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LOVE IS A LAND MINE

                                                     c. 2009  Jane Rose Speiser

Writers are like vultures; they are always trying to bite into the part of human experience that is closest to the bone. The part which is unspeakable.

You may well ask why. Because only by searching to give breath to the events that tear us apart, can we provide a catharsis that may be of some use to others. Maybe even to ourselves. 

It is not easy to stalk the words through the black forest of the heart. Most experience that is worth recounting is elusive. Our culture has taught us not to feel what we feel. To feel what we feel, in all of  its intensity, is to be crazy. One must defend oneself against that level of fragility. Or so it seems. Or so we are taught.

Writers have not been taught. They refuse to learn. They refuse the decorum of  their civilized peers. They are not looking for the happy ending, but the paradox that impedes it. They are looking for a way to live with the questions that cannot be answered. For the big questions there is no way to balance the books.



*

*

*

*
So much for the introduction. It almost sounds in the preceding paragraphs, as if I, the writer, am coherent. As if I have already made sense out of what has happened. The events have been sliced and dissected, chopped  fine in the food processor of the mind, grilled to perfection. Now they are ready to be served to the reader. It is not that way. What there is to be told is lying all around me, shredded at best; simply torn apart at worst. Most of it is banging against the walls of my brain, with great clanging and screeching sounds. What cannot be contained in the volume of my skull, has seeped down into the diaphragm, as if the insistent and recurring cramps, painful in the extreme,  could evict the emotions contained therein. 
I am writing this for you. Not because you have time or desire to read it. You are elsewhere; all of your life and energy is elsewhere, quite far from here. Were you to read what I have to say, I no longer believe you would understand it. What could induce a sane person to wish to understand madness? But if I can give this madness a shape on the flat pages before me, it may not rise up in the night to devour me. 
What is most clear is that it has all taken place inside my mind. What is left of it. Out there in the objective real world, there were a couple of dozen conversations, widely spaced over time, plus a would be ‘roll in the hay’ that never left the ground; an affair that crashed before it lifted off the runway. There were a few moments of passionate embrace, that never quite led to the essential parts of the anatomy, and a half a dozen phone calls. Is it possible to go mad for so little? How can the mind  manufacture such an immeasurable amount of anguish from such a minute amount of raw material? And they tell us that alchemy is turning tin to gold. When the mind turns it own creations into volcanoes and sand storms, all other measures of alchemy pale beside it. 
How did it begin? I came to the village thirteen years ago, so full of emptiness, fragile as a leaf falling from a tree in the November wind. You were sitting behind a desk on that Wednesday morning, the country doctor for the villages of the valley I lived in. I had come to see you, regarding the after effects of two concussions, both of which had occurred in the course of the previous year. It was not a romantic beginning. I came dragging along my past, like a ball and chain.

… the ground on which they lay,

was made of the softest granite,

and the rain that fell upon them

was as warm as the winter snow…

The sound of the waves were chamber music, and even the last voyeurs striding along the upper walkway at three in the morning did not bother them. The physicality of their love making had much more substance than any other aspect of their surroundings. Neither the water that drenched them, nor the wind, nor the cold, nor the sound of approaching footsteps could graze them or diminish their pleasure. That first night, in which they were so hermetically sealed together, in which nothing beyond the shell in which they were wrapped could reach them; that very shell was to crack ever so slowly. When it split apart definitively, approximately six months had passed.
Romano was still before my eyes when I walked into your office.  He was in every organ of my body.  It took more than a decade for his image to fade.  The aftermath of the concussion was nothing compared to the ghost of the person who had produced it. 

Not even the police could believe their eyes when they entered her house. She had left the emergency ward several days previously, but she let four days pass before she achieved the state of mind necessary to return to her home in broad daylight. She came, accompanied by two police men and a close friend, to look at the transformation the house had undergone, in the space of a half hour on the previous Saturday night. She had not known that glass could shatter in so many different ways.  A carpet of shards lay beneath every object that had previously been a mirror or glass door. The acrylic landing and the Plexiglas table were equally reduced to pointed transparent splinters. The plywood flooring of the living room had been torn from the slab it was  glued to. Furthermore, every object in the entire house of eight rooms, that was not bolted to the floor, had been raised and flung down with the intent of smashing it. The police hardly knew where to rest their gaze.  
Some kind of transfusion had taken place in me. I had absorbed the fragility of the person who had fractured the interior of my house and some bones in my body. I had not been able to change him; I had only come to resemble him more and more.  I came to your office, nearly a year later, with a void inside me that echoed like a canyon. You were not aware of that void. I was simply a new patient, along with the thousand four hundred and something existing ones. I was simply an addition to your work load, as you were one of the more revered country doctors in the province.
She, in turn, fixed her eyes on the iron bolt that had once served to close the door of her bedroom from the inside. It used to slide into the stone wall for a good two inches. The door hung limply from its hinges. The bolt, which was a half an inch thick and two inches wide, had been bent at right angles. The rage which Romano had consumed to break down the door, had used up just enough of his strength, so that he was lacking that crucial milligram which would have actually smashed her skull. That was how it appeared to her. She had had extraordinary luck. His fist had only succeeded in breaking her nose, cracking a vertebrae of her neck, damaging her left eye and giving her a concussion that diminished her ability to think and netted her a continual near migraine. She had had an extraordinary stroke of luck. She kept repeating that to herself.
There I was sitting in your office, shell shocked and trying not to show it, trying to explain in a reasonable tone of voice, the effects of the most recent, second concussion. The one that occurred six months later on the streets of Manhattan.  A drunk bicyclist had run the light on twenty second street and third avenue at high noon.  He swung around the corner at forty miles an hour and rammed into me.  I woke up a day and a half later in Gracie Square Hospital.  After a month I could stand up and walk for about an hour before the severe headache would return and force me to lie down.  My left ear rang continually, at first a lion’s roar, and after a month, that of the waves continually breaking on my eardrum. It was not an enviable homecoming for a long time expatriate. 
Two months later I returned to Italy, to the region I had lived in for eighteen years. It was simpler that way. But the walls of my brain were still exceedingly slippery, very little new information could cling to them. All of what Italy was about: noise, crowds, traffic, chaos, represented unbearable sensory overload for me. All I wanted was a place to hide in. What I most wished to hide from was the emptiness inside myself,  and moreover the fear that I could only love a person who was crazy; moreover that my own love would be of no help to him, it would only make him more so. 
You were sitting at your desk: brilliant, cheerful, ironic and apparently sane. Your reputation had preceded you; everyone in the village spoke of you in glowing terms, how hardworking and kind and conscientious you were. They had forgotten to tell me that you were also handsome. And married. With children. Small details. 
The concussions had split her in two. Between her past and her present was a chasm. There was that other person with her same name and long red hair, who had written books and directed films and drawn pictures and loved a large number of crazy lovers. The results of the efforts of that other person filled her archives with manuscripts, cassettes, paintings to be framed. But she was no longer that person. She was now a person for whom every effort at thought, either logical analysis or creative invention produced fear,  pain and extreme exhaustion. That person with her name, who inhabited her past, was light years away. The she of her present did not know if the she of her past could ever be retrieved. She had preserved however, despite the effects of the concussions, the foreboding that she could not allow the events to be lost. They were wandering souls; it would be necessary to lay them on the printed page to furnish them with a decent burial. If not they would stagger through her mind without ever achieving their rest. 
In this state of mind of immeasurable emptiness, I sat down in the chair facing your desk, some thirteen years ago.  All that was inside of me, my brain, my heart, and every other organ of my body began to weave its inebriated fantasy. It began in spite of me, because I needed to believe that there was one decent, kind, hardworking, intelligent, sober, imaginative, non-violent, and attractive man in this universe; that there was one human being I could love, who would not do me harm. I had to believe that such a person existed. I had to believe that I was capable of loving such a person, who was the opposite of Romano. The opposite of Alex. The opposite of Marc. The opposite of Brian. The opposite of Massimo. That person was you.
Please forgive me for this terrible weight I have unwittingly placed upon you, the weight of my own emotions.  I recognize that it is a boulder crashing down into your path, through no fault of your own. I have been given to believe that the intrinsic value of a person is immediately apparent to whomever has eyes to see with. One does not have to know the infinite details of another person’s past to perceive the end result. One does not have to dig through a hundred facts that would fill a biography. One simply has to look at the eyes. Somehow it did not take more than five minutes to see that you still had the light in your eyes. It did not take more than a few minutes to know that I would do anything to be in your presence. What I knew, in those very few minutes, is almost impossible to unknow. Please do not judge me harshly for what I feel. Love is not just an ornery seed, that can be pulled up like crabgrass. It is a vine that strangles the consciousness and all of the reasoning powers. It s roots cannot be extirpated, even with the strongest winch.
It would be best to describe that first ‘bedroom’ that she shared with Romano. The Southern wall was composed of the sea foam of the high waves, lured by the wind to crash against the rocky cliff. On the East and West were two low stone ledges. Adjoining one of them was a tiny shelter, now missing its roof. On the North was the higher rocky wall and the stairs leading up to the main pathway, that wove its way along the sea for a kilometre or so. Its historical name was ironically Lovers’ Lane. Parallel to the pathway was a bench that served as a separé. Between the bench and the wall was a space as wide as a double bed, on which were spread the softest sheets;--no it was not quite that way: on which were spread the softest stones of slate. The area was lit by one of the streetlights that gave off an orange, peachy glow, filtered by the rain falling softly all about them. Naked on their bed of slate, surrounded by clouds and rain, they made love for two and a half hours, without disturbance from the night walkers on the pathway above them. They did not feel either the wet, cold stones nor the wind, nor the falling rain. All they felt was the need to know each other, to take comfort and pleasure in each other’s body. All they were conscious of  was that they had the strength and intensity of that need; for that they were most grateful. 

