lives, married men can never knock at the doors of young ladies at one in the night, as knocking makes too much noise. Knocking could rouse half a dozen villagers  from their sleep and give them too much to gossip about for the coming month.
However as J. sat in the dreary fog of the Milan suburbs, trying to get on with her film and not view either the composer or the producer with too much disgust, she remembered her ex-lover of years back with a certain tenderness and even respect. He was in fact, the only man she had run into in the years she had spent in Italy, who had had the spontaneity and clarity to tell her a half hour after they met, that he wanted to make love with her, but could offer her nothing as he was married with children. He did not intend to leave his wife. He was an honest and straight forward young man without too many inhibitions, a breed which seemed to be dying out, if it had not already disappeared from the industrial  metropoli of the world.

Slowly, ever so slowly, she had  learned to become more like the people around her; more ambitious, opportunistic, aggressive, detached, ruthless. Even though she was a slow learner, she eventually make some small progress in her cultural assimilation. It was a short lived season but it served her well.
                       18.   Night flight
If a person has experienced such intense happiness, albeit for the briefest moment, it never goes away. It may recede from the forefront of the brain, but it is never fully eclipsed by the memory. There is always that instant, when the power of one’s own emotion, of  feeling that degree of love for another person, took her back in time to that luxurious gift. For the need to experience that overwhelming feeling is even greater  than the need to be loved in return. 
Three seasons passed, as she worked to finish her film, happy to have moved from Milan back to her house in the country for the last half of the project. In her spare time she planned the future bathroom with a double sized shower. The strawberries on her roof terrace multiplied energetically: more persistent than herself in their search for the light. She surveyed the spot on the stairs where she dreamed of installing an  efficient furnace. When the film was completed she went to Florence to build a jazz club for some investors from an alternative radio station. The job ended abruptly and found her fleeing the worksite, exhausted and disillusioned, to try to regain some peace of mind in Sardegna.   

The plainclothesman at the Cagliari airport asked her: ‘Do you use drugs?’ and she answered ‘Yes I use the most addictive and dangerous drug in the universe: the word; I am a writer.’ But in fact, as her pretensions toward a literary career led her in the direction of caution and cowardice, she answered simply ‘No,’ trying to keep the tone of her voice as flat as possible. 

In the meantime, the officer dove through her suitcase, hopeful of finding something interesting therein. He sniffed conscientiously the vial of powdered penicillin, but it contained only penicillin produced by the firm of De Angeli. Then his hand grazed the envelopes which contained the slides of her watercolors. He looked into the envelope but once he noted the slides he closed the flap and put it down while she watched him impassively and motionless. He put the envelope back into the suitcase, went through the motions of continuing to scavenge, and shortly he came up a flat, round, white plastic container, which revealed, upon opening it, a round object of yellow rubber. He looked at it with perplexed curiosity and asked her what it was. She explained to him with precision and clarity that the object in question was a diaphragm. He then closed the container with evident delusion. But given that there is no way in the universe that a diaphragm can resemble a syringe (or any other paraphernalia pertaining to addictions), he finally let her go. She assented, said good night in her most expressionless voice and very calmly and slowly left the police control room.

All had gone well, the envelope with the slides of J.'s watercolors had contained exactly what the plainclothes man had hoped to find. But he had not noticed the clear plastic envelope with the white powder, lodged between the slides. It was one in the morning; the airplane was supposed to have landed in Alghero, but it had been forced down by the fog, at Cagliari. From there she would have another three hours of bus travel to reach the opposite end of the island. She had just gotten off the plane when the plainclothes man had approached her. He looked like the kind of person who sells stolen watches to unwary tourists. When he grabbed her she continued to walk to try to shake him off. He pulled out his official identification card and ordered her to follow him in a highly self-satisfied tone. She complied, expecting the worst. But when she found herself in the control room next to the woman in spike heels, skin tight pants and the gold lame handbag, she felt much relieved. She knew that this conscientious guardian of the peace and public morality had simply chosen the two most obvious candidates amongst those getting off the plane. He could not very well pick on the pharmacist’s or the lawyer’s wife for a drug search. 

‘Dear policeman,’ she thought to herself, ‘I could teach you something most useful for your work: those people who look after the importation of drugs no longer wear blue jeans like mine, they no longer wear California leather jackets like mine, they now all have grey gabardine suits. Besides which, heroin is not actually a drug; it is not an addictive substance. Some addictive substances are: ambition, intolerance, envy. Habits are addictive, as well as dreams, success, power, but heroin, really, I think not. That white powder that was hidden between the slides of my watercolors, is only a white powder like so many other white powders: ajax, snow, sodium bicarbonate, it is only powder in an envelope, or in the nasal passages of who ever makes use of it. It is only something that is bought and sold like all other objects that are bought and sold at the supermarket. Drugs, however, are not bought, they are born inside of you; they are not substances, they are illusions; they are the fruit of the human mind; they do not grow in the ground but rather in the brain; they are not dosed out, weighed or measured: they are infinite...’
But J.'s sense of self-preservation impeded her from offering her observations to the policeman. Who knows, it was always possible that he might figure all of this out for himself one of these days. 

The bus glided through the brush country of Sardegna. She had the full moon on her right. The desolate hills shone in the moonlight, while she shivered uncontrollably. She was experiencing the let down that occurs when amphetamine and alcohol loose their effect on the body. Her body continued to shake, while she tried to force herself to be lulled by the moon and the shining hills, so as not to think of the cold. She clung to the glowing  circle in the sky, in order not to count the time that did not seem to pass. She cried silently for a half hour, thinking of what she had been through in the last two months, of the people and events that she had left behind, fleeing to Sardegna by plane that night. 

Florence appeared to her to be a city on another planet. While she was wading through her recent memories, the hills glowed, barren and beautiful in the moonlight. She would have wished the trip to continue forever, despite the cold. The shapes of the hills reminded her of the Sahara, and she wanted the empty road and the rocking of the bus to last for months. The highway isolated her from the past and protected her from the future; she wished for the bus never to arrive at Sassari. She already sensed that her friend Irene would not be there to meet her at the terminal, and she did not know what to do, alone, at three in the morning, with forty pounds of baggage and four tons of memories. She fixed her gaze on the lunar landscape gliding past her; the pleasure that entered her through her eyes was the one sensory pleasure she had retained in the past months. The pleasure of the skin seemed to have been eclipsed and that of the emotions had been reduced to keeping them under control. The road moved under her, the hills shone and her body continued to shake.

When she arrived at Sassari there was no one. The terminal was closed, and she saw neither a taxi nor a telephone booth. She did not have the courage to get off the bus and walk through the deserted streets of the city. She stayed on the bus while it went on to the airport of Alghero, equally empty. She then went back again to Sassari, and induced the bus driver to let her off at a hotel. She took a shower at five in the morning to wash away weeks of events, as if soap could perform the duties of amnesia. After three quarters of an hour of hot water, and an hour of waiting for dawn, she regained the strength to make a phone call to Irene.

Why should she write about love? Why should she write about a person or of the overload of extreme emotions, she thought, as she picked up the pen as was her habit, before falling asleep? Why write about herself, filling pages with possible self-pity, self-glorification, excuses, obsessions, justifications? Did she have the illusion that she could move the reader?  Did she imagine she could recreate the physical existence of a person by means of terse sentences and muscular metaphors? Did she wish to cancel him by smashing him against the flat page? Or to retrieve him, in order not to lose him among the folds of her memory? Was she trying to use writing to reach understanding? Is it possible that the written word is of such dubious use? Why did she continue, when there were subjects of much greater importance than him, unquestionably more urgent than her own emotions? 

Love is not justice, she thought, nor is it courage; love is neither tolerance nor breath of spirit; it is not intelligent or sensitive, but clearly blind and deaf. It is a sinking into one's own illusions. To write of love is to make a myth of one’s own feelings. And when she had told it all, would she feel any better? What an absurd question. Would she reach him with words when she had not been able to reach him with her actions? Would she be able to relate the events in any way that they might be of use to others?  She could have been writing about all of those people who die to uphold ideas that are far more important than their personal relationships, those people for whom love is an unthinkable luxury, as misery and slavery have denied them not only the possibility to accede to love, but even that to imagine what such a state of mind or heart might consist of. Is it possible that despite all she obstinately embroidered the pages of her notebook with an infinite quantity of details, instants, gestures and misunderstandings? And would he forgive her if she did so, any more than he forgave her for having loved him? She hoped so.

J. realized as she wrote that it was not of him she was speaking, but of a spring or valve that had unleashed the best and the worst of herself. She hoped he would understand,  it was not him she was trying to capture, by means of the word, but rather the intensity of the emotions that she had felt for him. By setting down the facts she did not aim to create a duplicate of him, but rather a reservoir of the extremes of human emotions. Love, in and of itself, was not of great interest. But it had taken her to that edge of madness, it had led her to step out like a tightrope walker to the horizon, without fear of falling off of the edge of the world. It had wrenched her from the laws of gravity of daily life. It was those instants she wanted to retrieve. The witness she bore was not to a single individual who essentially no longer existed, but to the fractions of instants that took her outside of herself. She hoped not to betray Maurizio in the course of the tale, because he was no longer amongst the sentences she was creating, nor was she. What was left was only an explosion of words, the eruption of a volcano that razed the original mountain leaving only the heat of the lava. The lava flowed along side her memory: the remembrance was to become dangerous as the liquid fire itself. 

The morning after she arrived in Sardegna she looked at her face in the mirror. It was drawn and tense as a spiderweb. It had been half destroyed by alcohol, amphetamine, heroin and the absolute lack of tenderness of the past two months. The tired, grey, pale and swollen face had aged so in such a short period of time that it filled J. with pity and fear. She wanted to wipe it off of the hotel mirror, but she did not know how to. Each time she turned toward the mirror, the same reflection returned again. It appeared to be the face of another person, who was accusing her of having caused it so much suffering, of having aged it and made it ugly, by continual sobbing and anguish. It was not possible, she thought, that her own face was reduced to such unmitigated despair at age thirty-seven. 

Perhaps it was the mirror that had made a mistake and was  reflecting the face of another. These things can happen. She screamed at the mirror: take it away! She tried to reorder the muscles of her face as one changes television channels. But it was the new face with the fake smile that was actually that of another, her own face was clearly the original one. Vanity is a devastating sickness. She wanted to punish her face for having betrayed her; she tried to focus her attention on her body which did not yet betray her so obviously. Her body was still on her side. It was still the body of a twenty year old. She should have been grateful for that. She dressed and left the hotel to bask in the beautiful sun of Sassari, under the deep, blue sky and the brilliant light. Two months had passed in which she had not seen the sun nor felt any of the heat emanating from its light. Two months of going down into the dark cellar of Piazza Santa Maria Novella, for twelve hours a day, to work under the artificial neon light to build the jazz club. Maybe it was only sunshine that she lacked and not love. Perhaps the intense blue of the sky could replace happiness. She had seen so much grey and rain and claustrophobia in Florence. She cared for the sun and for the blue sky almost as if they were people. 

When J. had gone to meet Maurizio at the station, two months previously, she barely recognized him. He had cut his hair, which changed the whole shape of his face. He no longer had that energetic and exotic expression, with the bone structure a cross between Arab and Aztec, but rather a rectangular and almost tame face. She sensed that something quite serious must have happened to him in the six months in which she had not seen him. She did not dare ask him specifically. Something had fractured in his life, however she did not know what he was trying to cancel by cutting his hair. ‘I did not want to recognize myself,’ he said with fake gaiety, as if by means of the scissors themselves one could excise a period of one's life. 

They had been in the basement worksite for about an hour on Sunday morning the day after his arrival. J. had shown him the plans, the budget and the renderings of how the club should look. They were seated on the filthy foam rubber chairs left over from the main room of the ex-discoteque, discussing the shape of the stage they were to build, when she heard a hissing sound in the bar. It was the sound of a rattle snake, an electric rattlesnake. They went over to inspect the origin of the sound and found themselves facing a flooded portion of the floor due to a slow leak in a plumbing pipe. Two of the backers for the club had begun work and forgotten to shut off the main valve at the end of the day. The dripping water had filled the bucket and flooded half of the floor of the future bar. An extension cord was floating in the middle of the artificial pond: that was where the noise and smoke was coming from. 

They looked at it, frozen in their tracks for a brief moment. J. thought that the first thing she should do, should be to lift the cord out of the water before it exploded. She was about to step forward to grab the cord. In retrospect she saw in her mind’s eye, the gesture, her foot in the water and her hand on the cord. She had already raised her foot to move it forward when Maurizio yelled at her: ‘Run and shut off the electricity!’ She hesitated for a few seconds, as the noise from the snake grew louder. He yelled at her again. She turned, still thinking that it would be better to take the cord out first, asking herself why Maurizio stood there without doing anything, but she ran to the other side of the basement where the circuit box was located. When she cut off the current they found themselves in total darkness. The ominous noise had stopped. Maurizio lit a match and removed the cord from the water. At that instant J. realized that without knowing so, he had saved her life. 

She had been about to walk into the electrified swamp in order to reach the cord. If he had not ordered her to find the circuit breaker she would have been killed by the short circuit with her foot in the water and her hand on the extension cord. She would have been dead ten seconds ago, and completely unconsciously Maurizio had saved her life because he himself did not know where the fuse box was located. J. started to sweat and shake as she separated the extension cord from the main line, but she said nothing. She did not want to admit to the idiocy of her first instinctive reaction. It turned out that the extension had been concocted out of second hand wire that had been punctured by a nail. Her hand was trembling as she reached to turn on the lights again and her knees were weak. She crossed the large room; stood next to Maurizio and surveyed the now innocuous pond.

She thought of the two young men who worked with them. How could they have done something so careless as to not turn off the main waterline when they knew the tube leaked? And why did they improvise extensions out of the fraying original wire that was lying around the discoteque? What kind of incompetents were they? She thought grimly of what it was going to be like to work with these two young backers, who wanted to be part of the crew in order to save money. Within the first forty-eight hours they had managed to endanger the worksite with their carelessness, (not to mention her own life), despite the fact that one of them claimed to be an electrical technician. Was it possible that he had forgotten all aspects of his former profession, at the point at which he had embarked on dealing cocaine? It was not a good sign. 

J. looked at Maurizio with mute gratitude. She was unable to speak or explain her emotion. She did not want to weigh down the very first day, commenting on how close a brush she had had with death. She said nothing but the image of that second, her foot already raised over the flooded floor, and the near miss with its aftermath, weighed on her like a bad omen. She tried to hope for the best for the following day when the actual work would begin. She simply wanted Maurizio to be happy. She did not wish to overload him with her anxiety. They went to the movies that night. She remembered it particularly well, as it was the only afternoon and evening in which they had gone off to enjoy themselves. After that one day they descended into the dark and filthy underground worksite, as those who go into the mines. They only came up to sleep, and only once to enjoy the city in the whole course of the work. Why did they do it, she asked herself?

Was it because she believed in music, in its magical, metaphysical and alchemical power as if it was a religion? She believed in dark and smoky clubs, even those without sufficient ventilation, where she herself who had asthma, sometimes started to faint from the lack of oxygen. She believed in the liquor that she had to drink in order to raise her blood pressure enough to survive the lack of air flow: at least a glass of something strong like vodka every half hour. She believed in the stage and the people who stood on the stage and made the magic come alive before her ears and eyes, who wove the spell of the sounds, rhythms and harmonies, who drained themselves completely to rescue their public from the present, to take them to where neither past, present or future existed. All that was within that space was the music. J. stood in awe of the alchemy of music. When Sara had called her to offer her the job of constructing the jazz club, it seemed a small miracle. Was it possible that this faith alone, in the music, had sustained her throughout those weeks of sweat, back-breaking labor, misunderstandings, isolation and abandonment? Was it possible that she had only done it for the music? She thought so.

Life does not furnish one with events, it is not composed of actions and facts, but rather of sensations and illusions. By extension, what she could remember best of the past season were not the events themselves but the sensations, illusions and hopes that they produced. To have conceded her those illusions was the greatest luxury that life could have offered her. The gift of hope was infinitely greater than the gift of action. To act means to confront what is possible, but to hope means to face what is impossible; it takes more courage to do that. She wanted to set down the events on paper. She wanted to record the illusions which were the actual substance of the account. The precise order of the events was of small importance to the emotions they produced in the participants. At a certain point it seemed to her that the sequence of the actions themselves became confused, what happened first got mixed up with what happened next. The traces of what occurred were small fragments of time, strewn throughout her skull like leaves falling haphazardly from Autumn trees. 

J. set down the liturgy of the names, in order to distinguish  the people involved in the account. First there was Maurizio who had come up from Lecce to help her build this magical place of musical dreams. Then there was Sara who put them up in her apartment, who had gotten her the job and believed in her, but was disconcerted by her ideas and habits. After which there was Giuliano, Sarah's boy friend, and Patrizio, her ex boy friend, and Fabio, the boy friend who had preceded Patrizio. After that came Marivana, Patrizio's sister: beautiful as a porcelain doll, of the kind of fragile china beauty that made J. envy and hate her and Maurizio desire her in a rather impersonal fashion. Valerio arrived later and worked with them; he understood the nature of friendship better than most people. Last of all were their backers: on the one side Massimo and Filiberto who had concocted the crocheted electrical wiring, and on the other the directors of the radio station, Daniele and Marco and Sara herself. Allied to the backers was Roberto who maintained the proper detachment required of a professional capitalist. At the end of the list was another Daniele: the producer of J.'s animated film which she had just completed after a year and a half of work, the week before she came to Florence. His insidious presence in her life had corroded many paths of communication in and outside her brain. Finally there was Margherita, her Swiss friend, who came to live in Florence with her daughter Nadia, and Gigi who worked for them during the last days of the job, before the second and third flooding of the worksite. Yes there were other floods, not just the small pond at the beginning of the story. The names were scattered through the account like pieces of a cubist collage, but they provided the cornerstones for what occurred. The events themselves were unstable and only served to provoke the emotions emanating from their existence. But the passage of time, rubbing against her brain, had reduced the names to skeletal horsemen, who embarked on crusades and fought reality with the scant armor of their misperceptions.  
J. had never liked to wake people up. She herself was at her wot in the morning. Consequently she lacked the courage to knock on anyone else's door. But she was the boss, in other words the executioner of dreams, so she could not avoid that aspect of her duties. She knocked at eight fifteen on Tuesday, the second day of  work. Maurizio got up in a bad mood, silent and detached. She tried not to impose her presence on him. She knew it would be a great lack of tact to oblige him to communicate at that hour. She simply said as they left the house ‘We should go by the hardware store to make a copy of the keys for you.’ But he answered immediately ‘There won't be any need for that; I'm going to look for another place to stay; I don't feel right in that apartment.’ 

J. tried to understand the origin of his uneasiness. He explained, by way of an excuse, that he just wanted to do his work and not be dragged into the affairs of other people who did not concern nor interest him. He was right. Sara's life was composed of a complicated series of entanglements, whose infinite details were hard to follow at best, and filled with tension at worst. He foresaw that he too would be absorbed in that web if he stayed on. 

Beyond the excuses J. realized that it would be absurd for her to expect Maurizio to want to have much to do with herself outside of their working hours. However she was  offended and wounded by his decision. She tried to understand his motivations and hide her own reactions. It was clear that he should go off on his own and find friends and lovers of his own age, not someone like herself, twelve years older. It was so obvious that there was nothing for her to reply. All the same she felt humiliated and insulted. She was about to declare her feelings; tell him how much she wanted for him to stay. She was about to give in and say something sarcastic, but she was stopped, probably by her pride. She knew that she could not be the boss at one moment and a dishrag the next. 

She chose to play the role of the comprehensive boss and asked with a humility completely foreign to her real feelings: ‘Is it something that I did? I want for you to feel good, because I care for you; if you don’t feel at ease there, maybe it’s better that you look for another place to stay. I just want for you to be happy.’ She tried not to look at him as she spoke. Her face was trembling and her eyes were filling up with tears. Maurizio answered without hesitation that it was nothing she herself had done; simply he was not at ease with himself and did not want to be around other people. It was an answer that was literally correct but fundamentally false. They both knew that. J. had not specifically done anything wrong; she had done everything possible to make Maurizio feel good. But everything possible was not enough, it was the exact opposite of what was required. She had in fact done everything wrong, because she loved him. Her love, which he could not reciprocate, made the situation unbearable for him, even more unbearable than Sara’s lack of enthusiasm for people from the South. 

J. knew that in a short while he would be gone; she was already trying to get used to the idea of seeing him for only eight or nine hours: those officially sanctioned by the work itself. They went down into the basement and finished off edging the stage that they had framed up on the first day. It was a good day of hard work. The stage was an elegant oval of tongue and groove larch wood. They had both worked quickly with precision and harmony. If only the working of the day could go well, she should not ask for more. She waited while he went to the station to make his phone calls. She practiced her role of the boss. She knew she should not show any emotion when Maurizio came back to tell her where he was going to live for the duration of the job. Don't react, don't give yourself away, she repeated, conjuring her face and her voice to not betray her. 

When he returned she asked him if he had reached his friends, as if it was a decided fact that he was going to leave that very evening. He answered that he had changed his mind; he had overreacted as he always did, when seized up with depression in the early morning. Getting up had become a nightmare for him, having to face today, always today. 

J. was so surprised to hear he had changed his mind that she almost dropped the hammer. At noon when they went to lunch Maurizio repeated the litany adding emphatically: ‘I did not want to make you feel bad this morning, it’s not your fault that I don’t feel good in Sara’s house. I’m always uncontrollably depressed at the beginning of the day; you mustn't listen to me.’ He moved her with that one admission that he knew how much power he had to wound her, he understood the power he had over her, even if he wished that it was not so. She tried to gain comfort from that admission, which in fact gave her license to feel wounded, to suffer on his account. 

What miracle had happened that made him decide to stay? Only the miracle that the city is cold and hostile: there are not many places to go. If he was not happy staying in the apartment of her friend Sara, it would not be easy to find other people who would put him up for the length of the work. Despite that J. knew he had  already left; only his body remained at Sara’s house. He himself was elsewhere. 

She did not know if the act of writing was one of homage or revenge. Once upon a time, she scribbled, there was a group of people who deeply loved music and drank a good deal of gin. Is that how fables begin? She did not think so. In any case they all consumed a more than respectable quantity of the above mentioned beverage. Gin helped greatly to offset the humidity of the worksite. It gave them an excuse to leave the basement and take in the daylight, filtered by the grey and rainy sky. They almost never bought a bottle to bring into the basement, although it would have cost them a good deal less than going to the bar five times a day. Gin has quite another taste when it is drunk standing at the bar in tall glasses with ice and a twist of lemon. 

Once however they did however buy a bottle to take home. Maurizio noted that the quart had lasted a long time. J. rectified his assertion; in fact it had been finished off in a day and a half, and the first night they had not been home; they had gone out to a concert. But clearly the gin drunk at home did not have nearly the enjoyable effect of that drunk at the bar at ten in the morning to help digest breakfast, or that at one o’clock before going to lunch, or at four for tea, or when they were too sweaty and dirty to go to the elegant bar on the plaza and had to settle for the badly lit, dingy bar around the block where they could sit quietly without being noticed. It was clear to both of them that the gin drank at home was insipid, and needed to have amphetamine added to it to give it some punch. They spiced it up with a few tablets of Plegine, which they pounded into a powder and sniffed along with the gin or added directly to the beverage stirring well to dissolve it thoroughly. It was a reasonable replacement for ice and lemon. Plegine was the worst kind of inferior grade speed, whose efficiency was reduced mostly to ruining one's liver; but it was free. It came along with the humidity of the basement and the fluorescent lighting as part of the whole project. 

It was better to think of the gin itself which was of higher quality, Gordon’s to be exact. It was housed in an elegant, square bottle. They drank it leaning on the polished steel and marble counter of the fancy bar, before they got too grungy to drink it there at the end of the day. J. looked at the bottle of Gordon’s and imagined the original Englishmen who came down to Tuscany at the end of the century and sat at the outdoor tables to drink their cocktails. Those English had carefully pressed, white linen suits or organdy dresses and they were always relaxed. They came to Florence on vacation, not for work like J and her crew. They had a tab at the bar which they paid at the end of the month. Actually they sent the servants to pay it, as they themselves never touched money with their own hands. They were the opposite of J. and Maurizio who paid for their gin four or five times a day in person with crumpled bills and small change. 

But J. was quite proud at that time to pay for the gin at the bar for herself and Maurizio and Valerio when he came to work with them. She wanted them to pay for hers as little as possible. It was the first time in her life that she had enough cash to squander in that fashion, and it gratified her immensely to be able to buy drinks for the others rather than having them bought for her. The act of ordering for all of them made her remember that she was the boss. She had to force herself to remember this fact because her heart was not that of a boss or even a foreman. It was a sort of limp rag or floppy sponge, as a result of having turned Maurizio into an idol, and having looked at him all day with the eyes of an abandoned puppy. At the end of the day she drank and paid for cocktails for everyone, and in doing so became the boss once more. In this manner she dredged the moat around her heart, deep enough to last through another day, and as she felt the liquor running through that ditch, she blessed the English who had first invented it. 

The eggs were broken for the workers’ lunch while Maurizio retold his seduction of Marivana for the edification and pleasure of the listening community. The omelet and his adventure of the previous night proceeded at an equal pace. To Valerio fell the role of acting as an appreciative audience for both enterprises. Maurizio relished his role of the ironic entertainer, and J. camouflaged herself as a diligent cook, although her hands continued to shake as the story unfolded. In her main role of the boss-foreman she had the responsibility to see that her assistants were well fed and supplied with speed and women, otherwise how could they be expected to keep up the pace of the work. To this end she cooked for them every other day, when they did not have lunch in the nearby restaurant. 

It was furthermore her duty to join in the general hilarity when they told stories about cunt. However, being a women herself, her hands started to shake at the point at which Marivana got into the car with Maurizio. Marivana had invited him to the movies; she had invited him. There were only five eggs, short one to make a proper omelet for three famished carpenters. She had borrowed her mother's car for the occasion. The film was boring and predictable. The eggs made a brittle sound as they cracked against the plate. Marivana suggested that they drive up to the top of the neighboring hill after the film. 

         The frying pan was too hot, the butter burned and blackened, but it did not matter. J. poured the carefully beaten eggs into the frying pan, first the whites then the yellows. She stared for a moment at the recipient as her eyes clouded over, then covered it and lowered the flame. There was nothing more for her to do. She could not very well continue to stand there pretending to study the covered frying pan, so she turned toward her two assistants seated at the table. The car climbed the hill slowly while the omelet filled with hot air and rose in the pan. The city of Florence is breathtaking, seen from the neighboring hilltop on a clear night. They had stopped and parked in the deserted plaza; the joint was just fair, of the same quality as the film. While listening to the story J. imagined Marivana’s china doll's face, composed and excessively made up, although the excess could not diminish the quality of the raw material. 

The omelet began to burn. She turned around to turn off the gas while Maurizio fell asleep under the influence of the joint and the exhaustion he had accumulated during the days at the worksite. What? He did not lay her? Why not? He did not even try? No; she was a girl just like so many of the rest, he said, very beautiful when she was not talking too much; anxious and rather boring. A girl like so many of the rest, J. thought to herself silently. Damned with faint praise in one short sentence. Besides, Maurizio added, he was dead tired from all the work that he had done and did not even feel like fucking. They drove slowly down the hill with the clutch in neutral to save gas and enjoy the quiet of the night. Marivana was disappointed and silent for once. The omelet slid off the frying pan and landed on the serving plate.

J.'s hands were still shaking. Valerio looked at her with a worried expression and asked why she was not hungry. She ate the smallest slice of the omelet without saying anything, for fear of breaking down in front of them. Maurizio and Valerio continued to talk about women. Maurizio was laughing at himself. Maybe a good whore would have kept him awake he said, but not a girl like so many of the rest: too pretty and too chatty. J. imagined Marivana in the car sitting next to Maurizio, and despite her envy, she realized with a certain relief that she was glad it was not her in that situation. She herself would not have been able to face the night, the moon, the loneliness and the failed conclusion of the tale. Despite her jealousy of Marivana she felt sorry for her. She pitied her, all the while she continued to laugh along with the men at their tales of cunt. She wondered at that moment if she was either a man or a woman or neither of the two. She was the boss, the head carpenter and as such she was used to laughing along with her assistants without ever letting on that she was aware that they were talking about a category of human beings to which she in fact belonged: the category of the prey.

She laughed and made believe that Marivana was in fact just a girl like so many others, and not her rival of the moment. Then she thought more seriously about what it would take to induce her assistants to keep up the back breaking pace of the work, which wiped out even the desire to fuck, for another six weeks. The frying pan was empty; the omelet had been thoroughly appreciated by the crew, it was time to return to the worksite. Their daily espresso was waiting for them at the eighteenth century bar with the original fixtures in carved wood and polished brass. The sky was darkening. Florence was preparing itself for a month of uninterrupted rain, after that one starry night in which the city was seen from above from the car on loan, driven by a too beautiful young lady, too anxious to be laid. 

Valerio looked at J. with compassion, as she stirred the sugar in her coffee and turned her face away so as not to be seen weeping into her coffee in the elegant antique bar. He understood her situation but asked no questions. She was grateful to have hired him, as he broke the tension between her and Maurizio. She even more grateful for his being there, than he could be grateful to her for having provided him with a means of earning a living for a month or two..

Valerio was a childhood friend of Maurizio. They had known each other in Lecce, before Valerio left for England at age seventeen where he had met his Swedish girlfriend. They were in no way alike. Valerio was short, curly haired, extroverted, aggressive, cosmopolitan and at ease in new situations. He had practical problems to resolve but he did not torture himself with existential questions. He had left Lecce without regrets or anguish, had met Ingrid during his first months in London, and had gotten used to living in Stockholm. He commuted regularly to the university of Bologna to take an exam each season in order to keep from being drafted. 

But he had never worked for a woman and his first encounters with J. were not easy for him. He saw her as the boss, in the worst, most foreign sense of the word, and she saw him as an unruly member of the work crew. The friction was evident and unconcealed from the first day. By the third morning it was necessary for her to define her territory. She had assigned Valerio the job of nailing together the frame for the backlit sign that was to cover sixteen feet of the wall in the room where the bar was situated. The wood had already been cut to size and placed in position. It was ten to one. She passed by him a said: ‘Just tack it together, it will take ten minutes and then we'll go to lunch.’ Valerio looked at her suspiciously: ‘So you think this is just a ten minute job?’ His sarcasm was evident. She grabbed the hammer out of his hand without a word and nailed the frame together in five minutes in such a state of fury that defied any attempt on his part to approach her or say another word. There was only that one hammer in that room of the worksite and she was using it as a weapon as well as a tool. When she finished the job she slung the hammer in his direction and left to have a drink. 

Fortunately from that day on Valerio recognized that the estimates made by the boss as to the time and energy necessary to complete a job were rigorously aligned with what she herself could accomplish in a given period of time. From that point on Valerio changed his attitude toward his lady employer. He no longer considered her to be a woman but simply a more highly skilled craftsman than himself. She also changed her attitude from that moment on. She understood that she was no longer an alluring creature who stalked the vaulted basement in high heeled boots, trying to keep up a minimal show of elegance, not withstanding the exhaustion of the job. From that moment on she had become responsible for the pace of the work. The mirror showed the signs of her having become a proper foreman. 
What is it about authority that it becomes horrendously distorted when it is wielded by women? As if a female has been demeaned by her authority instead of promoted. Is it  evident to others that in order to wield that authority she has had to renounce much else? How long, if  ever, will it take for such a state of affairs to change? 

                          19.  Jazz burns                         

In the early morning light as she lay in bed, waiting for the alarm to ring, J. thought of the circumstances in which she had met Maurizio. She wondered if they led inexorably to the situation she found herself in at present. Had there been a choice? Could she have derailed fate? Did destiny exist, or had it been replaced by a random groping for affection on a hostile planet? 

She had returned to her home in Candeasco the previous January, happy to escape the city, happy that her film was progressing well enough to no longer oblige her to put up with the drab outskirts of Milan, the lack of color in the winter sky, the absence of emotion in her relationship to the composer and the lack of all other pleasure except that of the image under the animation stand. It was one of the few times that she had returned to her house in peace. More often she had come back there to hole up in silence and solitude. Over the years it was to become her seasonal refuge, a retreat from the aspects of cities and competition that she could not longer face. It had become the place she went to, when she had no other place to go to. 

In this case however, she had a future delineated for her, that stretched out for at least eight months, with twelve minutes of film shot and another thirty-five to go. It was a long project, that of creating animated images for fifteen folksongs of Puglia, depicting the lives of the displaced generation of former peasants who emigrated to the cities in the sixties. The composer was of that same generation, self-trained; he wrote about himself and his family with an ear for melody and an eye for the specific details of the lives of the people to whom he belonged. His music was fine, but J. had never sensed the emotion for him that she had for his folksongs. His misery that she was leaving him made her feel guilty and opportunistic. 

But once installed in her own home, she was infinitely grateful that the fiction of the relationship was over. Living in his two room, claustrophobic apartment in the desolate outskirts of Milan had depressed her immensely. By the time she had the courage to slip away obliquely, as she had done, she felt like a wild beast released from a cage. When she returned to Candeasco she set up her animation stand in her bedroom, next to the wood stove. It was the only place in the house where it was warm enough to work. She retrieved her heaviest sweaters from the cupboards and set out to live again in the manner of her own choosing. Her producer continued to breathe down her neck and insult her; the advance was barely more than pocket money, but she was happy to have ongoing work that she cared about. It was her most optimistic moment of many seasons. 

She called the mason to plaster those walls of the house, that were still in their original condition of exposed stone. She finally laid a mosaic floor in the ground floor living room. The room was too icy to contain any human inhabitants for six months of the year, but it housed the piano which she played occasionally sitting under the heat lamp. She was pleased to have given the room an elegant tiled floor with an inlaid mosaic in the center: a humble version of a Persian carpet. 

To celebrate the renovations she gave a party in January for those friends she knew in the area. She lit the two wood stoves she possessed on the upper floor and hoped that the supply of wine and rum would reduce the gap between the actual environment and what is normally known as room temperature. It was an evening of expectations, the sign of starting over on her own terms. Although she had spent all of her savings for the mason's plastering, she was beginning to sense that she owned a home, as opposed to a mere construction site. She had devised a primitive hot water heater, consisting of a copper coil connected to the faucet and placed over one of the burners of the gas stove. If she ran the water slowly through the thirty foot length of coil, she could heat it to a reasonable temperature for a bath, and could fill the bathtub in her bedroom next to the wood stove in a mere twenty-five minutes. It was a luxury to heat the room to seventy five degrees on a winter's night and lounge in the bathtub with a glass of rum. Life was finally taking on an acceptable form.

Was it foreordained that she should meet Maurizio on one of the happiest evenings of one of the happiest seasons of her life? An acquaintance had brought him to the party. J. looked at him; ten minutes later she fell in love with him. She remembered that there was an interval of approximately ten minutes in which she was not completely in love with him, in which she regarded him as she would any other common mortal. It took that small lapse of time for the spell to accomplish its complete effect. After that for the following year she could only see him as twice life size. She no longer perceived him as a person with weaknesses, faults and needs, but rather as a creature with magical powers. It was that one moment in her life in which the fairy tale of a prince charming, unexpectedly enchanting the unwary princess, came to pass. 

J. was grateful for that season, even though her feelings were not reciprocated on his part. She so completely desired to do whatever possible to remain in his presence. Such a form of fusion of will is generally looked down upon, as a clear sign of woman’s frailty and incompleteness. Is it possible that the mirror does not return the reflection of one half of the human race, except through the emotions they feel for another person? Is it only love that confirms the female existence? So be it. Some forms of love are useless suffering, paralytic masochism, lack of faith in one's own identity, desperate need. Very occasionally there is a form of love that is a privilege, reciprocal or not. Over the years she asked herself why; what particular qualities did he possess? Why were they not discernable in others? Was it the winds of Puglia and Greece in his eyes? What did she actually know about him within ten minutes of meeting him?

She was led to believe that the essence of what a person is, is apparent from the start.  Years of events, choices, values and experiences must somehow be distilled into every gesture or word, even if the details of the facts themselves are as yet unknown. She  recognized in him the values of her own life: the profound love for nature, a form of mysticism that bypasses ideology, the joy of building things, the contact of one’s eyes and hands with tools and the material world, the wanderlust, the need to be a gypsy as strongly as the need to form roots through the manipulation of wood and stone, the intensity of feeling and the fragility of one’s own balance in the universe. She wished that her life could be composed of days in which each gesture and action would be complementary to his. She saw him as her double, but at half a generation remove. 

That was the definitive reef: twelve years difference in his favor. She did not dare to hope. The following afternoon he called to invite her to the celebration in a neighboring village, in which he had just finished rebuilding a huge bread oven for the community. It did not seem possible that this was happening to her. It was a clear, cold night with wine and a bonfire in the public square where the oven was situated. The village had been destroyed by an earthquake at the turn of the century and rebuilt sixty years later by a bohemian assortment of individuals with well padded wallets. Maurizio worked for some of the inhabitants as a sculptor and mason, along with several other skilled craftsmen. The artistic pretensions of the inhabitants were a good deal less credible than those whom they paid to rebuild their houses. 

During that evening and throughout the night she continued to say to herself: you must fix this instant in your memory, because whatever might exist or crumble in the future, life has given you a moment out of time and nothing should rob you of the memory. In the morning J. realized that she would have to make do with the memory of the preceding twelve hours, for Maurizio was already elsewhere. Only his body was lying on the bed next to her. What had happened to her that night had not in any way happened to him. He was merely trying to forget another individual: a woman he had lived with in Greece; a woman who had left him, to be precise. To do so it was necessary for him to superimpose layers and layers of other bodies between his own and his remembrance of her. In his desperation to forget her he had made use of whomever was available to him, (which were many,) affectionately but indifferently. After a day or so it did no good. But he was honest about it from that first week. Perhaps that was what tied J. to him. He looked her in the face and told her directly of his own vulnerability. 

J. knew that Maurizio's feelings about her would not change. She was the person he respected and worked with, something like an older sister whom he could confide in and who understood him: a momentary substitute for his twin sister in Bologna. It would have been ridiculous for her to expect more from him. He was coherent; he never in the months they worked together deviated from his original assertions, spoken after the one night they had made love. She would never become more than she was to him; he would never become less than he was to her. 

But they were able to work together. As they rebuilt the storefront for her friends’ shoe store, with the cold wind blowing through the square in February, they both tried to numb their own emotions through the exhaustion of the work. They laid the parquet flooring and put up the plate glass windows and bent the iron rebars for the undulating walls and shelves with the same fury. The cement that they mixed was freezing in their hands despite the double layer of wool and rubber gloves. The wire mesh tore at their skin as it was bent, tied to the rebars and sewn into place. The sculpture was beginnings to take shape: the strange forms of an art nouveau cavern, similar to the dragon caves in Majorca, with curved surfaces on which to place the shoes, a kind of free form vertical sand dune, unlike any of the stores existing in Imperia. 

They were proud of their work, done at lightning speed in the worst possible conditions, with Tina’s relatives grumbling in the wings about hippie carpenters and her husband Pino trying to compensate for their intolerance by helping as much as possible. The money with which they were being paid was apparently controlled by the younger generation, but the actual decisional power was still in the hands of the in-laws. The experience of being treated in such a condescending fashion by the suspicious older generation was J.'s first real taste of how power is transmitted in a Mediterranean country. It led her to the conclusion that she should refuse to work for anyone whose parents were still alive, regardless of their age. All of her following experiences confirmed this hypothesis. However despite the scorn, veiled insults and insinuations they rebuilt the store as elegantly as possible with as much style as they knew how. When the last crystal shelf was hung in place and the merchandise was placed at various heights on the walls, they were justly proud of the result. 

J. was grateful that Maurizio had worked for her to the end. She knew it was not easy for him. Tina’s parents treated him even worse than they treated her. It took all of her self control to restrain herself from exploding, but she knew she could not afford the luxury of not being paid, in order to prove a point. She accepted it as natural that they should doubt her competence, as they had never seen a woman manage a skill saw or bend rebars or mix cement. She took it as normal or at least inevitable that they should look down upon her and treat her as second class citizen. It rarely occurred to her that they could have had the same respect for her as they would for a normal male craftsman. 

Thus it was to be for all of her following work in the country she had chosen to live in. But it took her nearly fifteen years to realize how estranged she was, to allow herself to see that it was in her existence as a woman, that all she did was incomprehensible to those who surrounded her: male or female. She did not wish to see prejudice; it was not strategic to do so. So she did not look at what there was to see. She took it for granted that she should work for half the price and half the respect as a man, and that she had to earn the respect of all the men who worked for her. She never thought of herself as their equal. 

When the work ended she was sad to see Maurizio return to Puglia and then on to Greece. She went back to the hills and sat in her cold bedroom under the lights of the animation stand and tried to imagine his life on the island of Alonyssis. She thought of him for months all through her work on the film, and hoped for the chance to work with him once more. She did not expect that less than a week after the film was finished she would be given such a chance. Sara’s offer to build the jazz club had come as a complete surprise to her.

The rain fell daily on the streets of Florence as they trudged back and forth to the damp, cold basement which was slowly taking on the shape of a futuristic environment. The backlit translucent wall was in place. She covered it with semi-abstract calligraphy that half reveled, half concealed the letters of the word ‘jazz’. She laid the tile mosaic at the entrance leading down to the club. She started to cut out the curved sections of plywood to be overlaid with cork for the decorative acoustic panels. They were effective as artistic bas reliefs and as a solution to the unwanted echoes. They compensated for the vaulted ceilings that often proved disastrous for musical ventures. 

The rain continued, the chill entered their bones and it took more and more speed to keep their spirits up. When they were lucky they had cocaine instead of low grade amphetamine.  Their backers were aspiring, though somewhat amateur dealers. They had made a small fortune in South America before the distribution had switched from a cottage industry to big business. It seemed that over the past ten years J. had worked primarily for large and small dealers who needed a respectable front: from the Paradise ballroom in Hollywood, (one of Bernie Kornfeld's last toys before being arrested for insurance scandals in Geneva) on down to freelance acid manufacturers in Berkeley and opium traders with access to antique sculptures in San Francisco's Chinatown, transported inconspicuously in laundry bags from the back rooms of Chinese laundries to the back rooms of collectors who preferred orphaned, unpedigreed statues to customs inspectors. Along with the statues came the means to contemplate them with the proper Oriental serenity. 

Massimo and Filiberto were decidedly amateurs compared to the dealers J. knew from the West Coast, and she was beginning to suspect that they were amateurs in other things as well. Their plastering and paint job was disappointing. They predictably did not take criticism well. She suggested that if they were paying for half the enterprise along with the alternative radio station that Sara helped run, there was no reason why they should pretend to work in order to save money rather, than let her hire capable assistants. It would prove more advantageous to them in the end. It was not diplomatic of her to say that, but they had never taken kindly to her from the day she was introduced to them.  She had not mastered the hypocrisy of feigning to ignore their slights. They regarded her as a female, foreign, intruder, imposed upon them by the stockholders of the radio’s faction of the enterprise. She was the so-called foreign expert whom they wanted nothing to do with. Occasionally they deigned to talk with Maurizio or Valerio. They said that she expected too much of them; they could not take the pace that she imposed; they were exhausted. But most of the time they simply ignored everyone around them and did a sloppy job of their part of the work. About two thirds of the way through the season, a compromise was reached: they would be responsible only for the electrical system and J.'s crew would handle all of the rest. They accepted this truce sullenly as there was no choice: the club was due to open in three weeks and the work remaining was staggering. 

J. hired another assistant, Gigi, a friend of Valerio’s and they stepped up the pace to meet the deadline. There were still many problems to be solved: the ventilation system, the plumbing system, the installation of the refrigeration for the bar as well as the finishing touches on the carpentry and the more aesthetic aspects of the decor and furniture. Every day brought new opportunities for misunderstandings with the backers of both parties. Those from the radio were for the most part rich, young punks whom J. called intellectualoids. They had steady allowances from their parents and had never done physical labor in their lives. Their ideological interpretation of the counter-culture did not include familiarity with the material world. They considered themselves a class apart; they snubbed Maurizio and Valerio and only listened to J. under duress. They acted as if any practical problem was beneath them. They disgusted her as much as Massimo and Filiberto, as they appeared to her to be lazy hypocrites. But it fell to her to have to deal with them, so she tried to maintain some minimum level of dialogue. She was beginning to be afraid that she and her crew would not be paid. 

To speed things up, Maurizio had offered to take on the plumbing system in the evenings and on weekends to supplement his wages. J. agreed, although she could tell that he was exhausted and was driving himself into even deeper exhaustion, in order not to think or feel. The work represented an extra couple of hundred dollars; there was much copper tubing to be welded to complete the existing system, but it was precision work and not too tiring. 

J. informed Sara that Maurizio would be handling that part of the job. Several days later Sara called her aside and asked her very formally why she wished for him to be paid extra, given that he was already being paid a regular salary. J. was furious. She had asked for less than two thirds of the standard plumber’s estimate and she was negotiating for the finished work, not for hourly wages. If her assistants completed the job in eight or sixteen hours a day that was her business not the backers. She found herself screaming at Sara that she was not going to have the people who worked for her treated like servants or wage slaves. Sara could tell her cohorts that they were paying for the completed result, and that was what they had the right to judge, nothing else. The time spent to attain it was none of their concern. ‘A man is not a machine’ she yelled ‘what he produces is based on his will and motivation, not on the number of hours he is plugged into their money. If he produces double or half of what they imagine in a given lapse of time that is my responsibility not theirs.’
Sara looked at J. with the detachment of her aristocratic origins. She replied that she was not asking those questions as her friend, but as the vice president of the organization sponsoring the initiative. It was her duty to guarantee to the other backers that their money was being spent correctly. The meaning of her words was ambiguous, and in J.’s outrage at being falsely accused of corruption, she interpreted the words in the opposite manner from which they were meant. She assumed that Sara was telling her that she was no longer her friend, but rather the official emissary of her antagonists. What in fact Sara was trying to convey was that she had been forced to replicate herself in this unfortunate double image. J. should not judge her words as those of a friend who had betrayed her, but as the voice piece of the usual paranoid bureaucracy of any business enterprise. But J. saw and heard only her close and loyal and dearest friend saying what she could least bear to hear, and had failed to understand.
But from that moment on they both froze into icy silence. J. could not say to Sara that she was forced to stand up for Maurizio's right to earn as much as his strength and resistance would allow him to, for she loved him and had to be loyal to her feeling for him. Sara could not answer that she had to be loyal to her own henchmen as she loved her work at the radio, and might risk losing it if she could not demonstrate to the men that she could be as hard and unyielding as any of them. J. was the only woman she knew who worked in the construction business. Sara was the only woman J. knew of that age who had gained a small degree of power in the media. They were both equally isolated. They had known each other for several years and cared for and respected each other. Sara had been one of her few good friends. 

How little it takes for a few drops of water to slip into a crack in a stone, freeze and expand and break it in two. It was in that manner that the friendship cracked. A few drops of misunderstanding had insinuated itself silently between them: the icy poison of words not said. J. often thought of Sara, of the furniture she had built for her apartment, of the large stuffed teddy bear, a meter tall, propped up on the guest bed for the photographs, and of all the hopes that they had entertained for the future. From that day on, every day brought J.’s work crew unexpected misfortunes, as if a mysterious process had been set in motion to undo them, to bring the work to a standstill, to render null and void the energy spent up to that point. As if some irritable gods had set in motion cogs to grind their efforts to dust. 

The plumbing system which Maurizio had undertaken to install did not wish to be welded together. At every trial it sprung leaks. Finally, late one evening J. found him in the future bar, surrounded by the whole floor flooded with two inches of water. He had such a look of blank despair on his face as she had never seen before. In a flat voice he kept repeating that the plumbing system was hexed, that a spell had been cast upon it, the evil eye. From the sound of his voice it seemed that such an unlikely event was almost possible. J. looked at the layout of the pipes. She asked him if he had bled the line before he started to weld. Of course he answered. He pointed to the spot where the line had been opened to let out the existing water. Why, she asked impatiently had he picked that point? Didn’t he know that the line had to be cut at the very lowest point otherwise there would always be water remaining in the system that would form steam and impede the pipes from ever heating up to the temperature necessary to seal them properly. 

She was very disappointed in him and he knew it. She could not believe that he had made such a stupid error which had cost him so much time, energy and despair. She tried to calm down. She did not want to blame him for the near disaster of the semi-flooded floor. Fortunately the parquet had not been laid yet in that room, so just the framework for it was sitting in the water. It would take a day or two to dry out the room, but they were still not too far off schedule. Just at that point Marivana entered the bar. She had come to visit the worksite, to try to revive Maurizio’s interest in her, despite the unsuccessful evening on the hill. She was as beautiful as ever. It was the worst possible moment for her to make an appearance. J. knew that she could not send her away, even as the boss, although she had always made clear to her assistants that she did not want their friends, relatives or lovers on the worksite during working hours. The only thing she could do was to ignore her and hope that she would go away as soon as possible.  

Marivana did not immediately grasp the seriousness of the situation which they were trying to deal with. She too had had little experience with the material world and practical problems were way beyond her. Finally she sensed that Maurizio faced several hours of work to empty the water in the basement, so she decided to return home. When the basement was finally drained and mopped and sponged thoroughly, Maurizio and J. wandered around the rest of the site as they always did each evening. It was as if they were unable to tear themselves away. At the end of the work day between eight and nine in the evening she found herself walking aimlessly over the territory they were rebuilding, often for a half hour or more, staring at the day's accomplishments, too tired to do any more, but too tired to leave and face the night air. 

She put the tools in place, studied the details of the curved wooden surfaces, tried to imagine that in a very few weeks everything would be in place and the public would arrive. Could such a miracle actually occur? The next day her youngest assistant Gigi got a shard of metal in his eye and was taken to the hospital. J. was terrified that it might be serious. Fortunately it was a superficial scratch. His eye was quite bloodshot, but they assured him in the emergency room that it would heal within a week. All through the afternoon as she waited for the news, she thought of how responsible she felt for the half a dozen young men who were wearing themselves out for her. 

A bond forms between people who build things together, during that process of assembling what appears to be random matter into a preconceived form. The alchemy of ordinary materials transformed into the product of an idea, gave rise to a form of loyalty and respect that she had never found in the world of so-called intellectuals. She was overwrought with worry about Gigi. If the lesion had been serious she would not have been able to forgive herself. She went limp with relief when he retuned from the hospital in much better spirits than he had left.

The next morning she arrived at the site quite early and waited in vain for Massimo to show up. He was supposed to have moved the refrigerator motor to the other end of the bar. It was the last part of his job as electrician. But he had linked up the apparatus without changing its position. There was no way to proceed with the rest of the work unless it was transferred. As the morning progressed it became evident that it useless to continue to wait for him. After a moment of hesitation her anger and impatience got the better of her. She decided to move it herself. She reached down and firmly took hold of the motor and its housing in order to shift it the necessary meter to the left. A sharp pain shot up her left hand. Then it went limp. Again a surge of pain and her arms were jolted away from the lethal device, as if her nervous system were recoiling from fire. 

The refrigeration unit was hot. It had been wired incorrectly: if the short circuit had not jolted her body into rejection of its electrical force it would have magnetized her to it and electrocuted her. The current trying to flow between her two hands would have found her heart in its path of least resistance. She remembered her mother welded to a faulty refrigerator when she was thirteen. She remembered her anguished screams, something less than human, facing near death until her father ran from the garage and tore her from the appliance. It was the horrifying moment of her childhood. A sense of déjà vu overcame her. Her mother was no longer the same person after that event.
She looked down at her limp hand. All the strength had gone out of it. As it hung from her wrist she was unable to clench it into a fist. She called her assistants and told them what had happened. The called the backers from the radio. When two of them arrived with a car she asked to be taken to the hospital. They tried to dissuade her. They said she was alive, her hand was not completely paralyzed so it was not serious. She could not believe their indifference. She insisted. They finally took her out to the car and throughout the trip to the emergency ward they discussed whether they had any legal responsibility in her regard, as if she herself was not present in the back seat. They were clearly nervous. But by the time they reached the hospital they had decided that J. was a freelance designer, so legally they were not required to have accident insurance for her. However one of them insisted on being present when the doctor came to look at the injury. They were afraid that she would report that she had been hurt on the worksite: their worksite, and they would have serious legal problems. They were completely unmoved by the fact that her hand had lost all of its strength, immersed as they were in their efforts to avoid complications with the law. The doctor said that the damage to the nerves was not permanent and she would probably recover the strength in her hand within a few days. There was nothing to do but return to the basement and try to shake off the state of shock she was in. 

The backers took her back to the club. As soon as she walked down the stairs, she knew something was wrong. Her assistants were gathered in the hallway leading to the bar. It's walls and floors were soaked with water. The backers had wanted another light installed in the passage way. Valerio had just punctured a hidden plumbing line with the electric drill while drilling a hole in the masonry for the expansion screw to hold the light. J. did not know whether to laugh or cry. The water, which had sprayed out in all directions at high pressure had been cut of at the source via the main shutoff valve and the damage was minimum, but it would be necessary to call a professional plumber to weld the lead pipe. The cost would probably be deducted from their pay. Unless the pipe had burst of its own accord. Valerio reasoned quickly. He turned to the others in a instant. ‘You ain't seen nothing, you understand? That’s all of you I'm talking to: I wasn’t drilling anywhere near here. You were all finishing hanging the panels in the front room. You ain’t seen nothing. You got that straight now.’ Valerio understood how things functioned in the working world better than J. did in fact. He called the plumber, the others returned to their various jobs and she went back to the apartment to rest. 

Her hand was useless to her, the left hand that she worked with, so there was no reason to stand around in the cold, but she felt even more disoriented in the empty apartment during working hours. In the evening she was due to have a meeting with the backers. They arrived stony faced. Daniele, the spokesman for the group explained to her that Massimo had gone to check the electrical circuit that afternoon. It had not revealed a short circuit. As there were no witnesses at the instant that she was injured, they were not convinced that she had actually been hurt in the manner she claimed to be. She might have invented the whole story, he insinuated, to discredit them. J. could not believe what she was hearing. She did not know how to answer them. She said quietly that there were no witnesses when Massimo had inspected the electrical circuit so it was his word against hers. She added that an electrical circuit can produce an intermittent short if there is a loose contact. She added further that when a person is raped, only barbarians accuse her of being a prostitute, and they were doing something analogous. She knew they had won. There was a week of work overdo. Someone had to be paid to do it in order for the club to open. She knew they would not pay her to continue. But there was a chance they would pay Maurizio. She gave up her architect’s fee so that Maurizio and Valerio could be paid to work a week overtime. They wrote her out a check for her own wages minus her designer's fee. She booked a plane to Sardegna for the following day and left. 

The backers wanted her out of the picture and what was left to do did not need her supervision. She wanted the club to open. She wanted Maurizio and Valerio to be paid in full. She did not want the project to go down the drain. She left in silence. Sara and she said nothing more to each other. She never went back to see the club once it was open. She never saw it with the music and people in it. When she thought back on that fact it saddened her immensely.

A week after the opening, nearly a month after she had left Florence, Maurizio came to see J. in Candeasco. He told her a strange, nearly incredible tale of the preceding weeks in Florence. Had it been part of a novel it would have been deemed artificially constructed and completely unconvincing. After J. left Florence, Maurizio had essentially nowhere to live, since Sara was no longer anxious to put him up in her apartment. She had  done so under duress out of loyalty to J. while she was staying there. As the backers did not wish to have to pay for a room in a hotel for him, Massimo who was much relieved to see J. gone, had offered Maurizio a room in his own apartment. Massimo was trying to redeem himself and renew his conviction that he was a good guy, unjustly accused and maligned by the nasty, foreign woman. Maurizio came to stay with Massimo for the last ten days of the work. In that space of time his girl friend Elena fell in love with Maurizio and he with her. 

J. had seen her once very briefly, remembered her as quiet and quite lovely, did not know what she was doing with a clod like Massimo, but thought no more of her. There was the inconvenience that they were both living at the home of Elena’s boy friend and Maurizio’s employer, but that could be surmountable. However they did nothing much to surmount it until two evenings before the club was due to open, perhaps because Maurizio was anxious to finish the work and get paid without additional complications. On the night when he had completed his own work he went back down to the club to pack his tools. There he found Massimo, pale as ice and nearly speechless. He had just received a very severe electric shock from the refrigeration unit. There was no one else in the locale at the time, and the jolt had come close to killing him. It was just as J. suspected: an intermittent short circuit. The loose contact. 

It had reignited the wiring on that very last night when touched by the person who most doubted her hypothesis. Massimo at first was unable to speak; then he sat down in a slump and started to cry. In gasping half sentences he blurted out that he and Filiberto had always hated J. from the beginning. They did not want a woman boss, a woman telling them what to do, a woman in charge who knew more than them. It humiliated them; they could not stand the idea. Therefore they had done everything possible to sabotage the project, to put obstacles in her way, even though it was their own project of which they were co-owners. It did not surprise Maurizio to hear this from Massimo. He told J. that he rather suspected as much. 

But he did not stay around to hear any more details of this confession. He had other plans for the evening. He went back to the apartment with his paycheck, packed his bags and took Massimo’s girl friend Elena to a hotel where he made love to her for two days straight, up to the opening night of the club. He left Florence the day after it opened, spent a couple of weeks in Bologna, and then came up to see J. in her house in the country. He expected to return to Lecce briefly and then leave for his house in Greece. He hoped Elena would go with him, but he was not sure she would have the nerve to make a clean break with all of her surroundings. She worked for her father, a well-to-do manufacturer, designing lamps for a division of his company. She was tied to her position in Florence, like so many of her class. 

Maurizio related what had happened as if it was the most natural course of events. The irony of the coincidences did not touch him. J. knew that he had come to see her as he would a sister or a cousin, because they had worked together and dreamed and exhausted themselves in trying to accomplish the dream. Though the fate of the jazz club no longer belonged to them, they had held so much hope for what it might have become if the personal conflicts had not stifled the enterprise. It was logical that they took that moment together in her house, before going on to their separate worlds to reflect on the energy spent together, trying to make the dream come to pass. 
After several days Maurizio came to Torino with J. to see the workprint of her animated film. She finished the final editing of the film, and he went off to Lecce. She left for the States several weeks later. When she heard from him the following spring, he told he that Elena had not come to Greece. She had gotten as far as the airport on the day she was to leave, but did not have the nerve to continue. J. was sad for her and for him. She wanted something to work out for the better, if not in her own life, at least in that of the person she still loved. She wanted for him to be happy. She wanted the best for him. She cared for him as she had cared for few people in her life. The work had welded them together, even if not in the manner she had wished. But in all of the daily gestures of their respective crafts, the slow process of constructing a fantasy world out of that dank semi-abandoned basement, of making something where once there was rubble and mildew, had linked them more than many romances. She left for the States for a month, where quite a different climate awaited her; but the images of the hours they had worked together stayed with her for many years. 

                      20.  High proof illusions
A door from the bar opened onto the hotel's dining room. It resembled an empty, wallpapered, airplane hanger; provincial hotels often do. The four jazz musicians, although dwarfed by the fifteen foot ceilings, were peacefully eating their continental dinner, protected by the empty tables which surrounded them like a moat. J. waded past them silently to the far end of the room, where her frieds from Torino were seated. As she passed she snuck a glance at the musicians: they were life size, no more than that. Their hands were no longer caressing their instruments, but were holding knives and forks in the same manner as ordinary mortals. The excitement of the concert and the spell it cast had been fully transferred from the stage to the bloodstream of the beholders.

J. managed to eat half of her dinner while reflecting upon the four men seated across the dining room. They had catalyzed sensations that she had not felt in months. She would have wished for the concert to continue for days on end, but she knew that the spell would dissolve by the following morning. The other members of her table appeared not to be stunned by the concert as she was; for them it was an evening like any other. Perhaps it did not so intensely contrast with the emptiness of their  lives. She remembered listening distractedly to their conversation and staring across the nearly deserted, seedy, baroque dining room at those at the far table. 

Occasionally one of the musicians turned, looked in her direction and smiled. It was not a smile specifically directed at her, but generously bestowed on the world at large,  befitting a world famous composer, conscious of his effect on his audience. As any spectacular performer he loved his public the way a good shepherd loves his flock: benevolently, as his survival depended upon it, but impersonally. J. clung to the smile and a plan began to form in her brain. The saxophone player who had smiled was conversing with the pianist. The later appeared quite oblivious of her presence. It was he who interested her in particular, as she was partial to keyboard players. She judged her partiality to be a long term, chronic, incurable disease, but after several decades, she was resigned to it. She knew it attacked suddenly like epilepsy and its outcome was  unpredictable. As diseases go, she considered it no more lethal than cancer or ambition. 

The pianist was about her age, a large and energetic man, his hands and mesmerizing performance indicated that he was a seasoned witchcrafter of the keyboard. The furrows on his forehead indicated that it was harder for him to exercise that same power over his own life. His manner, observed from a great distance across the cloudy dining room, appeared urbane and cosmopolitan: that of a person well used to foreign audiences and all of the inconveniences that foreign travel comprises.

The saxophone player turned once more to smile in her direction. She smiled back as hard as she could hoping to beam the radar of her global adoration in their direction. Then she tried to work out the details of her strategy. There was still a half a bottle of wine within arm's reach. If she could manage to consume it without attracting notice, she might acquire the courage to cross the wasteland of deserted tables that separated hers from theirs. It would take at least ten minutes to drink the three or four glasses necessary, but the musicians had already reached the salad course so she would have to hurry. She gulped two more glasses as inconspicuously as possible, while repeating to herself the following litany: ‘they speak the same language as yourself; they have the same passport; they live in the same city that you lived in for eight years; you have not forgotten how to speak their language despite the ten years you have spent abroad; they are nearly all alone at their table; you will find the words to talk to them...’
Several of the Italian functionaries and organizers of the jazz festival had installed themselves at the far end of the musicians’ table. They seemed to act as butlers, to impede others from approaching, but it was clear that they themselves viewed the musicians as unapproachable, exotic animals: fascinating but utterly foreign. She felt the same, despite  repeating the liturgy of the streets of Manhattan and the theatre companies she had worked for: her tangible links to a Paleolithic past. After the third glass of wine she stood up and sighted the trajectory that would lead her to within six feet of the musicians’ table. It was encumbered by the obstacles of three other tables and she would be obliged to weave her way between them without betraying the wobbling equilibrium that the wine had produced. 

She stood poised for a number of seconds, motionless as the statue of liberty, the half empty wine glass held casually aloft. Then she sat down again, paralyzed by uncertainty. She had forgotten to invent an opening line. She realized, as in an ambush, that the outcome of the foray would be determined within thirty seconds of her approach. Either it would be apparent to them immediately that she was an adult with a profession analogous to their own, or they would believe her to be one of the endless stream of groupies which most certainly besieged them on all occasions other than the one at hand. She assumed that she looked too old to be mistaken for a groupie, but realized that her long hair and dancer’s body had betrayed her in the past, in the direction of feigned youth. She did not know whether to hope or fear that it would do so that evening. She would need another glass of wine to craft her lines and carry out her approach.  

She longed for the years before the ice age of expatriotdom: the air was cleaner then, the grass was greener then, the cocaine was purer then; wine works ever so slowly and if she waited for it to take full effect the musicians would have finished their dinner and left. She focused on the tables gliding past her without daring to look up until she reached the predestined one. Its most accessible empty seat was all the way around the other side next to the pianist. She hesitated, held at bay by her shyness. But they were smiling at her warmly and one motioned for her courteously to sit down. 

She sensed at that moment that they thought she was Italian; it had facilitated the soft landing within their turf. She said to them in her clearest English: ‘Your music is the first wonderful thing to come out of America in so many years; it is about the only thing that keeps me from being embarrassed about having an American passport.’ They laughed, thanked her and as she was still standing awkwardly clutching her wine glass, the pianist inspected her and said: ‘You don't sound American.’ The saxaphonist said: ‘Have a seat, I'm Pharoah, this is Idriss,’ pointing to the drummer, ‘This is Curtis,’ motioning toward the bass player ‘and that's John,’ indicating the pianist. They all shook hands and reality began to take on fuzzy contours. The wine was mercifully having its effect, allowing the words to flow easily. 

Her next recollections lack sequence. The information exchanged was snagged like algae on the shoals of her recollections: parts of phrases, glances, gestures. It seemed that they asked her the usual questions about what she did, and she supplied them with the usual answers, subject to predictable misinterpretation: you make films, speak four languages, have lived here for more than ten years, own a house inland from the Riviera; therefore you must be so intelligent, like a talented nursery school child, and moreover rich. It was the saxophone player who suggested that she must be rich at the mention of the house she had rebuilt. His query stopped her in her tracks. 

There was no way to explain at a dinner table how much cement she had mixed with her own hands in order to renovate the house, with one hand on the typewriter and the other on the trowel. Nor could she explain that she was an anonymous pauper compared to musicians who had a world public. She made a passing reference to the fact that she had left the States many years ago somewhat in a hurry, in the midst of a certain amount of political turmoil when the weather was changing. She hoped that that would realign her within their mental landscape. They nodded approvingly and wished to hear no more. 

The pianist John asked the more specific questions: was she married, divorced or single? Her answer that she had been divorced twenty two years ago surprised them; he enquired if she had married at age ten. She explained that she was forty-two; the reactions were varied. The saxophonist liquidated her by saying he thought she was nineteen, but the pianist rescued her: ‘If you're over forty then you're one of us,’ and he hugged her. It was a relief to be accepted as an adult by another adult, who as it happened had lived some hundred feet up 87th Street from her, on Amsterdam Ave., twenty years previously. From the perspective of fifteen years of international vagabonding, Amsterdam and Columbus Avenues seemed almost homey to her. It was a characteristic they had never managed to achieve during the years she had lived in Manhattan. 

The other three musicians faded from the table soon after and the pianist remained. He began to order cognac and talk about his life. He mentioned an automobile accident the year before, which had almost put one of his hands out of combat for the keyboard. He spoke of his wife: a classical pianist whom he had married and divorced twice. ‘Some people try harder,’ she ventured. He spoke of his children: a thirteen year old daughter of whom he was immensely proud, for she was already auditioning for major television shows. He had a son as well, eighteen, a drummer, with problems. He did not elaborate. They would be brought to light later, in the safety of the dark. One cognac followed another. The restaurant filled with the last performers from the after hours club; another hour passed and they were alone again in the wall-papered wasteland. J. was relaxed but observed the refilling of the brandy glass, hers and his, with premonitions of uncertainty. She could not tell how much it affected his perception of the situation but it was evident that they were each floating on separate oceans. Despite his affectionate nature, she, as a specific individual, had made no dent on his consciousness. She was part of the over-all pattern, a curved three dimensional flower, momentarily emerging from the flat trellis printed on the walls. She was due to recede to a two dimensional silhouette: decorative but unrecognizable and indistinguishable from the mass of recent events upholstered onto his brain.  

Occasionally it seemed that some part of him was trying to reach through the feathers and velvet of their small talk. He invited her back to his hotel; she hoped that she would be able to drive without veering into a lamp post and that he would reach the car and the room without passing out; his gait appeared extremely unsteady. They were fortunate in both cases. 

The night clerk in the hotel was predictably obsequious. He pulled her aside on the way to the elevator and informed her that she could not go up to the room without paying him twenty thousand lire and leaving her identification papers to be registered. She extracted with detachment the required sum as if she was paying for the parking of her car rather than her body. She imagined that only amateurs would react badly to the request: a seasoned courtesan would remain impassive faced with even the most sneering night clerk, and so she did. She surmised however that the sum she had paid him would never find its way into the coffers of the hotel nor would her passport number ever be inscribed in the registry book. It was a relief to finally reach the room and the large horizontal surface with which it was equipped.

At this point there was another hazy spot in J.'s memory; it was preceded by the sensation that if she sat up the room would turn over on her. So she lay down in order to keep the walls upright and the ceiling safely overhead. She sensed that though the pianist’s need for her was impersonal enough, it had a recognizable intensity, maybe even passion. Perhaps the later was a projection of her own need. If she had not reached this man with her mind, fate was allowing her the fabled second chance to reach him with her body. It was incumbent upon her to make use of the opportunity. It would have been ridiculous to turn back midstream, imagining that she would be given a third chance at a future date when he was sober. 

It was also clear that his condition was a mere extension of her own. His might be chronic and hers occasional but there was no way to be sure. As often happens, a great deal of alcohol is not conducive to the effective practice of sex. After what seemed like an hour or more, but might have been ten minutes, she suggested that they try to sleep and wake up early. He answered that he did not wish to waste the night with her being asleep. Did he actually say that or did her memory play tricks on her? As the waves of cognac finally receded, the reason for their being there finally came to pass. She clung to that moment, repeating to herself, that whatever might occur or not occur in the future, she should preserve the instant in and of itself and not allow her expectations to tarnish it. 

It was afterwards that they talked. He told her his son had been in a mental hospital for over a year, and he did not know what to do to rescue him from his self-chosen fate. ‘Smack’ she asked, ten years behind the times. ‘No; one of those new high technology drugs. Such a talented drummer,’ he added. ‘My wife keeps saying that he flipped out because I’m never around, always on tour; but I feel everyone eventually has to make it on his own?’ The last remark was in the form of a question awaiting confirmation. It revealed the extension of his vulnerability, his fame not withstanding. He was sadly human and in need of a form of reassurance she could not give him. Her presence could only momentarily unbalance the ghosts, it could in no way bring his son back from the crazed and the damned.  

Phantoms on roller skates collided in the corridors of her brain, waltzed around the one way signs painted between the past and the future, and mocked her attempts at love. She asked herself if her feeling for this man was of any use to anyone in the universe. Did her squandering of emotion serve any ecological function, beyond that of compost for her literary efforts? An hour of sleep rescued her from this dilemma. 

Dawn is one of the few democratic forces in the universe. It strikes down the rich and the poor, the famed and the unknown with equal vehemence. The plane was due to leave at nine from an airport two hours away. At seven she was silently helping him pack, exchanging addresses and phone numbers, hoping against hope; fantasizing that she would take the train to meet him in Paris the following week-end. He had said he would call her, but did not. She sent a telegram to Paris but received no response. She wrote a letter to the States, and then another, several months later just before she took a plane across the ocean, but they went unanswered. 

As it happened, the only impartial act of  fate that season was the summoning of the dawn. It was impersonal, not intended as a vendetta against her for having rekindled hope. In the other scrambling of the events she was less fortunate. The four musicians had missed their early morning plane to Vienna. The others blamed the pianist for getting up ten minutes too late. They had to wait five hours for another plane. The airlines did not want to accept the bass on the plane, although an extra seat had been bought to accommodate it. It took a long while to convince them that the instrument was a paying passenger, even if it did not have carry on luggage or order drinks. It finally passed electronic inspection. However the events put a damper on the pianist’s spirits and he did not call her. His pay had been reduced by a day because of the missed plane, which did not help. Her telegram should have been delivered to him in Paris on Thursday, but it did not reach him until Saturday; with the week-end half over he did not invite her to join him there. Her letter to the States did not arrive with excessive delay, but he was not the kind to write letters. Upon her arrival in the States she called his answering service and left her phone number. But the answering service wrote down her message as James instead of J. so he did not recognize that it was she who had called. However she did not know that this series of events had occurred. She only knew that he had not answered her telegram, her letter or her phone call. 
Her only premonition of causality was one remark he had made toward dawn of the first night. ‘Although it may not look like it, I take my work very seriously.’ The phrase contained the warning that there was no place for her in his life, if it conflicted with his work. She found his name in the nightclub listings for two well known clubs. The listings and two of his records, which she had just bought, were the only tangible evidence that she had not dreamed it all. It was with these events or non-events in mind that she entered the nightclub where he was playing on Friday night of her first week back in the States. She wondered what she would do if she found him staring through her or asking her, ‘Haven't I seen you somewhere before?’  
Did it matter, at this date, the infinite details of  how the story trailed off? Several impersonal dates later; no way to bridge the gap or return to the momentary though inebriated sincerity of the room in the Italian hotel. It was an attempt to know another human being. Like many she had made. Some more fortunate than others. It was her way of being at that time. In retrospect it was a luxury. The luxury of imagining that the force of her own emotion could move mountains. In fact it was true, the impetus of another person’s emotions could normally move mountains at least several millimeters in the opposite direction of that wished for. For how long she would have that luxury, of not seeing reality staring her in the face, she did not know.
TO HIGH TECH AND BACK
                          21.  A new beginning
In another world, in another time, she might have been able to leap over the abyss that separated them. In the decade after that first summer, she often thought of what it would have taken to do so. They were qualities she did not have. Years later, as he fell back into the claws of his environment, she wondered if it was ever possible to become a ‘deus ex machina’ for another person’s life.
‘The fish is still on the stair. It waits for you.....’  Giampiero had set the mosaic of the last step of the stairs, leading from the living room to the downstairs studio, in the form of a fish. Every time J. walked to the cellar to pick up wood for the stove she thought of him. As most of the elements of the house, the fish had a long history of its own. It was part of the many details of the lower floor, that Giampiero created for her, in the summer of 1983. He had plastered between the stones of the cellar walls and all around the doorway and staircase, thereby turning the space into an actual room. However the main effect of his work had been to transform J.'s own life, from the solitude of living with too many reflections of the past, into a season of possibilities for the present and future. 

She believed he was the one person over those fifteen years, who had actually loved her. In doing so he gave her the strength to act. His arrival in her life was fortuitous. He got off the bus in Borgomaro one afternoon, as the supposed boyfriend of Pina. Pina was staying with J. momentarily. She had been brought to her house by Giulio and Teresa. Actually they had met her on the plane returning from London after six days. She was returning after ten years and had no place to stay. They thought that they should do a good deed, so they invited her to stay with J. 

It was not exactly J.'s idea of a good deed, but their own house was full of charming visitors from Spain. Pina needed quiet and calm and lots of attention. Therefore they thought that J.’s own bucolic setting was more suited to her needs. Giulio and Teresa were her two closest friends, so she tried to agree with them. They traveled a good deal, had much more experience than her at meeting people in odd circumstances and evaluating them instantaneously. They had sized Pina up and decided that she was worth devoting energy to. They offered J. a chance to trust their judgment in this matter, brought her for dinner and left her with J. for the first evening hoping for the best. 

This was not however the first time that Pina had returned to Italy after many years in London. She had come back to Palermo six months previously, after her father passed away. She tried to set up a studio there to sculpt porcelain dolls’ heads. But it was not easy for her to start over. She was depressed at the abrupt ending of a long standing relationship with her girlfriend and business partner. She was forty-six and broke. Palermo did not offer many opportunities to make friends of either sex, other than those she had gleaned on the streets. That was how she met Giampiero; she was equally at ease with both women and men, though the fact did not appear to be reciprocal. After a series of discouraging events, somewhat obscured in the retelling, she had slit her wrists. The act did not endear her to the few relatives she had in Palermo. It obliged them to repaint the apartment they had lent her, which was splattered with blood. As soon as the hospital released her they suggested that she leave Palermo and the studio apartment immediately. They bought her a ticket to London, and put her on the plane the following day with a few hundred dollars. It was not an ideal situation. 

She stayed in London just long enough to realize that she had no future there alone. Five days later she decided to return to Italy and stumbled upon Giulio and Teresa on the plane. They considered her to be a victim of circumstances. J. suspected that she was victim of the magnetic quality of her own hysteria, which had a tendency to attract an avalanche of the wrong circumstances in her direction. But she was more than averagely intelligent and not the first unsteady person J. had run into, so she hoped the country air would do Pina some good and calm her down. Her own energy was immersed in plastering the cellar, upgrading other parts of the house and preparing for an exhibit of her paintings in September, so J. offered to exchange hospitality, room and board for a couple of hours a day of cooking and shopping. J. suggested that Pina’s young boyfriend, who was due to arrive on the train several days later, could mix some cement for her if he expected to stay for a while. It had the promise of being a practical arrangement for J. and for them. But even the best of good deeds often leads to unexpected turns of events. 

On that first evening there was something that did not quite gel in Pina's behavior. She was excessively quiet and reserved at dinner, like a schoolgirl on her best behavior. As soon as Giulio and Teresa left she opened up and talked non-stop for four hours until three in the morning. In that interval of time J. was bequeathed most of the details of the recent upheavals of Pina’s life, from her breaking up with her girlfriend who had left her for a man, her dealings with her intolerant backward relatives, her loneliness in Palermo, her forays on buses to procure herself some sort of night life; her chance meeting with Giampiero, twenty-six years younger than her, who, despite the age difference, was devoted to her; her dealings with his relatives, even more backwards than hers. All of this led up to the intricate details of slashing her wrists, blood spurting all over the apartment, her fainting instead of dying, the blood coagulating just enough to keep her alive until dawn, awakening and calling the hospital, receiving all of the generous deprecation of the nuns, and a visit from the police. 

Here it seems that the plot began to thicken. As it happened she had invited Giampiero to come with her to England. He had come by the apartment to leave her a note on the morning she had gone to the hospital. The note was written on a scrap of paper stuck in the door on which he had previously doodled a man with a lance. The police looked at the drawing and came to some rather surprising conclusions. They had been sent to the apartment in the afternoon following the arrival of the ambulance to make some sense of the fact that the walls and ceiling were splattered with blood. Either the young lady had veins like geysers or something was amiss. They returned to question her. Pina told J. that the police thought she was covering for someone who had attacked her. It was all very strange. Of course she had not slit her wrists because of Giampiero, so she continued to affirm. J. chose to believe her at this first sitting. 

There is never one single cause. Pina was cracking under the strain of having to start over in every sense of the word. She could not make a living in Palermo. Her stodgy relatives did not understand or approve of the style in which she choose to live. For her it was normal that she should pick up young boys on the bus, invite them home to make love and send them away after a night without asking them their names. She asserted that it was the only sex to be had in that unenlightened city. Evidently Giampiero was one of those she did not send away after the first night. That he had been beguiled by Pina’s tales of London, could have been a possibility. For a very poor person who had never traveled, the opportunity to leave his home setting, presumably at someone else’s expense was excellent bait.
He arrived two days later and got off the bus in the late afternoon; J. first saw him walking up the road toward her. Viewed from a distance, he was tall and awkward. It was difficult to believe that he was actually Pina's boyfriend. But J. was more interested in the fact that he was energetic enough to mix cement. She took them home, he was entranced by the house and set to work the next morning. The first few days went fairly well. He worked with fervor and a good amount of skill. Pina cooked adequately and J. started to build the sculptural environment for her exhibition. She had designed an enormous toy made of abstract shapes hung from pulleys that could be moved to and fro within a framework of metal tubes. She proceeded to cut the shapes out of thin plywood with her saber saw. They were then sanded and painted with subtle gradations of color. She was engrossed in her work to the point that she did not notice the tension developing around her. 