The next afternoon she returned to that spot along the walkway, to look for an amethyst earring she had lost the night before. Under the glaring sun and the clearest sky, the bench was still in its place. There was no other sign that the recent events had occurred, only the lost earring on the ground. In that manner she knew that it had all actually happened; she had not merely imagined it. She sat on the bench. Then she walked over to what remained of the mini fortress, now a roofless shelter. She tried to guess what Romano’s life had been like fifteen years earlier. He said he used to sleep in the shelter, when he had no where else to go, before its roof collapsed. He said that their night together had taken him way back in time. The night had the same effect on her, to restore a piece of her past. Both had gone back to what they had been; untamed animals filled with hope and rage and desire. On the way back to her car, at four in the morning, they admitted to being half crazy, and were thankful to still be so. The day afterwards her spine ached from the several hours of contact with the cold stone,  and his knees ached for the same reason.  There was no other trace of the Friday night of the thirteenth of May. Nobody has determined if the thirteenth of each month, as it falls on a Friday, brings excessive good fortune or its complete opposite. 
There I was, my sweet friend, for the next thirteen years, trapped in the claws of my imagination and my desire. There were you as well. I did not mean for it to be this way, and I did what I could to undo the spell that I had unwittingly cast over myself. I went away to live in Genoa. For four years I barely returned to the village. When I came back you were still there. While I was away, I wrote and directed two films. I made love occasionally to those I met in the city. But I met no one who could replace you. The following year I went to Torino. Another four years passed. They were four empty years. I saw you occasionally, as I commuted back and forth from the city to the country. I never selected a doctor in the city. But I tried very hard to preserve my health; for I did not want for you to see me ill. In a perverse form of pride, I only went to see you for insignificant needs. I did not want for you to think of me as a person who was weak and sickly.  
All the while the great mushroom cloud of illusions and dreams inflated inside of me, until it filled every crevice in my body and my mind. I sat in your office and we talked of politics mostly. It was a very safe topic. There was nothing personal about our conversations. Very little was revealed, except the desire to continue talking to each other. I often tried to arrive last, so the other patients would not be enraged at the excessive time I spent in your office.  But I did not go there often, and I surmised that you would not have kept me there, if you did not wish to talk to me. We each stayed rigorously within our roles: you were the doctor and I was the writer; neither of us admitted to being a man and a woman. Thirteen years is a long time in which to play act. But I knew you were married with two children.  I was told you were happily married to a lady who was  intelligent, pretty, and ten years younger than you. That would be twenty years younger than me. In all those years I did not dare to hope; in particular I did not want to make a fool of myself. I was careful to say nothing that would reveal what I actually felt about you.
The feelings one has for another person are rarely perceived as a gift. They are most often construed as a form of blackmail, or a badly aimed weapon of mass destruction. Love has a terrible reputation, which is continually renewed whenever it is expressed out loud. I did not want to reinforce the grim reputation that love has accrued, so I kept quiet, at least in outward appearance. But inside of me, the undertow was pulling me farther and farther from shore. All of my being was awash with the grimmest form of love, the kind that remains invisible.
She thought she should set the scene of her first meeting with Romano, with a description of the physical place in which it occurred. It was a quiet Saturday afternoon at the end of April, in the rundown neighbourhood, on the outskirts of her provincial town on the coast of Mediterranean sea. A place where people did not actually live: they simply hung out, waiting for better times. They were stationed there, stalking a future that was unexplainably postponed. Ilve and Sergio were unloading a video-game console, from a truck to the cafe next to the tobacco store. Giuseppe and Maria were running the bar where she sat, at the entrance to the freeway.
 A driver, in a fit of road rage, was calling the wife, of the elderly couple in front of him, a whore. The half-lost husband of the couple had been driving much too slowly. In doing so he rendered his rear bumper the natural target for the enraged driver following him. The neighbours hanging over their balconies, happy to have something to relieve their boredom, were waiting for the local highway police to arrive, ( four youngsters just hired to deal with the up and coming tourist season) and discourage the population from beating each other up. The pregnant wife of the furious driver was trying to drag him away from the elderly couple. Her screams could be heard for a few hundred metres distance. Giuseppe left the counter of his bar and walked in their direction. Just in case a capable person were needed to intervene. The newly hired  road police might not have the necessary experience to deal with the situation. Therefore the owner of a corner bar has precise responsibilities in a  seedy neighbourhood, full of housing projects and desperate, bitter  inhabitants, down on their luck. The billiard room of his bar was still empty; it was too early for the habituées to arrive. The fierce sunlight and intense humidity of the premature Summer, come too early, had turned the neighbourhood into an outdoor Turkish bath.
This was the setting that served as a point of reference for myself as well, though I actually lived in a village about twelve miles inland. It was the Italian version of a Hopper painting. The neon lights of the forties had been replaced by the intense glare of the pitiless, Mediteranean sunlight. It was a subtropical version of Hoboken, complete with agaves and palm trees. In this environment I did not need to come to terms with what had been expected of me. With how I had deluded the great hopes of those who put me on this earth. It was  a democratic setting, in which I could be a failure among failures. In that environment I did not stand out. All I had to do was to quarter my intelligence, so as to not embarrass the local inhabitants. Just as I had done for the several decades of life as an expatriate, in the various metropoli of the ‘Bel Paese’, those where I had worked, most recently developing software for computer animation. My company had collapsed in the recession of the early nineties. IBM had collapsed, as well as Thompson,  as well as the myriad investments in the seven hundred holdings of the Fiat, of which my tiny company was a part. An insignificant leaf, pruned from a large, indifferent tree. I was left with the debts, and a renewed familiarity with my erstwhile profession as a carpenter and housepainter. I worked for my more affluent friends, at half price, to pay off the bank loans. I was just about to turn fifty. 
On that sultry afternoon, she was seated at Giuseppe’s bar, eating a pistachio ice cream. Its synthetic taste was that of limestone and sand,  mixed by inexperienced mason/cooks. Pistachio ice cream had undergone a great decline in quality, since the time in which she used to eat it in Manhattan, in a similar neighbourhood, twenty five years previously. At that time pistachio ice cream was garnished with cocaine. The combination represented an almost balanced diet for an underground filmmaker weighing ninety seven pounds. She would have liked to not have to eat pistachio ice cream without its usual addition, but  times had changed, for just about everyone. Eating pistachio ice cream, naked and unadorned as it was born, made her feel the passage of time. It hurled her into the contrast with her past, which did not please her. She was waiting for her present. But her present had been delayed. 
She thought of Maria and Giuseppe, the owners of the bar she was wont to spend time in. They had a son named Antonio, a teenager of overwhelming beauty, and underwhelming brains. She thought, in the mist of her second drink, in her blasphemous thinking, that they could have had a son named Jesus, born on their billiard table, instead of the manger. In the late twentieth century, mangers were in short supply. The future heroes of the slums of this world, would have to be born on billiard tables, for lack of anything better. Hard times for all. It was in the midst of such musings that Romano entered the bar, and her life. 
You had no idea, my sweet friend, that I had invested such disproportionate feelings in you.  Love is a landmine. It explodes at the slightest touch. All of those words with the capital A. Anthrax, Arms of mass destruction, Aaahhmore, (as they say in Italian), all equally devastating; all equipped with the boomerang effect, to do as much damage to the sender as to the recipient. To be fair, I should not blame you for the natural evolution of thirteen years of my painstakingly, handcrafted illusions. It was not your doing. It all happened almost entirely inside of my mind. 
For thirteen years I embroidered my fantasy of you. I imagined that even a sane person could give me the passion of a crazy person. That even a sane person could dream the dreams of a person out of his skull, who lived on the streets when he was homeless.  That even a sane person who got up each morning and actually earned a living, could love a person as crazy as myself. It was an error of perception on my part. I imagined that even a sane person, who lived safely perched on dry land, with a perfectly constructed life composed of his family and his profession, that left him no free time for any other intrusion: even such a person such as you might gaze at a mermaid on the high seas, and want to take a dive into the deep waters. How could I be such a fool, you might ask? ‘These are things that happen to the living,’ as they say in a well worn Italian proverb. 
In the neighbourhood of the bar she was sitting in, the inhabitants were almost all in bad health. They were young and wasted. Who had lost his teeth; who was on or over the edge of hepatitis; who was obese or anorexic, who was half out of his skull, even according the inhabitants themselves.  The crossroads of the neighbourhood: the State tobacco store was where the population congregated to smoke and talk. Nothing special, just tobacco. Two or three packs a day. They sat in Anika’s store at the junction of the five streets leading to the freeway, to have a smoke, gaze at the desolate horizon and the Mac trucks, or at Anika herself. Her features, half Venetian, half Slavic, delicate, fragile, exotic, and her long, pitch black gypsy hair were in great contrast to the absolute dreariness of the rest of the surroundings. Romano, as well, had looked at Anika for a good part of his youth. While he was gazing at Anika, her younger sister Cinzia was gazing at him. She was famished and aggressive, he was haughty and indifferent, a perfect prince charming, completely out of reach. They had spent the entirety of their teenage years in this fashion, while the rest of the population got down to business, and fucked each other without verbal or emotional trimmings. Anika had not attached herself to anyone. But as they grew up her younger sister began to acquire the reputation of someone who was too generous with her cunt, so no one wished to attach themselves to her. Even her twin brother, Ilve, on the edge of tuberculosis, limited himself to drinking and smoking; he did not cross the border into getting laid. 
This was the world in which I hung out, less than a year before I met you.  It is not a world you know much about.  You had spent your youth, as I was given to believe, quite industriously immersed in leftist politics. You represented the best of ‘cato-comunismo’: those who had imported the worst defects on the Catholic church into the leftist political arena: self-righteousness,  Puritanism, cause and effect, and a complete incapacity to accept the paradoxes of this world. Those who believed that in order to change the world you had to reject any form of hedonism,  an anachronistic remnant of their bourgeois past.  You did not belong to my world of gin and tonics.  You did not belong to my world of LSD and opium. Or so I was given to believe. Who knows. Actually I know very little about your past, I can only surmise what it might have been. Italy is very sectarian. There are those who wish to change the world, and those who wish to change their lives. Never the two do meet.  
Please forgive me if I make this ferocious and uncharitable assessment of you. I have lived a life of decadence. I barely remember  the world of responsible citizens. In the course of my precarious existence I have developed a great contempt for the respectable population of this world. If this be so, you might logically ask why I fell in love with you. I do not have an answer for you. Life plays tricks on even the most wary.  
In any case, I dreamed of you for thirteen years. Intensely. I  imagined that I might meet you, on a moonless night,  in one of the dark alleyways of the tiny town you lived in.  In those medieval alleys, consecrated by centuries of nuns and priests, there might be a doorway. In the shadow of the unlit doorway, we might make love, wordlessly, standing, without even undressing. It was a rather ordinary dream, that could have been dreamed by so many folks with no literary pretensions.  But in the dream I imagined the feel of your skin; I imagined that for you as well, I would represent a moment out of time, a moment untouched by any aspect of your daily life.  I never had the strategic savoir faire to ambush you on your return from work, despite the enormous abundance of unlit doorways in the town you lived in. In that manner thirteen years passed uneventfully. I dreamed, cried, and did not sleep at night, while you lived, worked and your children grew up. Thirteen years is a long time. A very long time. 
In the tiny neighbourhood in which Anika and Romano grew up, there were those who were terrified of taking on the world around them. Than there were  those like Sissi, who were not afraid to grapple with the world; she got laid on her doorstep under a blanket at age fourteen and came down with aids and died at thirty six. There were those like Chiru, her best friend, who tried to imitate her. Aids passed her by, by a hair’s breath, as she married Roberto at age nineteen, and betrayed him for three years with the stone cutter next door, before they finally separated. There were those like Fanny, who was too obese to attract the dread disease, whose beautiful voice was reduced to singing about what she would have wanted from life. Anika had not left her State tobacco store since she was fourteen, the year in which her mother became too over weight and unstable on her feet to work, and set her daughter behind the counter to substitute her. She had been bequeathed the coveted State tobacco liscence by Anika’s father,  just before he died. He left her as well the entire five story building, which he had built for her. He had abandoned his legitimate wife, before divorce was made legal, for Anika’s mother, twenty years his junior, who was a great beauty at that time. In the boom of the sixties he built the building that was to support them after he died, when Anika was ten years old. After his death her mother gained weight; as her weight increased her brain diminished. She seemed to be possessed of some advanced form of sleeping sickness. Her three children had inherited their father’s ability, divided by three. 
There is no excuse for love. You are perfectly right, it is a sign of folly. Mental unbalance at best. I should have recognized, in the course of that long decade, that you were elsewhere. I should have desisted. I should have turned my sights toward other shores.  Why I did not, God only knows. Did I actually believe that you could be for me, what Romano might have been, had he not gone mad? No. After many years I was no longer thinking of him. I was only longing for you. But maybe underneath it all, I was longing for you to become more like him. Spontaneous. Uncaring of the future. Able to exist in the immediate present. This is the gift that people who are crazy have inherited. They have no future. They only have the moment, to be seized with the fury of the damned. Romano lived in the instant, with an intensity that did not admit intrusions. You live in the fuller context of your life, a context that has little to do with me, but none the less a context with heavy chains. 
As she nursed her drink in Giuseppe’s bar, she tried to decipher  Anika’s world. She did not comprehend it. She did not understand why none of the three of them had gotten a driver’s license, or gone to high school, or travelled anywhere, or figured out how to make good use of the rent from the entire building they owned, to have a decent life.  Anika had become the head of the family. That meant that she had become a slave to the needs of  the three other members of her family. She would have liked to escape this form of enslavement; she was the one who loved to read, and wished to leave the neighbourhood  she was born in. But she knew that without her presence, her other relatives would have gone under.  To prevent them from drowning she stayed on in the place she was born. The only luxury she conceded herself was to clean house for a slightly more affluent friend, Teresa, twice a week, and pocket the money for herself, instead of dividing her earnings with her siblings. Those two mornings a week were her only vacation.
Please try to understand that I have not used my love to intrude upon your life. I try to imagine what these years have been for you: a happy family; walks in the snow in the mountains overlooking our valley. A great deal of very hard work. A myriad of people who depend on you for their survival in this world, a great deal more than they depend on the priest of our valley for their survival in the one to come. In the course of the years, you have possibly become the most respected and powerful person in the area. You have, in fact, an enviable life, as you so aptly told me in that one moment in which you came to my house and sat at my table. But I am getting ahead of my story. Over the years I slowly gave up hope. Why would a person, living on solid, dry land, turn his gaze to a mermaid on the high seas?  Why should he want to dive into those deep waters, and risk the destabilization of his life on shore?  There is no reason.  But several years ago, just to leave no stone unturned, I gave you a copy of my book about my life in San Francisco, during the seventies.  I did not expect that you would have time to read it, but just in case.  
She had been introduced to this tiny social microcosm through her friend Teresa, quite a while back. It is not easy for a foreigner to meet people in the provinces. Even more so for a foreigner with an excess of culture, but scant resources,  who alternated seasons of apparently fascinating work in the great cities of Italy, with even longer seasons of the economic precariousness that bad novels are made of. Furthermore, she did not live on the coast, but inland in a tiny village among the olive groves.  Her house had originally been a crumbled pile of stones that she  slowly, in the course of fifteen years, rebuilt into an abode, a kind of freeform sculpture in the manner of Gaudì. It was an architectural collage of the Orient and California, quite unsuited to receive the local bourgeoisie for dinner. She wasn’t much interested in the opinions of that segment of the society, although she was sometimes annoyed when they condescended to her or patronized her.  She had created  a micro world for herself, composed of the more alert peasants in her village, plus the members of Teresa’s tribe. The latter were people whose so called ‘alternative’ life style implied a relationship to gainful employment, money, sex, drugs and rock & roll, that was somewhat tangential to that of the more upstanding members of the coastal community. They were a variegated group. Those who spent their time at Anika’s tobacco store were the most down and out, but not the least interesting of the group.
She spent her time with them, because ‘no man is an island’; one cannot live in this world without company, and mostly because they did not denigrate her as an outcast from her former world, in which one’s career and social position constituted the only measure of worth. Not even the five thousand miles she had put between herself and the town she was born in on the other side of the ocean, was sufficient to protect her from the claws of judgement that her own kind extended in her direction. Years of a roller coaster existence had etched through her psyche and exhausted her body. She presumed she had failed to such a degree, that her only company could be composed of those at the bottom of ladder, who could not look down on her. It was not an ideological decision. It occurred gradually over a period of many years. After eighteen years in Italy, she had lost the point of origin, despite the fact that she had not yet found a destination. 
Is it possible that I had missed the first sign of something changing? Could it have been when I gave you my recently published book, which you read and gave to your son to read. All in the name of learning something about the history and the American politics of the seventies: that era as far back as the ice age, gilded with psychedelic rock; after contraception and before aids. The book was also about me. It was written in the first person. I was the person who witnessed the events I described; and in many chapters was their protagonist. I was the person who committed those acts and reaped their consequences. I was a live artefact of that exotic world that had filled the pages of so many chronicles of San Francisco and its mythical past. 
I had survived to tell the tale and was sitting in your office, trying to be bright, cheerful, witty, charming; trying to be the exact opposite of what I felt. You told me on my visit a few months after you received the book, that you had enjoyed it, and that in particular your son was fascinated by the account.  When I got up to leave you embraced me, as they often do in Italy among friends, with a hug and a kiss on each cheek, saying that you were doing it for your son, who liked the book so much. I looked at you with surprise, and did not have the courage to say to you: ‘and for yourself?’ I left and buried the event, without realising that possibly I had missed my chance to turn the tables, and another two years would pass uneventfully. I had assumed that the gesture was only pure comraderie, nothing more. In fact, I was a perfect child of the seventies, when people went right to the target, without any gentlemanly beating around the bush. ‘Hey pretty baby, yuhwanna get laid?’  That was the kind of language I understood. Anything less direct than that would have passed me by. 
It was in that state of mind, of fearful anxiety for her future, and oversize, syrupy shame and self-pity for her past, that Romano entered her life. In this case as well, she met him first through her imagination, and then in real life. Initially he crossed her path in a book. He was there on the printed page, waiting for her, as real as anyone in flesh and blood. It was a book she had read on the airplane, travelling to the States to see her Mother for the holidays. She needed a talisman against the rather destabilizing and unpleasant effects that the other side of the Atlantic had on her. For this purpose she had brought along the book. The book was by Italo Calvino; it was The Baron in the Trees. At first, in its protagonist she saw not Romano, whom she had not yet met, but herself in the mirror. More precisely it was a moment in which she felt so vulnerable, and so alone that even an imaginary literary invention could keep her company; perhaps more so than a live human being. Calvino’s  fabled hero, who did not belong to the solid ground beneath him, who belonged to the olive trees in which he had chosen to live out his life, seemed to her the absolute double of herself. To know that such a person existed,  on the printed page, gave her the conviction that he must also exist somewhere on this planet, in flesh and blood. Calvino’s literary creation had chosen to abandon all of the conventions of his noble and respectable society,  and risked the consequences of his choice. This creature made of fantasy and syntax, seemed her the Cartesian proof that a person living beyond the pale could still win out. Win? But what was there to be won? The right to live a coherent life as she saw it, without giving in to imposed rules or cracking in the process of discarding them.  She had carried the Baron in her head, in her imagination, in her dreams, as her one bastion against solitude for five months up to the day she met Romano. From that first instant, Romano became for her the walking incarnation of the Baron in the Trees.
Another two years passed. More conversations about the up and coming American elections and other political events of note.  More closely spaced visits to your office, as in the late summer of the year two thousand and eight, my health was sliding downhill, my blood pressure was rising, either due to heredity or to the strain of my collapsing finances.  I was on a slalom that was due to flip over all of the practical aspects of my life in the course of four months, in the face of the economic tsunami that was hitting most of the middle class investors of my native land.  As a small time, but diligent and highly motivated day trader, I had managed to weave the remains of a tiny inheritance into an actual salary for the past three and a half years. With a microscopic amount of capital, my mathematical ability was netting me an average of sixty percent return, fifteen times what the bank doles out to its customers. It was a boring and tremendously stressful job, but the only one a woman in her sixties could do in a foreign country like Italy, where women were rarely hired above the wage slave level.       