At first it was just insults at meals. Then it was muffled screams at night. She started to bolt her own bedroom door feeling rather foolish. But she had not enjoyed being awakened at four in the previous morning, by Pina who wanted to come and sleep in her room. J. was not interested in Pina’s love life. She was not anxious to be drawn into being a part of it. She was even less interested in listening to her insult every aspect of Giampiero’s origins, culture, values and family. It was becoming more than she could handle. Giampiero came from a very poor, ignorant family of nine children, who lived in the center of the ghetto of Palermo. Pina clearly believed him to be greatly inferior to her in breadth of class, culture, travels and exotic experiences. The only thing he offered her, she confided, was sex, and this was the reason she stayed with him. According to her he was infinitely skilled at the activity and his spectacular performance in bed made up for all their other differences. 

As time passed as J. listened to Pina insulting him to the marrow of his bones and watched him withdraw into sullen silence; gradually she began to side with him. He seemed the more sincere of the two. She started to talk to him. Up until then she had not paid much attention to him, immersed as she was in her exhibition. It turned out that he had a passion for mathematics and a good ear for music, as well as an overwhelming desire to do the best possible job plastering her basement. In half sentences and understatements he led her to understand that he had not precisely come to the Liguria to see Pina of his own volition. It appeared that she had suggested to him, on her release from the hospital that the police’s curiosity about the drawing on the note he left on her door could lead to some inconvenience for him. The possible ambiguity of the man with the lance, i.e. a weapon, could be clarified only by her in his favor as an innocent doodle of a typical Sicilian puppet, or against him, as a veiled threat. This form of blackmail had induced him to think it best to accompany her for a while. 

Pina had inferred that she was wealthy enough to take him to England with her and he was anxious to see the world. He realized as soon as he arrived in Genoa that the invitation was entirely wishful thinking on her part and he was furious. But having gone as far a Genoa and having purchased a ticket for Nice with the student discount, he decided to accompany her to Candeasco on the off chance that something might come of it. What had come of it for him was J. This was what was leading to the night time fights and other forms of insults. Giampiero was in no way explicit about J.’s role in his hopes or thoughts, but she sensed that her existence was not helpful to her two guests. Giampiero told her discretely that  he had no real relationship with Pina: he had picked her up on the street one evening when she was drunk, had spent a couple of nights with her out of pure sexual desire and curiosity. It had taken him two days to  realize that she was disturbingly unstable. On the third evening he went home at two in the morning after telling her that he would not come back to see her despite her vociferous protests. That was the evening she slit her wrists. 

All of this information put Pina's version of the story in a different light. J. felt sorry for Pina, but she could do little to help her. She was beginning to appeal to J. less and less. Giampiero finally decided that he had had enough and told Pina that he would take the train to Nice for a few days and then return to Palermo. When he communicated this decision to Pina on Saturday she took it very badly. By late afternoon she was exceedingly pale and had spent all day in bed, half awake, half in a dream state. Finally upon prodding on J.'s part she admitted to have taken an overdose of Tavor several hours previously. J. debated what to do. Pina adamantly refused to be taken to the hospital. J. had planned to go down to the coastal town of Porto Maurizio that evening to the annual town festival, fireworks, crowds and music. She did not want to give up her plans. It came to mind that she could go with Giampiero and leave Pina at home, but when she broached the subject, Pina panicked and pleaded with her not to be left alone in the house. It was more of a veiled threat than a plea, but J. decided to give her the benefit of the doubt. 

The only thing to do would be to take her with them, oblige her to stay on her feet and walk a sufficient number of kilometers in order to metabolize the effects of the Tavor. J. gave her some medicine to raise her blood pressure enough so that she would not faint, put her in the car, drove to Porto Maurizio, parked near the Marina and walked her at a brisk pace up the hill to the top of the Parasio and back, about three miles. It was not a pleasant experience for any of them, but it was better for Pina than the emergency ward and better for J. than risking having her go unconscious in a tiny village miles from any from of medical help. J. assumed Pina was better off in the midst of the crowd, although Pina was not thoroughly convinced of this. Several times she said she could not keep up and wanted to stop. J. replied that if she stopped walking she would be left there. It was a brutal strategy but J. did not want a suicide victim in her house, and she had to assume that the quantity of Tavor Pina had ingested was not actually lethal but simply very bad for her health. 

She surmised that Pina was bluffing for sympathy. Although she pitied her she no longer felt obliged to help her. The practical problem was that neither Giulio and Teresa, the friends who had generously brought her there, wished to take her back. They had come to J's house for dinner several days previously with a few other friends; Pina had gotten drunk and tried to put the make on Giulio in a very coarse and ungainly fashion. This did not endear her to her two original benefactors. No one knew quite what to do, for or with her. As the night wore on the three of them plodded up and down hill, all sullen and speechless. Giampiero was fixated on J., but it was an impossible situation. He was young, intelligent, charming and energetic, but the nineteen years age difference and general complexity of the situation was beyond her. It did not seem worth it. She was as lonely as Pina that season, with barely more dignity. But she did not wish to add her own responsibility to Pina's already wandering mind. 

Finally she took them both home, sat on the roof terrace with Giampiero and made conversation for a short while until Pina came up to the terrace tottering on the brink of hysteria. She had metabolized the Tavor and returned to her more familiar agitated state of being. J. went downstairs and sat down with her. She told her that she was taking Giampiero to the train the following morning and would be gone for the day. She did not wish to be blackmailed a second time. If Pina wished to jump off the roof in her absence she was free to do so. However she hoped she would have enough sense to do something more productive, sculpt with the clay she had bought, try to calm down; anything she wished; but J. was not going to be responsible for her: it was up to her. Pina was clearly unsettled by the ultimatum, however she did not do anything picturesque during the night. J. was not going to change her mind, but despite the bolted door she slept poorly. 

Sunday was bright and sunny. Pina was fairly subdued. Giampiero was silent. J. was tense and tired. As she was about to leave Pina asked her when she was coming home. She said she would be back late at night. ‘You're not coming back for supper?’ she asked again panic struck. ‘No’ J. answered laconically. J. left with Giampiero; there was no spectacular blowup or scene. He had slept in the loft bed in the studio. J. had heard muffled arguments during the night, and guessed Pina had wanted him to return to the guest room, but nothing had exploded. J. was grateful when the car was in motion and rolling down the hill to the station. She did not want to think about Pina momentarily. She seemed too far gone to start over and had caused her more anxiety than she could handle. But to ease her conscience she decided to visit a couple of friends of whom the husband was a psychotherapist. She thought to ask him to give Pina some sort of crisis counseling, if she would accept, something to tide her over. The therapist and his wife, a doctor, were not enthusiastic about being asked to practice their respective professions on a Sunday morning. He listened patiently and agreed to take Pina on if she so wished, but insinuated that J. was the only person who needed counseling for having taken her in. Perhaps he was right. 

J. suggested to Giampiero that he could take a later train for Nice and spend the day with her. He was happy to accept the offer. They had lunch, visited a friend, also from Sicily but living in Imperia for over twenty years. Giampiero's upbringing and attachment to his origins was rather unusual. His various brothers and cousins were all on their way to delinquency. His sister was heading for a series of overdoses, his mother was illiterate and his grandmother had been killed when the roof of their bombed out apartment, never repaired in the forty years since world war two, had caved in on her. Giampiero navigated a double life: in one half he was immersed in his studies in which he performed brilliantly, or worked with his father before or after school, which he had done since he was eight years old. In the other half he glided amongst petty criminals, the details of whose activities he was not anxious to elaborate on. He had managed to get through school at the top of his class without being arrested, had one more year to go for his diploma and an immense curiosity about life. It was his trust in the possibilities that the world offered him that endeared him to J..

At the end of the afternoon they went to the beach and in the evening they arranged to meet friends who had an extra room where he could sleep before taking the train to Nice the following morning. The hours passed with no action on his part to reveal the relationship J. assumed he wished to have with her. By mid-evening she was beginning to think she had made a mistake. Shortly before they were to track down the friends who ran a crafts’ store for tourists in Cervo, they found themselves wandering through the medieval alley ways of the town. They stopped at a square and after a moment of awkward silence he turned and said: ‘Perhaps Pina is not all wrong in accusing me of wanting you.’ It was said with distant irony as if he were talking about some one else. The gestures that accompanied the phrase made J. realize that she had forgotten that such a level of passion could exist in one human being, stored up for weeks in the recesses of fantasy, and nearly uncontrollable once unleashed. She was pleased but disconcerted at the same time. 

She managed to convince him that she had to return to her own house that night to make sure that Pina had not wrought irreparable damage to herself or the surrounding environment. The friend with the store would accompany J. home, his girlfriend would take Giampiero to their house, from where he could go on to Nice in the morning. They would meet in the evening on his return. J. drove home with Danilo, not at all sure what she would find on her arrival: a corpse, a person in a state of frenzy? Actually Pina terrified her. The level of her emotional upheaval, bubbling like lava over the edges of her brain, was more than frightening. It was not predictable what she would do next. They arrived at J.’s house about two in the morning having delayed the return as long as possible. Her own tendency toward hallucinations was getting the better of her as they went upstairs. All was silent. Danilo volunteered to open the door of the guest room and managed to discern that Pina was sleeping and breathing regularly. There was a small sculpture downstairs that she had started. 

J. was relieved, although the practical aspects of the situation were still to be sorted out. The following day J. would have to ask Pina to leave. It would not be a simple task. About noon she got up and J. tried to talk to her. She showed J. the slides of the work she had done in London: miniature bas-reliefs for medallions: very precise and skillful. Pina had mastered a very meticulous craft which she had practiced for years and for which there was no longer any demand. In her handling of the material world she was competent, reasonable and in control of her faculties. It was a surprising contrast to the avalanche that had overtaken her mind, trying to deal with her emotions. J. told Pina that shortly Giampiero would return to finish the work he had started for her. 

It was clear to both that he would do more than just mix cement and equally obvious that J. wanted Pina to leave. She asked J. if she cared for Giampiero. J. replied frankly that she did not know, but she too had been alone for many months and was much in need of company. It was a terrible moment. Neither of them were young but Pina was seven years older than J. They were both alone. They both had artistic aspirations and a certain verbal acuity in describing their respective situations from a distance. Pina's mind had caved in under the stress, and J.'s had very nearly done so six months previously. Pina said  she knew, when  Giampiero to came to the Liguria, that he might fall for J. She knew that J. had won without even trying. 
Pina claimed to have no money and no place to go. She was up to five Tavor a day in order to sleep. Her speech was becoming obsessive and repetitive. Through the veil of her emotional upheaval it was just barely possible to discern the person she had been or might have been, before life had turned on her. That was the most terrible part. J. thought of what her own life might become at age forty six if she was still alone. It took so very little to either push someone over the edge or hold them back. She left the house and went to the village to call Giulio and Teresa from an outside phone. She was feeling evil and guilty, but ruthlessly unwilling to give up a small possibility for happiness. She told them to arrange to come for Pina on the following afternoon. She said she had done her part and could do no more. If they had no wish to look after her, they could get her to a hospital in Genoa. Pina’s brother lived in Genoa, so she wasn’t as alone as she claimed to be. If as she reported, her sister-in-law hated her and accused her of trying to seduce her brother, that was not J.’s doing. 

J. wanted Pina out of her house. Giulio and Teresa had brought her there; they could take her away. J. was sufficiently adamant, so as to offer them small choice but to comply. None the less they did not look kindly on the situation or on J.’s own motivations. They assumed she had premeditated to rob Pina of her rightful boyfriend; for a long season they wanted nothing to do with J.. They came on the following afternoon, took Pina to a hospital in Genoa, but made no effort to keep in touch with her. J. stayed away on purpose. She had spent the previous night with Giampiero at her friend Danilo's house on his return from Nice. He was more than what Pina reported him to be, in terms of sexual mastery. It was that part of Pina's story which J. had never paid much attention to or believed. But it turned out that the hyperbolic platitudes with which she had described his prowess were something of an understatement. J. did not imagine how a twenty year old would have gleaned so much experience and knowledge of what turns on a female body, and have such control of the reactions of his own. She had rarely met anyone who succeeded in pleasing her as much as he did, without presumption or artifice. The following afternoon as they were still in bed she noticed that his eyes were glazed over with tears. She asked him why. He said that she was the only person in his life who had given him happiness. He added that he had not cried in ten years, not even at his grandmother's funeral. J. had forgotten what it meant to see a man, moved by love. 

Over the weeks and months that followed, of a sexual and emotional intensity that do not happen often in a lifetime, J. was often uneasy recognizing that they were in a state of bliss and hope for the future, (were it not for the nineteen year difference in age that caused scandal and the eventual rupture of the relationship,) while Pina was in the hospital and might never return to the world on a steady keel. J. could not say that she felt guilty or sorry for her, it would be hypocritical to do so. Rather she felt anger that happiness is so rare that it has to be grabbed ruthlessly at the expense of others. There is no compromise that can save the dignity of the third incumbent. The misalignment of joy in the universe, the chance encounter that overturns another person's life disquieted her.  She sensed she would have to pay for the happiness of that year; she was conditioned to think that joy was a sin that would eventually be expiated. Her mind undertook an atavistic accountancy, when it sensed that it had gotten more than its share of what pleasure exists in the universe. 
Years passed and their lives separated, but off and on she used to hear from Giampiero on the phone. She finally discovered that he was married with two young daughters, one and three. It had taken him two years to inform her of those facts. In his own words he did not want to risk losing her even though his life had taken a different direction. J. wondered what her own fourty-sixth year would be like. She feared that her mind would wander uncontrollably as Pina's had done, if she did not exercise constant vigil upon it. As it happened in her fourty-sixth year she discovered that Giampiero was not so happily married. His wife was unstable and depressed as he put it. Toward the end of that year he was to come to see J. She had not seen him for four years; it had been seven since they had been together. On the day he was to take the boat from Palermo to Genoa he called her. He said he could not make the trip. The night before his wife had gone out of her mind and had nearly beaten one of their daughters to death. She was now in a mental hospital for who knows how long, with who knows what future awaiting him and the two children. In that forty-sixth year several weeks later, J. started a relationship with a person who nearly caused her to lose her own bearings, a person before whom she became unhinged, just as Pina had become unhinged before Giampiero: a relationship that drove her to the cliff’s edge of insanity for nearly two years. J. thought of Pina on  many occasions for the two years that followed her own forty-sixth year. She believed debt had been repaid, as disappointing as it is, to look for symmetry in the universe, in such an unimaginative fashion. 
It was that person, who set her own equilibrium reeling uncontrollably. Or was he the actual cause,  she thought as she tried to collect herself? Could one other human being have such an effect on another, if the other’s mind and heart were not already tottering indecisively on the brink? Was it planned that she should atone for past happiness received?  
                         22.  The long walk
J. lay in bed clutching the covers, pulling them over her head for protection. She had lain this way in a half dream, half wakeful state since six in the morning. It was nearing noon, of February of the year 1993, but she could not pull herself out of the dream. Depression was lapping at her skull. As soon as she crossed the borderline from dream to awakening, fear surged through her, gripping her esophagus and diaphragm in its usual fashion. She did not want to be awake; the coming of each day was terrifying for her. 
For the past few months she had used the state of dream as her escape. Each night imaginary lovers passed through her semi-consciousness, some known, some invented. In past years she had used opium to achieve such a state. Now surprisingly she fell into it with only a glass of wine or rum and sometimes with no external help. She sensed her nervous system trying to extricate itself in the only way it knew how. The days of  uncertainty were too much for it: days that presented her with no solution to the problem of finding work. No jobs were available: the newspaper headlines confirmed that the situation stretched across all the known continents of the world. It was almost a relief to read them, after a year of  what she had considered to be a very private and personal failure. It had not occurred to her until a month previously that she was part of an anonymous mass of statistics, which the newspapers had spewed forth throughout the holiday season. By now it was obvious; but it worsened her state of mind, for she perceived the folly of trying to contact anyone to ask for work. 

A covert message rose like steam from the pages of the news. It indicated that whomever was so naive as to seek work would be judged by his potential employers, not so much in terms of his actual capabilities, but in terms of the folly he displayed, by even imagining that gainful employment could be available in this moment of history. J. shivered under the covers despite the down quilt and sheepskin blanket. She had finally been able to replace the non-functioning furnace after two months of bitter cold. The interior of the house was reaching a temperature in which human life was possible, after eight weeks in the forties. She had started iron and vitamin injections the preceding week, assuming that her state of mind could be due to the cold and lacks in her diet. Despite the rise in temperature and the injections, the cramps, panic and depression continued unabatedly. It took her two to five hours to pull herself out from under from her dreams. 
She had fed herself platitudes for a year, but it was becoming evident that she was at a standstill. Her house had turned into a prison rather than a sanctuary: a place of solitude, silence and emptiness. She wished to be elsewhere, however she reasoned that her memories were lodged not in the house, but in her brain, and removing her body from the house would do her no good. She gripped  the dreams drifting out of reach, as the clock struck twelve. Her back was aching from lying in the same position for too many hours. She knew she could not regain the oblivion of sleep for another twelve hours. Very shortly she would have no other choice but to get up. 

She thought of Ivo. She had seen him in town the preceding day, and asked about his foot. Friends had told her that a hit and run car had driven over it while he was working as a garbage collector. He smiled and said with his usual irony that it was almost a stroke of luck compared to the other things that had happened to him recently, but refused to elaborate on what was the real bad luck of the season. His face looked drawn, although his eyes still sparkled when he spoke. For months she would run into him and invite him to dinner and he would politely refuse. He was elsewhere. 
They had known each other for ten years during which their fortunes had seesawed. When she first saw him a decade ago he was working as a mason in an alley in the center of town. His huge dark eyes, mass of curly hair and capable hands had attracted her, but she was too shy to talk to him. Finally after walking down the alley too many times in the month, her friends, Teresa and Giulio discovered for her benefit that he was a friend of a friend of theirs. She needed a skilled mason to help her rebuild the basement of the house. It was only half underground and could be turned into a summer living room. But there was a ton of earth and stones to be removed in order to lower the level of the floor, and an equal amount of gravel and cement to be transplanted and mixed to lay a water tight slab. She had collected enough flat slate to cover most of the floor and tiles with which to lay a mosaic in the center, as she had done with the ground floor living room, but she needed help with the heavy labor. Fortunately she had managed to rent out the master bedroom of her house for the tourist season to several couples and had just enough money to pay for ten days of help. 

She invited Ivo to dinner to discuss the project. He was willing to start work the following week and would bring his seventeen year old nephew to manage the wheelbarrow. After dinner he told her the story of his recent love life gone sour, with endearing frankness. It seemed that the woman of his heart, many years younger then him, had recently left him, and he could think of nothing else. His mind was overflowing with obsessions and grief. He was not in a position to notice that she too was a lady and needed affection as he did. She was fond of him all the same; the more so for his sincerity. 

He returned the following Monday with his nephew Massimo, and for ten days the three of them transported earth and gravel and sand and cement in and out of the cellar. Slowly they fashioned a multilevel floor. It was lower in the center of the room, an oval where they could dig the deepest before hitting bedrock. On the two sides they raised the level in curved sections and formed the steps leading to the window opening on the street level. It was due to become a spacious, cool room, good for storing wine and sitting in the summer. It provided a reservoir of fresh air, an organic refrigeration system: the air passed from the basement up through the main rooms of the house to the window opening  and out onto the roof terrace. 
J. was pleased with the result as the house was in fact the coolest in the village on stifling summer days, due to the natural convections currents she had created. Her careful study of climate, structure and materials in the years in San Francisco and France were beginning to pay off. Ivo and Massimo worked with care and enthusiasm. Massimo was a much younger blond version of his uncle, with a impressive mane of golden ringlets reaching out in all directions, and a wide smile: indeed what the Romans would have called an ‘angel.’ They both helped J. lay the decorative mosaic in the center of the floor. Its swirling pattern contrasted well with the slate surrounding it. The day after they finished work, they left for Ravenna, where Ivo’s older sister, Massimo’s mother lived. They left on foot. They had decided to walk from Imperia to Ravenna. They walked for eleven days and slept in the fields.

After two hundred and fifty miles of walking they reached Ravenna. They crossed the overcrowded towns of the Riviera, crammed with tourists at the end of the season. They crossed endless, smoggy expanses of Genoa, wreathed with overpasses and freeways. They climbed over the foothills of the Apennines on their way to Parma, and they passed miles of wide, flat fields of wheat and corn from Parma to Ravenna. They had crossed Italy on foot from one coast to the other. In the context of the society that surrounded them, imbued with undeviating devotion to the automobile, they had accomplished an amazing feat: a modest protest against the habits of the majority. 

Ivo knew that he would never merge with the mainstream. Despite his varied capabilities he could not hold a steady job, he could not tolerate authority. He worked at varied odd jobs when he found them, and lived modestly without pretensions. In his long walk he made his most forceful statement along with his wide eyed nephew: a confirmation of his beliefs. 

J. worked with Ivo again the following year, called him in as her main assistant to build a recording studio in Milan, after which she did not see him for several seasons. Five years later she ran into him in the supermarket. She hardly recognized him: he was aged and drawn, his face lined with tension and sadness. She did not know what to say to him The next winter she found herself in Milan with an empty apartment to renovate. It needed everything done to it: walls to be taken down, doors to be moved, a floor to be laid, four layers of wallpaper to be removed and replaced with white paint. She was working twelve hours a day as an art director for a cut throat computer animation firm in Milan, and had no energy at night to do the work herself. 

She called Ivo on the spur of the moment, hardly knowing what had become of him. He came up a few days later and went to work with the same cheerfulness and devotion as always, removing half a century of wallpaper from the walls, plastering, repainting, repairing the plumbing and even cooking for her when she arrived home, exhausted from her own work at nine at night. He had a saintly kindness in his care for a job well done. She probably would not have lasted that season in Milan had it not been for his concern and energy. 

After several nights she asked him what had become of his nephew Massimo. He looked at her strangely and said ‘Didn't you know? Massimo is dead. He died two years ago. He was barely twenty-one.’ 

Massimo had gone to work in a shipyard as part of a crew to renovate a cargo ship. He had been out of work for months and his step father taunted him, accusing him of being a lazy good for nothing bum, unable to get a job and hold onto it. He was tired of hearing the insults. He wanted to be left alone. His mother stood up for him but it was of little use. Finally he went down to the docks with a hundred and twenty other laborers on a Wednesday morning of February at nine o'clock. At nine twenty they were all dead, suffocated in the hold of the ship which had caught fire. A spark from one of the welding units had ignited a tank of diesel fuel and the blaze blocked the exits and filled the hold with smoke. At ten o'clock over a hundred lifeless bodies lay in the hold and Massimo was one of them. 

There was a trial dragging out against the contractors for manslaughter, but it was likely to be bogged down in legal labyrinths, and it would not bring Massimo back to life. Ivo told her the story very quietly his voice almost breaking at the end. His sister was in her late forties. She had had a heart operation a few years back and could not longer work. Her first child had died when he was three and Massimo at twenty-one. Ivo was very fond of her. It seemed that his own life and that of his sister filled him with a kind of bitter resignation. He did not expect more from life. He did not presume to belong or to succeed. He had defined his existence on the outside of the values of his cohorts, as J. had done for so many years. It embarrassed her to find herself unexpectedly a lady with a career and fancy clothes, who no longer did manual labor, a lady who sat in an airless office in front of two hundred thousand dollars of computer equipment and was paid an enormous salary compared to her former existence. She felt almost ashamed of the transformation she had undergone. She knew it had divided them. 

Four years later she returned to Imperia and on occasion would run into Ivo. He had landed a steady job as a garbage collector, which the Italians euphemistically called an ecological worker. She tried to talk to him but he avoided her. He came for dinner once and explained that his second long time girlfriend had left him. J. was sad for him and did not know what to say. They were both alone now and needing company, but the women he cared for were twenty years younger than her. They had made love once, the first year she knew him, in the back room at a Christmas party, when he was half drunk, half stoned. But it was simply an act of physical kindness on his part. Although events of the passing years had linked them, they were apart, immersed in problems that neither could solve for the other. She thought of inviting him to dinner again, to explain to him that she needed to talk to him, as a person who had known her well over the years. But she did not have the courage to do so. 
She pulled the covers more tightly over her head to shut out the light. In a few minutes she would have to get out of bed, despite the cramped muscles and the panic rising to her throat. She wanted to walk off and away from everything, the way Ivo had walked to Ravenna ten years previously. 
                     23.  The acrobatics of  memory
How much energy can a person put into a relationship gone sour? When does the bell sound in one’s soul, to say that it is over? When do the gates open to allow one to leave? Why does leaving cause as much suffering as being left? 
Some women have never seen what they have seen, nor experienced what they have experienced, nor can they remember clearly what they have remembered. It is for this reason that when they find themselves in court they are often confused and contradict themselves.

‘I, J. Smith, testify that I have been beaten and thrown to the ground by Massimo Jones, in front of four witnesses who did not move a millimeter in my aid. This event occurred at noon on Friday the....’
The flames licked the first page of her notes and reduced the date and the names to ashes. They  do not deserve any more, she said to herself, as she thought of the four cowards, who though standing no farther than fifteen feet from the events, had apparently seen nothing, were not even there and if they were, they were sleeping and snoring through it all. From his point of view, it was different: he had barely pushed her. Therefore if she was obstinate enough to fall and dislocate her elbow that was her business. What does a fact consist of, she thought, as she lit the second match.
‘On the night of December 12 at two in the morning he threatened to throw me out of the window from the third story if I did not leave of my own accord immediately...’ Again the flames gobbled up the unfinished sentence. ‘Why didn't I leave?’ she asked herself, recalling the moment that she imagined what it would be like to wander around the deserted streets of Torino in the dead of winter trying to survive until dawn. She had no money for a hotel, nor friends who would take her in at that hour. 

Therefore she stayed in the apartment loft, despite her knowledge that it was far from any help from the neighboring building. If something were to happen to her no one would have heard her scream. In any case she was too proud to scream. She did not scream even on the night when he struck her squarely on the temple. She did not make a sound, but remained immobile in silence for ten minutes, so that he would not know how much he had injured her. She was stunned from the pain, but she forced herself not to move and not to make a sound so as not to give him the satisfaction of knowing he had hurt her. She steeled herself against the memory of it all. The harm that can be done to a person's body is relative, she thought. The only real harm that a person can inflict upon another is upon his spirit. The ashes of the second page fell into the sink, and along with them, the memory of the lawyer who had tried to put the make on her, and the police officer who had belittled her, and washed his hands of what he called a strictly personal affair.

It was five in the morning after the day that she had finally moved out. In twelve hours she had dismantled constructions which had taken a year and a half to assemble; taken down everything she had put together within the studio; reduced several rooms to a truckload of lumber. She searched for some understanding of the situation in the pile of beams, but objective reality was eluding her, it splintered like the wood around her. She ran through the events, all that had happened. But had these things really happened to her? Given that a purely personal affair is of scant relevance to anyone other than the two people involved, and given that reasonable and cultured people do not beat each other up, as they have words at their disposal as weapons, and given that the unspoken rules of the couple discourage relating unsettling and inconvenient events to mutual friends: for all of these reasons it was possible that nothing of what she experienced had actually happened, for if it had, it would have obliged other people to take note of the facts and perhaps modify their opinions and actions.

The fiction that nothing had actually happened, that it was all a bad dream, consoled her for a moment. She waited to wake up, lit another match and swallowed a half a dozen tranquilizers in a gesture of spoiled and immature self-pity. As the following page of the police report crumpled in the flames she realized that at age forty-two she was no longer a teenager and it was not fitting to swallow valium like gumdrops. Besides the valium was a mediocre substitute for opium that she had none of at present. She was sorry for the lack of opium, more than for her inability to vomit the valium. The act was done, so she prepared to sleep for twenty-fours hours or more, and hoped to wake up with fewer memories of the past five months.

But if none of this had actually happened, why did Massimo's brother say to her ‘my brother is out of his mind.’ Would it have been simply an expression, a verbal approximation? His brother had also said very clearly, (right after she had gotten up off of the ground that morning and had started to yell); he said that he wanted no part of it: they could kill each other on the top floor of the building but in the office he did not want to even hear the sound of a fly. In such terms he told her to be quiet.
It was a strange expression she thought; it was hardly Spring and no flies were flying. What had surged across the room was a person of ninety-four kilos who had struck a person of forty-nine kilos. She studied herself in the mirror to make sure that she did not resemble a fly; then she tried to imagine Massimo with gigantic fly wings, disturbing the peace and quiet of the prospering electronics company with the upheavals of his personal life. If nothing had actually happened how did she find herself filing reports at various police stations. Why did she have to assert her right to continue to work on the third floor, where she was listed at the Chamber of Commerce and her work in film animation had been written up several times in the newspapers, even though her name did not appear on the lease for the floor. Why did she need to assert those rights if it was only a part of her personal life or a product of her imagination? Was it because she was out of her skull? Because she was naive and lacking in experience in dealing with the authorities? Because she was full of childish pretensions regarding justice, due to her upbringing in an Anglo Saxon country, where from the time of the Magna Carta children had been fed a bag of lies about the efficiency of a legal system that should protect the population from injustices? She had ended up in the precinct office because she had believed too whole heartedly what she had been told in fourth grade: the moment at which children from her country are induced to swallow these sacred illusions. In the country in which she was now living, nothing of the sort happened. Fortunately for the citizens of that country, three thousand years of common sense, misery and craftiness had inoculated them thoroughly against belief in any form justice on the part of any authority.

Actually J. found herself in the police station for a very specific reason; the evening before Massimo had threatened to report her to the police for trespassing and to change the lock on her studio, thereby locking her out of all of her equipment and impeding her from continuing her work. She wanted to prevent this from happening, so that she could at least move out with the minimum of dignity on the first of the following month. But what meaning does the word dignity have after all of the insults that they had exchanged?
In the course of human interchange there are some insults that one cannot unsay nor deny; one cannot clarify them after the fact, or pretend not to have said them on purpose, nor ask to be forgiven, because the words that have been said remain. They are engraved like the brand on cattle. Despite all of this she could not accept that the relationship between two people could be permanently destroyed. Perhaps it was all her fault, as he had claimed. It was true that after she had made the decision to no longer live with him, she was not able to conceal her scorn for him. Hell knows no fury like a woman’s scorn. Making it visible had been a strategic and ethical error.

She remembered the time that she had heard him sobbing on the stairs linking the two floors of their loft. It was at the beginning of their estrangement. She was already in bed, half asleep but furious at the same time to be blackmailed in that manner. Why was she obliged to feel like a monster because she had decided to leave him? After eight months of putting up  with insults and criticism and the force of his continuous rage, why was she scripted to the part of the ungrateful monster who was walking out on the devoted boyfriend?

However there was something in the sounds coming from the stairs that broke her heart. One other time in her life she had heard a man cry. It was Alex when he knew he would have to go back to prison. He was half drunk and crying and cursing God and his own fate. He was begging the Omnipotent to give him just a six months truce, just six months without cutting into his life and blocking the road. ‘A half a year’ he yelled, thinking of the seven years he had already spent behind bars, and the five or ten more that he was likely to get, as he did not have the cash to fix the trial. Everything can be fixed in this world, including trials, including one's private life, if one just has the cash to do it with. It was the only other time J. had heard a man cry. That December night on the stairs it was the only night she had heard a man cry for a woman.

There was something terrible about the sounds echoing against the marble steps of the empty stairwell. She knew she should have gotten up and tried to console Massimo. It was a question of human values; no longer a matter concerning a couple. One cannot leave another human being in that kind of a state of anguish and do nothing. But she did not move. She was too afraid that as soon as he had gotten a hold of himself he would start all over again unleashing his rage at her. She did not have the strength to be a target for his degree of anger. Therefore she stayed in  bed. Massimo came back into the studio after an hour and threw a five gallon bucket of ice water on her, drenching the mattress and all of the blankets. The situation had an aspect of silent movies, complete with pie and water bucket throwing, but the comedy of it was somewhat lost in translation into real life. J. got up without a word, pulled the mattress up against the radiator so that it would drip off, and went to sleep on the floor, wrapped in her winter coat and hoping that the worst had already happened.

Why had she enumerated all of these infinitely trite details on the pages of the police report that she was now burning? Was it because they had not faded into the folds of her memory? These things should not happen to people who know how to express themselves. She realized to what extent those who write are  incapable of expressing themselves directly and out loud. She was ashamed of this lacking. Massimo, who designed printed circuits for computers and J. who created images and words, all such glorious abstractions: how incompetent they were. 

Who knows; perhaps it was she who was the more dangerous and psychopathic of the two, just as he had purported. It was specifically she who had threatened to slit another person from her throat to a part of her anatomy that falls below the margins of the pages of the publishing houses for which this story is intended. The intended recipient of such treatment was a female whom J. had found in her bed the previous morning, and whom Massimo wished to invite back to their loft. Actually that one sentence that he had reported to the police, had been quoted somewhat out of context. It had in fact been preceded and followed by a number of other clarifying sentences whose meaning was unambiguous. She had said in a flat and even tone, that he was free to set up whatever kind of relationship he wished with the lady in question, either on the floor of the office, his house in the country or her own apartment. Given the fact that sixteen hundred well heated and carpeted square feet are more than enough for any kind of human interaction, she simply warned him against ever again bringing the other lady up to the top floor where J. herself lived and worked. Nothing was preventing him from moving either the sofa bed or the double mattress that they shared only in the geographical sense of the word, down to the second floor. It seemed to her like a reasonable compromise; he viewed it as an impingement upon his freedom. Therefore when J. went to permanently sleep alone on the cot in her office, he had invited the young lady once again and set her up in their ex-master bedroom on the other side of the wall that divided the top floor in two.

In Anglo Saxon countries this kind of behavior is not considered very sporting; in Mediteranean countries if such a thing should happen with the roles reversed, it would give rise to a crime of honor, an activity not quite yet out of fashion. But faced with the situation J. did not activate her threat to slice open the third party; she sensed that Massimo had acted out of mere vindictiveness and she was not capable of lowering herself to his level. She continued to sleep on the cot in her office and started to look for another studio, recognizing that she had definitively lost all of the turf she considered her own for over a year.

Who knows why her one tritely phrased threat of two months previously had terrorized him as much as a year of insults, actions and threats had frightened her? The last pages of the police report crumpled in the flames. Was it possible that her one threat came closer to the actual deed? How does one measure these things, the distance between the word and the act: in hours, miles or degrees? She began to formulate an equation but it did not balance. In the Euclidean geometry of human relations, it was evident that the word had such an approximate aim as an arrow of human intentions, that it rarely shared the same ninety degree quadrant in the circle of possible choices. The  relationship between words, intentions and facts is one based on chance. Even more so in those parts of society where people practice wondrously uplifting professions and do not know how to express themselves clearly in the first person. All of this leads to bad screenplays, which fall from the screen and splinter into daily life.

By now the handful of valium had begun to take effect. J. started to glide into the fog between what she recalled and what she had nightmares of; the indistinct line where multiples truths intersect each other. Massimo's face was swimming through the fog, his expression hardened by his hurt pride and by the words left unsaid. Her face swam along side of his, her skin creased by wrinkles of tension like a map of many freeways. Her mind gave way at last to the hours of synthetic amnesia, while the words of the possible police report whirled through her dreams: ‘I J. Smith, testify that I may have imagined it all, induced by folly to invent what I have reported, for the sheer pleasure of playing with the written word.’ Once they have happened and cannot be undone, are the facts of one's life still real?
How does a person know that their life is moving forward? That they have survived? What, in fact does survival  consist of ? The arrival of dawn of the following day? That one has lived to tell the tale? That one has not lost faith in the future? In this dubious game of survival does one score points on the way to winning? Is survival ‘hope’, the last bulwark against a  life without meaning? Does survival have something to do with courage? Or is it a chance affair, without any discernable structure? If survival is something more than just getting by,  what does that ‘more’ consist of? Is it simply the will to not give up, even if one does not know how to move forward? The years passed, but they did not yield up answers.    

                      24.   Revenge
There are times when the course of a person’s life is out of phase. It has snagged, or tripped, or stumbled and seems not to be able to right itself. It has succumbed to vertigo and fallen into the void. The cause of it all seems to be completely fortuitous, enveloped in fog.
The camel in question was born in 1973 on the lawn of the zoo in Zurich. It was a long haired, fluffy, two humped camel from the mountains of Kurdistan, not to be confused with the one humped dromedary. When she first saw it, it was sitting next to its mother, framed by good Swiss pine trees. The lawn was lush and well cared for. The camel held his head high for the photograph that was printed for the zoo’s postcard collection. The mother was obviously very proud of her handsome son. The postcards sold quite well, almost as well as the baboon family portrait. J. bought one in July of 1973. and always kept it next to the original manuscript and all of the successive rewritings of the film script, of which the camel was the main charac​ter. The camel, whose name was Alexander died prematurely in March of 1987, on a Friday night shortly before dawn. For a camel, four​teen years is not a long life. Its life span is usually twice that. Who knows what he might have become had he lived longer. On that night what actually died was not the camel itself but her dream of what it was to become. But she could not say that a character of her invention, who lived in and was nourished by the dream, was any less real than one who lived by the oasis and fed on desert grasses.
On that night J. lay in her narrow bed on the upper floor of her small studio. Although the quilts were pulled up around her, she could not stop shaking from the cold. The winters in Torino are unusually cold, but the snows of February had melted, and the studio was normally overheated, its one good point. In other respects the studio was like an elegant birdcage for a bird who had failed to find her way back to the wilderness again. It was tall and narrow, divided horizontally into two levels, each a full six foot three inches high. Each of the two downstairs rooms were linked to the upper levels, by a small spiral staircase. Three of the rooms were given over to her work as a film maker. The fourth where she now lay in bed, had become a cave‑lair‑den for retreating into irretrievable moments of her past when she did not wish to risk forays into her future.

It was night out and very dark. It was night inside the studio, inside her head, and all around the apartment building when J. returned to it. An endless night that was not  going to be day again, even as she lay in her bed shaking and trembling with the doorbell ringing continually unable to stop it. She finally went down and yanked the electrical line out of the box, but it was still night even with the dawn coming up, about five o'clock and the doorbell fi​nally quiet and only the phone ringing intermittently. It appea​red that it was going to remain night for as long as it took her to sort out why things had turned out this way.

It would be night for as long as it took her to decide whether to have Claudio blinded and have Eduardo's spine broken in revenge. It was only fitting that Claudio, the photographer should be blinded, and Eduardo, the black belt in Karate should remain pa​ralyzed for the rest of his life. She imagined that Vito's friends could do the job and it would not have cost her much more than all of her savings. She must have lain there for quite a while seeing Claudio's eyes being torn out and hearing Eduardo's spine crack into a million splinters. The hallucination persisted somewhere back behind her retina, as the events of the last hours rolled over her like dice.

This was not a story of romance; it was not motivated by anything resembling love, at least not in the classical sense of the word. ​She lay in her bed and thought to herself: ‘How did I get into this with these would-be petty gangsters, two bit criminals and other outcasts; What shall I do, when I, an imaginary pacifist with thirty two of Ghandhi's books behind me, have nothing but the furor of revenge tearing through my brain?’
It was about two o'clock in the morning when the phone first rang. She had gotten in an hour before, somewhat inebriated and somewhat more discouraged. She had spent the evening talking about the past with Libero; they each had a good deal of past that was no longer happening to them in the present. He had twelve years behind him as a roadie for the Italian tours of the best jazz and rock musicians in the world. She had a surplus of visions of grandeur; leftovers from having been in the center of the cyclone during San Francisco's golden years, with a few stray films and books scattered in her wake.

Perhaps Libero was the most fortunate: he had actually spent time with the finest musicians on the planet, while J. had mostly dealt with her imagination. Seventeen years had past and they were now both in the grey zone, watching their past go round like pebbles in a jewelry maker's Ferris wheel grinding box, to be endlessly tumbled and polished and finally ground into dust. They had spent the evening in a smoke filled club, wading through the fog and waiting for life to begin again, preferably within their own lifetime. Libero had given in to endless self pity; she was not far from doing the same. 
Each had started to dream again about the music club J. was building for some  friends in the mountains, younger than her, with previous run ins with the law and various political pretensions, but determined to start over. She expected to hire Libero as production manager for the place when it opened in a few months. In that state of dream, saddened by the years of fog, she let him off at his house in the low income project and drove home. Her own building was on the elegant side of Torino graced with a art deco facade, and neighbors as stony faced as the entranceway. They seemed to be convinced she was a whore, wor​king out of her car, as she came home alone very late almost every evening. They did not approve of her daytime activities either: as she cluttered up their fancy entranceway, adjoining her studio, with a lot of punk kids learning how to make films. The kids sat out in the entrance to smoke on their break: her studio was too small to accommodate eight simultaneous chain smokers and one asthmatic director. They acceded generously to her need for fresh air and left their cigarette butts on the entranceway floor where the feet of the fine families of the building might have to tread.

The phone rang and woke her from half sleep; it was too late to be anyone she knew. After it had been ringing for a while she got out of bed to pick it up. There was a microscopic chance that it could be from a pianist from New York, whom J. had met at the Ivrea Jazz festival. In Manhattan it would have been eight in the evening as opposed to two o'clock in Italy. The ray of false hope staggered her to her feet, propelled her across the floor to the light and jolted her adrenaline up to sea level by the time she grasped the receiver.

It was not her antagonist of that one cognac and passion filled night, which in the course of the weeks had receded to the land of ghosts. The receiver enclosed a woman's polite Italian voice announcing that she was the secretary to the actor Andy and a​sking if she was speaking to the right person. As J. answered that she was indeed the person in question, her heart ca​kewalked, and her vision blurred. It was a calm and dignified voi​ce that apologized profusely for waking her up in the middle of the night, adding that Andy had called her from Paris to try to reach her all day, but she had not found  her in. He was returning to Italy, landing in Torino at three in the morning with a plane out at seven to Rome. Having only this short time between planes he wanted to talk with J. about her film script and could she meet him at the airport?

It sounded too good to be believable but the voice, soft and me​lodious, kept talking in a polite but insistent manner. The air​port is a big place J. said; what is his flight number? The voice began to apologize again that she did not have the flight number but there could only be one plane getting in at three from Paris, and she could just meet him in the waiting room or by the Alitalia counter. J. did not focus on the inappropriateness of the word ‘waiting room;’ something that airports do not have, because she continued without hesitation: ‘You will recognized him of course? I will be there to meet him too; I'll be wearing a grey suit, or if you wish we could meet somewhere in town.’ ‘No’ J. said, she did not know places open in town and the airport would be quieter. She would be there in an hour just when the plane was due to land. More apologies about the late hour and ‘It will be good to meet you, Andy has said a lot about you.’
J. was dizzy from the force of the dream‑come‑true as she started to dress again. Almost too dizzy to drive, she called to take a cab, but they wanted thirty‑five  dollars each way so she yanked her cir​culation into gear to steer her aging sports car for fifteen miles out to the airport. Too many months of angina, aching cramps on the left side on her chest, not for love but for her work. Months of thinking, would she ever work again? Ever be be​hind the camera again, see the characters she had invented gallo​ping from the page to the screen? Ever hear the lines finally spoken by actors, rolling down the tape, instead of the hollow echo of the sentences flattened onto the pages of her scripts? Too many sentences staring up at her from their frozen place on the page, leering at her. And so she went out into the March night air, and as she reached the car she was swerving from the rush of adrenalin. She had fortunately been to the airport once during the daytime. She knew vaguely how to get there and which overpasses to choose from the side of the city where she lived. 

It was still a very long ride, the road was icy and the streets were empty of all but the frost. The grey and functional city of Torino was de​serted at night, a city that churned out waves of cars but not much more. Her hands gripped the steering wheel until her shoulders ached, her nervous system soared and lunged from one si​de of her brain to the other. The most important actor had called, out of the blue, he would make good his commitment to star in her film about an young man, out of work, who decides to go into competition with his ex-employers and imports a camel as a substitute for the car. J. thought to herself, Andy must have found the backing; otherwise he would not have needed to see her so urgently. She would be vindicated; her work would be known. No more garages, lofts or unheated base​ment studios, days without food, toilets in the courtyard, trains hours late, no more midnights in the rain, fleabag hotels with people shooting up in the adjacent rooms and broken radiators gathering rust, no more endless silences with no one to talk to. She could already see her associates’ faces in the morning when she told them that her film would be produced and the well known actor would star in it. It would finally happen. She was feeling sensations she had not felt for years. The hours spent, alone, grappling with the words had not been in vain. Somebody would finally hear them.

Life had had mercy upon her; destiny had brought her the only kind of justice she could recognize as such; as down from the sky the telephone call fell without warning. She felt that the road out to the airport was leading her back to New York, after seventeen years in exile, the road would take her back to where life begins rather than ends at two in the morning. It was three ten when she turned off the highway to the airport. All was quite still and strangely dark. 


She did not imagine that the airport should be this dark and quiet, but she proceeded to park the car and walk past the one lone guard stationed in front of the main entrance way. The lights in the main hall were barely on, just enough to see that the airport was closed and no one was there. No electronic billboards flickered, no baggage conveyers rumbled, no stray passengers lurked anywhere to be seen.  The airport had been essentially shut down at this hour as are all local airports with very little international travel. She circled the vast hallway looking for signs of the arrival of a plane from Paris or a lady in a grey suit. There were none. The guard had followed her in suspiciously; she turned hesitantly to ask him when the plane from Paris was due to arri​ve. ‘Last plane came in at eleven P.M., nothing else due in until seven,’ he said. She had a specific appointment to meet a person arriving from Paris, J. said by way of an explanation. She stared past the guard into the empty space. 
There was no plane? She had imagined the phone call? Why was she here then? Who was the lady, supposedly his secretary, in the grey suit? They had given her the wrong directions? She had seemed fairly disconnected despite the composure of her voice. There was no other airport except this one. J. was sure she had not imagined the phone call. The night was freezing. The walls started to waver in the dark. The events rolled down her brain like marbles. A little over an hour of the recent past had gone to pieces against the reality of the empty airport. The guard was still staring at J. Her gaze swung back to him. She hadn't moved but she was swaying on her feet staring into the dark  behind him trying to conjure up the airplane, by the mere force of her need for it to arrive. Why was she here? Who had called her? Who knew about the script and her trip to Rome of the summer before last to meet Andy? Who knew of his commitment to do the role, and the way in which the project had been originally sabotaged a year previously by envious associates? Who knew enough of all these things to make the phone call? And why? Above all who sensed how much she needed for the film to come into being? Who could have known how much she had lived inside that dream, until her life had become inseparable from the script? Who could have set her up, knowing the effect that it would have on her: to be deceived into believing for an hour and fifteen minutes, that the dream had co​me true? Why had they done it?

Someone had wished to play her for a fool, to humiliate her in such a manner that no other action could accomplish. Enemies, ex‑associates; an ex‑lover? Did they know that the effect of that de​ception would cause her to react the way Mediterranean husbands do when they find their wives in bed with their worst rival?

These questions hung in the air for an indeterminate number of seconds, until five shadowy figures entered the airport and moved toward her staggering. The airport guard turned from J. to them. The nearest figure was swaggering toward her with a half empty bottle of whiskey. It was Claudio. He was flanked by Eduardo, Paula, Paulo, and a woman, possibly Renata whom she assumed to be Eduardo's lover of the moment. They were all drunk and swaying on their feet. As Claudio stepped away from the group to approach J. she turned to the guard and said in as flat a voice as possible, ‘There seems to have been a misunderstanding.’ She walked around the group toward the door wit​hout looking at them. They evidently were not expecting that she should in no way acknowledge their existence, so they remained momentarily stationary as she passed. Then Claudio followed her out to the car waving the bottle, with the others close behind. As she opened the car door he caught up with her and asked: ‘Would you like a swig of whiskey?’ The taunt hung in the air as she answered, ‘No thank you’ and slammed the car door.

Though her hands were shaking she inserted the key in the ignition, got the car to start, and backed it out of the parking lot. Her rage caused her to lose her sense of direction; she​ circled the lot in a figure eight to find her way out to​ward the highway. It did not seem possible that the past hour could have actually happened. She was trying to shift it to some far part of her mind​ when she realized that she was not alone on the road. They were following her; having closed the gap from behind they were tailga​ting her at sixty‑five miles an hour. There were fifteen miles of empty highway plus four or five miles of winding city streets. Would they keep following her? Were they trying to push her off the road? Sometimes they pulled up along side of her, most of the time they stayed behind. 

She turned off the highway abruptly and prematurely but could not loose them. She started to loose her sense of direction again. Which way to turn without slowing down? It occurred to her that they were intending to follow her home in order to provoke a confrontation. She thought of not going to her office, but had no other alternatives. Her house in the country was a three hour drive away; they were just as likely to fol​low her there, in their drunken euphoria. Eduardo, the driver, a black belt, third dan, had run the Karate school for ten years. His friend Claudio had just come out of five years in jail for arson and at​tempted murder. Claudio’s self presumed armed rebellion against the state, had been given other labels by the press; who thought that ‘armed rebel​lion against the fascist state’ had too many syllables, therefore they deemed him to be just a ‘thug.’ Paolo had gained experience trashing nuclear power plants, his group had managed to do a few million dollars of damage during their November foray against a nearby plant under construction. His girl friend, Paula, was preparing for a career as a social worker. She had no particular talents but had come along for the ride. So had the other girl whom J. did not know. But one of the two girls had made the phone call. She believed it to be Paola but couldn't be sure.  The irony was that three of the group had been her students. Claudio had been taken on as her part time employee as well. Claudio and Eduardo were childhood friends. J. had known Eduardo for several years. In theory she sympathized with some of their ideals. In practice something had been lost in translation. It appeared that they might be trying to kill her, but she couldn’t be sure. They hadn’t yet squeezed her off the road, but if she slowed down they were close enough to ram her from behind. It was three thirty in the morning, and the streets were empty. They were five against one.

One of the three traffic lights still working at that hour had just turned red. They must have had good brakes. They swerved and pulled around beside her. There were no other cars in sight. Clau​dio got out the far side of their car, came around to hers and started banging on her window. The light finally changed; the win​dow did not break. She started up again without turning her head in his direction. He had to run to get back in the car so she thought to have gotten a head start on them, but by the time she had rounded the corner from Porta Palazzo, and gone down Corso Oddone, they had caught up. They were already trailing her when she swung into Via Cibrario and veered off to the left toward Via Peyron. She swerved down the street in front of her building, but there were no empty parking places, so she would have to circle around the block to her regular parking island and walk back to number sixteen. By that time they would have jumped out to block her return, or what ever they had in mind. She debated again whether to leave them in front of the building and drive off to the country, but she had no strength, and almost no gas. Deep inside she felt these five individuals shouldn't be able to frighten her into not coming home to where she lived. She rounded the block, locked the car and walked slowly up the sidewalk to her entrance door.

They were waiting for her, crouched on the sidewalk next to the huge carriage door, rocking on their haunches and leering at her. Leering and swaying and ready to jump her if she gave them the slightest chance. The way they were stationed in front of the door it was clear they were goading her, waiting for her to react, to make that one false move or gesture that would give them the ex​cuse to feel provoked. Why them? Why her? Actually she didn't have time to think: she simply felt her adrenalin rising. As she unlocked the car​riage door Eduardo said: ‘Come on, it was a joke,’ and they rose and closed in on her, pushing through the main door to the portico. She was about to try to shove the door shut against them, but thought better of it when she realized that was just the provocation they were waiting for. She let them pass and they crowded around her as she moved down the hallway to her office/studio. She said to​nelessly: ‘I think you've evened up the score; I'm going to bed, with your permission, I have to get up early tomor​row to work.’ She was hoping she could squeeze through her own door before she exploded. 

J. faced them as she moved her key toward the offi​ce lock. At that point Paola moved forward to block her entrance. ‘I want to talk to you for a moment.’ Paola's voice mirrored the one J. had heard on the phone. J. was sure that if Paola moved one inch closer, J. would smash her against the wall and strangle her. But she could not actually prove it was that voice on the phone. She stood frozen in place as she turned the key in the lock, and said: ‘This is my home, you don't belong here.’ ‘You're not inside your home yet,’ Paola retorted. Her voice said this sweetly with emphasis; she had moved forward until her face was less than a foot away. J. saw in an instant what she wanted to do to Paola, and what they were waiting to do in return. ‘I have nothing to say to you.’ She squeezed through her door and slammed it shut. The apartment was fairly se​cure. They could break the windows, but they could not get through the bars protecting them. As they did not get discouraged easily, they hung around and yelled taunts at her for a while, and contented themselves with jamming the doorbell with matchsticks, and calling her from the neighboring pay phone for an hour or so, until the whiskey wore off. J. contented herself with plotting their deaths in macabre detail.

Compared to these recent events, the revenge she had plotted upon the two people who had cheated J. on a coke deal, those many ages past, paled into Laurel and Hardy. Life had lain back upon them all, more than ten years ago when San Francisco was a sleepy provincial town, with a few longshoremen, and some rudimentary knowledge of South American geography. Life had been simpler then, when cocaine was still a cot​tage industry. It had been her only other attempt at revenge. However the events had that old western charm, reminiscent of cardboard facades and the well balanced plots of the silent movies and went as follows:
A young lady, (for the record J. herself) entrusts a shipment to her unworthy boyfriend, named Marc. Boyfriend and fellow musicians blow the job and the profits of an ounce that should have furnished her with a more luxurious, lukewarm sixteen millimeter movie camera, and him with a recycled Ham​mond organ: those powdery profits floated upwards, into the noses of an indefinite number of friends and passersby, rather than finding their way to actual buyers. On the afternoon of the day after, to rectify the damage and return the substance to its former weight of twenty‑seven and a half grams, the would‑be middle men find some ajax or duz or lactose or mannita, or inositol or baking powder, or maybe some blackboard chalk, and they cut seven or eight grams of their new found additive in to the original concoction. They handed it back to J. ceremoniously explaining that nobody had found it to be enough to their liking to buy it. They had tried it and found it wanting in quality. She must have been cheated at the source they say regretfully. As it happens she had kept an original half‑gram in the darkroom closet of the loft, between the hypo and the hypoclearing agent. 

On closer inspection she confirmed her suspicion that the two samples had nothing in common except the glass vials they traveled in and the nose they were being tested on. The original untampered sam​ple still exuded a gratifying smell of quinine at a yard's di​stance. The original half gram still glistened in the light; it was rough and needed to be worked with a razor blade against her favorite record cover for a few minutes in order to achieve the necessary powdery consistency. The returned ninety five percent sat in a limp dull pile on the record cover next to the picture of the piano keys. It had no crystal shards left. She always used the record cover rather than the mirror, because the higher the quality, the less it rubbed into the black coated cardboard stock. The surface of that particular record cover had been worn away by the action of the razor blade over the last six years, but it still worked as a modest guide to quality control, quick and simple. Having ascertained the full extent of her error and idiocy, (confirmed by closer inspection of the crystals with the photographers’ loup) she set out to reward her ex‑lover and his associate for their efforts, as follows. She removed their studio door from its hinges and waited up for them with a knife. Her seasonal work as a building contractor had given her a good deal of experience at removing doors from hinges without making any racquet that might be overheard by the neighbors. But their expe​rience as con-artists had given them a high extrasensory percep​tion of imminent danger: so they did not come home that night.

On the following day she called her friend Keith, from the docks, to sample the cocaine and reconfirm her own suspicions. He  promptly volun​teered to saw the cast off of his leg, (he had a broken foot,) in order to effectively walk into their studio and frighten them to death. Keith was also a black belt, in Tai Kwon Do, and had lear​ned to develop enough concentration to symbolically burn two holes through his antagonists with his eyes, without having to bother to use his hands or legs. He gallantly cut off the cast for good measure; confident that he could return to the hospital the next day and have it replastered. He reasoned that it would be easier to pay them a visit without the added encumbrance of ten pounds of leaden moon boot wrapped around his left foot.

Keith was fortunately able to convince them sufficiently of the danger they faced. He explained politely that they should go to see her and get down on their knees and beg her to take back the money that they had robbed from her; and they would really have to beg to do it, because it was just possible that she might not even be willing to take their money in exchange for the offence done to her. Keith’s visit relieved her of the necessity of hiring any Hell’s Angels to do the job. Her original contact with the Angels mentioned that the Angels were flying low these days. They had just done someone in over the hill last week and did not need any extra publicity. Furthermore, they could not guarantee a precise service such as a broken leg rather than a few broken fingers. J. had just enough ethics to believe that it is not kind to break a musician’s fingers, even if he had done her out of a couple of thousand dollars on a coke deal. Therefore she was grateful that Keith had come to her aid and that his background in the Martial arts had served him well.

Keith's visit produced the required effect on Marc, who arrived at her loft armed with a large cigar. He also had an injured and bandaged foot. He had decided the cigar would compensate for this inadequacy. He waved the cigar dramatically as he confessed to his errors, while threatening to have her blown away if anything hap​pened to him, simply because he had not rounded up enough dough to pay her back in seventy two hours. It was implied that repayment in full on his part was out of the question. His strategy was hindered by the fact that he had forgotten to bring a match with which to light the cigar. While his eagle eyes darted nervously around her loft: the loft of a non‑smoker completely devoid of matches, J. started to gloat at his dismay. Neither matches nor forgiveness were in sight, despite the fact that she still loved him.

Yes, the young lady in question still loved him, not withstanding the fact that he had robbed, cheated and lied to her. It only took her seven months to overlook these facts enough to set up housekeeping with him again and buy him a Hammon C organ with her very own savings. Men have always said that women are dumb, but men are wrong in this assessment. Women are at least twice as dumb as men have surmised.                                      

J. forced herself to remember that the he young lady of this account: and the young lady of the freezing night in March twelve years later were one and the same, The detour into the tale from the past illustrates a rather homey version of revenge, in which nearly everything worked out in the end. Jumping forward a mere twelve years in time, revenge had undergone a high‑tech transformation, and it had become chillier and less romantic. Any study of revenge is of necessity an amoral tale. It carries with it the premise of the relativity of human values. Those held by J. were anachronistically unorthodox. As regards her se​ven year stint as a small time distributor of cocaine, she was convinced that people do not die from drugs. They die of despair. They do not drift into drugs any more than they drift into boredom or murder. They do not roll down the hill unknowingly to their destruction. It is more likely that they are trying actively to gore their way through the mountain to get out, by any means necessary, when destruction rather than salvation befalls them. When the horseman with the scythe overtakes them, in the form of despair, and causes their tunnel through the mountain to cave in, this despair is not a mere state of mind. It is something that happens to the chemistry of person's body. This J. clearly learned in her years as a dealer. She relearned it in a more compelling fashion than any before, in the half hour of her drive to the airport on that dark March night, and during the harrowing hour of her return, while she crashed from her self‑activated high, onto the floor of dread.
There remained the why: why did they do it? In the case of Eduardo and Claudio she knew why. She had offended them. They were friends from nearly childhood, with the ensuing sense of  primitive loyalties. There had been a misunderstanding blown up to immeasurable proportions. Claudio had spent an afternoon with a childhood friend of J.’s and months later had said that the lady in question was clearly crazy. J., also motivated by equally primitive loyalty had been mortally offended. She could not counter Claudio’s assessment as it was more or less true. So she offered an assessment of her own of Claudio’s friend Eduardo, that he was anti-Semitic. This was also true. However Claudio in relating this to Eduardo had provoked a reaction no one might have suspected. First he stormed Jane’s apartment to try to demonstrate the contrary, and when she refused to receive him and Claudio, he invented with Claudio’s help, the means with which to get even. As Claudio had worked for Jane for a few months as a teaching assistant in the film classes, he knew a number of details of J.’s professional hopes and fears that could be made good use of. That the ruse had worked was essentially a matter of chance. Had she been sound asleep she would not have answered the phone. Had she not spent the night in a bar dreaming of her future, she would not have been in a psychological state to believe the lady who had called her. Sheer chance. Added to the fact that everyone wishes to imagine that one day their dreams will come true. Eduardo and his friends were fortunate in that respect. J. knew as well why her musician boyfriend Marc had duped her. The answer was much simpler. The temptation was just too great. Most adults act like children when it comes to drugs. That is why they don’t become dealers. It takes too much self-discipline.
That night she thought back to her seasons as a dealer, and to the myriad forms of biochemical highs: ‘If what we need is still inside us, if evolution has not deprived us of our ability to survive a normal life span: then where is lodged the catalyst within us; that small drop that will convert our deepest desires from a formless, sticky, foul smelling, resinous mass, to a hard clear, sculptural, reflection of our dreams. If thought alone can do this, (including false hope, illusions, and deception triggered by lies believed,) if words can make the spark flow, with the force of any crystal, even the most refined; if words and hopes alone can make the flash streak through the brain, then where are the words to make it come again?’
                              25.  The colleague
Of all those whom she had loved, their had been very few who had been worth the effort. The vast  majority had been wearing the emperor’s new clothes all along, although it was only in retrospect that this fact was revealed to her. But very occasionally in the course of her life, there had been  individuals whose substance was far superior to their actions. Lovers who remained friends in the long run. Men she was grateful to have known, despite the misunderstandings. Maybe it was those few who had given her the courage to write about all of the others. Ciro was one of that tiny minority. 
He arose, that last morning, came into the kitchen to drink coffee and told her just how much he was turned on by the twenty-year old he had hired as a secretary. Understandably, a wife and a mistress are not necessarily sufficient for a forty year old man. J. prepared espresso and listened to Ciro with compassion. She was being paid for that. More specifically she was being paid to handle the technical aspects of the computer graphics division of his company and to help him get the new wing of the business off the ground. But as they shared the apartment, her overall consulting activities extended beyond the borders of working hours and occasionally stretched the limits of her sympathies as a listener. She was not too obtuse to understand why an energetic and attractive man would be attracted to a twenty-year old who was tall, thin, had a perfect complexion and too enormously oversized breasts, nearly within reach due to the low cut fashions of the summer season. But J. began to doubt whether her executive duties should include the digestion of her colleague’s sexual fantasies at breakfast. As it happened she had just spent the preceding evening listening to the sexual and emotional fantasies of the twenty-year old secretary with regard to the man she was presently in love with. 

The twenty year old had invited J. to dinner to glean from her an impartial opinion of her own romantic entanglement. J. did her best to listen to the three hours of every single detail of the situation and offer words of support and comfort, as women are wont to do, when their friends succumb to their obsessive accounts of emotional upheaval. J. tried to imagine whether the man whom the twenty-year old had fallen in love with had any chance of becoming a better human being than he appeared in the story. The young lady deserved a better human being than the one she had become attached to. But the ability to love is vastly superior to the ability of the beloved to lift himself up to the level of the illusions of the person who loves him. 

As the evening passed J. began to feel guilty. Just that afternoon her colleague Ciro had invited the twenty-year old to dinner in order to try to seduce her. When he was informed that she had other plans, as she had just invited J. for dinner, he had a hard time swallowing his irritation. From his point of view, J. should have declined the invitation in order to clear the road for him. But J. was not blocking the road; she did not want to go to bed with a twenty-year old secretary. She simply wanted a night off in which she would not be obliged to listen to Ciro’s romantic entanglements: the continual seesaw between his wife and his mistress, a triangle of such geometric complexity that not even the most sophisticated three dimensional computer graphics could trace the orbit of his own emotions through space and time over the past two years. He had managed in this balancing act to cause the maximum amount of suffering to the maximum number of people, including himself, without ever approaching the happiness which he sought. All because he did not wish to have his soul swallowed whole by those who claimed to love him. 

But neither was he capable of feeling loved by anyone who did not wish to swallow his soul whole. J. was trying be such a person, but without much success. She did not wish to swallow him whole in the name of love, but none the less, she would have done anything what so ever to please him. Like the ducklings of Konrad Lorenz she was imprinted, fixated, bewitched by him, and consequently too debilitated by the enchantment to have any cannibalistic presumptions in regard to his being. Therefore her own love was useless to him. It was a superfluous emotion whose only function was that of filling her with the terror of loosing her job. She had enough experience to know that men very often take revenge upon whomever dares love them excessively. They do not feel the least bit flattered by the fact. On the contrary they feel blackmailed by the weight, real or imaginary, of the other’s feelings. For this reason J. lived with the fear that if Ciro began to sense the extent to which she was in love with him, he would fire her immediately. 

For the moment it appeared that he was safely unaware, as she camouflaged her feelings as best she could. But she could not be absolutely sure. On occasion she surmised that men pretend to be much more stupid and unobservant than they are in reality, having learned something from the behavior of women. In the course of centuries men have come to recognize what a powerful weapon is that of appearing dazed and incompetent, and occasionally try to make use of the same weapon. Clearly men are lacking in experience, as they have not spent  many millenia with that as their only defense. 

However it was just possible that he understood quite well how much J. cared for him, and simply pretended not to notice, in order not to inconvenience his daily life. It was even possible that he told her how much the twenty-year old turned him on, in order to warn her that there was no hope for her, to make his own position unequivocable. She gulped down these veiled warnings at breakfast, lunch and dinner and sometimes between meals. She tried diligently to make the effort it took to digest such high daily doses of realism, But after a while she got used to it and she flinched less, hearing him talk about how beautiful his wife was and how beautiful his lover was, and how any normal man would naturally be turned on to a young lady ten or twenty years younger than him. J. listened to Ciro's tales of desire with the appearance of sportsman-like detachment. She was good at repartee; she had spent years on construction sites and she understood what she should say to her colleagues when they talked to her as if they had forgotten that she herself was a woman, who might be saddened by what she heard. She did her best to act like any other member of the crew. Sometimes her sense of humor came to her aid and she managed a punch line that would make him laugh. Her sense of irony gave her a  tiny amount of power over him.

J. recognized her own misfortune of being fixated on Ciro; it was not his fault, for he too was welded to his own prototype of sexual desire. Everyone stumbles on their specific pattern or mold by the time they are about eleven years old;  it usually remains with them for life. J. herself had spent those years in a Swiss boarding school and had constructed her sexual model from the boys in the school across the way. They came from the royal families of Egypt and the Middle East, often intermarried with European families of the Greek, Italian or Spanish aristocracy, but fortunately not enough to lose their perfectly silky skin the color of caffelatte, or their jet black curly hair, or their huge dark eyes or their bodies proportioned as raw material for the marble statues of the Hellenic era. She glimpsed those creatures of her youth on the ski-slopes of Zermatt; they were hypnotic and utterly unapproachable, boarding school decorum being what it was in the fifties. Here the perfect model of her childhood fantasies was standing before her each day of the week, equally enchanting and unreachable. It was not in any way  his fault that she was suffering so unreasonably in his presence, therefore she tried not to blame him for the degree to which she was bewitched by him. It was completely by chance that he was born as he was, and not Norwegian. The men of the Northern hemisphere of the planet did not even activate the switch in her mind that indicated that they were men. The oversized blonds from that hemisphere could have been St. Bernards from outer space. 

The actual problem was that Ciro represented not only the sexual model she had dreamed of from childhood: he was intelligent as well. It was inconvenient for J. to admit to this fact. To tell the truth it had not occurred to her to take note of his intelligence during the first month they had worked together. She was so completely haunted by him that she did not know where to shift her eyes when the enchantment took full force. She defended herself, just as men are wont to do, having spent all of those years working in their world, intermittently in the construction business or making films. She had learned from the men how to make herself invulnerable to the enchantment of the other sex. They remodeled the adversary into a mere object of sexual pleasure, to consume and dispose of. The men she worked with took it for granted that anyone who bewitched them was simply an appetizing doll, to make use of as quickly as possible, without ever inquiring if her brain contained anything different than her body. J. did the same thing with her fantasies of Ciro during the first few weeks. She maintained a form of detachment mixed with scorn for his powers of seduction, in order to save her pride, given the undeniable evidence that he would never be likely to take notice of her as a woman, wrapped up as he was between his wife, his lover and his own fantasies. 

But within a very short time, J. allowed herself to recognize that he was also tremendously intelligent, imaginative and kind; at that point she found herself completely disarmed. All that remained of the ramparts she had erected around her heart was the rubble. She became aware that he had those admirable character traits that she lacked and dreamed of having: not merely the caramel skin and sorcerer’s eyes. He had grace with the people he dealt with, innate diplomacy, patience and stoicism that were synonymous with courage and inexhaustible physical energy. He had faith in the future, or forced himself to have faith despite the circumstances. These character traits overwhelmed her as much as his appearance had done. They had done so for more than two years.
His existence in her life was a fortuitous gift of some absent minded bureaucrat who had mixed up the cards of fate while his thoughts were elsewhere. In order not to swear at fate and in order not to lose her job, she forced herself to feign indifference to him. The mask was tearing at seams, in that last day before the summer hiatus, on that morning in which she made coffee and listened to Ciro’s desire to take the fresh and unspoiled twenty-year old to bed. J. suggested wryly that he go hunt for mermaids during his vacation by the sea. She felt her legs go weak and her blood stop running. Her bloodstream had gone on strike in order to not become an accomplice to the indifference she was trying to feign. 

Her blood had taken leave of her attempt at duplicity to save her pride. Her blood welled up from that one part of the body that does not tolerate hypocrisy, even at the risk of loosing one’s job. Therefore her bloodstream had quit without notice, had abdicated her veins; had gone off who knows where. J. felt her eyes going blank, clouding over to the point that she could barely distinguish her colleague seated facing her. She could hardly manage to speak that last day, as she waited to receive ten days of reprieve from the enchantment. She tried to send orders to her bloodstream to continue to flow, at least for one more day, but to small avail. She tried to understand in all those years she had spent on construction sites, in the midst of the universe of men; why had these men not taught her better how to defend herself against the power of love?         



 
In the course of time the events followed their logical direction. It was an interval of short duration. Afterwards she tried to perceive the occurrence through his mind as well as her own.

He remembered her to have said: ‘You said you were interested only in sex and friendship so I thought...’
She remembered herself to have said: ‘I believed only in passion OR friendship, there is an exponential difference.’
He believed that she was happy to work for him, because she was at ease with him.

She was actually in such a state of extreme anxiety and tension, that she threw herself into the work as her only weapon against her own feelings.  

He believed that she, as an uninhibited person was lacking only sex, the act itself.

She in fact, as an uninhibited person had already had at least a hundred and fifty lovers. Therefore she had no need of sex, in and of itself. She felt so alone that sex without emotion, was what she needed least. 
He believed that she would comprehend that he loved the other woman, but laid whomever was available. It was only normal. 

She, in her extreme vulnerability, did not grasp this simple fact that was for him so clear and obvious. 

He believed that she felt nothing for him other than a possible physical attraction. He thought this for two years. 

She, for two years, did everything to not expose her feelings, as she was afraid of loosing her work. In the meantime her emotions expanded like a giant mushroom in the dark. 

He felt betrayed and deceived by her, when he realized how much she cared for him.

She perceived the ferocity of his rejection as a terrible blow.

He wished simply for everything to return as it had been before, when nothing had been said or done.

She knew that she did not have the courage to enact the great step backward and cancel the recent events from her memory.

He used sarcasm to defend himself against her feelings. It seemed more civil than open rage.

She was terrified of sarcasm. It reminded her of her childhood and was gratuitous cruelty to her.

He was convinced the she was half crazy because she lost her temper so often.

She sensed that he had always considered her half-crazy and this calumny brought her to such a state of despair that she lost control.

He thought of himself as a perfectly reasonable man, because he hardly ever lost control.

She felt herself observed and judged by him in every instant for every expression or gesture. In her efforts to conceal her emotions she tensed up until she exploded.

He considered her to be quite unrealistic, as she had nourished such intense and unrequited feelings for him for such a long time. 

She reasoned that the need to feel love for another human being is much greater than the need to be loved in return. The need to believe that there exists another person worthy of one’s love is the last thing to be extinguished in the human consciousness.

He did not wish for his mistress to know what had happened between them; as for him nothing had actually happened, just a few rolls in the hay of an impersonal nature. 

She did not wish for his mistress to know of the events, and look at her with pity and condescension.

He feared that the other would sense what had come to pass, even without words, and this would not have helped their relationship.

She recognized that the other would eventually sense everything, because women know things without being told; so she resigned herself to the prospect.

For him it was normal that she should remain silent and keep up appearances; it was the least he could expect of a person of breeding.

For her the request to remain silent and pretend that nothing had happened was like being treated like a mid-week whore; it was an unbearable request.

He wanted for everything to return to what it had been before, and for her to continue to offer him her friendship, respect and moral support. It was logical and just that she should do that, for one cannot set up a professional activity with another person if such ingredients are lacking.

She knew that their joint project would crack and fold without her energy and enthusiasm, but his request was inhuman and far beyond her ability. For her it would be energy thrown out the window, as she felt he had sucked her dry like a vampire.

He did not understand why she was not willing to forgive and forget. It seemed meanness and bad faith on her part.

She sometimes felt the desire to forgive him, because she still cared for him intensely. But she feared that if she allowed herself any opening in his direction, he would wring her dry of all the energy she had in her.

To him it was logical to sit down and talk with her, to try to go beyond the impasse they had reached. 

She had no wish to talk, as with words, anyone can be right. She only wished to look at his large, dark eyes. But even this was not possible. 

However one day they sat down to try to talk. The results were not promising. She wrote him a letter afterwards which she never mailed.               

Dear Ciro,

I am sorry we were not able to speak to each other on Friday morning. I am truly sorry, otherwise I would not be sitting here trying to write to you. Maybe it was the place: the fact that seeing you seated at that table in the apartment we shared, brings back the summer, and the force of the remembrance blocks any ability I might have to form words. I am sorry we were not able to talk, as that was precisely what you had come for, or so you said as you were leaving. But the more I listened to you the less I had the words with which to answer you. Because I did not understand why you continued to wish to work with a person like myself: a person whom you have said to be hysterical, and out of her skull, a person of whom you said to have broken off all communication intentionally for the past three months, other than that strictly necessary for the work.

I did not understand what advantage you could gain by prolonging such a situation. It was illogical to me that you were speaking of future earnings, because it is not possible that one call sell a service based in large part on the work of a person one cannot stand. How can you negotiate for the work of a person you no longer believe in, a person you wish to have nothing to do with? How can I believe that there is any use working for a person who wishes to have nothing to do with me?

It would be much more sensible for you to look for someone suited to your needs. There are hoards of eager and unemployed art directors: it should not be hard to replace me. The computer is not a difficult instrument to use; all it takes is the patience to sit down in front of the screen for a month; anyone can do so, just as I did. Therefore I am slow to understand why you want to draw out the misunderstanding for another few months. Another season of communication iced to the bone for commercial reasons? For your convenience? It seems like senseless masochism. We tried and the experiment did not work. It failed. We gave it six months as we agreed in July, that seems quite sufficient. 

No....what I have written is not what I want to say to you. First drafts always start off badly, it takes pages to get into the right gear. It takes pages to reach what one actually feels and find a way to say it. That is the difficult part: each one is involved in proving that he is right, trying to not be accused of acts not committed intentionally. Each one is so engrossed in defending himself, that he forgets why it is that he wishes to communicate with the other.

I think you arrived late, to sit down at that table on Friday morning. Had you done it in September, or even at the beginning of November when the workstation arrived, it might have served some purpose. But earlier you felt it was superfluous to make the effort; in November you cut me short telling me not to bother you. Who knows why I did not give up all hope after that day. For a month and a half you had not addressed one word to me, other than those sentences strictly necessary for the continuance of the work. I had not yet lost hope. I trained myself to believe that I was coming to work for a complete stranger, a person I had never known. I did that with great sadness and the illusion that it was a temporary situation. 

As the choice had been yours to cut me off so sharply, it was incongruous  that you would think to telephone me at midnight, the night of the arrival of the work station, as if nothing was amiss, simply to avail yourself of my technical knowledge. More than strange it was terribly humiliating to me; to not even sit down to drink coffee with a person for six weeks, then imagine that the person would still be available for utilitarian reasons. Not even servants are treated in that manner. 
Perhaps I am slow in understanding, but I did not give up immediately the hope that something might change for the better. I let another week pass, after the day in which you said that you wished to get rid of me as soon as you possibly could. I imagined that if the equipment was installed and working and we were able to produce beautiful images with it, something might improve for us. However during the first week in which I was trying to get the software to function, I sensed that you did not wish for me to succeed so quickly. You would have been happy if I had failed outright at the task I had set for myself. You were relieved that I had difficulty solving the problems I encountered. It was a form of vengeance for you. That was the only explanation for why you discouraged me from seeking help in any form from the technicians in Milan. Anyone who really wanted the equipment to function would have immediately paid a staff member of the importer to come down to Torino  on the first day we were stuck, rather than drawing it out for three weeks. When I understood that I would have to work against such a level of resistance; I lost all words with which to speak to you.

The following Monday I knew that there was no possibility for us to understand each other. It was at the moment you told me that I was out of my skull. I recognized that it was not just a moment of rage on your part, but your considered opinion of me, the opinion you had always held; the judgment you would continue to hold regardless of anything I did or said. It was your way of wiping me off the slate. I had no way to counter that judgment. The are other unpleasant things that a person can tell me, which do not wound me to the core. If a person tells me that I am ugly or old, I know that it is true; it does not hurt me. If a person tells me that I am stupid and incapable, I know that it is false. But if a person tells me that I am crazy, I do not know if it is true or false: it is that which I am most afraid of becoming. It is the one thing that one must not say to me, as I have no way of defending myself against that judgment. Perhaps it was after the electroshock treatments that I lost the ability to defend myself against the label of insanity; although I know it was twenty years back and serves no purpose to  be obsessed with the past. It was something you should not have said to me.  It was an act of gratuitous cruelty; from that day on I started to look for another job. 

When the first offer arrived at the beginning of December, I did not accept it right away; I knew it would be unpleasant for you if I left without giving you notice. I told the person who made me the offer to wait until springtime. It was on Friday, two weeks after the offer that you informed me you would have reduced my salary by a third. I said clearly that it was unacceptable to me, but you did not want to hear what I was telling you. You were not offering me any notice in cutting my salary, nor even the presumption that I might accept or refuse. You took it for granted that I would have to accept. Therefore I tried to be more specific on the following Monday, but you gave me no answer. You waited until Friday to try to convince me to work for you for two thirds the pay. Between Tuesday and Friday I received two possible job offers, not signed contracts but glimpses of hope. None-the-less I did not know on Friday what I would have said to you until you arrived and sat down at the table. I had not yet taken a decision. I wanted to understand why you had come to see me. 

I listened to you for twenty minutes without interrupting you; not even when you  addressed me with the paternalistic tone you reserve for teenage delinquents. As I was listening to you, it seemed that you only wanted to remove any sense of guilt, and look after the perfectly legitimate interests of your company. You would never have listened to me for twenty minutes without cutting me short with one sharp sentence. At that point I had nothing to say to you. It would have taken much more than a guaranteed salary to keep me seated in front of the screen in Corso Vittorio. It would have taken a reconciliation that neither of us were able to bring about, an actual reconciliation, not something feigned for commercial reasons. 

Even if the first three job offers vanished  or did not come to pass for months, even if I was obliged to start from scratch, it would be less painful than returning to work for you. If I returned everything would be worse than before, complete with the icy cordiality. If you remember, even though it seems unbelievable at this point, we started out on this project, as something to accomplish together, way back in July, not something in which each of us was encased in his own shell. I ask myself: did I just imagine it, or were there moments in which we spoke to each other and had pleasure in discovering new ideas together? Was that interval the fruit of my imagination, warped in my memory? Maybe it was only in my mind; maybe you had never considered me to be more than a receptacle of technical knowledge made available to you. 