The fact that I could do this job in my own home, in a heated room, without answering to anyone other than myself, and keep myself fed and the bills paid on a thirty five hour week, was a small miracle. I should have foreseen that it could not have lasted.  Actually I sensed after the fact that the reason it did not last was not the actual crash of the American economy, but the preceding crash of my own spirits, having spent four years dealing exclusively with the making of money out of thin air, with a bit of added brainwork. Already in July I began to feel uncontrollably guilty, that all of my friends had to break their backs or souls to earn a living, and I was doing it without suffering sufficiently. It seems completely absurd in the retelling, that a person could sabotage their own future in the manner that I did, but often, the ‘Things that happen to the living’ belie explanation.
 At the crucial moment between September and November of that year, I no longer had the strength to defend myself against the sense of non-entitlement, and thereby allowed eighty percent of my savings to be washed away, without doing what was necessary to save them. I sat in front of the computer screen like a deer in front of the headlights, terrified and paralysed.  It seems impossible that such could happen to a sane human being, but it happened in precisely that manner. The terror of seeing all I had earned being washed away, had turned me to stone.  The terror was feeding on itself; I was powerless to stop it. 
In the meantime I was becoming physically weaker and weaker.  By the end of the summer I could not walk up a flight of stairs without being out of breath and hearing my hearth pumping like a bass drum. For a person who had spent years of ten hour days on construction sites up to age sixty, unexplainably losing my health was even worse than losing my economic future.  My self image was entwined with my life as a hyper  active person, whose physical resistance and agility had allowed me to work in areas where women of my generation rarely ventured.   To lose my health was to lose the essence of my identity.  The specialists in Torino  had diagnosed cardiac problems, possible risk of ischemia. The stress test was interrupted when my blood pressure soared to 240 over 120. Four of my cousins already had multiple bypasses.  It was at that point that I came back to your office, in a very unsettled state of body and mind. After several visits and a low tech blood test you determined that I had very severe anaemia, which produced terrible symptoms, but with iron supplements would be remedied in six months. It was a tremendous relief and I was infinitely grateful to you for the correct diagnosis.  Why should I be grateful? You were simply practicing your profession; that should be no cause for gratitude. But medicine is an art. That is why doctors are considered to have shamanic powers. Not all doctors are equally capable of keeping their patients on this side of paradise. 
How is it possible for a person to be so disoriented so as to confuse a character from a book with a live person in flesh and blood? To romanticise a man with all his defects,  and turn him into the iconic symbol of a solitary rebellion, albeit destined to fail? Because human beings have a terrible manufacturing defect; their need to believe in another human being far exceeds the capacity of the latter to live up to the expectations of the former. Philosophy reveals all of its flaws when one uses it to try to explain the facts. It is arid and superfluous, compared to the events themselves. 

It was a day like any other for you, the Tuesday morning in late November when I came to see you, to say that the iron was taking effect ever so slowly, but I needed to get my energy back in a great hurry to deal with the practical aspects of my life. At that point something inside of me cracked. At eleven o’clock in the morning, the full dimension of my economic debacle hit me in the gut. The horror of not knowing how to reconstruct my future, not knowing if I would actually go under and end up destitute in my old age filled up the entire screen of my brain. You said something that I needed to hear:  ‘Having to start over doesn’t mean going backwards.’ 
I started to cry. At least I think that was what happened. At this point I can’t be sure, but I believe the tears were rolling down my face as my voice cracked, when I tried to say that I didn’t know if I would make it through the night.  You said that you were sure I would make it through, as I still had a well functioning brain, unlike most other people. It was a small comfort. I didn’t expect what happened next. That you would embrace me and after kissing me on both cheeks you would pause, look at me closely, then kiss me on the mouth.  How could you know how frightened I was that you might have made that gesture out of pity, rather than eros. I left with the tears running down my face, without looking back. I had not cried in front of a man for fourteen years; not since Romano. Three months have passed since that morning. I can still feel your hands on my shoulders, and my hands on yours. I can still feel that first gesture that I made, without thinking of the consequences, needing only to hold on to you, feeling all the while that I was drowning and that after thirteen years of play acting, I would go under without you. Is it possible that human beings are so badly constructed, that their psychological armour can withstand any amount of hostility, but a tiny dose of tenderness can penetrate to the marrow of the bone in an instant?
She remembered the day, halfway through the breakdown of everything, that late afternoon, when she came home to find a huge bouquet of daisies on the stairs, and on the first floor two rooms splattered with blood. Romano was not there. She did not know where to find him. She did not know what had happened. There was no note, no clue, nothing. Only the bouquet of daisies and two blood splattered rooms. She had gone out at the beginning of the afternoon, to pick up a sewing machine from her friend Tina, in order to do some work that might bring in some money to eat with. Their situation had been unravelling for a couple of months. Romano by now was alternating between alcohol, paranoia, fury and depression. Nothing she did helped improve his state of mind. That afternoon, after having put the sewing machine in the trunk, she went to listen to a concert of chamber music in a church near the sea. She had to get away; she could not handle the situation any more. As she returned home she had the premonition that something unexpected might be awaiting her. It was a while now that she was afraid to leave the house, not knowing what she might find on her return.
She called a few people she knew who might have seen him. Finally she discovered that he was at the home of a couple they knew. He had tried to inject himself with who knows what substance; it appeared that the needle had simply perforated his vein in two places and the desolate result was splattered all over the top floor of her house. Added to that there was the bouquet of wild daisies, picked who knows where, just for her; to tell her something for which there were no words.
Romano had calmed down in the interval, his friends reassured her. Quite unpredictably the alcohol had a calming effect on him that evening. The irony of it all was that the scene awaiting her, was due to the fact that Romano had no familiarity with needles; he had never shot up with anything in his life. He had sniffed and snorted a myriad array of stuff; but he had never touched a syringe. Thus his lack of experience had produced the frightening décor on the second floor. As she waited for him to return on his motorcycle, she spent an hour wiping the blood off the floor and walls. And put the flowers in a large vase. She did not ask him anything when he walked in. She knew better by now than to do that. The  other thing she knew was that she should not have left him alone for five hours.