I do not think it is within your interests to prolong the situation. There is no employee in the world that cannot be replaced within a week, and an employee you cannot stand can be easily replaced by a more suitable one. If you think differently, if you believe that my presence is not only a negative fact to be put up with for commercial reasons; if you really think differently, I have faith that you will find a way of letting me know in a manner that is more convincing than you were on Friday morning.         J.       

              

Of course such a letter one could never send. Such things are not done in civilized countries. What happened to make any reconciliation impossible? Was it the rocking elephant that shifted the balance? Or the weight of J.’s desires, heavier than a whole army of elephants? The rocking elephant had been carefully placed in the bedroom of the new and luxurious office and apartment. She had made it out of plywood, left over from the rest of the office construction, for Ciro's three year old daughter. It stood guard over the as yet empty expanse of Venetian marble floor and domed ceiling; freshly painted and sparkling in the afternoon light that filtered through the shutters of the long French windows. The light fell in diagonal shafts across the elephant’s hinged and flappable ears and graceful trunk. The elephant had a sturdy seat for riding, long curved rockers and a braided tail made of a pink scarf of Indian silk. Its painted eyes were demurely closed with long lashes; it waited patiently to be discovered by the future occupants of the apartment. 

It was first seen by Ciro’s girlfriend Cristina, the official lover, who was not a great intellect, but just astute enough to realize that a mere colleague does not expend the time and energy required to build a rocking elephant for her associate’s daughter if she does not have some particular reason for doing so. Not after having caulked and painted the whole apartment, all eighteen hundred square feet with eleven foot ceilings, with little help from the owner of the company. Not after having built the platform enclosure for the computer, laid the parquet flooring, constructed bookcases and shelves, tables and cupboards, a soundproof door for the editing room, laid carpet and installed plumbing, and designed the company's logo and stationery. All of that above and beyond her official position as the future operator of the computer animation workstation about to be installed therein. It is not conceivable that after all the energy spent at exhausting physical labor, during the month of August when everyone else in Europe is on vacation, a person still has the strength to build a large, complex, wooden toy for a three year old without any ulterior motivation. 

Ciro saw the creature shortly after his lover and although he recognized that it was a lovely toy and Francesca would surely enjoy it, he also sensed its graver implications. He came into the studio to thank her for it as she was sanding the bookcase. J. had not the courage to look up from her work, to look him in the face. She knew in that one gesture of generous and imaginative carpentry, she had betrayed the depths and intensity of her feelings for him; feelings that were to unbalance all of their professional dealings. She had worked hard to build the new office that he was due to move into. She loved the immensity of the place, the huge well lit rooms, the high ceilings, the Venetian flooring. 

She had put every ounce of her energy into building suitable furniture for the office, and she had great hopes for the company, even though she knew that it was completely his company. She was merely an employee, necessary for its immediate survival but replaceable. She knew even before the arrival of the computer that Ciro was anxious to replace her. She had served her purpose. No one single person would have offered him the combination of physical and mental abilities required for the endeavor at such an absurdly low salary; no one would have worked themselves to the bone as she had done, if not for love. 

But she had become superfluous and inconvenient. As soon as the computer arrived and the software was functioning correctly she could be dispensed with. He told her so directly a few days after they installed the computer. Despite her premonitions, it was a blow. She had not realized how deeply enraged he was at her, how much he wanted her gone. She had let him down by not being able to feign friendship with his young lover. If he had decided to return to his wife Lucia, J. would have done better. Not for moral or ethical reasons, but because Lucia was a worthy adversary, a person she could respect. Lucia had a few of her same qualities and defects, she was stubborn, forthright, loved the country and physical labor, and loved Ciro for all she was worth, although it had done her no good in the long run. Lucia was a person J. could identify with. Had Ciro returned to Lucia, J. would have been sad, but not embittered. 

But he had returned to Cristina, who was plastic, spoiled, profoundly and astutely stupid, hypocritical, abhorrent in every way a woman can be abhorrent to another woman. J. had not been able to feign generous and pacific equanimity when Ciro started to set up house with Cristina in the newly renovated office. J. had kept the original apartment which they had shared for several months. She divided the rent with an acquaintance who cooked well and consumed a great deal of vodka, nearly a quart per day. She went to work each morning in the elegant office she had built for Ciro, for the man she loved, who paid her salary but barely addressed a word to her in the course of the day. She sat on the platform she had assembled for the computer, surrounded by the freeform tables and the bookcase room divider that resembled a three dimensional Mondrian. There she worked in silence for ten hours a day, trying to produce acceptable images with the new software, trying to immerse herself sufficiently in the world of visual form, so that Ciro’s rage and scorn would not reach her. 

When she returned home at night, she would cry for hours, thinking of what the company could have been or become had it not been still born as a result of their misunderstanding. After three months of this, he decided that she was expendable. His own financial situation was wavering; he offered to reduce her salary by a third, in order to have the extra cash available to recycle into a salary for his girlfriend. It was almost a gift, that in doing so he offered her a tangible reason to resign. J. accepted a job offer in Milan for a company that was considered the most cut throat in the business, and just before she left she wrote him the letter that she never sent to him. Perhaps it was the rocking elephant that restrained her; the vision of the patient plywood animal, placed in the empty room, bathed in the afternoon light, waiting for a little girl to sway back and forth on its sturdy seat as she herself  had done as a child. A rocking elephant with a soft, silk, braided tail and big, floppy ears. Even the largest elephant in the world would not have contained the love she had for him.
Years later she made her peace with Ciro, and he did likewise. They became friends again, as colleagues who know each other as well as old relatives often do.  The tables she had built for the office  followed him to Milan, then to the home he bought in Genova, where they were installed in his new apartment overlooking the sea. His daughter was now in third grade. She wanted to ask him what had become of the elephant but she did not dare; she assumed he had destroyed or abandoned it at the site. In any case it is hard for an elephant to survive in the jungle of advanced technology. The curved parquet platform and all the rest of the furniture was left in the Torino office. Its future occupants dismantled it and used it for firewood. 
Her remembrances of Ciro steadied her against the remembrances of less worthy choices. The contrast was glaring. Why wasn’t it apparent from the beginning? What had she seen or not seen in so many of the others? What induces a human being to be so vulnerable that she caves in like a limp balloon when it ends badly? 
                              26.  Rain
Is it possible that everything starts and ends in the rain, wandering around in the rain; trying to understand the reasons for the actions of others, with the windshield wipers of a bad scenario sweeping over one’s brain? The scenes are cut, sweep right, sweep left, leaving images deformed by neon lights streaking through one’s consciousness like swordfish. She first met Francesco in circumstances that were seeped in such deformation. Evidently the mind clenches the object of its fantasy with the same determination as the jaws of a swordfish. 
J. recalled the Sunday afternoon in November of 1990, in which she wrote her letter of resignation. The bright light of the afternoon sun was falling on the page through the window of the tiny room she used as a library. She was certain that she would spend the winter in the country. She had just enough to manage; it was impossible to continue with the company as things had been going. Too many skirmishes, too many battlefields, too much hatred. She was caught in the crossfire as she had been for months between the backers and the first generation associates. The latter were loosing out, they were to be ousted and the backers did nothing to discourage them from thinking that it was all due to her. It was convenient for them to have a scapegoat. After a while she could not take the strain. It was four against one. It had been going on for six months since the Spring before her father's passing. It was too much for her, to come in to work every day and see the anger on those faces, including the employees. How had she gotten into all of this? 

She wanted out, even though her research project fascinated her. She had invented a software program for computer animation, Paolo had written the source code, there it was on the screen and it worked. The program calculated the intermediate images from one key frame of character animation to the next, colored and scaled them, and there they were: an ostrich stretching her legs like a classical ballerina, an elephant waving its trunk, a giraffe, her private bestiary of jungle friends drifting across the screen. But it was not worth the war, the envy, the anger, the hatred, the strain, the loneliness. The backers did not care about the contents of the program; her associates considered her their enemy as she was likely to inherit the backers’ support after the reorganization of the firm. She wrote her letter of resignation, handed it in to her CEO and explained that as of November first, her health did not permit her to continue. She added that if they managed to sort out their differences and make her an offer she would be glad to come back after the truce, but she could not stay on in the middle of a war of attrition. They took it pretty well, or they were secretly glad to see her go. They knew if J. stayed it would cost them involvement and money. They were very polite as they had always been: it was their way of treating the servants or employees. They could not have cared less what happened to her, but they stayed within the formal boundaries of their breeding, for which the region of the Piemonte was famous. 

All this happened on Monday morning. In the afternoon she went to see the mega computer that had been offered to her in Milan, software, source code, film printer and all. She took two friends along to look at it and give her some good advice. Paolo for the software, Massimo for the hardware. They did. Don’t buy it, they said. Even if they are selling it for twenty percent of what they paid for it. The hardware is antediluvian. If it does not rust it will surely crash and stumble along at a snail’s pace until you’ve got to get rid of it. They were right. Unfortunately she did not listen to them. She wanted a luxury system too badly, like children want chocolate sundaes and scream and kick until those older and wiser than them succumb to their plight. Is the moving image on the screen a drug? Is ambition a drug? Was it the momentum of it all, that she could not stop. She could not admit that it was all over. She had gotten used to having a profession. She didn’t want to go back to being a bum with artistic pretensions. She wanted to believe that the system would run, against all of her advisors’ better judgment. In retrospect she wondered how she could have been so stupid?

Tuesday she was to leave for the Festival of Lucca, for three days of looking at other people’s films, besides her own short work. She was glad to get away. She planned to stop in Alessandria on the way down to see an old friend for the evening and drive the rest of the way on Wednesday. She got in the car on Tuesday afternoon. It did not start. The distributor was kaput, maybe the starter motor as well. The mechanics would fix it for her in a day for two hundred dollars. It was going to be an expensive trip. She did not want to stay in Torino for another day to wait for it.

She had had a bad altercation with an employee and would be tenant that morning. Told him to pack his bags and leave. It is hard to fire an employee and throw him out of one's house at the same time. He had once been a good friend: him, his brother, his girlfriend, his mother, his brother’s girlfriend, the whole tribe. But from the day he came to work for her it was down hill. All dialogue had stopped a month ago, and her house as well as the office was inhabited by the same leaden silence. He had convinced two of the other employees that she was a mean slave driver, arrogant and never satisfied with anything. He refused to leave the apartment. The last round of insults had been particularly aggressive. She did not know if she was the monster he thought she was, but she did not want to go back and find out. 

She gave the car keys to the mechanic and got on the train to Alessandria. Her friend Ombretta took her to the theatre to cheer her up. It was one of Shakespeare’s least optimistic plays: Titus Andronicus. The Greeks were right about catharsis, tragedy has a powerful effect on the audience. The heroine appeared on the stage after the rape with her hands cut off and her tongue torn out. She was an excellent actress and conveyed convincingly that those events had actually happened to her, in all of their physical reality. She was the voicelessness, the uselessness of womankind. She was that limp object, filled with helpless rage, on the stage, as women often were in life. She was slightly more than half the population. She was a grim mirror of what that half did not want to admit, were told not to see, were ordered not to express, because of  pride, sense of strategy or ambition. She was what women actually are a good deal of the time, as opposed to what career women train themselves not to succumb to. She was everything J. was fighting against, with those stumps for hands and that face contorted, unable to utter a sound. J. was loosing the fight and left the theatre drained and limp. 

She tried to explain to her friend Ombretta what was tormenting her. The memories of her father loosing his mind before he lost his body. The terror of seeing the words fading from his brain, reason leaving him, his patient and often futile searches for the words, the syllables, the sentences. Seeing his deep and helpless eyes enlarge with fright as he lay in the hospital bed watching the doctors and nurses passing to and fro. He could not say what was going through his mind. It was not correct to say it. I am afraid of dying. I am afraid. He never said it out loud. But he said something even more moving, even more terrifying.  He said very quietly: ‘It is a new experience, I've never had this experience before;’ as if it was one more scientific experiment, as if he was outside of himself, looking at himself dying, through his eyes of a theoretical physicist, growing weaker every day, his mind clouding over; an experiment to learn from. To see that terror on his face and see him smiling sadly, for he was trained to say nothing. And to wonder if it would have been easier for him if he could have said the words.

The next day she returned to Torino and picked up the car, had a useless business lunch with a self-important would be producer, who promised to introduce her to some of the right people. She left for Lucca several hours late. Ten minutes after she got in the car a storm broke out. Six hours of pouring rain, the freeways clogged with the All Saint’s Day traffic from Torino to Lucca, fender to fender, bumper to bumper of headlights streaking toward her; the windshield wipers hypnotically washing the night sky back and forth, right and left until the muscles of her eyes were willing to spit out her eyeballs in order not to feel the pain scorching them. She  arrived at Lucca, after warning herself  too many times to grip the steering wheel and not go off the road. Night blindness was setting in. It was not easy for her to drive after dark on unknown roads. She forced herself to do so, to live up to the expectations of her career. 

When she arrived in Lucca she was nearly hysterical and having trouble not showing it. The reception committee pointed her in the direction of her hotel; when she managed to locate it and parked the car, the night porter informed her that they had no room for her, despite the clearly printed reservation that the Festival committee had sent her, as one of the author’s whose film was to be shown there. She cracked at that point. The mask of politeness crumbled from her face like dried clay. She started screaming at him that she had nowhere to go and she was not leaving the hotel until they found her a room; She was an invited guest of the festival and she would sleep on the couch in their lobby if they did not locate her a reservation. She slumped onto the lobby sofa, every muscle in her back tightened to granite from the drive; terrible pains lodged behind her eye sockets. After two vodkas for her, and an hour of telephone calls for the night clerk, a room was assigned to her. She trudged toward the elevator, thinking she never should have set out for the trip, a curse had been cast upon it; its outcome would only bring her grief. She was right, but it took her nearly two years  to recognize it. 

The following day J. could only go to the morning showing of the films. Her eyes were in too much pain to keep them open. She spent the afternoon in the hotel, waiting for it to pass. Thursday evening and Friday she saw more films and tried to participate in the social climbing endemic to festivals. She was ill at ease and aware that the well known animation directors were patronizing or ignoring her. She went to see her own film, shown on video in a tiny, badly set up room, of no importance or interest to anyone. It was a short film about the reinvention of the universe, by a man in prison, who recreates each of the elements in his mind, starting from the ball and chain which become the earth and stars. The first two thirds were shot on film, but the last third was computer animation, so the final copy had been edited on video. Thus it was branded  immediately as not worthy of a decent showing. 

J. was ashamed and discouraged. She thought of leaving Friday. Why stay through to the end to the Saturday annual meeting of the animators’ guild? Why sit through a morning of bureaucratic chatter. Why dress for the occasion and get up to speak in public in the middle of the session. Why make an articulate and humorous speech that held the attention of the audience as no other speaker had done? Why turn around during her speech and notice Francesco was looking at her, even after she sat down? Why was he staring at her for the rest of the session? Why didn’t she leave? In that manner all of what followed would never have happened.

As can be surmised from the state of mind J. was in when she arrived at Lucca, she was not prepared, for Francesco to enter her life. She was shredded from the strain of the past and the uncertainty of the future. She had sealed walls of solitude around her for more than two years, in order to rebuild the shards of her life into something approaching a career, respectability, solvency and independence. She had walled off the world outside for twenty-six months in order not to cave in under the bank debts, the threat of middle age, the fear of remaining destitute all her life. She had frozen all thought of love into the past, no longer considered it a possible option. It was something out of reach, relegated to the excesses of the first forty-five years of her life; something to be put aside into poetry; something that would not happen to her again. It only took one look for that wall to split apart, for its shell to crack, brittle and illusory as it was. It took only one morning. 

Was it something in his eyes, in the structure of his face, with the skin stretched against the high cheekbones; was it the way he moved that left her to imagine what muscles lay beneath the clothes? Was it the words, evoking places she had known, New York, California, and others she had dreamed of, London, Hong Kong, Manila? Was it what he left unsaid, the questions lodged in her mind: why was he here? What brought him to these shores, where was he going? Why did he wish to know her? Or did he? She was more of a chance event to him than he was to her. She had been waiting for more than two years for someone to appear before her, all the while lying to herself that that part of her life was over. He was waiting for nothing; she was simply there, like a pleasant landscape, to take to lunch and make conversation with, nothing more. 

What did she learn about him during that first lunch? That he had just returned from the Orient, that he navigated between London, Hollywood, Hong Kong and Manila, that he was setting up a base in Rome, that he had worked for the greats, that he had had hundreds of employees, that he had lived in New York when she was there more than twenty years back, and that irony of sorts, he had recently worked with the horrible, arrogant, pathetic film director who had blackmailed her into a lay a month before, in exchange for the address of a key figure of the animation industry in Paris; a lost soul who spent most of the afternoon raving about the call girls of the Philipines, how obliging and affectionate they were, not like ordinary prostitutes. It appeared from the account that someone had shown him around the place; he kept talking about ‘we four’ referring to a second couple. 

But what she actually knew about Francesco was very little. It was not an eventful lunch, but when J. left she knew she would see him again, although she did not know how. He had a strange kind of reserve and courtesy mixed with the tension of trying too hard to establish how much they had in common from the past. The connections were unsettling to her, he resembled her too much, or so she erroneously assumed. She might have stayed in Lucca that evening, but she saw he was surrounded by a swarm of young Romans who had accompanied him to Lucca, annoying and self-important. There would be no chance of being alone with him. She left that afternoon waiting for a better occasion, but she was already planning how to come to Rome to see him. She knew nothing of what the preceding months had been for him. He did not give anything away. Had he always been that way, that nothing leaked out? Nothing broke the surface of his apparent calm? Is that why J. could never reach him?                      Nearly two years later, the first spring light was filtering through the window, even in this normally rainy city. She had been in Paris for ten days, trying to begin over; it is not easy. Everything reminded her of Francesco even though the images were all new. At every step she took in the enchanted neighborhood of the Buttes de Chaumont, she thought of what it would be like if he was there with her. Every time she opened the door to her room in the hotel and looked out of the window at the view, looked at the bed, she imagined his presence. Then she told herself that she must bury such remembrances under layers of geological sediment. Not enough ice ages had passed to dull the memory. Every time J. saw something pretty or interesting she wondered if he would like it too. As if he was a ghost, trailing her; she saw everything through two pair of eyes. It was April first; a year ago to the day was the last happy day they spent together, the day before he left for the States. The following day he would be six thousand miles away, and all of the envy and spite that his associates Piero and Sabina had stored up in the previous months would be unleashed on her. First they refused to use her script, as their logical act of vengeance. As the pilot project to test her software finally developed, they did in fact use every important structural idea; just removed her name from the final and added theirs as the authors. But that was no longer important, it was a detail of the past. 

The last week of March and the first week of April had been a bad time for J. over the last three decades. Those ten days had brought her all of the unexpected deaths, the separations, the serious ruptures of her life. She, who was never superstitious had come to fear those weeks and particularly this day. Sometimes the effect of that moment of the year was not immediately apparent. She thought to have escaped it. Nothing of note  happened to her: a day, a week like any other, simply the accounting was delayed. One year the news of a dear friend’s death came by letter, four weeks later, on a rainy Saturday afternoon of her birthday at the end of the month. He was thirty-two years old, the only person whom J. believed had actually loved her, born with a fused spine and defective heart valve. His enormous haunting sculptures were still in her mind's eye. The intricate jewel like lamp he made her was still by her bed, fourteen years later. Even the news of her father’s hospitalization on March 31 arrived a week later by phone. She took the plane the next day and arrived just in time to see him lucid for the last time for twenty minutes the night before the operation. 

That week of the year 1992 passed slowly for her as she waited for whatever unforeseeable sadness lurked in the wings. She remembered the moment of happiness, exactly one year ago at this time. It was Easter Sunday evening. They went to the house where J. had rented a room for the month. They had dinner, put on some music, danced for an hour as if they were two youngsters in the sixties, before making love. The night was cold and long. The window had been left open by mistake. The bed did not have enough blankets, neither of them slept much. Francesco awoke, already far away; said his contact lenses were bothering him; said he had to go home to pack for the trip. They walked down to the bus in silence. She asked if she could accompany him to the airport the following day. He answered vaguely that it was not his choice, it depended on Piero. She said nothing. He kissed her goodbye quickly before he got on the bus. When she remembered that last night, she thought of the line in the first letter from the States: ‘I miss dancing.’ Was he ever sincere in what he put on paper? Maybe once when he left her the note on the bed after the first weekend they spent together. The note said ‘Dear Jane’ followed by five lines with only dots, and the words ‘what else can I say?’ and the drawing of a rose and fireworks exploding. Is it impossible to give words to the events that happen to people?  Do the blank lines enclose the words that cannot be articulated?   
April first of 1992 passed, uneventful. The large living room in her friends’ house looked out into the courtyard in the rain. The wind blew hard, the light was typical of Paris, diffused and grey. It was difficult to visualize Paris other than in the rain. Despite the somber, inhospitable colors of the city, J. was fortunate to be in a place where she hoped to be able to start over. She went to several job interviews; had one more before she was due to return to Italy. They had brought no fruit so far. It was a moment in which hundreds of thousands of people in the hi-tech world had found themselves out of work. People out of work, for whatever reason, are often treated as beggars or incompetents. She tried not to lose her self-respect and kept telling herself that there was a time when she produced something useful for industry and brought in a dignified salary. 

She felt as if she was on a tightrope. Were she to lose her balance for an instant and fall off, the crowd would move on oblivious. Had Francesco felt the same way when he came back to Rome from the Philippines? Or did the shock of events that brought him back blur the edges of reality? When she first visited him in Rome she did not know what to expect. She had called him from her house in the country and she thought that he was pleased to meet her again. He asked when she would arrive; she answered around dawn on the night train. He said she could call him when she got there, he was always up early. Several days passed and J. had to postpone the trip until the following week. She phoned and he took note of the fact. Then strangely Saturday morning he called to ask her why she had not arrived. She was confused. She explained again very clearly that she had told him she would arrive on Tuesday, could not figure out how he had mixed up the dates. He sounded like a completely different person, as if part him was not there any more, or had not been there during the previous phone call. She said she expected to arrive at the station in Rome at eight o’clock in the morning. He replied it was much too early to meet her, that she should call about nine thirty and make arrangements to meet in the course of the day: a total contradiction of what he had indicated earlier about phoning him at dawn. 

When J. put down the phone she started to cry. What was amiss did not lend itself to any logical explanation. She arrived in Rome at a friend’s house and waited for Francesco to appear.  Around eleven he showed up with another person, a Roman version of a sleazy yuppie: young, growing paunchy and bald, attachée case, ingratiating. What was this lackey doing there? Why wasn’t Francesco alone? She shoved the first impression down the back of her throat. She was heading for a whole day of not seeing what she saw, not hearing what she heard, of not understanding what would have caused her to make value judgments. After meeting Andrea, She met Piero, the associate who seemed worse: pathetic, self-important, anxious to be noticed by women, a failed macho. These were Francesco’s present partners. Piero ran the cartoon school. Andrea was his assistant and chauffeur. The school was housed in an apartment with wallpaper of the fifties; not a good sign. But Piero’s three dimensional constructions were intriguing and the 35mm. animation stand looked quite solid; the moviolas were in working order, and although the three spaces they worked out of were very patched together, without any sense of esthetics, everyone was abnormally courteous as people normally are in Rome. Lunch went smoothly and dinner with Laura and Massimo was cheerful enough. 

In the afternoon J. gleaned a piece of information that formed the missing link to her understanding of the situation. What she did not know at the moment was that it did not actually explain anything. It formed the first step into the void, of questions never to be answered. She had been asking herself what could have made him leave a place like Manila, in which he was head of a firm with nearly a thousand employees, to find himself in Rome with what looked like a flock of dilettantes, and sycophants. In retrospect, it was an easy assessment to make; one might think that she had superimposed her evaluation of his associates onto  her first impressions. But she distinctly remembered her first impressions, how disappointed she was with the setup and the people who surrounded him. Although they were attentive and anxious to make a good impression on her, as they gathered that she had access to capital, they themselves were part of a world that shoe hoped had little to do with his, a world of oily obsequiousness and hypocrisy. She discerned on the first day, despite the massive animation stand, despite the flock of moviolas,  that their enterprise was held together with scotch tape and chewing gum. But she did not want to see what she actually saw. 

She finally asked Francesco point blank why he had unexpectedly decided to return to Europe; he explained in a few ambiguous sentences. In the midst of his activities as CEO of the large animation company that handled the subcontract from Hollywood, he had been captured and held hostage by the guerrillas of the New People’s Army for three months on the island of Mindanao. He had finally been exchanged for twenty-two political prisoners. After his release he decided he would rather set up shop in the country he was born in. It was a very succinct description of the events, that did not make sense to her. But she reasoned that nothing that actually happens to people makes much sense; reality lacks the structure of fiction. It is improbable and absurd. Fiction contains motivation: the cornerstone that holds the plot together, reality is scrambled; it splatters onto the participants by chance, lacking all of the buttresses of cause and effect. He was to begin afresh in Italy, having lost everything except his reputation and the international contacts with the people who count in Hollywood. He gave very few details of the situation, described the events in an even tone of voice. No one could guess the breath or depth of the collapse and its effect on him. Almost no one except J.’s friend Laura, who said to her upon returning home from the pizzeria, ‘I think he's completely in shock from what he has been through.’ She did not say it with any particular emotion, it was a simple observation; she was not fascinated by Francesco as J. was, so she saw precisely what J. refused to see. J. was bewildered by Laura’s comment but said nothing. 

The following day they had tea in the center of Rome, accompanied patiently and cheerfully by Andrea, all very polite and impersonal. J. was to take the train that night. Francesco had a previous appointment elsewhere for dinner; he said he was sorry, but he would not be able to break it. The one crack in the facade was at the moment he got out of the car. He smiled and kissed her hand. It was an antiquated gesture, formal and correct, but J. hoped it had been a choice, not an automatic form of politeness. Two days had passed in which they had not been alone for one instant, the whole encounter was like Vienna at the turn of the century. She had no idea if there would be any sequel. It was the opposite of what she had imagined before coming to Rome. She had fantasied that he would have met her at the train, taken her to breakfast at a bright and sunny outdoor cafe, told her about his life, then taken her home or to a hotel to bed. It was so simple in her imagination. But here they were, the three of them, sitting indoors in a cafe in the rain, after two days that had produced not one spark of recognition or sensuality on his part. Only the most formal courtesy accorded to visiting dignitaries, colleagues who might turn out to be useful.

Andrea spent the last few hours with J. after he dropped Franco off and accompanied her to the train. He was very solicitous. She thought that maybe she had judged him harshly in her first impression. As the year passed she saw how many faceted human beings are. They were simultaneously what her original intuitions told her, and what they tried to project as the opposite of that. The layers of what is rotten in them were intimately interwoven with what might be salvageable.
The information is always there, if one wishes to take note of it. The information is not invisible; the clues are not hidden under the rug. The clues are all over the rug, woven into its design, patiently waiting for eyes to see them. There she was, staring at the warp and the weft, reinventing the pattern in front of her, with all of her might.
                        27.  Aftermath
What is there to understand, after it is over? The understanding should come before it begins. Does it help the dyke to understand why it broke? Or the earth to comprehend why it cracked? Does it help the carcass of a ship to know where the shoals were located as it sinks to the bottom of the sea?
She lay on the right side of the bed, leaving the other half empty. She had never been able to sleep on the left side of the bed. That was where her lovers slept. Even though months or years might pass between their appearance in her life, she left it empty. The left side of the bed was inhabited by their ghosts and her memories. The warmth of the feather bed surrounded her. It was one of her sensory pleasures to wrap herself in the featherbed and the sheepskin quilt. It was a grey morning; no sign of the patch of sun from the tiny jagged window. On the days without the sun, the wall was empty and timeless. No streak of light crossed it, only the blur of the reversed silhouette of the mountain on the far side of the valley. The bottom of the wall was lighter, reflecting the sky, the top was shaded by the convex form of the mountain. The wall was smoothly plastered on the right side and rough on the left side. The traces of the original brick partition marked the division between the two sides.  It had been that way for fifteen years, despite all of her  intentions to mix a bucket of lime and sand and smooth it out. 

The more certain parts of the house stayed the same, the more she felt they were never going to change. The unfinished plastering, the cracks to be stuccoed in every room, had become part of her visual horizon. It was especially hard at that moment, for her to imagine that she could overcome the inertia of matter with her hands and mere construction materials. The house seemed destined to always remain half-finished, shabby in its imperfections, uncared for.  

Friends of hers had come to dinner; they brought newcomers who marveled over the more scenic parts of the construction, the curved walls, the mosaics, the strange furniture. But to her the house was still run down and semi-abandoned. Despite the work she had done over the year since she had returned to Candeasco, when her company in Torino collapsed, she felt to have made no substantial progress. Although she had repainted every room and begun to fill the infinity of gaps between stone and wood, it was the lowest level of maintenance, barely enough to stave off negative entropy. She lacked materials. She lacked the money to buy them. She took measurements and made long lists each month, but her finances never permitted more than ten or twenty dollars to be spent on materials. She would need at least five hundred to purchase enough pine trim and plywood to make any substantial difference. 

At the beginning of February she bought a bag of lime and a smaller bag of white cement. She had enough sand to mix with them to do a more serious plaster job. She started to work on the outer walls surrounding the window in the guest room. She was out of practice; the mortar was too liquid and not rich enough. She got it to stick to the bare stone in a syrupy coating that she knew would not harden correctly. It would solidify without catalyzing and never become tough and permanent. It was only camouflage but better than nothing. The dead of winter was not the best time for plastering. The air and water were nearly freezing. It was unpleasant to work in that climate. But the transformation of the house, arduous as it was, was the only manner she knew to trigger a transformation in her nervous system. The structure was a part of her universe over which she had a small degree of control, more so than the void on the left side of the bed, which contained the memories of the two nights in which Francesco’s body had lain there, and the intervening months of futile expectations. No one had gripped her that much in the past sixteen years, not since Marc, not since Alex. No matter that she knew his substance was inversely proportional to the magnetic force he exercised on her. 
She had last seen him in April of the year, 1992, ten months previously; she had seen no one else since then. But every night she searched for the warmth on the empty side of the bed, tried to fit together the gaps in her understanding, or alternatively tried to cancel him from her memory in the name of self-preservation. She pulled out the letters she had written him. The rough drafts were gathered in a notebook, pages scrawled with minute details. She reread them trying to glimpse some pattern of how the relationship had deconstructed. It seemed that the emotion she had for him was perched at the summit of a mountain, and had been flung down to the bottom of the gulley by a avalanche. She could make no sense of it all. 

She reread the pages of detailing the events, expecting a clue to seep through the lines scribbled during the past spring. Nothing emerged. She looked over the chapters she had jotted down more recently, describing the beginning and end of a series of events, which she believed had thrown him off  course in the season before she met him. The answers were probably in the gap between the beginning and end, about which she know nothing, for he had told her nothing. He rarely spoke about his past in the first person. What little she heard resembled the biography of someone else, someone he no longer was. The description of what he had been and done did not mesh with his actions over the months they had tried to work together. J. had induced the backers of her computer animation company to finance the film project, the road test of the animation software she had designed. She had accepted that the pilot be based on the characters and storyline invented by his associate Piero, and Piero’s daughter Sabina. To remember their names, their oily, unctuous, hypocrisy and nearly willful sabotage of the whole project filled her with nausea. The six months in Rome had been a season of misunderstanding and hostility. 

J. wondered why she had not pulled out before she began, when they sent her the first draft of the contract, which her backers deemed a clear attempt at fraud. Why had she worked so hard to twist their beliefs in the direction of good faith?  Why had she not accepted what she had seen on the page? Why had she not stopped everything three days later when she asked him if he wanted to live with her in Rome, and he had refused, now that the contract was safely signed by the backers. J. had too much pride to return to her investors to tell them that the man whom she loved, the man whose company they had agreed to finance, had led her to believe that they were to have future together. He had done nothing to discourage this illusion until just after the money was securely in his hands. She could not bring herself to recognize his intentional duplicity, nor cancel the contract, without appearing to have tried to buy his love for a few hundred thousand dollars. Therefore she duped herself into imagining that things would change. Albeit Piero and Sabina had rejected her script the day after Francesco left for the States in April. Albeit Francesco himself had sided with them in all their disputes when he returned in May. Albeit he had obliged her to spend a month living in a tent, by refusing to rent her a room in the three story villa-office which her own backers were paying for. Albeit he had ignored her throughout the majority of the project, except for one weekend spent together in the course of three months. Albeit he never once invited her to spend a Sunday afternoon at the seashore where he went each week with his relatives and friends. In all of that time she had postponed judgment. Her experience running the project while living in a tent in the luxury campsite down the road from Prima Porta, a short distance from the villa in which she worked, was the only nearly comical and pleasant part of that season. To go from high tech to the open air, was more enjoyable than commuting an hour each way on the freeway which surrounded Rome, as she had done for most of the project.
At the end of the project in August, J. accepted his word, when he wanted to reignite some form of affection, just before he was to leave for the States to try to sell the pilot. She accepted his word when he told her they would start over again, the two of them, that he was getting rid of Piero and Sabina, that she, J. was the only professional of the group. She accepted his word for the following year and a half each time he told her that it was destiny, ‘force majeur,’ that prevented him from seeing her, with the exception of one week-end in April. Every month or so she would him and each time he had destiny on his side: the same words, the same excuses, apologies and proclamations of good faith. Each time she listened quietly and believed him. She postponed judgment again, fantasizing that the happy ending she longed for was just farther down the road. She was still doing so, although she was able to space her phone calls at intervals farther apart. The preceding week he called her of his own initiative, in answer to one of her letters. He was leaving again in a couple of days for the Orient, but this time he was sure to sign the contract he had worked and waited for nearly a year. He would be back in big business again and promised to contact her as soon as he returned. He even sent her a fax just before he left, signed as he always did, ‘much love, Francesco’. J. listened to the phone call and read the fax a few days later, in growing disbelief. 

Meanwhile she had laid a mosaic on the steps of the back door, in the cold and without a hat, breathing lime dust all day. Doing so she managed to come down with a high fever and sore throat. She lay on the sofa of the library, wrapped in covers, shivering from the chills of the fever, unable to swallow for the pain in her throat, her joints aching, trying to read in order not to think of him. But it was not possible. What amount of psychological autonomy she had gained in the interval when she received no news from him had been dissolved. Her most recent effort to erase him, via physical labor, had  produced a mediocre mosaic, with spaces between the tiles that were too wide and not smooth, In her state of split concentration she had mixed the white cement insufficiently and had not beaten down the tiles enough to sink them securely into the lime and sand mixture. She discovered the following day that half the tiles would have to be reset; the far edge of the step was caving in and would have to be propped up with more mortar and gravel; in all a messy, amateur  job. 

J. was cold, weak and tired. The fever and flu microbes had settled in her intestines. The following day she went to Imperia to order wood for the gazebo she was building for her neighbor. She was dizzy and limp from a night of dysentery and discovered that she had misplaced or spent a hundred dollars of her advance without realizing it. Despite the benefit of the job that had come in at the last minute, she would have another month of living too close to the bone, sixty dollars a week for bare survival, to put aside one more bank payment on the loan. Her former backers in Torino had obliged her to take out a loan to put some of her own money into the animation software project, so as to ensure that if it did not fly, they would be up to their ankles in quicksand, but she would be up to her eyelashes.
She went downstairs to clean the mosaic, remove the last encrustations from the tiles. It looked a little less sloppy once she had cleaned it off. She got out a large bucket to mix more lime and sand, to plaster the walls around the new door she wished to build. The back entrance had never been worked on and was still rough stone and irregular cement fill, completely out of square. She poured some sand into the bucket, then sensed that the fever had not left her and she was too weak to continue. It startled her that in her weakest and most obsessed moments, her hands grasped for tools and materials as a bulwark against the undertow of the mind. She went upstairs to rest, knowing that she would have to be in shape to unload the truck, due to arrive at eight the next morning with half a ton of wood for the gazebo. She made drawings of what the door might look like, to be built of fresh, new, planed wood, a rarity in the house. She had ordered a little extra for her own use. She hoped that at least one elegant object would come out of the Winter’s work.

Why did she still believe in him? Did she still believe in him? What had replaced the those feelings eroding over months of waiting? Anger, delusion, vindictiveness? If she looked closely at the sentiments which her thoughts of him aroused, she saw they were  composed of rage and an intense desire for revenge. Was that what passion turns into when it rots? Could such an alchemy in reverse have actually taken place in her heart over time, insidiously, without her recognizing the transformation in progress? Was that the way to mend the scars of love: cauterize them into ashes; dissolve the ashes to turn them to lye? 
J. recalled the two brief moments when she had had enough and had acted on it, the first in Rome toward the end of the project. Everything that could go wrong had already gone wrong. She did not imagine what else Francesco would be accusing her of when he called her up to his office. She had spoken to him just the day before. He said he would come down to look at the work and discuss it together with her. Instead he had called her up to his office for a confrontation with him, Piero and Andrea, his boot licking chauffeur and assistant. His duplicity stunned her. She said in an undertone, ‘I thought you were going to talk to me alone.’ ‘There will be time to talk to you alone later; now all three of us have things to discuss.’ He then called in the other two. J. refused to sit down in their company. They started to grill her. How many scenes were promised by contract, how many key frames? What would be completed by the end of the month, what could she guarantee? As she defended the work of her team her temper rose. They had in fact processed far more key frames than those specified by contract, but the total was equal to fewer minutes because Piero and Sabina had designed the animation with an average of four key frames per second instead of two, therefore twenty four hundred key frames came up to ten minutes as opposed to twenty. Had Piero and Sabina’s team started furnishing them the material on time instead of three weeks late, they would be much better off, but what had happened was too late to change. When Piero and Andrea finished haggling with her and left the room, she also turned to go. Franco stopped her asking: ‘Aren't you going to stay to talk with me?’ J. glared at him, incandescent with rage: ‘You've had your chance, it won't come again.’ 

She left and did not speak to him civilly for several weeks until the final days of the work. She refused to sit down in his office or to accompany him to Torino the following week to talk to the backers. Had she not broken down and phoned him, three days before the end of the project, the evening before they were due to go into the editing room and piece the sections together with the music--had she not called him in a state of delirium produced by lack of sleep and collapsing health, it would ended there at that moment in July, smothered by hostility and pride. But during the final week of the work he wrote her a note that could be construed as an apology, saying that she was more important than the project; adding that he did not expect her to believe him, but he was telling the truth. It was not his affirmation of her relative importance that moved her. That was just an appendage of the usual hypocritical concern about her health, which after all was merely the concern that if her health failed completely, at the last minute, the project would not be completed enough to be edited and taken to Los Angeles on schedule.
Rather it was the slight crack in his otherwise impenetrable facade revealed by the phrase: ‘I know you won't believe me.’ It was the only indication that he might want to get through to her, want to be believed by her. At the end she had given in, and telephoned him. She did not have the detachment to face him for two days straight of cold war during the final editing. She  had to find a way of reaching a truce. He  made his way back across Rome to the office on that Sunday night after she had screamed at him and sobbed for a half hour on the phone, had gone to such histrionic lengths as to make herself thoroughly ridiculous. He finally came to see her; in the murky summer heat of a humid mosquito filled lane, after an hour of innuendoes, justifications and affirmations ending in as much misunderstanding as they had begun; finally when all had been said that could be said and words had revealed themselves as utterly useless, as they were walking back to the office he stopped and embraced her in the manner that convinced her that the words did not count, that behind the words some feeling existed. J.  forgave him and started over, spent the final two days of work in optimistic bliss. When he left for the States she was looking forward to a new season of life with him upon his return. She did not imagine that the following year and a half would be spent in solitude waiting weeks for phone calls and faxes that never arrived and listening to repetitive excuses, regarding the possibility of them ever getting together again. Had she not called him on that August night, she would have been spared a wasted year and a half. Are human beings actually that blind, despite their state of advancement on the evolutionary scale?
It took her more than a year to reach the breaking point again. She had listened to too many excuses for too many missed appointments. After staying up all night waiting for a phone call that never arrived she sent him a fax. it contained a 

Xerox of his last tender note to her, followed by her answer: ‘Why do you continue to send me this hypocritical garbage? Out of cowardice? Or because you are so far detached from reality as not to be able to make a connection between your words and your actions?  Or because the only means you have of dealing with human beings is to lie and deceive them? After giving you the benefit of the doubt for over fourteen months the only conclusion I can come to is that I have been played for a fool by a sleazy, Hollywood con-artist. I cannot wish for you to die by drowning; your corpse would pollute the oceans of five continents, but you can take all of your words and shove them down your throat until you choke.’ That should have finally been the end of it. But it was not. He sent her a fax in return defending himself for three quarters of a page, in which he demonstrated that he had indeed been prevented by ‘force majeur’ from calling her.  This was followed by a couple of lines of banal insults regarding female hysteria. But it seemed for once that she had gotten through the shell,  hit some spot that was vulnerable and gotten him to react. So she called him once again. They appeared to make up by phone. As usual he had to go abroad in the following days and could not come to see her. The next four months revealed her suspicions to be correct. It was only a formal acceptance of the apology. 