She knew as well that it had been a great many years since anyone had given her flowers.

You told me about your son, over the years. Your son, whose name I do not know, as you always refer to him simply as ‘my son’, in the formal manner Italians have when talking about their family members. It seems he shares your love of nature, your love of basketball matches, of science, and your critical sense of the follies of the Western world. I believe he is the one person in your life you truly love.  I have only heard you mention your wife once, in all these seasons. Last summer you said that she was the opposite of me, in reference to the fact that I tend to take sickness lightly, and pretend it isn’t happening. Evidently she is one who dramatizes her life.  But you speak about your son whenever you have a chance. I would like to meet him. Romano had a son as well, who should be about the same age as your own. For Romano, his son was his anchor, the one love that did not betray him.  Who knows what he might be doing now, as your own son is finishing the university, and worrying about his future in this world without useful work. The precarious world that is awaiting your son, is the one I have been eking out a living in, for quite a few decades. 
Romano was what in Italian is called a ‘figlio d’arte,’ an expression reserved for those who follow in their fathers’  footsteps; the second generation of one’s life’s choices. His father was an alcoholic from time immemorial, a vocation that netted him many sojourns in the detox clinics for alcoholics, scattered around the country. From his father Romano had inherited as well, his Venetian profile, a duplicate of the portraits of Titian. His father was a housepainter and decorator, intermittently,  when he was not under the influence. Despite his habits, Romano’s father appeared to have a very young look to him, in the one photo she had been shown of his parents. In contrast, his mother, (who came from the ‘Eternal City’ where the couple spent their honeymoon, and where their son had been conceived, thus his name) Romano’s mother had absorbed all of the effects of the dissipated life of her husband and looked about fifteen years older than him in the photograph. It fell to his mother to support their family of five, in the housing project where they lived, in between accompanying her husband in and out of various hospitals. In the photograph she showed her age and then some, all of those years of wear and tear that her husband’s face did not exhibit.
The morning when you first kissed me, split open the crack in the dyke. When there is no hope whatsoever, a person can tread water until they are numb, throughout a long season with no possibilities whatsoever. But once the tiniest opportunity appears,  the person awakens from their long sleep of hopelessness and their entire psyche flips over. It is as if all the waters in the sea weigh upon that one small crack, and in doing so can burst the strongest dyke. I left your office not knowing what had happened to me, and hardly knowing if it had actually happened, or if I had hallucinated it. Not the act itself, but the intent. Was it out of pity? Compassion? Or passion? Impossible to tell. For a couple of days I forced myself to believe that it hadn’t actually happened, it was just a moment of distraction on your part. But then I remembered the pause in which you looked at me, as if deciding what to do, between my cheek and my mouth. I had to find out what brought on your ‘beau geste’ after thirteen years of apparent indifference. The only way to do that was to make myself more vulnerable than you would ever dare to be. There are certain things that I could not ask out loud. I just can’t. It isn’t done. What could I do that would not make me appear to you, a complete fool, inexorably out of my skull? I decided to write to you what, in the old days, would have been called a love letter. I suppose it is still called that, but who knows if in this age of instant communication and hit and run sex, anyone ever writes a love letter any more. Or, more importantly, if anyone ever reads one.
She remembered the moment in which Romano took off her glasses before he smashed her face with his fist. She was motionless with fear as she sensed what he was about to do. Afterwards,  she nearly passed out from the blow, but not quite. She was reeling as she watched him returning to smashing up other parts of her house. As if hypnotised, she got to her feet and started to dress to go out into the December night. In the shortest space of time possible she put on pants, shoes and a sweater over her nightgown and grabbed her bag, coat and car keys. She was able to get down the front stairs before he sensed what she intended to do. Once out of the door she ran for her car with him following her. 
Quite incredibly she managed to get into it and push down the lock on the car, about a second before he reached the vehicle and started pounding on the windshield with all his might. It did not break, so he climbed onto the hood of the car staring at her through the window as she turned the ignition key. She drove slowly, hoping against hope that eventually he would get or slide off the car. After a few hundred yards downhill and a half a dozen sharp curves he finally did. But until he did his gaze never left her face, crazed, still in search of some way to get through to her and perhaps damage her irreparably. 
Thirty kilometres later, at one thirty in the morning she was parked in front of the coastal hospital emergency ward. She walked in unsteadily. As she was actually on her feet when she walked into the ward, the admitting officer refused to admit her, and said she would have to return in the morning. She answered that in that case she would be obliged to sleep in her car in front of the hospital for she had no where else to return to on that night in December. Given the season and the hour, the bureaucrat gave her a good look and said she could lie down on a spare cot until dawn. Strangely enough, during that completely sleepless night, the nurses returned quite often to ask her how she was feeling.  She did not know what their solicitous concern was due to. About six in the morning,  she got up and had occasion to look at her face in the bathroom mirror. The entire left side of it was swollen out of proportion and completely blue black. The muscles of that side were nearly paralysed, so they are still, fourteen years after, to this day.
It is that time of day when I most miss the sound of your voice, the sense of your words, the remembrance of those parts of your body that I actually touched. It is the moment of the great black hole in the day, when the afternoon has ended, and the night has not yet begun.  There is no longer the light of the sky and the accompanying white noise of sound and movement, which tends to blur emotions. But the protective comfort of the night has not yet been wrapped around me. This is the bleakest moment, when all that I wished to happen, that has not happened, weighs most heavily upon me. At this hour, the central point of my ribcage appears to have been sliced open by a jack knife, with the accompanying, excruciating pain. Not even gin has much of an analgesic effect. 
It was not easy to write  you a love letter, in an era when love letters have almost become extinct. A love letter that would make you laugh as well. Humour is the only defensive armour of the hopelessly-in-love, as if their own sense of the ridiculous, could put them at one remove from the reader’s judgement. I did my best, including a disclaimer on the first page of the missive; as follows:
Those who write do not live in reality. If they did, they would have no motivation to write. After having sculpted the universe with words, for too long, they develop the syndrome of Cyrano de Bergerac: the illusion that they can touch the heart and move mountains with their words, despite the evidence of their senses that those mountains can be moved by a mere three microns, generally in the opposite direction of that desired. But they continue, as they cannot do otherwise. It falls to them to find the words to speak what others would not dare to say out loud. The emotions (even those that will never be reciprocated) that do not find a way out of the heart, are wont to corrode the veins and soul worse than the strongest acid. It is in this spirit that I pen the dedication on the other side of this page.
To C. B.

With admiration…a large amount,


Affection …immeasurable,




And passion…a great deal.

‘there is no cure for love;

there is nothing cruel enough,


or pure enough

to be a cure for love…’         from a song by Leonard Cohen


You have enchanted me from the day I met you;


I would like to know you better. 


J.’