He had no intent to make room for her in his life, and probably never had. She had been dropped through the cracks. She bore this grim fact as best she could, as the emptiness ate through the last edges of her illusions. She wandered through the cavernous void where her dreams of  the future they might have  together had stood. She looked into the dark pools of her mind, and said to herself several hundred times a day: he is gone; it is over; he is no longer; it has ended; there is nothing left. When finally she thought she was getting used to the sound of the words, he had called her of his own accord and all the hurt came back. She fell into the trap again; even the physical pain of the fever and the sore throat could not absorb the psychic pain which returned to inhabit the space in her soul, from which she thought it had finally been evicted. 

For all of the self-evident uselessness of the situation, she could not extricate herself, nor bring herself to believe the evidence of her senses, the evidence of clear and unambiguous facts. He had seen her once in a year and a half. Of his own accord he had called her twice and sent her two faxes. But it was like telling those on shore that the ship had sunk, the plane has been shot down, their loved ones are missing in action: a no-man’s land that is not airtight, unmistakable death. No bodies are brought back in coffins. Hope erodes the brain worse than despair. J. searched for an explanation, to make the suffering fit together in a logical form. Why was the last note he wrote her was signed ‘much love’ and why he had disappeared from her life?  The cowardice of his actions was only equaled by the cowardice of her inability to grasp their significance.
The dizziness of the fever overtook her. She thought the physical pain might eclipse its psychological counterpart, but they reverberated against each other, each attacking its own vulnerable domain. She wrapped the quilts more tightly around her and rehearsed the gestures and tools she would use for the gazebo she was to start building the following day. It was her one recourse. She was fortunate in one respect. While chopping wood that month the axe slipped. She nearly fractured her left knee, and the repercussions turned her attention to her tasked at hand and did not let her mind wander.

Human beings do not learn from experience. What they learn, if they are given to learning, is how to elude their own experience. How to disregard it more and more skillfully as each season passes. J. was no exception. The deception she received from the world around her could barely keep up with the deception she exercised upon herself. The black forest is composed of impenetrable vegetation, bushes, hedges, vines,  trees. Each of these bushes, hedges, vines and trees is a fact. The only way through the black forest of madness is to not look at any leaf of that jungle, to look only at the damp, decomposing mulch under foot, that forms what might be a path, and put one foot forward at a time. Is it the obstinacy of the human species, what we mistake for the survival instinct?
                           28.   Paris
There is nothing more reassuring than chaos.  When a person sees chaos all around her, that is the moment she knows that a small part of the chaos is outside her own mind, rather than inside her skull. Order is unnerving to people who are going crazy.  It offers them a depressing contrast to the acrobatics taking place between their ears.  

Given this assumption it is easy to see why J. was reasonably comforted by her physical surroundings in Paris. She looked down at the rug of the hotel room, which she would be inhabiting for the final two days of her month in that city. It appeared to have been vacuumed once, perhaps shortly after the German occupation of the city. What ever had accumulated upon it in the forty year interval following World War II was sufficiently biodegradable so as not to reach up to her ankles. In any case the hotel owners were cheerful, polite and friendly. As Algerians, they were a great step up from the natives of the city in which she had been living for the past month. Better a soggy, dingy, filthy hotel room in the charmless flatlands of the fifteenth arrondissement for twenty-two dollars a night with agreeable owners, than a stinking, mildewed living room couch in the elegant, bohemian, eighteenth arrondissement, in a apartment inhabited by resentful, neurotic, uncommunicative  hosts. 

J. thought of her other lodgings, a six by eight foot hotel room, still in the fancy eighteenth, but stinking of cat piss from the visits of the non-paying feline guests camped out on the sloping yard that faced the window. It was too hot in July  to close the window. That room had seen her through five days and seventy pages of translating Kirkegaard. J. had been bequeathed the work by a generous, over worked, translator friend as a last minute subcontract, from English to Italian. It might not seem an easy job to retain the incomprehensibility of the semi-original, (the translator had not been able to access the actual Danish edition of this obscure work,) while transposing it at record speed to another language, but she was doing her best to be faithful to the hermetic qualities of the author. However there was one long, gloomy paragraph in the opus, that was astonishingly clear and needed no deciphering. In it Kirkegard described his reasons for despising Paris. J. was much relieved after reading and translating that page. If the great philosopher had such an aversion to the city, there must be something positive in the place, something she was yet to decipher to make up for the delusion of that month. She hacked away at the transposition of syntax for another eleven pages in five hours, knowing it was her last day the hotel. She would have to get up early on Sunday to finish building the shower stall for Martin and Martine's yacht, in hopes of installing it the following weekend. 

She was not looking forward to returning to their apartment, but it was the only cheap solution to lodging that she had found. J. would never have indulged in the extravagance of the hotel room had Sophie not become so ill. But Sophie could not stand up without fainting or falling into terrible spasms; it  was only fair that she should sleep in the living room upstairs. J.'s one night sleeping in Sophie’s room in the mini apartment on the ground floor was a disaster. Sophie’s cat was not used to being shut out of its rightful bedroom and had a nearly epileptic fit that lasted throughout the night. J. had almost followed the cat’s example. She was highly allergic to cats;  her eyes had swelled up as a reaction to the cat hairs that carpeted every surface of the room and rug. She got up at dawn and found the tiny hotel room in which to translate in peace. Seventy pages, twelve dollars a page, one more bank payment and maybe even the car insurance. The thought raised her spirits immensely. She was sorry and slightly frightened that Sophie had become so seriously ill, but Martine seemed to have the situation under control. Sophie was the semi-adopted daughter of their family. She lived in the apartment downstairs with Martine's daughter Julie; she worked in a bookstore, had written a short novel and like many very young, aspiring writers she was frail, shy,  withdrawn and ill at ease almost beyond description. But she had a strangely intense and sincere expression, as if she wanted to please and be liked. Of all of the non-communicative members of the family she seemed to listen with the greatest attention. Despite the notable inconvenience of her illness, J. found her somewhat endearing.  
J. left Paris three days later, landing square in the midst of the great truckers’ strike on her return to Italy. Their efforts at calling the government’s attention to their plight by blocking the freeways and railroad tracks had successfully managed to extend J.’s  train trip from ten to twenty-nine hours. Fortunately she had an upper sleeping berth in which to lie and think. In a state of hazy detachment, due to lack of food and dehydration she watched her train carriage swell with a few hundred newly acquired passengers, stranded by the strike, two of them armed with windsurfs precisely the width of the corridor. 

She recollected the one enjoyable weekend of the month, spent in Noirmoutier, where she had started to rebuild the bathroom and kitchen for Martin and Martine’s yacht. It had been hauled up on dry dock for renovations and while they repainted the exterior, she chopped away at the interior, happy to design and construct something useful, grateful for the fresh air and the view of the sea and entranced by the hundreds of boats docked in the harbor. The shower stall and the hexagonal kitchen table slowly took shape, The problems of the asymmetry of the boat filled most of cracks in her brain. She took measurements of the polygonal shapes necessary to build a level floor in the future bathroom of the hull, perched askew on dry dock with no reliable right angles for reference. These were simple problems of which she had some mastery. In that light, it seemed superfluous to try to solve the complicated problems of finding a real job, back in the world of hi-tech lady managerdom, from which she had made her demise six months previously. The week-end was filed with bright skies, good wine, seafood and cheerful technical conversations about nautical fittings. For the first time in nearly a year she was not thinking obsessively about Francesco and the love she had lost. The physical labor and sense of being useful had momentarily stopped the flow of sentimental lava that had clotted her brain for too long. 

As they drove back to Paris after the long weekend she started to cry silently in the back of the car. She watched the endless line of tail lights, on the road curving back toward the metropolis and knew that the miracle that had  numbed her emotions was ebbing away. The following evening Sophie fell ill with excruciating stomach cramps known technically as spasmophilia, of a mysterious origin, which despite hospitalization and tests, yielded no specific diagnosis. They were not due to appendicitis, nor cancer of the intestine, nor fibroma, nor cystitis, nor gallstones. The medication given to Sophie for their alleviation produced new and more alarming symptoms, as it lowered her blood pressure to the point where she could not stand up or walk across the room without collapsing in midstream. After a few dozen of these exploits, the family had gotten used to seeing Sophie suddenly go limp and sprawl in the middle of the room, and paid less attention to her. Baptiste, their son  went back to fixing his skate board. Julie fell out of her loft bed on the third day of her baccalaurete exams, and acquired more realistic symptoms of appendicitis than Sophie, according to the family doctor. Martine returned to working on the grant proposals for her company and Martin retired to his normal, software developer incommunicability. Sophie became more black and blue from her continuous fainting spells, and J. became more and more apprehensive. She could not imagine that a person could crumble so helplessly from one second to the next, hour after hour, without finding a way to protect her body from further harm.  

At her return to Italy, J. was glad for the three week respite, and was not looking forward to going back to Paris at the end of July to build office furniture for Martine. But the plans were drawn up, the estimate had been approved, it was good money and out of the question for her to back out. She boarded the train on a hot, humid, suffocating Wednesday night of the year. About halfway through the trip she was awakened by a cool breeze. Half-dreaming she thought that there must have been another train strike, and a consequent detour through the alps or even to Norway, to produce such a reprieve from the July heat. When she arrived at Paris at dawn and still felt the wind blowing she could not believe her good fortune. She ordered the wood for the computer desks and bookcases in high spirits. Her stroke of luck lasted until dinner time. 

Somewhere between the main course and desert the conversation shifted to the mysterious caller who had been threatening Sophie. First he had burglarized the ground floor apartment silently one morning with Julie sleeping in the next room. He entered through the half open window, took money, a checkbook, and some underwear. Then he called to threaten Sophie on the Saturday afternoon in which Martine had ordered the window grates to protect the apartment. He seemed to be cognizant of their every move. He left notes under her doormat and once tried to force his way into the apartment at one in the morning. Why had she opened the door at that hour? Why her? Where could he be living to have seen the arrival of the window grates?  In the seedy hotel diagonally across the courtyard? The windows on its third and fourth floor had a perfect view. Its owner was suspiciously uncooperative and surly when confronted with the possibility that one of his tenants might be a burglar and possibly a maniac. 

The talk at the dinner table was bogged down with conjectures and hypotheses. J. lost her appetite sinking once again into the sticky web that drew everyone into Sophie's problems. She washed the dishes without enthusiasm and tried to imagine that this trip would be easier than the last. She was being paid for her work; she had inherited Baptiste's room, as he had had taken off for a month in the States: part of an exchange J. had arranged with a friend of hers who had a daughter his age. The thought of finally having a room in which she could close the door instead of the living room couch was encouraging. Perhaps she could remove herself from the family’s problems, and the motionless air in which no one spoke to one another directly, other than Martine who acted as the hub of all communication. J. was starting to relax when Sophie returned from the downstairs apartment. She had found a razor blade stuck in the soft wood of the door. It had been evidently used to scrawl the letter ‘m’ on the door. Nothing else. Mort, merde, mystery? It seemed that the burglar-intruder was escalating, angered at being rebuffed. He had called her at the office that afternoon, tracing her place of work from the documents he found in her room. He knew when she left the apartment and crossed the courtyard to come upstairs to the third floor for dinner. He appeared to know when Julie was not at home, for his interventions were so timed that no one could see him. From where could he be observing them? 

The situation was beginning to scare J.. It contained shades of New York and San Francisco, but she was the only one seriously worried. Martin and Martine went out to the movies. J. suggested that Sophie sleep upstairs. Sophie insisted that she wanted to sleep in her own room downstairs, waited for Julie to finish watching T.V. and went downstairs with her. J. was skeptical, probably over-sensitive. She mentioned to Martine that she had seen too much violence fall off of the screen and into the streets of the cities she had lived in. Martine smiled at her as if she was a hypochondriac child. J. tried to act more like a nearly fifty year old woman, gulped down her apprehension and went to bed early in order not to elaborate on her own fears. She woke up in the middle of the night with terrible nightmares, the betrayal of an ornery nervous system. She got up in a terrible mood, exhausted from insomnia, wondering how she would have the energy to work as a carpenter for ten days straight if she could not sleep at night. She ate breakfast in a haze, staring forlornly at her coffee, waiting for it to take effect, thinking nastily that anyone stupid enough to open the door to a stranger at one in the morning, as Sophie had done, deserved whatever might happen to them.

Just at that moment Sophie appeared at the door. She was ice grey, shaking uncontrollably. She opened her mouth but could not talk. She looked at J. in anguish, turned half around before crumpling into the nearest chair. She raised her hand to her neck. Martine was in the living room and did not see her come in. Sophie's tee shirt was slit down the back in two straight slices of a razor blade. Miraculously it was only the shirt. She was not bleeding. She said in a voice barely above a whisper that he had grabbed her from behind in the tiny hallway in front of the apartment. He must have been hiding in the stairwell. She had a bruise on her neck where he had grabbed her. Martine tried to question her, but faced with Martine’s solid rationality, she went mute. Finally she managed to get a few sentences out. She had not been able to see her aggressor, as he had held her from behind. He said she should not dare to call the police. As she staggered into Martine's bedroom and collapsed in a fit of cramps, Martine called the local police station and explained clearly and calmly to them  what had happened from the burglary to the events of the morning. Then she returned to the bedroom to get Sophie to her feet with the help of Julie, in order to take her to the police station to file the report. As Sophie could barely stand up, Martine exhorted her to regain her strength and rationality enough to talk to the police. 

J. collected her tools, hesitant to impose her day’s work on the circumstances of the moment. Finally she said to Martine that she was going to the office to take measurements and order the rest of the materials. ‘I guess I should make believe that daily life continues,’ she added tentatively. ‘Of course it does,’ Martine responded as if nothing were more obvious. Sophie's plight was simply an event to be dealt with, like a broken toilet, or a grant proposal, no more, no less. What could the unknown maniac want with Sophie, J. kept asking herself on the way to the lumber supplier. She was tired, not having slept much of the night because of the ominous nightmare. She was apprehensive about the week to come. She imagined herself alone in the apartment with Sophie and Julie. Martin and Martine would be on vacation on their yacht during the nine days of hard labor that awaited her. J. could immerse herself in the shapes of the two curved desks and the bookcase, wood to be cut, bent, glued and nailed together. The prospect of oblivion in contact with the material world comforted her. It was her  assurance that her own mind would not wander too much in contact with the events around her: fear of what had already happened and of what might occur in the near future. 

She managed to order the rest of the plywood, but in her anxiety and confusion she had the thin plywood cut in the wrong direction, after a long altercation with the supplier. When she discovered her error it was too late. She hoped she would be able to steam it enough to bend and laminate it. She moped around the luxurious nautical, do-it-yourself warehouse for several hours, studying varieties of hinges and trim, and other accessories that she would need for the work. She was impatient to begin, but the main volume of the wood was not due to arrive until the following morning. After paying for her purchases and loading them into her traveling cart she walked back to the office; then realized she had misplaced her notebook with all of the plans and measurements somewhere. She ran back to the supply center, finally retrieved the notebook near the paint section. She had spent twenty minutes there trying to determine how to save thirty dollars on the cost of the paint. She returned to the apartment, exhausted from the heat and from her own careless errors; hoisted herself up into Baptiste's loft bed and slept, wishing to wake up in another continent. At the end of the afternoon she got up, groggy from her nap; stumbled into the kitchen assuming the apartment would be empty. It was not.

Julie was engrossed in her daily soap operas, televised vitamins for vicarious romance. the volume was deafening. Julie had lost half of her hearing as child and could only understand television at a volume adequate for sports arenas. As J. was about to retreat to her isolated fortress and its nearly soundproof door, Sophie emerged from Martine’s bedroom. Her face was slashed on the left side a diagonal cut, enhanced by a long stripe of mercurochrome. Her account of the last hour was flat and distant, which only added to the horror of it. She had returned from the police station, rested for a few hours and then gone out to buy cat food. Coming back from the Monoprix at Place Blanche, walking up Rue Lepic she sensed that someone was following her on a motorcycle. She slowed down; the shadow slowed down; she stopped; he stopped, but she was not quite sure. She turned into Rue Joseph de Maistre, walked quickly and turned down Rue Constance which was deserted at that hour. It was a residential alley with virtually no traffic other than the inhabitants. By now she was sure he was following her, but she was afraid to run. She stopped to lean down to retie her sneaker, and he veered toward her on the bike, slashed her twice on the face and again on her arm which she had used to shield herself. What did he look like? She could not see his face as he had a tinted full helmet that covered all of his features. But she noted that the bike was an old red ‘mobylette,’ too small to need a license plate. Sophie’s face was blank and strangely calm, considering what she had just been through. She supplied the details of the event as if they were a normal part of daily life in Paris. It remained to be seen what her antagonist would do next. J. tried to imagine what kind of maniac would proceed in such measured and methodical stages. What would happen if and when he upped the ante. Until now the cuts were superficial. This morning only the tee shirt; this afternoon he had just grazed her. He must have the control of a karate expert. Would he decide to escalate?

Dinner was filled with conjectures. The police had been informed of the events by Martine. They let her know that she could do nothing. Sophie was not a minor and would have to come back in person to file another affidavit. All evening the members of the family studied the windows of the seedy hotel that looked onto the courtyard. The were sure that one of the third or fourth floor windows housed the aggressor. Martine interviewed the concierge of the apartment building as to all of its occupants. Julie said it would be best for Sophie to go on vacation. Martin said that Sophie should have the cuts certified by the hospital as their existence was the most important part of the evidence, if and when her aggressor would be apprehended and brought to trial. At the end of the evening Martine exploded. Why had not Sophie gone into one of the boutiques on the main street to call the police when she  sensed that someone was following her? There were four stores in the last stretch of twenty yards of the Rue Joseph de Maistre. They all had telephones. Why had she kept walking and turned down the empty alley to go home? What use was it for her, Martine, to do everything possible to deal with the police and encourage them to solve the case if Sophie did nothing to save herself from harm. Sophie listened silently, hunched up as usual, her shoulders contracted and her hands twitching. It did seem strange that she so unveeringly walked into the lion's den, as if there was no other road. 

It was decided that Sophie would spend the weekend with the young man who presently had a crush on her. She would be safe in his company and he lived just across the Rue Lepic. Julie would stay at her father's apartment, and Martine and Martin would leave on Friday afternoon for an abbreviated vacation on their boat, as the events would not permit them to take the whole week off. J. was due to start work on Friday and would spend the long weekend alone in the main apartment, with the prospect of the intruder lurking in the wings trying to determine where to track Sophie down. It was not an appealing thought. Did he know of the existence of the main apartment on the other side of the courtyard or only of the studio that Sophie and Julie shared? If he had followed her everywhere, to and from work, he probably also figured out where she came to eat dinner and spend her free time. J. was feeling uneasy but tried not to let on. She volunteered to go to a hotel so that Sophie could stay upstairs with her cat, but it was decided that the cat would be locked up on the second floor of the office until Saturday. It would then be taken to Sophie's mother’s house in the country. J. was not looking forward to the hysterical Siamese as her only guest on the worksite, but they assured her that he would stay in the room on the second floor, and she need not fear that her eyes would swell again as a result of her allergy to cats. 

On Friday she left early before the others were up, to be at the office when the wood arrived. Sophie went to work accompanied by the police, who were to check the hotel, station a plain clothes man in the alley and interview the shopkeepers in Rue Lepic for signs of a run down, out of date, red motorbike. Martine had managed to call a distant relative, well placed in the national legal hierarchy. He in turn made sure that the district police would put double their manpower and energy into solving the case. None the less, J. went to work with an umbrella with a heavy wooden handle. Fortunately the sky was clouded over so her gesture did not seem too incongruous. She racked her memory and her address book for one adult who might be left in Paris in the first week in August, but no one in that city of eight million individuals that came to mind. Every acquaintance she had gleaned over ten months of visits had gone on vacation. The town was deserted. 

She tried not to think what would be in store for her; wished Martin and Martine a restful weekend as gracefully as she could. Martine reiterated that with Sophie staying with her boyfriend  and Julie with her father, there was nothing to worry about. She added that she herself did not live in state of paranoia, as if only weak and immature individuals could be prey to such feelings. J. gulped down her fears and returned to the mountain of lumber; held each piece and measured it to steady her hands. Recently they had begun to shake when she was afraid. If no clue or motive could be found to identify Sophie’s pursuer, he was likely be a maniac who selected his victims at random. If so what was to prevent him from substituting a hundred and six pound brunette with a blond of the same size and weight? It was not an encouraging line of reason, the kind of logic that would get the better of her, but she could not help herself. She had witnessed too much random violence in fifteen years of living in New York and San Francisco, before her decade in Italy. She knew that the element of chance was a common component in urban aggression. The young man who had robbed her, thrown her down the stairs and tried to strangle her in the stairwell of her Columbus Avenue apartment on New York’s West Side, years back; the sniper in San Francisco who had killed eleven people, of whom one on her own block; two of her acquaintances killed in their tent while camping in Alaska: too many chance accidents clogged her memory. 

She laid the plywood rectangles in place and started gluing and nailing them together. It was an ancient choreography for her: the precise gestures of the hammer, the grip on the wood, the whirring saber saw all steadied her nerves. She traced two elegant freehand curves on the wood and cut the half circles for the desks. She soaked the thin plywood in the utility sink, causing a small flood in the office kitchen, but finally softened it enough to bend it and lodge it in place against some heavy furniture, uncertain whether it would hold its shape when dry. She was determined not to return to the grouchy lumber supplier and admit that she had ordered the wood cut in the wrong direction against the grain; but she was apprehensive that it would crack if she bent it a millimeter too much. She held her breath as she wedged it into place. As the day wore on she was thinking more of the two desk units than of Sophie. But as she prepared to leave the building, armed with her umbrella, which she wielded like a baseball bat, feeling ridiculous; she surveyed the empty street awaiting her and her recent fears returned. She walked quickly through the deserted neighborhood, her muscles tensed and aching. She hesitated before turning into the alley. She would have gone to a hotel if she had had the money, but she had barely managed to retrieve an advance for materials from Martine, and had just enough money to buy bananas and yoghurt to last her through the following four days. 

She opened the door to the apartment building gingerly, calculated the chances that someone could be hiding in the courtyard, unseen and ready to spring out into the darkened portico. She made a dash for the second door, unlocked it quickly, and charged up three flights of stairs swinging her umbrella rhythmically and feeling very foolish. Once inside the apartment she started to relax. She could not explain to herself why she was so afraid, but the idea of being stranded in a city, knowing no one, in the present circumstances, was more than she could deal with. She remembered Sophie describing the phone call she received at work from her pursuer. He had started off quietly, but when she refused to go one talking to him, he had become quite angry and began to scream at her and insult her. He was evidently furious that she had rebuffed his offer of five hundred francs in exchange for her company a week earlier and was trying to get even for having the door slammed in his face at one in the morning. He kept saying that he was the devil and would take revenge. Sophie added that she did not like it when he lost his temper and hoped he would not do it again. She said it with the same tone that nursery school children use when talking about their dolls, to whom they have attributed some form of misbehavior. She had said it with the sense that it was inevitable that he should continue to pursue her. That was what scared J. from the beginning.

The phone rang; it was Martine from Noirmoutier. J. said everything was fine, the work was going well; there were no problems. Martine was surprised that she should sound so reassuring and optimistic, but she was the client and one never tells the client that one has doubts. The client needs to be reminded constantly that one has everything under control. There are no unexpected problems that the craftsman does not know how to solve. It had taken her more than twenty years to know what to say to clients in all circumstances. J. said what there was to say quite automatically, without thinking of her actual circumstances. She wished them a restful weekend and put down the phone. The empty apartment was eerie but well locked. She pulled down the blinds and went to bed. Fortunately she did not dream that night.
The worst tricks played on the mind are caused by fear. Like a puzzle whose pieces are out of proportion, the events and the reactions they produce are askew. Is it always bubbling in the back of the skull, waiting for the slightest excuse to rise like yeast and double in size?
                              29.  Fog
The wall is made of fog: it is hard to chart its perimeter. The wall is made of bricks of uncertainty, hopes that crumble like weak mortar; clouds trowelled one upon another. Sometimes the clouds give way. Sometimes the barometer reads that a slit will open in the wall around the heart. The wall is made of slivers of time that shim up the clouds; imperceptible grains of time. The wall is made of hour glasses that mark the stars’ passing, mark the moon’s turning, mark the tide that shifts inexorably like a metronome as waves beat against the heart. They beat against a wall of fog; they make no sound. The heart was not awakened this time.

How to find the words to travel through the clouds. Where to place the stars so that he will see them. She embroidered the beach with starfish, all around his footprints, but the waves came and carried her handiwork out to sea. The wall is made of emptiness that seals off the future. There are no guided tours, no cruise ships headed for her dreams, no convenient harbor at which to dock the boat. One must swim out, far beyond the islands, far beyond the searchlights where even the sharks cannot follow, and catch one's future in the deep currents, before the undertow grinds it into food for coral. 

In some recess of her mind she was writing to him. Continuous letters. In that recess of her mind she could actually speak to him, and in her imagination he even read the letters.
January 20, 1992

Dear Francesco,

The valley that leads to my house is covered again with snow. It shines in the moonlight. Four seasons gone by since we met. I am sitting by the wood stove, the olive wood perfumes the bedroom; I wish you were here.

Today I repainted the kitchen. House painting is a kind of yoga. I am trying to put the house in order after so many months in the city, make the place look good to the banks if they have to repossess it. It’s strange to be back here with all to begin anew. Three years of false hope gone down the drain. But in all I do not want to loose you because of misunderstandings, business catastrophes and other inessentials of life. I try to imagine what you’ve been through in the last five months, perhaps not much different from myself. 

Most times I cannot find the words to reach you. It seems that words are a very approximate means by which to express human emotion. One takes aim with the words, but can hardly expect them to fall within any accuracy, within range of the target. Next time around, do not judge the words on the page so harshly. You may have read them out of context. It might be that someone cares for you very much, despite the garbage of the past. I hope you will call me or write to me or come to see me here in the country. I feel that if we saw each other face to face we might be able to understand each other better; comprehend what happened and why.


take care,     J.

March 2, 1992
Dear Francesco,

The telephone leaves me with a terrible sense of futility, a sense that human beings would be better off if they had never distinguished themselves from the apes through the use of language. In fact the very existence of human beings seems to be a great black hole on the evolutionary ladder. Chimpanzees treat each other better than we have learned to do in the last fifty thousand years. After us will surely come some other species, whose long silences produce less gaps than ours. In the meantime, the human species appears to be destined for incommunicability, notwithstanding the telephone, faxes, conference calls, express delivery and other devices of the modern age. It is unusual that such an untalented species even manages to reproduce and multiply. Evidently the evolutionary chain sees to the survival of the species, more than to its improvement.

Sorry you’ve had the flu again so badly. Normally the microbes don't have such good taste for two years running...must be that the perfume of the tropics ...orchids and shabu... haven’t worn off of you despite the attrition of these drab and cloudy shores. You could almost count yourself fortunate. Think of all those paunchy, balding folks whom the microbes disdain. Germs are smarter than we give them credit for.

The prologue to this letter has almost drawn to a close: the comic interlude of the avant-spettacolo. There must be a more substantial reason besides the stars, the silence of the country, the whiskey, for sitting down to write. Is it the grotesque illusion  that what is put on paper might move the reader? History seems to have demonstrated, for the edification of us all, that love does indeed move mountains, normally at least three or four millimeters in the wrong direction. That should be a warning for all writers, as the magnetic force of the paper pulls the pen toward it. 

Francesco, what has happened to all that we dreamed of? Why has it all come undone? I stumble along the alleys of my mind looking for the words, as if they would be of any use, as if you might hear them if I found the right ones, as if there was some way to get through to you to set things right. I try to imagine what has been in your mind in the last two years. I think of all the times when my own life cracked open at the seams, all to begin over again, the past plowed under in an empty field after a bad harvest. I looked for the past before the winter’s frost set in; I tried to look for the future in the bleak skies. How many times does one change continents before one loses the sense of which way the earth is turning? How many midnights in railroad stations filled with ghosts, waiting for trains to unfriendly destinations? How many nights alone on the windy streets of foreign cities, trying to make time pass until the next train, trying to make the rain go away.
How many times trying to piece together unconnected events into a grand plan that makes some sense. There is no grand plan. There are very brief moments when the world doesn’t need to make sense, because one is happy for some small and intimate reason, even though the jagged edges of reality are looming up from all sides. If you don't seize those instants they won’t come again. The puzzle doesn’t ever fit together; energy and perseverance are not rewarded; ‘no good deed goes unpunished’ as the old Jewish proverb advises those who mistakenly believe in cause and effect.

I think of the times when my life unraveled. I think of all of the times, like now, when all that I have worked for has been washed to the bottom of the sea. If you only knew how much hope I had for the future, during the first month you were in the States, to promote the software and the pilot, until the silence set in. Didn't you read my letters, or did you only read that one line in the fax in all the time you were away? Until the silence set in, until the panic set in, until the strain of inventing what to say to the backers each day got the better of me. Each day a new one liner, like a good gag-man. ‘It's not the right season to burn a witch at the stake boys. wait  until the straw dries in the courtyard’ ‘There’s nothing worse than trying to burn a witch on a pile of moldy. straw, the stench is terrible’ ‘You wouldn’t want to stink up the courtyard of your company with a soggy witch who doesn’t burn well and fills your eyes with smoke.’  Each day they got angrier and angrier, all four of them, and each day I got more and more afraid that you were never going to come back, and more afraid of having to go into work and face them...alone. For four months. Each day. Until everything folded. At new Year's. Each day: four furious investors accusing me of having wasted four hundred thousand dollars of their capital, with my stupid and unrealistic dreams. Each day. Alone. For four months. Without a word or a sign. And I never missed a day of work from September to New Year's. I kept hoping that something would break through, that something I did would produce some seed to stave off their sarcasm and insults. They only had me to lay into; I was the closest on hand. But nothing I did came through: six very near misses, but nothing quite came through or paid off; the trade fair in Paris; the possible production center in Beirut; the interest of RAI UNO, the interest of Antenne 2, Getris about to buy us out for eight hundred thousand dollars; Canale 5. All near misses, just up to the finish line, then quicksand; a hundred and twenty very long days leading into bankruptcy. I think of the times in the Fall when I called Rome and spoke to your Mother, you had just gone out, you were in Paris, you weren’t coming back that evening you were...possibly informed that I had tried to call you; I believe so.

I never imagined even for an instant, that the pilot film would sell. But I believed that we might build some kind of future together despite the summer’s disaster. God only knows why I held such an illusion. The days passed. The silence deepened. I woke up every day in dread. Every night I dreamed of you. Every day I cried for hours before I could get out of bed. Despite everything I did to try to forget you: all the stock recipes. I went to visit old friends. I traveled. I made new friends. I went to visit old lovers at their insistence. I collected new lovers. It did no good. Every day I thought of you and every night I dreamed of you trying to imagine what was going on your own mind; what in Hell had happened to you on the other side of the ocean that had made everything collapse and fade away in silence. What had I done wrong that had so enraged you? Why?

At last the sheer strain of it was more than I could take and had to be wiped out with bad smack and nights of insomnia. A long Christmas of white powdered amnesia. Anything not to dream. Anything not to remember how much I had hoped in the last year. How much I had tried. But human beings are gullible and they cling to hope something worse than the drowning man clings to a rotten log against a tidal wave. Amnesia is never permanent, so I began to hope again, to entertain illusions. After the first phone call the same agony began anew, imagining that I might see you again; having to gradually realize that it would never happen. On the other end of the phone were just words, invented to smooth things over. I realized day by day, stalking the silent telephone, gazing at the empty spot on the floor where the mail drops through the door, that you had gone out of my life for good. Nothing I could do would change that.

There are days when I am grateful for physical labor; having no other way to earn a living and pay my own debts to the bank, than as a carpenter and house painter. Fortunately I have friends who do not wish for me to starve. There are days when I come home so exhausted that I know I will not dream, and it is a relief. There are days when I am too tired to wonder why everything caved in, to try to make sense of all that went sour. There are times when I don’t think of you for about an hour, don’t remember your eyes, your words, your smile. They are pretty rare, those times. 
J.

March 6. 1992
Dear Francesco,

A day between the mist and the rain, an evening of ginger and cardamom tea; Leonard Cohen echoes from the hi-fi; a time warp of words weaving in and out of logical sense. Sometimes one can almost find peace in the country, if there are enough things to do, to keep from thinking of the future. Long afternoon shadows, and a very golden light when the rain stops. I prepared the garden for the spring today, turned over the earth, moved stones around, planted some rosemary and thyme; the gestures of country living; repaired the wood stove, rebuilt part of a door, read a play by Shaw and part of a biography of Michaux, painted the living room floor, dusted off the electronic equipment cluttering up the living room, tried not to think of Antenne 2, tried not to think of the last curses of the backers, tried not to think of an imminent trip to Paris; have to just think of the rest of the villa I have to paint in the cold, tomorrow and Sunday in order to be paid. Retraining myself to live on a quarter of what I earned in Torino is almost something of an adventure, if one has a sense of the grotesque. I wonder if I will ever get back the courage to knock on a gallery owner or publishing company’s door as I did in the past. I must have been crazy back then, or too desperate to fear rebuke. I wonder if I will be here in the Spring when the garden is in bloom? At times I think I may leave suddenly without warning for some imaginary continent where no one will find me. 

Perhaps those are not thoughts to put into letters, I should be writing a cheerful letter to make up for the last one. But what I wrote was what I actually feel, without all of the camouflage. After a year I can no longer counterfeit everything I am, in order to make the right impression, in order not to be judged by you. I can no longer connive to be cheerful on the phone or on paper. I don’t have your veneer of Oriental detachment, overlaid on years of British reserve, steeped in millennia of Roman diplomacy. 

That may have been what destroyed me: having to pretend all the time to be something I was not and in the end not managing to; having to maintain an Olympian calm every time I was with you and never say anything emotional or outraged, until finally I could not say anything at all: the icy silence overtook both of us. I remember the nights in June lying in the tent in Rome, hoping that the smack would last into the next day, telling myself to keep calm, telling myself that Italians don’t like emotional foreign women; trying to invent the right lines, the appearance of detachment. I don’t believe in keeping up appearances. I don’t have it in me to do that. I saw that whatever I did, it would never be up to your standards. It would never be enough. There would always be something that did not satisfy you. I’m not a paragon of discretion, never have been. Most all human beings’ lives are similar, in their wildest joys and deepest sorrows; there is not much reason for masking every aspect of one’s feelings from the world around. When I lived in California that was what I believed. It was possible to be what you are, without having to fake everything. I believe that people are fairly resilient and do not cave in under the weight of other people's emotions. All of these things I have had to unlearn in the Mediterranean culture. I have had to bury them over these fifteen years, as it is not well received to express emotions here; one must keep up the facade even as one’s soul is setting up like  plaster. 

It almost makes me sneer when I hear you tell me that you do not wish to say things that might hurt me. The damage has already been done. There is nothing you could say or do that could be worse than what has already gone down. Nothing. You do not have to worry about the effect you might have on me; the effect has already been had. You can even tell me the truth, because whatever the truth is for you, it could not possibly be more cruel or harrowing or brutal than what I’ve listened to over the last fourteen months. There is nothing more insidious than diplomacy: nothing that corrodes the soul of another person more than tactful insincerity. There will never come a time when two people care for each other, in a manner devoid of what you believe to be the encumbrance of need or loneliness. The people who can do that have not yet been born, and if they happen to arrive on the planet, they will have liquid crystal in their veins, colorless as dry ice; granite in their hearts and lead in their genitals. I do not want to be around to see them if such a monstrous species arrives upon this planet. People do not care for other people   from the vantage point of sitting on Mt. Everest. If they think they do they are lying to themselves, which is more pitiable than lying to others. Even for the most proud and independent human being, the illusion of complete self-sufficiency is a pompous farce.

It seems that cardamom and ginger tea do not have the calming effect one usually associates with living in the country. Sorry about that. I can never predict what will materialize on paper when I sit down to write to you. I see now, in writing to you, that in all the year that has passed, you never actually knew anything of me, nor I of you. Maybe the only part that you will know of me is through these letters. If you remember me, you will remember what I am, not what I tried to appear to be, until it destroyed me. That is why I am trying to describe what I actually felt, all the while I was trying to maintain appearances. When I called you that Sunday evening in August and screamed at you on the phone, you asked me where I was calling from: in fact there were nine people in the room I was calling from. To those nine people, who all knew you as well as me, it did not make one finite speck of difference to hear some one screaming on the telephone, because it was identical to what had happened at one time or another to each one of them in the course of their lives. Human beings’ lives are pretty much the same in their joys and sorrows.

I am trying to write, because I do not want to leave you with the memories you have of me as you saw me, as an arrogant lady manager, as you seemed to always indicate. The person I am is something else, perhaps something highly imperfect and full of frailties, or even tottering on the edge of insanity, maybe worse than the facade you saw. But it is not that facade. I keep thinking of the train, waiting for you at the night train, watching you get off the train, watching you walk toward me on the platform, the first time I met you at the train in Torino and you kissed my hand. Has it all gone into mist and rain?                    J.                                                                      

March 10, 1992
Dear Francesco,

The ides of March are approaching. The terrace is warm at noon. Sometimes I sit outside and watch the clouds pass at midday. When there is no wind, one can almost sunbathe from twelve to two. The daffodils are all over the fields; the violets have come and gone. This may be the only part the world where the meadows are purple with wild violets. Despite the idyllic setting, the mind clenches uneasily at the straws of the future. I wake up with my heart in a vice: angina or remembrance of things past, contractions that go on for days. I’ve come to the conclusion that I may be writing to a ghost, nothing I say or do or write makes any impression on you, as if you were elsewhere or the letters never reached you or the words faded on the page. 

In the long run it may be only for me that I am writing: to try to look at the events with other eyes. I try to recall clearly what I saw and heard, and why the words or gestures moved me so. Did I imagine them? Did I misread them? Were all of the fax signed ‘lots of love’ written by some other hand? Or was it just a turn of phrase, the kind of expression you place casually at the bottom of the page, signifying nothing? 

I made a terrible miscalculation when I called you in January. I assumed that if I meant anything to you, anything at all, you would have come to see me within twenty-four hours of the phone call, forty eight at most. If I meant nothing to you, you would have told me so; told me not to call you. I assumed that there were only two paths, those that I would have taken. I had not counted on the third path, of polite indifference, caving into silence. I could not foresee that a person would choose that: only shadows from the far side of the River Styx choose the third path; people of flesh and blood recoil from it, for it is the cruelest manner in which to discard another person.

Why did you ask me if I forgave you; if you had no intention of seeing me again? What use could it be to you what opinion I might hold? Judges and priests forgive. People who love do not forgive. To forgive means to reform one’s opinion of another person, in order to see that his feet of clay reach up to his armpits; to accept that a person with such far reaching feet of clay could not be capable of acting otherwise. To forgive means to see a person reduced to half their former size; to expect no more of them than what they have demonstrated themselves to be capable of. I cannot do that for I still hold onto the image I have of you, the image of a person who would not act the way you have, even in the worst of circumstances. I do not want to give up that image. I do not want to see you as half of what you were to me; I do not want to see you as incapable of kindness, incapable of honesty. I think if I should be forced to see you in that manner I should go blind. 

Is that what madness is: to continue to believe that another person is worthy, when all the facts indicate the contrary? To continue to believe, despite all logic, good advice of friends and evidence of one’s senses. I remember the day I met you, what I thought I saw. I think that what a person is, is visible from the start, the sum of what they have been is apparent even to the uninformed observer. One does not have to wait months to gather six million facts that have made up a person's experience, and sift them one by one, in order to choose whether to care for them or not. The essence of what a person is comes through from the beginning. It is impossible to lose that original vision, no matter what happens in the future. From that first day, I thought we had both been whirled along the same orbit of strange adventures in many crossroads foreign to our origins, two gypsies from opposing shores, each with half the other’s country in their past, each having survived an astonishing number of upheavals. It was as if we had already known one another for a long time. Had I not felt that strongly from the first day, I would not have sought you out, called you or come to visit you in Rome. I would not have made the effort. I hoped then, as now, that it would not be in vain.       

                       J.

March 16, 1992
Dear Francesco,

A week has passed since my last letter. It is not likely that an answer to it will be forthcoming. I stare at the bleak square of tiled floor in the entrance way, under the mail slot. The irrational part of me imagines that some word will come from afar, some explanation, even of the most brutal kind, if only to break the silence. There are evenings that stretch into blankness, thinking that the phone might ring, that your voice will resonate for a few minutes in my life. There is the moment at the end of the day when I a face the void, no longer day, not yet night.

I nearly drove my car over the cliff this past week. As if the precipice could be a respite for emotions that refuse to subside. Finally the car rebelled, showing its clear aversion to self-destruction, by the only means an inanimate object has at its disposal: it went on strike: a pair of dead spark plugs, a total loss of motor oil, a flat tire. Could a piece of machinery have something resembling a will? Was it trying to tell me that it did not wish to finish at the bottom of the cliff of the road winding down from Candeasco; it did not want to be partner to such an unimaginative end to the life of a person. Strange how the magnetic force of the void attracts and repels the hands on the steering wheel. It must be time to leave, go elsewhere. In the effort to pay for the car repairs, I stopped crying at dawn for a few days. 

Painted a mural for a store, part of a kitchen, did some carpentry for a poor old lady; then physical depletion set in, arthritis from working in the damp and cold. Up until forty-five, physical labor did not wear me out in this manner. But until I was forty five, I never tried to have a career, never imagined that I should end up, in the world of synthetic imagery. Ambition must be bad for the joints. It seems so long ago. At times I wonder if I really practiced that profession and earned the numbers written on the tax forms. It was an interlude separate from the rest of my life. It appears normal to me that I should be sliding back into anonymous poverty, surreal that I should have come out of it for a brief spate of time.  

Strange that we met at the moment of my first attempt to move away from the world of computers, and that we separate when my link with film animation, electronics, software development, and the responsibility it entails, has been severed for good. I wish not to remember that I had anything to do with making films or making anything else of use to industry. The equipment in the main room of the house sits untouched for weeks. When I go downstairs, I look away from the shelves filled with the cassettes of my work. I don't think I will have the opportunity to practice that profession again: the trip to Paris on Wednesday is the last turn of the wheels grinding to a halt. My heart is elsewhere.

I recall the week in which I met you: a week of storms and omens.  The week before we met was not a good week for me. There was the rain, the car breaking down, the night at the theatre watching Titus Andronicus, Shakespeare's most gruesome and desperate play, plus my letter of tentative resignation from the company. All of this punctuated by memories of my father's death. Was it the collusion of the events of the preceding week that prepared my state of mind for our meeting and induced me to fall prey to such an imaginary image of you from the day we met? Would it have been different in another season? Was it the way you looked at me? Or did I only imagine the way you looked at me? My sweet friend, why did everything turn out the opposite of what I imagined it to be? If you had seen how fragile I was, you would have never bothered to talk to me; if you had seen what a tightrope of spider webs I was walking on. But each of us saw in the other the opposite of what was there. The week before was one of omens that went unheeded.                   

 J.
The clouds are mortared into place, obligingly they settle into their rows. When the wind blows, sometimes they remember the flights they took across the sky. Sometimes they strain to see around the corner, but the heart calls them back to their posts as sentinels. The heart calls them to order; how could it resist the assault of dreams were it not for the clouds standing guard? The hourglass is filled with clouds; they block the passage of time, ramparts against the future, ramparts against hope. Even the horizon is zippered closed, the line of beyond the possible, the line where the world stops and illusions begin; the line of that continent where the clouds are let free, where his footprints are still in the sand, where she might follow him. Is it too late to swim there? 

                           30.  Parisian Outcome
Fear is stronger than any building material, it doesn’t rust, cannot be cut or drilled or sawn, is hermetic, airtight and even acoustically insulated. It cannot be demolished by bulldozers nor the wrecking crane. It lives and moves and breathes in its own time. To dislodge it from the psyche of the person it has chosen to inhabit, cannot be anticipated or postponed. Until it is derailed by some chance chemical circuit in the brain there is nothing to do but tolerate its company.
J. awoke early on Saturday, grateful that nothing had happened for twenty-four hours, other than what was hapening inside her head. She was eating breakfast, still half awake, when Sophie arrived with Francois. Her face was slashed on the right side, in two parallel, diagonal cuts. J. was aghast. How could Sophie have been attacked again despite the constant company of Francois? It had happened that morning a half hour ago, when she left Francois’ attic room to use the toilet at the end of the long hallway. The aggressor had cut her face and then shoved her toward the toilet, closed the door and run down the stairs. Why didn't she scream? Did she fear worse if she reacted? How had he gotten into the apartment building? It was a huge building with at least fifty tenants so he could have followed her in. But how did he know what floor she was staying on? Had he trailed her so constantly? 

The police had turned up no clues, despite questioning many people in the neighborhood and in the adjacent hotel. They had even shadowed Sophie the day before when she went out twice on lunch break in hopes of seeing someone suspicious, but without results. On the third sortie, Sophie went out alone to buy cigarettes, at which point her aggressor emerged unexpectedly from a dark entrance way and attacked her again: which accounted for the cut on the other side of her face. Why had she left the building where she worked, for a third time in one lunch hour? Why were the police so slow on the draw? He must have been stalking her for months to know her moves so intimately, and recognize every time she was shadowed by the plainclothes men. What did he want with her? J. went to work, shaken, as Sophie and Francois went to the hospital, then returned to the office to pick up the cat. The cat seemed to be Sophie's alter ego: skittish, nervous, terrified. It evidently had not had a happy time during the twenty-four hours it had been left alone in the upstairs room. It was even more hostile and withdrawn than usual. J. could not bring herself to feel sorry for it. As Sophie brought the cat downstairs, she turned to Francois and said: ‘Say hello to Leopoldine’ as if the cat was a person. 
Twenty minutes after they left, Sophie’s sister called from Grenoble to ask how she was. J. couldn’t bring myself to tell her that Sophie had been attacked again that morning. What could her sister do from three hundred kilometers away? What was to become of a city that counted individuals such as Sophie’s aggressor among the members of its population? J. recollected the choreographer's wife, a friend of hers, strangled in her apartment in New York by a burglar for no particular reason. She thought of returning to Italy on the afternoon train, but realized that she was too broke to give in to her fears. If the unknown marauder had followed Sophie to the office building, she just hoped he had seen her leave it. 

She barricaded herself inside and worked until late. The desks were not hard to assemble. Their curved and diagonal shapes started giving form to the room. The wood she  nailed together was something on which to focus her attention. She managed to get the bookcase upright and in place by the end of the afternoon. The curved sheets to be laminated were drying and retaining their shape. She hoped the desks would not be too heavy, when she came to right them. She finally left at eight thirty in the evening, walking with apprehension, edging close to the  hotel when she neared the Rue Constance, about to start to run if she saw anyone approaching her. It was foolish on her part, but she could not help herself. When she was safely inside the apartment she found that Julie had stopped by to pick up her belongings. After taking a shower she noticed that Julie had departed suddenly, leaving the potatoes burning on the stove. 

She had never liked Julie, who in turn treated her an intruder in her mother’s apartment: one who took up time, space and attention. But she would rather have company than be alone that evening. Julie returned twenty minutes later, out of breath. She had gone down to check the studio as she had seen a light go on in one of its windows and it was her understanding that Sophie had been warned by the police not to return to the apartment over the weekend. They were to set a trap on Monday evening: send her to stay alone in the apartment with the plainclothes men hidden in the wings of the stairwell. Julie eventually reached Sophie on the phone, to discover that the police had changed their plans slightly, which accounted for their allowing Sophie to make a return visit to the studio. J. started to reassess Julie; she must have a good deal of courage to risk going to the apartment alone; either courage or foolhardiness. Julie did not appear at all worried for her own safety; she was convinced that the unknown aggressor was unequivocally after Sophie. She added that Sophie was the most visible of the two: the one who was always sitting on the window sill smoking, who had a predictable enough schedule to be easily followed. She added only that she had talked to her mother on the phone to inform her of the days events. As a last resort she  accompanied Sophie and Francois to her father's apartment, by a long and devious route, shadowing them to make sure that they had not been followed. They would be safe until Sunday, at which point Francois would accompany Sophie to her mother's house. 
One thing was odd though. Sophie had not told her own mother of the aggressor. She had said that it was her cat Leopoldine who had clawed her; for that reason she was leaving the cat with her mother temporarily. According to Martine, Sophie had not told her Mother of any of the other key facts in her life. The triple suicide of two boyfriends and the mother of the second one, the events that had jarred up her recent life, her spasms at the hospital, were only known to Martine who acted as a surrogate mother to her. Could there be a connection between the suicides and the most recent turn of events?

J. hoped that Sunday would produce nothing to record or account for. She wanted to get through the next four days and leave the instant the work was done. Sunday in fact was uneventful. She was able to right the desks, move them into place and attach the laminated, curved sides without difficulty. The hinges for the curved shelf unit were installed and the hinged flap for the second desk worked, although it squeaked. The connecting holes for the computer cables were largely invisible and all but one matched perfectly. The space for the monitor and the printer was precisely the right amount. On Monday she would finish the primer coat and mix the paint for the finish coats. She mixed a pale shade of blue green: a color that one never sees in the city, the color of the Mediterranean on a day without wind. She was feeling homesick, she looked at the can of paint as if it were the horizon at her home; the ephemeral color of the sea was contained in that one gallon metal pail. It was more the color for a sailboat hull than for a couple of computer work stations. J. was sure it would please at least Martin, the owner of the sailboat. That one productive weekend  J. had spent on the boat was far away. She knew she would not ever see the boat in the water. 

She calculated how many hours it would take to finish the work. There was still the shelf unit to build upstairs, the most boring part of the job, but she could not afford to refuse it, as it represented two and a half more days of work. On Monday she painted and repainted the furniture. First it was a little two blue, then it was too bright, then it was too green. At the fourth coat she got the shade she wanted: the color of the sea in August in the afternoon sun, a color that was the antithesis of all that Paris had come to represent for her. She waited for Martine to arrive to view the nearly finished work. She hoped at least that she would be pleased, although she sensed all of its imperfections. She had not sanded the edges enough. The tension of the weekend had sapped her strength and enthusiasm. The curved shelves hung slightly askew on their hinges, an almost invisible defect but noticeable to the builder. The joints could have been smoother and the primer coat should have been put on with a brush rather than a roller which made the finish coats rougher than they should have been. But there was no way to make hand painted wood look like Formica. J. hoped it would pass inspection and held her breath waiting for her clients to return. Martine called at six. They had just arrived, tired from the trip. She would come to the office on the following day. J. concealed her disappointment. After what had been for her, four harrowing days, they were not even going to bother to stop by to see what she had done. There was nothing else to do, but finish the fourth coat and return to the apartment. 

When she arrived, Martine was sewing the cushions for the boat. Sophie, Julie and Martin were in the living room watching television. J. slumped into a chair in the kitchen, tried to make conversation for a few minutes, then went to take a shower. When she emerged from the shower, Sophie left to go down to the courtyard to smoke a cigarette. Martine would not let anyone smoke in the house, but she wanted to be sure that Sophie would only go into the courtyard and not outside, and Martin had gone to check at the bedroom window that she had complied with the instructions and had not ventured onto the street alone.  Five minutes later Sophie returned, running and out of breath, grabbed the instamatic camera in the living room and charged down the stairs again. She added that she had seen her aggressor try to enter the building. He had taken several steps into the darkened entrance way, then backed out again, as if he was surprised to see her in the courtyard and too startled to continue. Julie and Martin ran after her, but the camera proved to be of no use; by the time they arrived downstairs there was no one on the street. Martin got on his motorcycle and made a tour of the neighborhood. J. asked Martine how someone could get into the locked building. She answered that all of the postmen and delivery men had skeleton keys to the outside doors controlled by the electronic doorbells, in order to deliver the mail, and very often they sold them to thieves. That explained how he must have gotten into Francois’  building as well.

In the meantime Sophie said that the police were tormenting her. They were idiots who had not found any clue to the aggressor's identity and to cover their own incompetence they had taken to saying that she must know who he is. It was not possible that a complete stranger could have it in for her to such a methodical degree. It was cruel and crass, although somewhat predictable of the police, to insinuate that whoever was attacking her must be an ex-boyfriend or at least someone she had gone to bed with. On Tuesday the police accompanied  Sophie to work, trailed her again at lunch and organized the foray to the studio for the evening, in which they hoped to lure the attacker to somewhere within their reach. 

Meanwhile they called Martine and Francois to the district station at three in the afternoon. Martine was optimistic. It seemed they were on the trail of something new. There was the possibility that it might be the father of the young man who had killed himself the year before, who had wanted to take revenge on Sophie. The story was long and complicated but the gist of it was that the boy himself and his mother as well, had always accused Sophie, the object of his affection, of being responsible for his cracking up and doing himself in. His best friend, Sophie’s original boyfriend had slit his wrists in 

the bathtub as a result of a drunken bet and had not lived to tell about it. For reasons unknown to the family, Sophie had started to go out with the surviving friend. When she dropped him he trailed her incessantly, and ended up a  psychiatric ward. Sophie received many pleading and nearly threatening phone calls from his mother, who in turn committed suicide several weeks following her son's death.

All of this had been told to J. in bits and pieces in the course of her earlier visits to Paris. These sad events accounted for how Sophie had come to be treated as part of the family; Martine felt responsible for her as she did for her own daughter. Sophie had originally come to look after Baptiste after school as her older sister Isabelle had done for Julie many years back. But  the events of Sophie’s life got the better of her, and it was Baptiste who became responsible for babysitting Sophie, making sure she did not get too depressed. Sophie did not talk much about her life. When she talked at all it was barely above a whisper. She wrote, had finished a brief novel before she was twenty one and kept to herself. When Martine returned home one afternoon she found Sophie crumpled on the floor like a limp rag, sobbing uncontrollably. She had no idea of the cause of it, until Sophie managed to articulate a few brief sentences about her ex-boyfriend's suicide. Looking at her wailing on the floor like a demented soldier with his insides blown out on the battlefield, Martine sensed that Sophie was allowing herself to be pulled hypnotically and inexorably along the path of her two companions and the mother of the second. Martine exploded, grabbed Sophie, pulled her to her feet and started screaming at her that she was not responsible for the demise of any other human being. It was the only time that Martine had virtually lost her temper, and as the psychotherapist told her subsequently, it had probably saved Sophie's life. She had gone to the therapist in hopes of gaining some more rational form of comfort and moral fiber than Martine could offer her, but the experience did not last more than six weeks. She returned one day saying that the therapist said she was alright and did not need him any more. Martine was not convinced but could not force her to continue. 

In any case, about eight months later the father of the second boyfriend had called Sophie. Martine related that he wanted to make an appointment to speak with her about his son. Martine was categorically opposed the request. She forbid Sophie to see him, as she had nearly forbid Sophie to talk about the triple suicide in her presence, in hopes that if she stopped focusing her attention on the events she would slowly get over her attraction to self-destruction. According to the police, to whom Sophie had mentioned the phone calls from the boy's father, he fit the hazy description and age category that Sophie had given of her aggressor. 

J. had asked Sophie the previous evening for any details she could recall of his appearance. The majority of the time she protested that he had a motorcycle helmet on, he had grabbed her from behind and the one time she was face to face with him in the stairwell the first morning, he had told her to close her eyes and he had hit her when she opened them, which accounted for the bruise on her face. But she remembered that he was fairly tall, dark hair, Mediterranean features, fortyish. He was not evidently the sleazy, grimy, ugly kind of maniac that one imagines in grade-B films.

Martine went to the appointment with the police in fairly high spirits, hoping that they were on the right track. She admitted that it would be hard to locate the father, as he was separated from the mother years back. Sophie had only a vague recollection of the address of the drab hinterland ghetto where the son lived. They had met and seen each other at night school in Paris, and she had only once been to his mother’s house on the outskirts of the city. After Martine left for the police station Martin and J. had dessert and coffee in the restaurant where the three of them had eaten lunch. J. desperately needed to sit in congenial surroundings with a large sirloin steak and chat with two intelligent people, after her five days in the company of  the meanderings of her own mind. 

Martin dropped her off at the lumber suppliers to order the last pieces of plywood for the upstairs shelves. She met him back in the office and they waited for Martine to return. Her clients had both been favorably impressed with her carpentry, amazed that the work was nearly finished so soon, and had made no claims regarding the imperfections of the details. She was grateful, as she would not have had the physical or mental capacity to make changes had they been requested. She limply applied the final coat of paint to the desk and bookcase, and it barely raised her spirits to have found the perfect sized and priced wheels for the sliding shelves. They were to return about five to pick up the wood with the car but Martin wanted to wait for Martine’s arrival. Apparently the police were detaining her for an intensive interview. She was in fact the only person who knew Sophie well enough to give them useful information in the search for the attacker. 

Martine returned toward six, pale and agitated. J. had always seen her in a state of perfect control over the world around her. Breathless and at loss for words, she related what the police had told her. Sophie was out of her mind and had made up the whole story. Sophie was crazy, folle, loca, pazza, insane. She was one of dozens like her who had come through their offices with similar stories. Martin answered that that was what he had tried to convince Martine of all Friday evening at dinner on the boat. They had spent the entire evening arguing, but Martine could not fully digest the implications of the police’s assertions. Nor could J. They tried to piece together how the police had arrived at their conclusion. It had been the legal doctor who first noticed that the razor blade cuts were without impact. The were superficial cuts: precise, clean and perfectly parallel. They could not have been done without moving the blade very slowly and evenly while cutting the skin. J. had noticed that the cuts were parallel and not jagged as she would have expected from the usual tomato sauce gore one sees in bad films. But she had assumed it was due to the extreme dexterity of the attacker. It had not occurred to her that the aggressor and the victim were one and the same. 

Martine related the rest of the detectives’ observations. Not one of the events had any other witnesses than Sophie. No one had heard the voice on the phone, or been in the room when the phone rang or been in the visual proximity of any of the attacks. The streets were strangely deserted, even the account of his entrance to the bookstore where she worked was not corroborated by anyone else. Martin had reached the conclusion four days previously that the attacks were faked. He was struck by the incongruity of Sophie’s own words. Only a teenager mentality could imagine that a grown burglar might steal her underwear, then return it under the doormat with a note, along with her checkbook. 
What had given her away was the checkbook. The police had verified that she had used it to write out a check, dated during the interval in which she asserted that it was stolen. Against the objectivity of that fact, Martine had nothing to counter. She admitted that she had spoken to her daughter Julie on Sunday, who had searched Sophie’s room looking for razor blades. She had searched everywhere except in Sophie’s purse. Julie as well had formed the hypothesis that the story had been constructed from naught. J. remembered the first moment when Sophie had come into the apartment on the Thursday morning after the first attack. She remembered her face, pale and grey, her trembling, how she was barely able to form the words to describe what had happened; how she had collapsed on the bed shaking uncontrollably. Had she orchestrated it all from the beginning? But when was the actual beginning? J. asked Martine if she had ever met either of the two friends of Sophie who had killed themselves? No. Or spoken to them on the phone? No. Or seen the obituaries? No. Nor Julie? Julie as well had never had a first hand confirmation of their existence. 

Martine asked the police to give her twenty-four hours in which to confront Sophie. In the meantime they were to continue trailing her in hopes that she would give up the ghost. If Martine could not manage to deal with her in twenty-four hours, The police warned her that Sophie would become for the police as likely material for their investigation as her presumed attacker. The authorities added that at first the boyfriend, Francois, did not want to believe that Sophie had fabricated the entire tale, but when confronted with the extent of the evidence, he had nothing to counter. He had become  fond of Sophie and was to have gone on vacation with her ten days following. 

Martine called Sophie's sister Isabelle. The latter said that she had independently reached the conclusion that many of the events that her younger sister related, from the suicides on, had been constructed within her fertile imagination, for who knows what purpose. It was unsettling to all of them to recognize that Sophie’s aggressor, the maniac, was within her own mind. In some ways it was more harrowing than imagining him to be roaming the streets. They decided that the following evening Martine would oblige Sophie to call her sister who would confront her with their conclusions. It was not going to be an enjoyable task.

J. went to pick up the plywood with Martin. She was furious that the premeditation of another individual had drawn her into the web of her own nightmares for six days, causing her to do a less than professional job at her craft. She felt like a fool for having fallen for the whole story, more so than any of the people who had known Sophie for two years. She had not thought to question the veracity of the events. All of her own efforts to come to terms with the more incoherent parts of the story had led her to believe even more that the aggressor was a dangerous maniac. Was she programmed for paranoia? What led the others to the credibility gap?

The evening was tense and silent. Sophie said little other than that the police were hassling her about knowing her aggressor. She asked Martine what the police wanted with her; Martine was evasive in her answers. At the end of the evening Sophie was sent downstairs with the lady detective to wait for the presumed intruder. They hoped that she would finally crack under prodding but she didn’t. For the following day they were left to muse on whether she was conscious of having premeditatedly invented a very complicated charade, for purposes known only to herself: need for attention, need to be taken care f, anger, revenge? Or was she actually too far gone to be cognizant of the gap between the reality inside her brain and that outside her skull? That was the more disturbing possibility. From her behavior it was impossible to tell which was the case. Sophie did not externalize. That was the most uncanny part of her personality. 

On Wednesday J. immersed herself in the sliding shelves while waiting for the showdown. She had always liked furniture that had moving parts. She had put together dozens of objects on wheels, including a whole raised bedroom in San Francisco, twenty years back. She attributed it to some stray gypsy genes, sneaking through the Rumanian side of the family. Maybe it was a throwback to her fascination with the mechanical toys of her youth: pulleys, levers, pinwheels. The second floor of the office was nearly ten degrees hotter than downstairs. In the afternoon she finished the raised flooring for the cabinets at the far end of the office, in a sweltering heat. Martine came to look at the results, but her mind was elsewhere. What they had all hesitated to fully accept the day before had wedged its way through their remaining skepticism. 
It is hard to reverse one’s opinion of another human being. Martine spent the rest of the day on the phone with the one, state run, forward thinking mental hospital, a place where people went ‘voluntarily’ for care and could continue to work during the daytime at their jobs and return to sleep their at night. It appeared to be the only solution, if Sophie would accept it. Martine wanted above all for her to be able to keep her job, which was not yet endangered, despite the amount of suspicion the story had aroused at the workplace. If she were to suddenly lose her job-apprenticeship, or if it was not reconfirmed in December she would be literally out on the street and Martine would be morally if not legally responsible for her economic survival, not an alluring prospect. 

The evening approached and J. wondered how Sophie would react to a head on confrontation. She was starting to become frightened again, as she had seen more than enough people crack up in San Francisco and Italy. The possibility of yet another person going out of their skull was not an event she wished to witness. J. sensed that Sophie was one lone individual and should not be pitted against three adults to force her to crack and admit to the falsehood of her mental constructions. After an ominously quiet dinner, in which Sophie merely said that the police seemed to have lost interest in her, Martin left to go out for a smoke and ride his motorcycle and Martine ordered Sophie into the living room, telling her that they were going to call her sister Isabelle. 

J. went into Baptiste’s room, shut the nearly soundproof door tightly, climbed into the loft bed, and got under the covers. She did not know whether to feel like a coward or a voyeur or both. She chose not to add her presence to a confrontation  with a very fragile human being; it was a question of balance between the strong and the weak. But the muffled and unintelligible sounds of voices still aroused her curiosity. She was apprehensive that something terrible might happen, that Sophie might run out into the night and not be seen again until she was dredged up from the Seine. Despite the voices that continued for hours in the other room and Martin’s reentry, there was no dramatic outcome. Sometimes the sound rose to a high volume, but she could not make out the syllables and did not wish to. She had to assume that Martine was better off handing the situation by herself. She had known Sophie for years and had become nearly a surrogate mother for her. J. would not have been able to look Sophie in the face and try to oblige her to own up to actions and intents that people rarely admit to in public, in front of near strangers. It is too humiliating to lose face in that manner. But if she would admit to nothing, they would have to deduce that her mind was much more unstable than they had assumed, and that was unsettling. 

J. fell asleep around midnight, the murmur of voices continued. At breakfast the following morning Martine said nothing, looked very drawn and tired. Sophie did not appear. Martine said in a whisper that she was huddled in the living room walk-in closet writing in her diary. She had consented to go to the hospital for observation. She added under her breath that after hours of telephone conversation with Isabelle and face to face with herself, Sophie's only specific answer was ‘I’m sorry to admit that I don’t remember a thing about the events you are accusing me of having orchestrated.’ The answer was startling; if taken at its face value it indicated a split reality far more serious than they had assumed. J. regarded the answer as an alibi: the kind of thing a person says to play for time and sympathy. She wished to believe that Sophie was conscious of having premeditated her words and actions of the past weeks, or possible years. She wanted to believe that she was conscious of her own motivations. She wanted to at least give her the respect one gives to a con artist and not the pity one feels for an insane person. After breakfast Sophie appeared suddenly, saying she wanted to go to the department store where Francois worked and say goodbye to him. Martine tried to convince her that she could just as well telephone him given that he could not take time off from work to talk to her, but finally conceded that she leave. Sophie said again and again that she was not going to run away or disappear. The situation was about to explode had she not been given the benefit of the doubt. After a long half hour, Martine went out into the street to look for her and found her coming up the alley from the opposite direction. By way of an explanation Sophie said she had gone around the long way back from the store to avoid the narrower roads where her attacker might be hiding. Evidently her memory of her recent past slid in and out of her mind almost at will. 

Martine got the car out of the garage to accompany Sophie to the hospital. She returned to the office four hours later in mid-afternoon. At the hospital Sophie had had a preliminary interview with the psychiatrist. The later tried to diplomatically assure her that she was there merely for observation; in a couple of days after they had completed the ‘observation’  they would be able to ‘suggest’ a course of therapy. Sophie assumed she was in the hospital for a very brief sojourn, a week at most for convalescence from a momentary lapsus, in the same manner as one goes to the hospital for a sprained wrist. Martine recognized, sadly, that it was up the her to prevail upon Sophie to stay there until she had fully recovered from her lapsus, and no longer felt the need to fill the voids of her life with unlikely events and actors. 

After the interview Sophie wished to go outside immediately to the beautifully landscaped grounds. The doctor caught his breath; said to Martine that he presumed she would accompany her. The authorities did not have much faith that Sophie had grasped the concept of ‘voluntary’ commitment. That section of the hospital had no locked doors or gates, but those patients who could not be relied upon to live up to the idea of voluntary commitment were often moved to the second section, which did not place an emphasis on the patient’s free will. It fell to Martine to explain this to Sophie. 

They sat on the bench in the sun among the carefully tended flowers and hedges. It took several hours to get her to understand that she might not be able to go on vacation on the sailboat, or contemplate such a brief sojourn among the lovely shrubbery and the nurses who had tea with the patients. She would have to think in terms of weeks or months. In the back of Martine’s mind was the interdiction of her ex-husband that Julie continue to share her studio with someone who was out of her skull. Julie was of the opinion that even if Sophie was terribly ill, it was their collective responsibility to look after her and help her get better. But even Julie realized that Sophie was hard to look after.  She had become a bottomless whirlpool, whose needs sucked up all the energy of those surrounding her. By way of clarifying her responsibility to get well, if she wished to return to her adoptive family, Martine added that it was not fully up to her to decide: Julie had a father whose dictates regarding the welfare of his daughter were categorical. Furthermore the police officers were beginning to be interested in Sophie as a suspect rather than a victim. This news fell hard and unexpected onto her consciousness. It appeared to wake her up from her trance of well acted oblivion. 

She defended herself weakly: ‘Why is it that these things always happen to me? Why is it that what is real inside my head is not real in the world outside?’ The enemy was on the outside and had descended upon her in the form of an unkind destiny. Sophie’s own proletarian family knew little about the ups and downs of their youngest daughter’s imaginary life; the mother hated Martine as the symbol of the upper middle class that had robbed her daughter’s affection for her origins. There were three brothers: one in jail, one HIV-positive and one living at home unemployed three years out of school with an accounting diploma. But there was the sister Isabelle, who had constructed quite a different life as a high school teacher and the other sister who managed to survive adequately despite a divorce. One could not fall back on the determinism of the environment as a explanation. There was no linear form of cause and effect for what had happened. 

J. packed her tools to return to Italy the following morning. She took a last look at the furniture she had constructed. The curved lines and the pale turquoise shade gave the ensemble a clear touch of the Mediterranean, transplanted to the center of Paris. She mused on the incongruity of it all: the sailboat perched in the boat yard, for which she had built the first half of the furniture; the fact that she would never have a chance to see how the boat fared in the water and eat dinner at the captain’s table while listening to the lapping of the waves. She knew she would not be back in Paris for a long time. This time she took the train that crossed the alps directly to Torino; it was a seven hour trip but it passed quickly. As the train slid over the border and down the valley of Susa, a part of her own brain tried to evict the recent events. She did not want to know how it would all turn out. She had no wish to remember what had happened over the last month. The only fact that stuck in her mind was that plywood curved almost equally well with or against the grain, if you wet it down enough and bent it ever so slowly.
How does the mind go in and out of the dream, even while waking? Is the mind a sleepwalker; does it have a compass for its wandering? What purposes do its most extravagant inventions serve? Evidently, for the mind, there are times when the facts are no more than bricks, to be assembled into constructions that surpass anything we know as logic. The facts are elements of a collage that would do honor to Braque; they are suspended in mid air like Calder’s mobiles, they realign their positions in space at the slightest breath of wind.

                    31.   Philippine interlude
When what should have been said has not been told, when the life of another person is full of unexplained gaps, when their actions are to all effects incomprehensible it is predictable that one should want to fill in the blanks with one’s own conjectures. That is what J. did, in her mind, and then on paper, for it was the only way she knew to put some order into the space of Francesco’s life that she had been left out of.  And so she imagined the critical moments that had led to the nonfunctioning,( in her terms,) of his brain and heart.
 So it happened.
The sun glistened on the road running through the forest. It was not a wide or straight road; it wove its way through the dense foliage of Mindanao like one of the vines that clung haphazardly to a larger plant. The road blended with the vegetation. It was clear that botany had the upper hand. A car moved along the road at reasonable speed. It contained three occupants: the Philippine driver, the bodyguard and its one passenger, an Italian. The car sped silently along the road: Mercedes do not make much noise beyond the hum of the air conditioning system. The tropical heat was safely outside of the blue tinted windows. The car was to cross the breath of the island, from the point on one side where its occupants had landed, to a large city on the other side. There was only that one unobtrusive road that cut through the jungle. All travelers across the island of Mindanao took that road. 

Sitting comfortably in the back seat of the car, sealed off from the chaos of the jungle, the lone passenger gazed at the bright colors of the plants, lit a succession of cigarettes at regular intervals and mused on the sum of money that he was carrying across the island. The trip would take roughly five hours.  The passenger’s mind wandered lazily from the colors of the jungle to the purpose of the trip. He was slightly bored although it was against his principles to be bored. So he tried to occupy his mind with past events: the company he ran, the problems of its four hundred employees, the deadlines of the various sections of film animation, the possible obstacles to the consignment of the series. 

The morning passed slowly as the luxurious tropical foliage loomed over the car, sparkling with humidity: at the end of June the heat was more intense than at other times of the year. He was glad to be protected from the temperature and the humidity on the far side of the hermetically sealed vehicle. Seen from an airplane the car and its occupants would appear to be a nearly invisible dot in the midst of the jungle, even the road itself was difficult to discern, barely more than a crease in the foliage. 

As the car rolled along the road at an even speed toward its destination, four figures moved on foot, also at an even speed, perpendicular to the road. Their movement was also nearly silent: they had no air conditioning system other than their regular breathing. They did not speak, as people who eat very little do not waste energy with words. They walked quietly but quickly along the path that led to the road, cutting the vines that hindered their passage when necessary. They were due to intersect the road shortly before the car’s passage. No one could foresee that thirty minutes hence, the intersection of the four figures, walking stealthily through the forest, with the road, the passing car and its occupants, was due to significantly change the destiny of its single passenger. It was a chance encounter. The car could have been moving at a slightly greater speed and it could have passedbefore the arrival of it interceptors. 

But there was no particular reason to hurry across the island of Mindanao. The person who was to receive the conspicuous sum of money could receive it twenty minutes earlier or later; it was not important. There was nothing in the atmosphere to indicate a possible change of events. The temperature was unvaried, the humidity as well; there was no wind. The birds made their usual racket, muffled by the purring of the car’s motor, whether for the passage of a monkey or a man. The were no omens. 

Simply, at eleven twenty everything was proceeding as planned; at eleven twenty one the passenger in the car was to be cut off from his immediate future for three months and from the general structure of his life for several years. He would no longer put on freshly ironed shirts each morning, nor eat meals that a cook prepared for him, no go for week-end trips to isolated coves amongst the seven thousand islands of the archipelago: small jewels of the immeasurable tropical paradise. He would no longer make love to his lover, send her children to school, talk to his daughter in London on the phone, receive clients from four continents, negotiate deals, supervise budgets, oversee the energy expenditure of a half a thousand individuals whose livelihood he was responsible for. The four members of the New People's Army intercepted the Mercedes on a stretch of road that curved slightly to the left. They pointed their machine guns at it and it stopped obligingly. They ordered its occupants to get out; aimed their machine guns at the two Philippine servants to encourage them down the road in the direction they had come from, on foot, as swiftly as possible. No point in having extra mouths to feed. Then one of the interceptors got into the car and drove off, while the other three escorted Francesco, their Italian passenger, into the jungle.

It was imperative to think of how much he had wished to be alone as a child. He remembered the crowded beaches of his youth and his desire to be rid of the crowds. He recalled how comforting it was to walk down the beach until he had outdistanced all of it occupants. When he was not able to do that he tried to imagine that the beach was empty, despite the noise and the confusion surrounding him. He used to lie on the beach and imagine that he was sitting in a blank, white, silent room. Now he was in fact sitting in a blank, white, silent cell, far removed from all forms of distracting interference. He had been unexpectedly cut off five days ago, from the rhythms that had welded him to his daily life. His existence had been severed from all of the structures and expectations that had accompanied him punctually for months. 

He thought of the variety of people who should have noticed his absence by now. The servants, to begin with. They had not been paid. Would they desert the villa or wait for his return? The employees of his company. Maybe they would think that he had taken a few days’ vacation. Perhaps they would find it strange that he had not called in to inform someone of his plans. His friends would begin to notice that he missed dinner engagements and start to wonder where he had disappeared to. Would they recognize that his disappearance was not a product of his own volition? What would they do? For a while they would do nothing; for time and consciousness move slowly in the tropics. Actually there was nothing that they could do, having no information with which to proceed. Then slowly, he hoped, they might begin to take action. The other two occupants of the Mercedes would have vanished into the confusion of another city, careful to have nothing to relay to any authorities. The servants would abandon the villa to its destiny, as booty for industrious thieves, when they realized that his return was not imminent. They too had to eat. His associates would close down the company, lay off its hundreds of employees, declare bankruptcy, scribbling careful adjustments to the books. They needed a lucrative tax loss, therefore his disappearance would suit them well. In short the heat and luxurious foliage of the tropics would close in and overgrow all of the spaces that his existence had once filled.

He tried to think of anyone who might logically be expected to act on his behalf. The man who was waiting for him on the other side of the island? Unlikely. His relatives in Italy? They would not know where to begin. His captors? The best that he could expect was that the latter would recognize that he could represent a good item of exchange and eventually contact the authorities. What was he worth to them? They had inherited a decent means of transportation and a generous sum of cash when they intercepted him. They were pleasantly surprised to discover the cash, in so many small, neatly folded bills. They had kept him alive and fed him for five days. There was just some hope that they might have a reasonable plan.

At that moment he heard a shot, a muffled cry and a nearly imperceptible thud. Evidently not everybody being held hostage represented an adequate item of exchange. The chances in his favor were not very high. It was the third shot he had heard in five days since his arrival. He thought of how far removed he was from any form of help. The only assistance at hand was inside his own brain, if he could keep it from leaping too far into the future; if he could keep it focused on the empty wall in front of him. If he could impede it from measuring the distance between the reality he was experiencing and the improbable outcome he hoped for. If he could keep it from hoping too much. Keep it entirely neutral, so as to not go insane. 

How it ended.
It was dusk. As he walked along the street in the center of Rome he watched the colors change from muted tones of grey to shades of charcoal, illuminated by the streetlights. His body was walking through a neighborhood he had known since childhood, distressingly familiar, while his mind was witnessing another dusk in another continent. He stopped at a square and surveyed the cobblestones, the borders of the sidewalks, the population ambling from bar to newspaper stand, the centuries old mansions lining the square, the vehicles parked, in an intricate geometry, on all of the available sidewalks. It was crowded, but the intense noises of voices, cars and footsteps were muffled. The dusk of a previous month superimposed itself on his consciousness.

Approximately twelve weeks had passed since the first day of his captivity. In the early afternoon the guards came for him and escorted him to a rickety two seater airplane, about to be piloted by an unquestionably drunk pilot. No explanation was given. As the plane rose above the foliage he could see the compactness of the jungle. It was hard to fix the topography below him in his mind, as the plane swerved westward in bumpy furloughs. The pilot was clearly out of practice, but there was no way he could replace him at the controls, despite his own pilot’s license. He watched the terrain below him bob up and down and loll right and left as a reaction to the plane’s jerky trajectory. The idea of having survived three months in captivity, only to be flown to his probable death by an inebriated pilot, did not appeal to him. As the plane wobbled in the sky he tried to focus on possible landmarks of the jungle below, although he sensed he was growing dizzy in the effort. He had not eaten much in the last few days and what he had ingested did not seem to like high altitudes.

After a while it seemed that the plane was lowering itself and nosing toward a precise destination. That was what he hoped was happening, as it was also possible that the pilot had simply lost interest in flying and was not aware that the apparently soft, velvety fuzz below them was actually a clove of tree trunks,  relatively un-pliable, were it to come in contact with the aircraft. At the last minute he discerned an opening in the trees at the edge of the cliff overhanging the water. The plane managed to aim for the lighter green patch, which was in fact the clearing. By a miracle of chance it actually touched down in one piece. Its wheels hit the ground first, the wings were as level as one could expect under the circumstances and the plane did not roll over and explode but bumped along until it stopped. 