What an archaic look and sound a love letter has on the page, from the carefully selected elegant stationary, to the precise calligraphy I learned in art school, to the sentences themselves. I must have worked for hours to find the tone and the syntax for that letter. I put it in a sealed envelop, on which I wrote a cautionary sentence:  ‘Dedication: to be read in the fresh air, do not disperdere nell’ambiente’ which is an Italian euphemism for discarding something in the great outdoors, thus littering the environment. (I did not want for you to distractedly open the envelope in your living room in front of your wife.)  I scotch taped the envelope to the last page of a satiric book I had written and illustrated about how immigrants and expatriates perceive the Italian society. I imagined the book could serve as a trusty decoy and alibi, and waited patiently for the following Tuesday to arrive.  

Have you ever waited for something my sweet friend? Or someone? For your words to be read or heard by someone you cared about? When was the last time you needed to get through to a lady? The last time you needed for another person to know what you had in your heart? Or does that only happen to those who have not grown up enough to live in this world?

Romano’s Mother put him and his two sisters in the orphanage run by the nuns, as was done in those days, so that she could work full time to support the family. He stood it out for four years, from four to eight, up in the mountains about thirty kilometres from home. Then one night when he was eight years old he decided to escape. He managed to cover about ten kilometres before he was caught and sent back for another two years to finish elementary school. At age eleven he was allowed to return home, but even the state, junior high, day school was a failed experiment. His ability to verbally  provoke his teachers was vastly superior to the average.  In a different social context it would have been clear that he had all of the natural talent of a born trial lawyer. His astounding capacity to manipulate words, in such an acrobatic manner, was what distinguished him as an adult.  As a twelve year old slum kid in the classroom, his efforts netted him two consecutive years of being flunked. Life is unpredictable. 

You would not be able to imagine my state of mind on the morning of the following week, when I walked into your office. I did not know if I would have the courage to give you the book and its accompanying note. It was encased in the usual plain, brown wrapper, associated with far seamier printed efforts. The unpredictable side effects of the various blood pressure medicines, that my system did not much enjoy, had given me an innocuous access to a few minutes of your time at more closely spaced intervals. We went through the medical formalities.  Then I asked you as casually as possible if you would like to read another of my books. I felt like I was planting a car bomb.  Unsuspecting you said surely, it would give you a way to know me better. As I was leaving your office, you kissed me again, without introductory detours, directly on the mouth, as if it was the most natural gesture.  I left in a daze that lasted until night fall. I fell into a state of anticipation, worse than a six year old who is promised to be taken to the circus. Why am I telling you all of this? Does it make any sense to you? Could it make any sense to a person with a well ordered life, that lacks for nothing? Do you know how slowly the minutes pass, when a person is waiting for some sign of a homing pigeon, in response to their love? Two weeks passed with no sign whatsoever.

At age thirteen Romano ran away from home to the French side of the Riviera. In the seventies, it must have been less difficult to navigate the border at Mentone, and arrive in Nice. There he found work as an apprentice bar hand, and slept in the back room of his boss’s establishment. He sent a couple of postcards home, and when he returned to Italy, after four months, he had enough money to buy his mother a washing machine for the family. It was the year nineteen seventy one. All of these biographical facts were told, in autobiographical fashion, shortly after they met, when Romano still wanted to explain his life to her. There was no way for her to verify their objective correspondence to reality. But they seemed credible. It was clear that he had had, from a young age, and conserved into adulthood, those traits of intellect and will that were a good deal superior to the average. He did not lack the content. What he was lacking was the container. 

The first few weeks with Romano were idyllic, or so she remembered. She knew in retrospect, that from those first weeks she had erased all suspicious elements. She had cancelled the first two times he had become enraged. The first, at the very beginning of everything, at the  bar where they had met, when she did not want for him to pay for her drink.  The second, a few days after they had made love for the first time, when she had telephoned him at his home, having gleaned his number from Fanny, the singer, one of the inhabitants of his dreary neighbourhood, who had known him since they were kids. The fact that she had spoken about him, to someone else, in order to find a way to get in touch with him, had infuriated him. His anger was clearly out of proportion to her transgression. But she smudged over her memory as best she could. No one else had given her such intensity of emotions, for many seasons. She did not wish for that form of ecstasy to be eclipsed by the facts.    


Two weeks is a long time to wait for a anwer to a letter. My phone number was in the book. The three properties I was rebuilding were clearly visible, on top of the hill, from your village office. Though you were only there once a week, having five other villages to visit, you made house calls in my village; of that I was sure.  The days passed in silence. I presumed my letter had fallen on deaf ears. It was predictable, though tremendously painful for me. What can you know of that kind of pain? There is no physical measure of the pain of waiting.  Of the pain of not knowing. Of simply fearing that I had made myself ridiculous, and would have to go back to your office and look you in the eye and pretend that nothing had happened. Pretend that it was all as before. The stone thrown in the pond that makes a few seconds of ripples, then sinks to the bottom. Leaving no trace. Not even the mould on the pond’s surface has been altered; the frogs croak as before. 
The waiting tore me apart more than any direct refusal could have done. For two weeks I practiced indifference. How I should look, how I should talk, how I should sit or walk. I practiced acting as my other courageous self would have done, if I could only invent my other courageous self.  In the meantime in those two weeks, you probably treated four hundred patients. Country doctors do not have much time to dream. Unless they do so simultaneously as they are writing prescriptions. 

She had eclipsed as well Romano’s account of his father who had thrown him out of the house, a few days previously; the father whom he had beaten up, in order to defend his sister from one of  his father’s many violent fits. Violence begets violence.  She tried as well to eclipse the slimy look she received from Jacques, the contractor who gave Romano work as a stone mason, who had put the make on her in the same bar, and had hoped to wrest her away from his assistant. She did not foresee that Jacques would fire Romano, on a pretext, when it was clear that he had lost the match. She even tried to cancel the fact that Jacques was implicated in the homicide of his ex-wife’s lover, who had been found at the bottom of the stairs of his house with a broken neck. Bad fall, or something else? Acquitted for lack of evidence. The trial never had a clear outcome. 

She had smudged out as well, the accounts of some of her women friends that Romano had spent a bit of time in jail. Normal drug stuff; nothing special. That he had sent the mother of his son through a plate glass window and on to the hospital. She did not want to know the details. She had not foreseen that Dante, the alcoholic ex-journalist who was putting Romano up, would become jealous as well of the latter’s good fortune on the romantic front, and would rescind his offer of hospitality. At which point it would transpire that in a short space of time Romano would be living with her in her house. Would be living with her and out of work. Two people with slim economic possibilities, of whom one had a twelve year old son he adored, and an ex-companion to whom to pay child support. Having cancelled so many facts in those first few weeks, what remained was simply passion, which was quite a lot, enough to fill up the whole screen of her brain. She found herself with what appeared to be an very exotic creature, like an untamed ‘camoscio’ who lived on the mountain cliffs, outside of all normal constraints.

It was precisely because you would never be like Romano, that I loved you. I needed to love someone who could not be like Romano, even if he tried. Someone who would not show up at my house after midnight, drunk out of his skull and wanting to be let in. Who would be able to make his feelings visible in the broad daylight, even when he was sober. Who would reflect upon his life and know how to reason. Despite the fact that I no longer know how to reason. I have metamorphosised into Romano, or a female version thereof. 
Or perhaps I have not had to transform myself, I have always been on that razor’s edge.  The same fragility. The same fog where my future should have been.  The same needs that could not be postponed without immeasurable pain. The same need, to get through to you, that Romano had, to get through to me. All I lack was his ability to metabolize alcohol in excessive quantities. His ability to start at eight in the morning when I brought him his ‘caffé corretto con cognac’ in bed. Even when the relationship had disintegrated into its final stages I still got up to make him espresso, and filled the cup to the brim with what cognac remained in the house, if he had not drunk it all the night before. I did it as automatically as brushing my teeth.

But I am here, now, in my present, and all of that was in the past. Fourteen years ago. I can not afford for it to rise up from the creases of my memory. For if it did, I might want you to be more like Romano. Just enough so, to come to my house after midnight, and knock on the door. Instead of breaking it down. 

Do you know how a person who has lived alone for too long can feel after midnight? When you are sitting in your comfortable, well heated  home, inside your hermetically sealed marriage, that has apparently, by your own description, given you all you need from life, do you know how I feel? Do you know what sleet falls in the mind, in those hours? Do you know how a person’s veins can be stretched on the rack of time? Do you know that no amount of wit and irony, manufactured in the daylight hours, can get a person through the night?
She listened to what Romano had to tell her of his ex companion and son. Mari was six years older than him. She was now living with her new boyfriend and her two older sons, whom she had by her first husband. She was well set up, economically speaking, with a take out pizza establishment, bought for her by her affluent boyfriend. But she was embittered, with regard to Romano, embittered as well that she had been more or less ‘sold’ to her first husband at a very young age by greedy, opportunistic, ignorant parents. Furthermore she was ferociously possessive of her youngest son Mirko, the one son she had given birth to for love. Mirko was cheerful, polite, delicate and shy. He had Romano’s features. Life had not yet warped him, but he was cautious and ill at ease with strangers, such as herself. Toward his father he was very affectionate; it was clear that his father adored him. For Romano Mirko was the only reason to continue to live, and to try to become an adult, something he had not quite done in his thirty five years on this earth. Mirko was the only being who generated affection in him, instead of anger. 
She tried to imagine Romano at Mirko’s age, a sunny, handsome boy who wished to grab on to his life, that was still before him, irregardless of his violent and alcoholic father. But his life had already started to crack, before he turned twenty. As a teenager he worked in a local pizzeria on the touristy coast. There he developed his muscles working two hundred pounds of flour into round disks to be cooked each night. He developed his charm, doubling at times as a waiter on roller blades. Whenever his father had one of his violent fits, his younger sisters came to the restaurant and slept on the long tables of the pizza kitchen after it closed for the night. But these facts had not yet fogged over his future.
I walked into your office after the two week interval, spent largely in my apartment in Torino. It helped me to be in the city, away from my valley, to remember that I had a small slice of autonomous existence, beyond the borders of my obsession. But as I sat facing you, all of my autonomous existence was drained out of me. My throat was dry when I asked you if you had read my satiric booklet. You answer was the farthest from what I could have imagined.  That you had read the book, but had not had time to read the dedication.  Your answer knocked the wind out of me. 
How could it be possible? Everything I had prepared for, but not that. I expected you might say that you could not reciprocate my feelings, that I was crazed to have written you; anything you might have said, but not that I mattered so little that you had not even had time to read what I had written to you. I was sufficiently taken aback, that I asked you if you were telling me the truth. You answered that you could not read something personal, just anywhere, anytime, that you needed a moment of calm to do so, and that for two weeks you had not had such a moment. I did not believe you. But you added that you needed more time. 
At that point I began to suspect that you had read the letter, but did not know how to respond to it. You were playing for time. If I had been braver, I would have called you on that fib. But I have never been braver; not ever.  You embraced me perfunctorily. I left in a state of rage and abandonment. I could barely keep from screaming in your office: ‘You have not had time! Do you know what a writer feels, when another says that he does not have that fraction of time to read the words she has put on paper? Do I matter so little to you?’  But I have been well trained, to not scream in public. I said, in as even a tone as possible,  just before opening the door to go, ‘You should read the dedication soon; the paper it is written on is biodegradable: it won’t last forever.’  I was a perfect product of the Swiss boarding school I had attended, where manners must always have the upper hand over fury.
At age eighteen, Romano found himself in the army, where his talents with artillery and behind the wheel were amply noted. He did not wish to be trained as an expert sniper, so he was assigned to drive trucks and tanks at breakneck speed, and teach others how to do so.  It seemed like a promising start. After a few months he returned home on leave. It was on a bright Saturday afternoon that he had the accident. A straight road, the wind, the speed, another car and a split second of distraction. These were all  the ingredients needed to flip over the life of a person. He spent the next six months in the hospital, mostly in a wheelchair. The fractures in his leg were healing ever so slowly. It was not clear for four months whether he would walk again. The fractures in his hand were operated on many times. Scars covered the leg and hand. Finally, after seven months, he was discharged from both the hospital and the army; his driver’s licence was rescinded for ten years, and he returned to work in the pizzeria, while still on crutches. Shortly thereafter he met Mari, the future mother of Mirko.  
 Of all these events, she knew only what Romano had told her. She saw them through his eyes. She, it should be noted, was fifteen years Romano’s senior. Fifteen years is a bit of a gap, thirty five to fifty. Her life had been peopled by a number of young lovers, ten, fifteen, twenty years her junior. Did she go out of her way to look for them? Or did they seek her out? She had no maternal instinct that she could discern, except toward the characters she drew or wrote about. What did they see in her, she often asked herself? She was not particularly attractive, although her body had held up well over the passing decades. She had more energy than most. She appeared to be stronger than she actually was. She appeared to be in control of her life. How had she constructed such an appearance, so vastly different from the actual circumstances of her life? Could she ever actually become, what she appeared to be?
Perhaps what most distinguished her from her contemporaries was her need for passion. Her desire to immerse herself in those moments of intimacy, went far beyond the purely physiological aspects of sex. The act of making love was her lifeline, her reason to exist. So it had been, without interruption,  since she was twelve years old. It was her only connection to the universe beyond the walls of her skull. Her life evolved as a series of freefalls into a form of solitude, that threatened to strangle her. In that great, fog filled emptiness, it was only what or whom she could touch and caress that kept her alive. Or so she felt. Whom she could touch in both the physical and metaphorical sense of the word. She lived for those moments and nothing else.  Her young lovers must have sensed that.
I returned to Torino for another week,  to make time pass. I watched time crawl, slowly from minute to minute. I tried to fill my brain with something that did not remind me of you. Then I came back to the country, determined to do some useful work to upgrade my property. I needed to liquidate it, at least in part, to recapitalize as soon as possible.  My fear of remaining destitute in old age was compounding my fear of remaining alone. I mixed cement and plastered a wall in the entrance way. I enlarged the walkway above the second sitting room, leading to the second terrace, so I could place a table and computer on that high platform, and perhaps pass the winter in front of the key board without freezing in my icy office, the coldest room in the house. I painted some doors.  I repaired the fireplace so that it would not smoke. 
Then I started to imagine what you and I might do, in front of the fireplace, lying on the antique Persian rug, my only material possession of value.  The climate in December does not bode well for such imaginings. To conceive of a complete scenario I would have had to include the possibility of ensuing pneumonia in my erotic fantasy, as well as the possibility of tenderness and eros.  I transferred my fantasy to the bed in the top bedroom, with the panoramic view of the valley below and the hills beyond. It was equipped with several quilts and covered with a huge sheepskin throw, which I had sewn from leather scraps, in a factory where I worked thirty five years previously. It was an artefact that followed me throughout my adult life. It was witness to my most intense moments of desire and the fulfilment thereof. It reminded me that I was still the same person that I had been three and a half decades ago.  Despite the erosion of my nervous system, my essential nature was intact. But the days rolled over and there was still no sign from you; my fantasies were in grave danger of caving in to realism.
What was the blade of grass that bent in the wind of Romano’s life? He too, was the son of a father and a mother. There must have been a moment of his life when someone hoped he would trace a fruitful path across the forest of human existence. At an unknown point something shattered inside of him; his footsteps deviated from the path. Was it presumptuous of her, armed with her memory and a pen, to look for the moment and the manner in which his life separated itself from the path? She felt it was necessary. Trying to understand was the most necessary thing a writer might do in this life. The only difference she could discern between herself and Romano was her use of the word. She could tie the words down to a piece of paper. She could use the pen to retrace the path.
It was a long and crooked trajectory that led her step by step across those six months. Each event was a piece of gravel on that road. She did not start to make sense of the events until it was too late. The irony of being a ‘professional alcoholic’ was that, unlike herself, he did not show the classical signs of drink. He did not get dizzy. He could keep his balance on a steep roof he was repairing  after innumerable glasses. He did not become nauseous or vomit. He did not slur his words. He did not lose his train of thought. But there were two very specific things that happened to him. He became intensely paranoiac and more and more enraged. No event was too humble to spark these two reactions. 