At that point the pilot pushed Franco out of the cockpit. He felt stiff from sitting in the cramped space; for the first few seconds he thought only of straightening his legs. It was easier to think of the survival of his joints than of his body as a whole. The latter might be too much to ask for. The pilot did not get out of the plane, but confined himself to yelling: ‘Stay there, don't move from that spot’ many times, as if the urgency of the order would not be firmly impressed on his passenger’s brain without lengthy repetition. After he had reiterated the litany a dozen times he pulled the door shut and turned the plane around to take off again. It nosed up to the velvety jungle and its belly appeared to be tickled by the tops of the foliage as it barely made it out of the clearing. 

The now ex-passenger was engrossed in watching the uncertain trajectory of the aircraft, mentally calculating if its angle was sufficient to clear the treetops. Studying the possibility of the survival of a shiny object in space took one’s mind off of surveying one’s own chances for survival. It was as if he had exchanged his concern for himself for that of the fragile toy bobbing above the jungle horizon line. It was strange that he should wish for the plane not to crash, quite separate from the fact that it had abandoned him in the clearing and was manned by an incompetent pilot. He surmised that it must be connected to an ancestral desire to witness an object taking flight. To see something merge with the wind gives a sense of elation, as if a small part of the viewer himself has gained some power over the laws of gravity. 

Suddenly the plane disappeared from view, cut off by the trees. At that point Francesco was aware of the emptiness surrounding him. On one side there was the cliff’s edge and the water very far below him. On the other side the jungle loomed with all of the ominous aspects of its possible inhabitants: snakes, insects, beasts of prey. He guessed it must be about four o’clock; the sky was still very bright, which made the forest appear to be one solid, dark mass. He was not tempted to move from the spot where he had landed, in mere defiance of the drunken pilot’s orders. There was no possible direction out of the clearing that to his knowledge could lead to more favorable circumstances for him. He was without food and unarmed. Had they planned to leave him here to die of exposure? Were they turning over to other captors? Would they have used up precious fuel to do any of these things? It was impossible to know. 

He sat down on the grass and looked at the sea as the shadows began to lengthen. He was facing north with the sun on his left. He began to feel the emptiness around him of time and of space. The clearing stretched out into nothingness. His past was reduced to archaeological fragments, lodged haphazardly in his brain. His future was again a projection into the void. If he thought, for even a fraction of a second, of either the past or the future, he sensed he would plunge into the nausea of panic. So he forced his mind to focus on the instant before him, without straying into temporal conjectures. He looked out at the waves: tiny, undulating movements of the water below him. It took about ten seconds to follow a wave from the most distant point at which he could distinguish it, to the shore. Then he immediately shifted his gaze to the horizon again, to locate another wave, trying to encourage it to fill his whole mental field. This form of concentration on the waves and of emptying his mind of all other intruding thoughts was not easy to exercise under the circumstances.

The shadows were lengthening some more. A jagged silhouette of darker green was crawling over the clearing at his left shoulder. The shadow in its formlessness was a terrifying as any single, identifiable aggressor. The shadow was night, the herald of an even greater emptiness. This was not a part of the world where an unarmed person would like to spend the night, in the company of hungry beasts of prey. Dusk does not last long near the equator. There is very little twilight, unlike the temperate zones. He calculated that he had less than an hour before the sky would be emptied of its intense blue light, and he of most of his residual hope. The edges of the forest were blurring with the field in the dusk. He got up and walked back and forth in small steps to ease the chill, caused more by hunger and tension than by the temperature itself. He felt that the edges of his mind were being tugged into the emptiness of the shadow and down over the cliff toward the waves. 

He tried to think of his brain as a blanket whose corners were hanging into the void.  He would merely have to fold them back into safety, in an orderly rectangle. Funny how in moments of encroaching fragmentation of the mind one thinks of such a common household object as a soft, thick, plaid, English, woolen blanket, the kind with wide satin bands at the top and bottom, accompanied by matching sheets, well ironed and stretched against a mattress. It did not seem likely that even if he followed the pilot’s instructions and waited patiently in this spot for days, weeks or months, a multinational would decide to erect a luxury hotel on this cliff, equipped with just such an item of elementary, Western comfort. The image amused him and kept him from hearing the beginning of the noises in the jungle.

He had moved to the last patch of clearing that was still in the light. The sky was darkening rapidly and the emptiness was growing all around him. It began to paralyze him, so that he could not think to move or act in any manner to save himself. He started to hear his ears ringing imperceptibly, then louder and louder. Suddenly he turned and looked behind him. The sound was not in his head but outside. It was above him and belonged to a tiny silhouette in the sky, slowly approaching the clearing and loosing altitude, in that ungainly way that helicopters have of dropping rather than gliding through space. As it neared he could see the colors of the Philippine government air force vehicles on its sides. At first he was not sure that it was a government plane in the hands of government officers coming to rescue him. Anything was possible. It could be that the helicopter had changed hands but not paint jobs. But once it landed it was clear that its occupants were in the employ of the original owners. He felt weak. He could not quite believe what was happening to him, as he was escorted and helped onto the helicopter.

From there on everything became a foggy mixture of airplanes, bureaucrats, embassies, newspaper reporters, cities and the recognition that his company was no more; the house he used to rent had been vandalized beyond recognition; his possessions, accumulated in over twenty-five years of work and travel were in large part missing. He had been returned to civilization, as it were, but civilization had not been returned to him. 

Francesco looked around him at the fashionable square in the center of Rome, with its elegant occupants wrapping their Winter coats around them against the wind. How ironic it was, he thought bitterly, that he had spent three months cut off from the outside world, during which he had imagined that if he ever came out alive, he would return to his company, his employees, his responsibilities his habits, his luxuries and his pleasures, approximately where he had left off. He had even occasionally imagined opening the door to his office, or looking at rows of industrious workers, or sitting on the porch of his villa after supper: hundreds of habits and gestures attached to the life he had led up to the day when he was captured. When he was finally released, traded for a couple of dozen political prisoners, that part of his life had been swept away. It was as if it had never existed outside of his mind. He thought of the bureaucrats who had treated him as if the three months of his captivity had never happened, now that it was over; except to express their ‘heartfelt official sympathy’ for the fact that he had lost everything in that interim. Beyond the borders of his memory all was emptiness: the same emptiness of the void beyond the clearing in the jungle. What to do? To start over in Manila? Impossible, at least at the moment. To go elsewhere? Where? 

And so he had gone back, to the city where he had grown up, with his recent past flooding all channels of his own consciousness, but invisible to those around him. After more airplanes and offices and airports, he found himself a very few days later in Rome, this city of his childhood, that had not changed much in the twenty-five years since he had left it, as a quarter of a century is a very small fragment of history for a city of that nature. But it too no longer belonged to him. Too many events had intervened. They submerged his associations with the city under geological layers of the last two and a half decades of his life London, New York, Los Angeles, Hong Kong, Seoul, Tokyo and finally Manila. The layers of his memory went deeper than the continual rebuilding of the eternal city. 

He watched the silhouettes under the lamplight come and go. It was now finally night. Dusk had passed in the square, just as it had passed in the clearing in the forest. Out of the dusk had come the helicopter to bring him back to some splinters of his past, to where he had left off. But they were shards that he could not pick up or piece together again. At the edge of the square, where the lamplight ended, was the same void as that of the edge of the jungle. But it was darker and more ominous than the shadows of the jungle and the cliff overhanging the waves. It was the void at the edges of the mind, where the past and the future are severed from the present. 

He walked slowly across the square, studying each detail of the stones in the same manner as he had studied the waves and the grass; waiting as he had for the helicopter, without knowing what it was that he was waiting for or what was to befall him. In the same spirit he stood in that square, that was intimately familiar to him and waited for a sign to make its presence felt in the void. It was twenty days after his return that he met J.
She knew it would barely suffice as an explanation of his future motives and actions. But it was the closest she could come to giving him the contours of attenuating circumstances for what he had done to her. She, for him was simply a means. A trivial economic and emotional means to help him get back on his feet. The end had nothing to do with her. She was entirely expendable, as he would have been to his captors, if he had not represented a profitable item of exchange for them. As often happens to people who experience extreme events, he had become more similar to his former captors. He had inherited their logic, though he did not share their ideology. His own survival was paramount, by any means possible, and is she went under, simply because he had blurred the facts he represented to her, that was her problem. In fact, the was her problem. She was going under, slowly and steadily she was sinking into the undefined topography of madness that inhabited the underside of her brain.                                       

                     32. Eggshells
J. had spent months turning the events over in her mind like pieces of jagged flint, trying to understand their geological structure, trying to piece together a mountain from a few fragments of rock. Nothing made sense, despite the most painstaking scrutiny of endless details. One would expect to turn up the phrase that could make all of the others coincide, the gesture that was overlooked at the time and offered an explanation to it all. For that reason that she tried to set down the events on paper, to give them some apparent form, the order on the page which they did not have in her heart or mind. 
She could have considered her original trip to Rome a failure, leading to nowhere. Francesco was elsewhere to all intents and purposes. But she did not want to see it. She returned to Torino and waited. She renegotiated her reentry into the firm. She negotiated the sale of the software she had developed to the firm. To get a decent fee for Paolo was the hardest bargaining she had ever done. It was a matter of principle. He had written the source code for Surf, as the program was called, on speculation, nearly two megabytes of C-language source code. He had trusted her ability to make sure he would eventually be paid. After five months of his work, she did not feel she could let him down. She negotiated for him, a sum that she would never have thought possible to ask for herself. 

She negotiated, as well, the purchase of the Gould workstation and the luxury software of Bob Abel, source code and all. It would be delivered and installed around Christmas, or so they hoped. The following eight months disproved their original premise. She had made a serious leap in the dark, in the wrong direction, abetted by the jinx of some very bad luck. But she did not know this in advance. Meanwhile, the backers finally induced her employee Rosario to leave her apartment and Torino. It cost them eight thousand dollars. It cost J. her credibility in their eyes. She had gained only a Pyrrhic victory on three fronts. The worse was yet to come. Why did she call Francesco again? Why did she invite him to come to Torino to talk to Giola and her other backers? Why did she assume that she could convince them to invest money in his projects? Because she was already hooked on him?

J. remembered the afternoon when she called him from the country. She invited him to come to see how the animation software worked. He was not certain that he wanted to make the trip. He grilled her as to whether the backers were really willing to put money into a joint project. She said she believed they were. He said he did not want to waste his time, nor other people’s. It was a specifically American phrase and concept. J. had not heard such a sentence in a Mediterranean culture for over a decade. She was no longer sure what it meant. She was used to living in a country where time was never wasted; it flowed around people and situations like the sea and left no trace of its passing. Francesco talked Italian with a Roman accent, but a quarter of his vocabulary was composed of American words gleaned from big business jargon. J. did not know what to make of it. She could not guarantee anything, but she said something about her confidence in the backers and her desire to show him how the software functioned, and that some good would surely come of the situation. 

Why was she such a coward? Why didn't she have the forthrightness to call him and say simply: ‘I want to be with you, I want to know you, I want to touch you. The work is just an excuse, I have no idea how it will work out; don’t count on it. If you come to Torino, it has to be for me.’ But she was composed and well brought up and afraid. With her composure, reserve and good manners befitting of a serious professional, an ambitious and astute lady manager, she dug her own grave. 

What was he thinking at the time? What ghosts haunted him from his past in the Far East? Would he ever be able to tell her? She saw him as through a fog. She did not know how to approach him. Even after nearly two years had passed she saw him now through that same fog; she knew he had dissolved into it: she had lost him, swallowed up into inconsistency. All that was solid and material about him: his words, his gestures, his thoughts, his body had been dismembered by the fog, leaving a mere shadow, wavering in her memory. It is terrible to loose a person in that manner without knowing why. 

A frail plant outside the window in the apartment in Paris had been twisting in the wind all morning. The rain fell steadily; the light was perfectly even and without shadows. J. listened to Bartok and Shubert; wrote some and made a microwave omelet for lunch, her first attempt at hi-tech cuisine. The apartment is empty and quiet, the street as well. The rugs muffled the fierce noise of the wind. They did not do as well with the noise of resonating through her head, the sound of the void in which the future lurked. Emptiness is noisier than one might expect. Sometimes it shrieks, sometimes it roars; mostly it  hisses like a rattlesnake. 

Was it already Spring in Rome? It was freezing this time last year. She did not know if he are still in Rome, she imagined he might have left for the States again; or he might be in Paris as she was. Ships crossing in the night. She held back the impulse to call him in Rome, imagining to be given a phone number with which to reach him in Paris. When she started to write, she knew she had done all she could and all she knew to do. She had emptied herself of pride and of fear, when she called him in January of 1992 all she had left was love. She did not call him, as he surmised, out of humility or courage; she was neither humble or courageous. She only called him because love was stronger than all the rest. The rest is still there, it coexisted with love, momentarily evicted from the forefront of her brain, but lodged in the far corners of her body. 

She thought of the night Francesco arrived in Torino. A good friend dropped her off at the train; her car was broken at the time. The station was somber at midnight, Francesco was in one of the last cars; J. saw him walking down the platform from afar. He took her hand again, lifted it to his mouth. She made him dinner and they talked until three in the morning. She showed him to his room, told he she was happy he had come to Torino. For a fraction of an instant she thought he understood, then nothing. Just a business arrangement. He went to sleep; she went to her room, hardly slept, woke exhausted, her stomach muscles slaloming around her rib cage in anxiety. She took something to still them. 

The day passed like most days in the world of business. She showed him the software, they had lunch with Paolo and spent the afternoon with the backers. She got into a bad argument with them, because the equipment was not set up to give Francesco a complete practical demonstration. After phone calls, threats and Giola, the most important backer, yelling at her in the other room to not loose her temper in front of the guest, not let him see that there was a war going on between the old and the new associates, to not give them away, J. finally managed to establish that she could return to the office where her equipment lay, despite the skirmishes with the ex-associates, and show him how everything worked in practice, starting from the drawings he brought up. She was even lent a company car so that she could show him around. Thinking back on it all, she realized it ironic that Giola was concerned that they should belie their lack of cohesion. But it indicated that part of the effect  Francesco had on her had also entranced her investors, though not for the same reasons. It is worth noting that an administrator who headed up eight companies wished to make a good impression on a perfect stranger. Was it the lure of Hollywood? The lure of someone who had been abroad for twenty-five years, or some more ephemeral  kind of hypnotism, separate from the facts themselves?

When they left the meeting J. was limp from the stress. She explained that she would rather go back to dealing cocaine, than put up with many more seasons of smoke filled rooms and sneering managers. They went to dinner with Massimo and  Paolo, stayed out late, returned to her apartment, talked some more, drank some Vodka and went to sleep in their respective rooms. For the second day in a row she knocked on his door in the morning and handed him coffee in bed. He smiled as usual, but only his hand moved toward the coffee cup, nothing more. She was becoming more and more nervous.

Friday was a nightmare. The equipment did not work properly as a cable was missing for the camera. J. wasted the whole morning setting up the images, the room was unheated. Franco was very patient and reasonable. She could not explain to him that she suspected the ex-associates of sabotage. They went to lunch with the only impartial administrator she knew, who owned the firm next to theirs. Business was going well for him at that time, he paid for the lunch. In the course of the lunch she asked if either of them had an idea why the administrators for her firm continued to treat her in such a condescending manner. Francesco said without hesitation that they did not wish to recognize that a woman could be more intelligent than them. It was not meant as a compliment to her, but as an obvious explanation of how the world worked, which she had naively overlooked. Bruno seconded Franco, saying that if he had not said that first, Bruno himself would have said precisely the same thing. J. thought it was an oversimplification, covering a tacit implication that their behavior was normal and justified. She let it pass, tried not to give it weight. Much later, when everything had shredded  she thought of those sentences, that day at lunch. Were they referring to the backers, or to Francesco himself? 

The afternoon was nearly worse than the morning. The equipment finally worked, but she had four hours in which to do eight hours work, and the room was getting colder and colder. She glued her eyes to the screen for three hours straight. Her investors, all three of them, came to speak to Francesco. They stayed for quite a while. J. could discern from the muffled laughter and relaxed tone of voices that he had managed to enchant them again. She had never seen them relaxed and smiling before. She was the only person in the room who was tense and sweating. The hum of the computer covered the words of the conversation, but the tone was unmistakable. It was the tone that men have when they are with their own kind. She was out, would always be out. She was shivering with despair. When they left they approached her to see how the work was going. She was grim with anger. She said that she could tell that the administrators, as men, would only want to deal with another man, and never with her. Francesco put his hand on her shoulder, as one does to comfort children who do not understand and said: ‘What can you expect, that is the way the world works.’ She bit her tongue and finally finished the first example of the animation to his satisfaction. He asked her if she would be able to finish the other two over the week-end in order to send them to him on Monday. she swallowed hard and answered, yes she thought so, as if it was natural that she should work all week-end to please him. It did not turn out that way, but the assumption stayed, all through his dealings with her. 

As they were driving toward her apartment around nine, the tide began to turn. J. remarked in joking exasperation that he only talked about work and gave the impression that he never had anything else on his mind than work, neither women or travel or feelings or anything else. He answered quietly: ‘I’ll take note of that; thank you for telling me.’ It was perhaps the only act of courage she accomplished in the entire time she knew him. She was too frightened of what he might think of her to take any initiative that might risk estranging him from her. 

They had dinner, then he began to talk about himself and his life. He told her he had been married for ten years and had a nineteen year old daughter. She told him she had been married but had no children. He spoke about how women unpredictably change their needs, even if one explains to them what the situation is beforehand, telling them how much one can give; what the limits are. He related briefly his relationship with a woman in Manila, who moved in to live with him against his better judgment, as he liked to live alone, and despite the fact that she too had her own apartment. It was to be a warning to J. He told her he had spent nine months in a monastery in Nepal. He read her hand. Told her things that she did not wish to know; banal things that people say when they read hands: ‘You like sex, it’s very important to you; you like to suffer, you are overly sensitive, you’ll live a long time,’ all foolish and trite half truths, but he were holding her hand in his. 

J. did not listen to the words. She just left her hand where it was touching his. After all the preliminaries he looked up at her and still holding her hand he asked her: ‘Will you promise you not to not be angry with me if I tell you something truthfully.’ she said of course she promised, assuming automatically that he were going to tell her that she was a nice intelligent woman, but he were not interested in her other than as a colleague. She braced herself to accept the truth with dignity. Then he said: ‘I would like to go to bed with you, but I would not want it to lead you to the wrong conclusions.’  It was a ruthless, but diplomatic version of what she had not quite expected to hear. J. did not recognize it for what it was until two years later. She got up and stepped around the table, still holding his hand, bent down to kiss him. 

He smiled, she had not seen anyone’s eyes shining so brightly for years. His body was taut against hers, hard as if it had been waiting for her for a while. She had almost forgotten what a man’s body made entirely of muscle felt like. He said ruefully: ‘It’s been so long since I’ve made love I may have forgotten how.’ She laughed; he had not forgotten how. If that was what he were like when he forgot, who knows what he would be like when he remembered. It was those first of two nights of trust, without other interference, the only two nights before reality set in, before the magnetic force of each of their separate orbits wrenched them in opposite directions. Two planets in orbit, grazing each other for an instant, without anticipation of the future. 

It was the first of the only two nights when she was sure that he wanted her very much; as much as she wanted him. The way his hands and mouth moved over her body, she knew he liked her, wanted to make her happy; even wanted her to make him happy. She could not get enough of him, of feeling him inside of her; seeing his eyes shining with pleasure in the dark; feeling his arms wrapped tight around her; her legs wrapped tight around him. Caught in an instant, when all concepts of time were irrelevant, from the murky corridors of her brain a voice echoed: ‘this will not last; fix this instant in his mind, but remember what it is, for it will surely pass.’ So she did, and the image stayed, of the strength with which he held her, of the urgency of his need, of the ferociousness of her own need to begin to live again; each of them after a long season of sorrow. J. did not believe she had invented  Francesco. She believed that what she felt was actually there for that brief moment. What went wrong? Had she imagined something that did not exist? But no, she had not imagined it. There was his note on Monday and the rose drawn on the page.   


          
Torino in the rain must be the saddest city in the universe. It was not easy for J. that Spring of 1992 to return to a place that held only the worse sort of memories for her. The mirage of a future in France was fading fast. She tried to keep it alive. She did not want to continue to live in Italy. Twenty minutes after crossing the border the train was stranded in the tunnel without electricity for an hour and a half. No way to open the windows, at near suffocation point they managed to send a diesel engine to pull them out of the tunnel in the dark. Its seemed an omen of what would be in store for her if she stayed there. One night out of two she dreamt of Francesco: those intense dreams of near communication, of gestures and expressions that are too familiar. When she woke up he haunted her thoughts for hours into the day. How long would the dreams continue? That morning they were particularly intense. He was staring at her, every detail of his face inscribed onto her brain. He was angry, accused her of blackmail; closed the door in her face; the kind of dreams that need no interpretation. 

She kept thinking of that first morning when he was lying next to her in flesh and blood, not in a dismembered vision. She reached for his body, half-asleep and asked him to stay for the week-end and come down to the country with her. His face lit up when she posed the question. Had she not asked, he would have left, saying nothing. But he was glad to stay. He liked the house in the country, in the moonlight in the snow. They drove down in the late afternoon. The hills were white in the full moon. She had never seen the valley lit in that manner, glowing softly at each turn of the road. 

The house was cold when they arrived. J. made a fire in the wood stove in the bedroom. They ate next to the stove. When the room was hot she ran the bath in the tub by the stove. It was not large, just enough for two agile bodies. The house was very far away from the rest of the world. Nothing existed for her beyond the edges of the bed except the warmth of the stove. Nothing existed except the force of his hands on her body, his body between her legs, his mouth on her nipples. She had only felt that form of invulnerability, in that bed, in that room, in that house, no where else. It was one night in which they were immersed in the present. One night in which the reality replaced the dream. The next afternoon they sat on the terrace and felt the warmth of the sun despite the pale December light. He kissed her on the nape of her neck while she was making lunch. It was the only spontaneous gesture of tenderness that she was to receive from him. When she thought of how controlled he was when he was not in bed, it chilled her. 

That night they drove back to Torino. she had introduced him to her closest friends in Imperia. He enchanted them as he had enchanted her. They were the only people who saw J. happy with Francesco for an evening. The road back to Torino was much longer than the descent into the country. It is not the same to drive with one’s back to the moon. The snow was melting. When they arrived, the future had started to claw at them: the knowledge that the following morning he would leave for Rome. To keep the future at bay, they made love, then tried to sleep. He said that he could not sleep entwined around her, that he needed to sleep without touching anybody, that eros was one thing and sleep another, that the bed was small, he was used to a bed twice that size in the Philippines. He said it gently enough, the way adults explain to small children that they cannot go to the circus until Saturday. J. pretended to agree. Franco turned over to sleep. She turned aside and cried silently for an hour until exhaustion overtook her. 

Why didn’t she cry out loud?  She had already begun to fake what she felt, to mold herself around his wishes. She had started to lose her will. Early the next morning she left him lying in bed, when she went to work. She kissed him many times, gave him instructions to get to the train, attempted to cancel the thought of the night before, when she was trying to take up the least space possible in the bed. She did not want to know that he were unreachable. Beneath his skin was bedrock. A year later, for a single night, she was lying with a man who hugged her tightly as he slept. It moved her more than any gesture he had made on her behalf. He belonged to another species than Francesco. When J. came home on Monday she found the note on the bed with the blank lines and the rose. Even at a year and a half’s remove she did not have any idea what words might have been going through his head, when he placed the dots on the page. Was it a formality, a stock romantic gesture? Or was he also looking for the words, in hopes of finding a feeling behind the words? Can the expectations of a lifetime be compressed into three days? 

After that first week-end nothing was the same. The fear of loosing him set in and grew like a giant mushroom inside of her. She wondered often if there had been an instant when the granite cracked and some fragment of her emotions reached him. Or was he always far away, only his body at a measurable distance? From that first Sunday night, she lost her balance and embarked upon the long fall that lasted nearly two years. She asked herself why did she need to believe in him, despite the evidence looming out at her?                   

One day of the Spring of 1992, at dusk, in Torino, she thought she might have the courage to call him. Just one more time. She imagined that she could pick up the phone and ask he how he was as if it were a normal phone call to a friend whom she had not seen for a while. She had the illusion that she could make a call and wipe away nearly a year of estrangement, that they could talk without rancor or bitterness. The phone beckoned to her. It was hard for her to remember that she could no longer call him. It was over; there was nothing to communicate. The next morning she awoke again, before dawn, the usual pain dragging at her heart. She went to pick up the source code from Paolo, illuding herself that she could construct a future for herself, if she could only manage to learn C-language. Spoke to one of the ex-backers, he wanted a copy of the international research grant proposal to show to a member of the commission that was to evaluate the proposals. What could he want with it other than graft; the deadline was past, but in Italy it is never too late to ask for kickbacks and pass money under the table. 

The rest of the morning passed as if in a dream. She was alone in the apartment, her friend Tea had gone to work. She thought of all the empty apartments she had sat in over the years, sometimes she felt as if she must be the only persn out of work. The estrangement of being once again alone in another person’s house, while the owner was out in the working world, made her weak and dizzy. It was hard for her to remember that she ever had profession. All around her were people intent on constructing their future. She was standing on the sidelines, invisible to all, including herself. 

The wind and rain had died down, but she missed the wool cap she lost in Paris the  week before. Her ears hurt the way they always did when it was cold outside. She wanted to go back to the market where she had bought it and look for another. But she did not have the courage to stir up memories again. It was better to suffer with an earache than to think of the bitter cold Saturday when she went to buy a cap for the trip down to Rome, on the week-end following those first three days with Francesco. She had imagined a repetition of the first week-end, in an urban setting: two nights out of time in a small quiet hotel. She spent the day preparing for the train ride like a teenager going to a prom. She counted the minutes of the six hours on the train. She arrived at midnight on Saturday. 

At first it did not seem quite real to her that they were together again. She then asked him where they were going to stay. He said they would have to look for a hotel, he had not had time to reserve anything. She froze in her tracks. She thought of taking the train back to Torino immediately. She thought of exploding. She knew, inside of her, that if he had not dedicated twenty minutes of the day to reserve a hotel room, she meant nothing to him. He was elsewhere. But she did nothing. She followed him quietly out of the station, hoping she was wrong, trying to find excuses for him. They wandered around the neighborhood of the station for a half hour. The first three hotels were full. He admitted that he did not actually know where to look for a place in Rome, never having been there as a tourist. J. wanted to know why he had not asked his brother-in-law or Andrea to suggest a place. Francesco answered that he did not want to inform others of his private life. J. felt like a whore. 
Her veins froze, but she followed him through the empty streets of Rome until they finally found a hotel with a room available. The lobby was suspiciously vast and empty. The night porter handed him a key, and a card with the room number. The card indicated the price of the room. It said three hundred and twelve dollars for the night. He put the card in his pocket. J. could not tell if he had looked at it and actually read it, or not, before folding it in half. The room was elegant and sleazy at the same time: the kind that business men at conventions take call girls to. The refrigerator contained beer and cut rate champagne. But the bed was horizontal, which was what mattered to her. 

As they were making love, he said to her: ‘I don’t want you to fall in love with me and I don't want to fall in love with you.’ Again she froze but said nothing. He had traced the edges of his involvement as sharply as a gardener pruning a hedge. Her existence was outside of those boundaries. She wondered why he warned her against the precipice of love, if he were not aware of the danger to himself. One does not have to defend oneself against something that has no likelihood of happening. 

J. slept badly, awoke with a headache due to the bad champagne. It was nearly noon. She sensed that spending three hundred dollars for a hotel room was not an act of munificence on his part. It was simply the negligence of not having looked at the price on the card. She woke him up and suggested that they find another hotel for Sunday, before they would be obliged to pay for two nights. In fact he had not looked at the card with the price before accepting the room. He asked her if she had cash on her. She acquiesced. He said he would pay her back on Monday. She dressed in silence as quickly as possible. He inquired whether she was disappointed with him; she said no, just confused. He indicated by way of an explanation that in a place like Hong Kong, even the best hotels cost no more than a hundred and twenty-five bucks a night; he asked if hotels in Torino cost as much as Rome. She countered that anyone in Torino or Rome could find a double room for eighty dollars a night, in fifteen minutes of looking through the yellow pages. He sat down quietly, picked up the phone book and laboriously made three or four phone calls until he located a room for a hundred and twenty five dollars. 

She paid the bill and they walked out into the rain to look for a taxi. She was sure that anyone over six knew that the hotels near the station in Rome robbed the tourists blind. She was furious at Francesco and at herself at the same time. She had never argued with a lover about money. It was a petty and undignified thing for a person to do. But she had lived for years of her life on three hundred dollars for an entire month.  She could not imagine how a person could waste that sum of money out of laziness, distraction or ineptitude. She could have imagined that he were so affluent that it was an insignificant amount of money to him, but she knew it was not so, no matter what his former life had been like. By way of an apology, at lunch he said humbly that in the last ten years he had never once had to attend to the practical matters of his daily existence. He had always had a secretary for those things. He said it very sheepishly as if she should forgive him. She found herself before the mystery of his past, the black hole of what his life had been like before he came to Rome. She could not fathom what the daily life of a person with a chauffeur, a cook, a bodyguard, a maid and a secretary could be like. It was beyond her that an adult could so loose touch with reality, as to not be able to deal with the simplest details of the day’s routine. 

She tried to forget the incident. On Monday morning he paid her back for the hotel and she felt small and relieved at the same time. It was half the cost of her plane ticket to the States for New Year’s. But the event had ruined the week-end, even though Sunday was peaceful and the night was full of tenderness and what she thought was affection. Was the hotel room an omen, a sign of all the rest to follow? Are the signs always posted? She had refused to see what there was to see. She only wanted to see the part of him she loved. She managed to look right through all the rest. Why did she force herself to accept him with all of his inconsistencies, only to discover that he would never accept her as she was?
She no longer knew what stretched before her. Despite his visit at the end of April, the intermittent phone calls, letters and fax, she recognized she would never see him again. She believed the two days he had spent with her in April were to salve his conscience. They were a taking leave, a prelude to his final departure from her life. All of the promises were as ephemeral as dandelion fluff in the wind. Be that as it may. The pen returned to trace the path that led her there: to decipher the moments, dissect the memory, in hope of understanding who he was, and why she had loved him.                   


         

The hole widens around what the archaeologists indicate used to be the heart: a gaping crater, thekind meteors make. The other organs of the body survey the emptiness, after love has been excised. They rush forward dizzily to fill the void. Their contortions produced the cramps she felt when the day darkened. What becomes of the smoldering mass that used to be a star? Like lava it congeals around hope. Even as the heart is separated from the body in which it is lodged, it leaves its shadow in the cavernous depths between the ribs, so they will not feel so empty. No one wants to let go of love. No one wants to know that the space it occupied is empty: an emptiness to the left side behind the breastplate, wider than the Gobi desert, drier than the Sahel. It is impossible to reconcile oneself with that vast expanse. For all of the efforts made in the last five months to start over, she  discovered that she could not evacuate love from the war zone that had filled her anatomy. Her need to love was greater than her need to be loved in return. Her need to believe that there existed a person worthy of love was the only thing that sustained her. All of the attempts to excise Francesco’s being from her own had failed. Her existence had become entwined with the consciousness of his being. If she consigned him to oblivion she would lose the essence of herself. 

                33.  Winter's end
She did not know in that final Winter of 1993, whether her house was a refuge, or a cage for loneliness. She lay suspended between sleep and awakening and heard the sound of her neighbor's conversation filter up from the alley below. The dialect was muffled by the echo of the stone walls; she could barely make out the words. In those morning hours, she was afraid that someone might knock at the door: the police, the postman with a registered letter, which always meant bureaucratic entanglements. Often she wondered why she had chosen this village, this country, this life of a semi-hermit. Would she have been better off if she had never left her own country? Had she stayed would she have lost more of herself in the process of adaptation? In fact, she would have been under more pressure there to be what she was not capable of being, than she was here. In this country her estrangement was categorical, and unquestionable. It was clear to the Italians, even more to those of her region and village, that she was not one of them. She did not share their experience, their values, their beliefs or aspirations. They respected her gift for manual labor and left her alone. The did not question her position as an outsider. They did not understand her, neither the villagers nor her friends. But they did not try excessively to change her. 

Had she stayed in the States, she would have been subject to far more intense criticism; she would have had to defend herself, continually. She would have had to fight for each minute of her interior life, as it clashed with the public quality of that of her compatriots. They would expect her to react, to conform or to defend herself. The would not have left her to her own devices. She remembered her trips back to the States, the repeated assertions, criticisms and insinuations. She remembered the sense of being on trial,  scrutinized, appraised, and judged guilty of not having put order into her life. Here in the village, in her house, she could live inside of her mind. When it drifted with the tides of folly, no one noticed particularly. Her body felt weightless in the bed. Her muscles were relaxed into semi-hypnosis. She felt unable to move her arms or legs, as if she was floating on a sea of gelatin.  It was not an unpleasant sensation, as long as she could keep from thinking of the moment when she would have to get up and look at another day. At that point her body would rebel; her head would throb with the kind of dull headache that risked becoming an acute seizure. She was in a state of depression in which it took her two to three hours to pass from sleep to waking.

The preceding day had been fairly productive, she reasoned. She had installed a double glazed window in her bedroom and drawn up the plans for an elaborate, gazebo for her neighbors. If they accepted the estimate she would be able to pay the bills for another month. It would be an enjoyable project, complex enough to be interesting, but not too tiring, a large wooden armature with arcs and curved sections of plywood to serve as the support for jasmine, lilacs and other vines for shade. It was the kind of project that should have raised her spirits. However her nervous system refused to respond. It lay  comatose until noon, and filled her skull with a  continual, painful pressure, as it held her brain in a vice for most of each afternoon. Even on the days in which it might appear that she had accomplished something, she felt herself wading through sludge. 

Slowly the house was filling with intersecting layers of memories. The house became their final resting place. Painful as they were, they were paradoxically the only source of continuity for her. They were what reminded her that she was still the same human being she had been, when she started out on her uncertain journey. For years, as she was building the house, she dreamed obsessively of her loft in San Francisco. She had lost the major dream of her life when she gave up the loft. The loft, with its hundred and fifty foot length and twelve foot height belonged to the era of hope, that had produced the chance encounters with Alex and Marc, the era of the tidal waves of love, the confidence that she could live out her life, filling her days with creative endeavors. That belief had sustained her; when it waned, she gave up the loft to others and bought the truck, journeyed to the land inside her mind, then on to her small plot of real estate: these many tons of crumbling walls on the other side of the ocean. As she diligently rebuilt the house, she dreamed of the loft as she would have dreamed of a lost person.  The years passed; the dream blurred gradually; she felt she was loosing her past, the part of her life that had formed her. She was mercifully surrounded by people who were in no way like her; therefore they could not put pressure on her to become what she could not be. But she sensed a need for a link with her distant past, someone who had known her before she went to California, before she had left all that was familiar to her on the East Coast, someone who knew the original material she was made of. 

Unexpectedly she ran into a young couple from a city in Canada where a lover of many eons ago in the sixties had moved to. She asked them to check if he was still teaching at the university there. Several months later while working in Paris she received a note forwarded from Candeasco. The envelope contained his name and his present address. She turned it over many times in her hands before she opened it, feeling its contours as she would his body, the afternoons without words, the dialogue that passed only through their skin, her grief when he left for Africa on a Rhodes scholarship. On his return from his research grant, he married within a week a girlfriend from his home town. Less than a year later he had driven  half way across the country without sleep, in order to rescue a night from accountability to his wife, a night which he spent with J. in her new and almost empty loft, on his way to a friend’s wedding in Southern California. He was in the grip of academia, on his way to tenure, and she was just as firmly dropped out of all the known structures which circumscribed their joint background and class like a moat. 

After a night of nostalgic recognition of a common past, their paths arched out again in opposite directions. He divorced and remarried. She returned to Europe after the possibility of building a future with Alex, then with Marc had been eclipsed. Two decades passed without a word, then out of the blue, a letter. She was pulled backward twenty years as she opened it. She remembered he had asked her to come to Canada once, six months after their meeting in San Francisco. His wife was due to be away for a week. She had refused. The idea of being put up in a hotel by a husband irritated her. It smacked of hypocritical respectability. From the lines of the note he had not changed in one important respect. He still wrote beautifully. She sent him a fax, received an answer in a week, then wrote him a real letter, in which she poured out her heart in the most oblique fashion she could manage in writing, skirting the edges of emotion, circling her life with what irony she could conjure up. She tried to be as realistic as possible. He was married and had children. 

She waited six months for an answer, during which she shoved her memories of him back into the dusty crevices of her brain. She felt ridiculous and humiliated.  When the answer finally arrived she was stunned. He had been away traveling for his work for virtually all of the half year interval. He was pleased to hear from her. She had not unmasked herself, his sister was coming to Europe for the winter, maybe would come and visit her. The arrival of his letter coincided with the drab terror of winter and insolvency. But it brought her back toward the shore of sanity. She felt she had a friend who had known her for a long time, and was happy to be in contact with her. It was a greater gift  than many of her recent romances. She tried to imagine what his own life and aspirations consisted of these days. His letters were ambiguous. They alluded to dissatisfactions, despite a well padded career, but nothing specific was said. 
It was better that way. She did not wish for an opportunity for false hope. She wanted only to know that a human being was concerned for what was to become of her. If one individual remembered what she was, before she embarked upon her rocky course, she could return to be part of what she had been. But what part? What could be salvaged from her past on shore? Very little. Only the harbor, certainly not the voyager. She sensed that the orderly container, the well landscaped launching pad which she had taken off from, was all that she missed from the past. What she herself had been then was infinitely worse than what she was now. She had been infinitely more frightened, insecure and lonely than she was at the present. It had taken her twenty years to discover that she had the resilience to reinvent herself many times over. In doing so she had discarded people and surroundings like so many seasonal skins. 

It was unlikely that they would ever meet again, this phantom from the ivy league and herself, but it comforted her to know that he still existed. She put the letter away with care. The past had not completely pulverized itself. Some ropes tied her to the moorings with another individual who had spent his life in quest of the word. The small footpath of continuity steadied her.  It gave her a wisp of proof of her actual existence, evidence that she was not falling through life with a shredded parachute. She thought of the author of the letter, his skin, taut and silken against wiry muscles, his mind, gleaming and unpredictable, one of the few people who did not bore her. His shadow was spreading across a valley in her brain. It would be better to finish waxing the floor and tend to the stove that needed encouragement every five or six hours to burn olive pits as energetically as the January temperatures required. The past was more than twenty-five years back along a different bend in the road. She took hold of the tools at hand.
Epilogue

The wall is made of words, stationed as sentries at the entrance to the heart. The road is dusty, not too many travelers this time of day. What was she defending, if the heart is hollow from disuse? It makes the sound of  a gourd when the sentries knock. 
The wall is made of fear, the phantom of the past, strangling the present, shadows on the wall, of events better forgotten; shadows of the sentries, border guards against an unknown future.

Who built the labyrinth around the heart? Bad legend makers, men of little faith. She made a string that would stretch from star to star, out of all the wool from all the sheep grazing in the meadow next to the labyrinth. But the string was not long enough to reach the heart. 

Could she climb over the wall? Could she walk through the wall? On the other side of the wall are there road signs that lead to the heart?

She finally rented a parachute and landed inside the wall. It was a long rough fall with a dizzy landing. But the field inside the wall was full of chamomile and clover, and his footprints were on the grass. It was worth the voyage. 