By the time I walked into your office, after another two weeks of waiting, I had cauterized myself into a form of numbness. I had bludgeoned my brain into an unwilling acceptance that nothing was going to happen; it was over; you wanted no part of me; neither physically or mentally; I should feign indifference as the only method to save my dignity, and so on, ad infinitum. I actually had little use for what remained of my so called dignity. It had always seemed a superfluous accessory to the human psyche; something that pompous individuals roll out like a well worn, red carpet on state occasions, when they have nothing better to display. What I wanted to display was incandescent rage. But the Swiss boarding school had trained me too well. I feigned detachment as best I could. 
We went through the motions of the medical stuff to be sorted out. At times I thought that my blood vessels must be playing tricks on me, by having all of these unexpected reactions, in order to give me an excuse to see you. After ten minutes of useless polite conversation I got up to leave, as if you were a complete stranger. At that point you turned to me and said  ‘Are you going to be home on Thursday afternoon, if so I’ll come to have a cup of coffee at your house and give you an answer to your letter.’  I was stunned, but tried to treat the assertion as if it had nothing to do with you or me. I expected even less to hear you ask me if there was a way to reach my house, without walking along the alley way in front of the neighbours below. As a doctor, who makes house calls every day of the week for twenty years, I did not imagine that you would be uneasy about being seen walking toward my front door. I drew you a map of my private road by which to reach my house in a more discrete manner. I did not  have the nerve to ask you if your answer would be positive or negative. Your behaviour and your language was a mystery to me. It still is, even though three months have passed since that morning. 
One of the problems of writing a chronicle, is that the writer could not restructure the events. They came tumbling down upon her, (and by extension on the reader,) like a landslide crashing off the cliff. As they fall, they fall. She might not reorder,  mend, or fill the holes they left. Often she would have liked to do that kind of editorial tailoring, adding here and subtracting there to give the account more punch;  raise the suspense in the unravelling of the plot. But it could not be done. It would have been offensive to he, whose life is stretched across these pages, to embroider the facts of his ‘malasuerte’  and turn it into literary fine dining. Therefore it had to remain a kind of fast food, a chronicle coherent with its downtrodden origins. The writer rigorously refrained from adorning it with spices or sauces to improve its taste. It is the unknowable part of this spare reportage that may leave the reader unsatisfied. For however hard she tried to write, it was not possible to explain everything. It is probable that for what she had to tell, there was no plausible explanation, or only half of one. Often chronicle is less satisfying than fiction.
Romano was working as a stone mason for her neighbours in the village, rebuilding their stone retaining walls in the olive groves. He was one of two masons they had hired: Pascal to rebuild the dry walls, and Romano for the more complex and substantial walls, held together with cement.  She had negotiated the job for him, based on her long time credibility. The neighbors, long time friends, trusted her, though they could not understand or relate to him. They did not know, or feigned to ignore that she was living with him. It was she in fact that encouraged them to hire Pascal as well, for half of the work, so that they would not think she was being partial to her lover. The money to pay both of them was to come from the usual haywire of European funding. It was a bureaucratic labyrinth that she only half understood. The job was being managed by the son of the family in question. Fresh from university, and filled with his inexperience, as Romano was filled with his excess of mistrust. 
The work had taken off badly from the beginning. Romano offended Gianpaolo by telling him, one time too many, that he had bulldozed the entrance pathway leading to the worksite in an incompetent fashion. Gianpaolo had reacted with one concise sentence: ‘Am I working for you or are you working for me?’ She paled when she heard that sentence; she knew it was an omen of what was to come. It contained the entire paradigm of Romano’s unravelling: that he would always be working for someone else, born into different social strata than himself, no matter how capable he might be. He was possessed by his need to take revenge, on what he perceived as his preordained destiny. In the one sentence that Gianpaolo spoke the writing was already on the wall.
What was I waiting for, my sweet friend, as your answer to my letter, on that freezing, December, Thursday afternoon? Want did I want from you, even if I had no right to want? I try to think back to the moment, as I sat looking out of my picture window at the path approaching my house. The fireplace was lit, as well as the wood stove. My central heating, pellet stove was chugging along attached to its eight radiators, but even that did not seem sufficient.  I was so filled with the cold, and the fear of what you might tell me.  I evaluated the possibilities, both the slimmest chance that there might be no need for words, as what humans beings do best does not need words. It can be done in silence and often works out better that way. There was, instead, the much larger probability that you would tell me, in no uncertain terms that you could not reciprocate my feelings, and wished all to remain as before. Before what? Four moments in which you kissed me? As if we were both fifteen? The blatant absurdity of the situation made me feel ridiculous. I in no way imagined the third possibility: that nothing would be clarified in your answer; that both your words and your actions would fog over my future with their ambiguity.

You arrived at the wrong door on the lower level of the terrace, then retraced your steps to the door leading from the patio to my living room. As you entered you said with embarrassment that you were carrying along your official medical briefcase instead of bringing me flowers or champagne. Why am I dissecting every word you said, that has stayed lodged in my memory? What do I hope to gain from extracting its hidden meaning?  Was it the image of flowers and champagne? Or the alibi of the large leather satchel resting along side your coat in my living room? Could I have foreseen how the afternoon would play out? Could it have gone any differently? 
As Romano laid stone upon stone, with the help of his assistant, who had been added to the budget,  Pascal charged ahead alone, being paid by the day, as opposed to Romano being paid by the square meter. He returned at noon and night to meals she cooked for him, and as every day passed, his mood clouded over. The work was costing more than her neighbours, the clients, expected. The European funding appeared to be delayed. Pascal was getting ahead of Romano in his assignment. Her neighbours were worried that it would all cost too much. She, for her part, did not quite understand what was happening. But as the days passed, Romano started to say that her clienst were going to rip him off and abbreviate his part of the commission, and then go out and hire Pascal to do his work. She listened to him aghast. How could he have gotten such an idea? The clients were very loyal friends of hers. The husband was the ex-mayor of the village. They would never do something underhanded, of that nature, and not even consult her. She was the one who was coordinating the work for them. His fears must be pure paranoia. But he would not desist. 
More days passed. She went to talk to her clients. She understood that something was wrong. There was something they were not telling her. But she could not quite get through to them. As the fifteenth of August approached, it appeared that they wished to take a break. It was the summer hiatus, a national holiday that lasted a week, as was customary in Italy. But she was convinced that all would start up again by the twenty second. When they finally told her they would close down the worksite until more money arrived, she was stunned. In the meantime Romano, was furious, and his fury had only her as a target. He accused her of having deceived him about the work. He said that the clients should be obliged to pay a penalty for opting out of the contract, even if it was a verbal agreement. He made her feel as if she had cheated him. His anger weighed on her as no physical weight could have done. She did not know what to do to get out from under Romano’s rage. 
I showed you the house. You paid me the usual compliments about my architectural ability. I made coffee. You drank it suspiciously, as if Italian espresso made by an American could only come out badly. We sat down to talk, on opposite sides of my wide, glass dining room table, the one elegant piece of furniture I had made for the house.  You were facing the view, I was facing inward.  What you were telling me did not make sense to me, but I listened patiently. You started to describe  the structure of your ‘enviable’ life. The adjective was yours. You had highly gratifying work, a much too full schedule, your involvement in politics, two children now mostly grown and your love of hiking in the mountains surrounding the villages of that valley.  You were highly selective in your friendships, and hated the kind of ‘vita mondana’  that the upper middle class of the provinces abound in. It was implied that your highly structured and completely satisfying life left no room for me.  
You said that my life was not to be envied. As you elaborated on your considerations about my life, my rage started to rise in my throat. You added that I was completely different from anyone in the valley, that as described in my autobiographical book about my life insane Francisco of the the seventies, I had done the most incredible things; that most men would be frightened away by me; that there was no point in embarking on something to be done once, and not have time or the occasion to pursue it. All of this was said in the most convoluted fashion, halfway between a gentlemanly no thank you and a graceless dismissal. 
‘Why did you say to me that my life has nothing to be envied? What do you know of my life? What can you know of the risks I have taken, the deep waters I have dived into? How can you look at my life, in that patronizing manner,  from the safety of the solid pier you are sitting on? How dare you express an opinion about it? How dare you presume that your life is superior to mine?’ My rage was strangling me, but I sat still and continued to listen politely. I finally said that it was clear you had never lived in San Francisco. With all of your gentlemanly good manners, you would most likely never be able to say what you had actually come to my home to say to me. That unsettled you slightly, but not enough to clear the air of all of the useless words you had unleashed into the room.
The last day of work had passed. Romano measured the square meters of wall he had constructed, in order to submit his bill.  In the meantime she had already drawn up the bill on the computer, based on the square meters he had measured with Gianpaolo, just before the work began. She printed out the bill; it was lying on the desk beside the keyboard. Romano returned with his measurements, which came up six metres short of the original ones. Six metres was four hundred dollars less pay. She pulled up the file again and printed out the revised bill. They were lying one on top of another. In any case either one of the measurements, represented only half of the work Romano had expected to be assigned to, if the commission had not been suspended indefinitely. He let out his anger on her. It lasted for the whole evening. She went to sleep drained and frightened.  
The following morning she rose early to prepare to take the bill to her neighbours. As she was dressing, about eight in the morning the phone rang. It was Pascal. She asked him what he wanted at that hour. He said that Gianpaolo had spoken to him the day before; had said that the work would shut down for a week, but afterwards, he, Pascal would be offered the extension of walls that Romano had been commissioned to finish, with the understanding that as Pascal worked in dry wall without cement, at a good speed, it would cost them much less than if they continued on with Romano. Pascal was asking her if he should accept the offer. She said something non-committal, about it being his choice, and put down the phone with lead in her veins.
 The clock is now digital, its ticks no longer resonate in the still of the night. The rhythm of the waves churning onto the shore, is grinding the time that is left into the finest grains of sand. Is it possible that with each passing year, the clock has wound down by an entire year? The fog on the horizon: is it the future or the absence thereof? Who ordered this obsession with the year I was born?  I have the life that others dream of. I have controlled my time, my location, somewhat less so my income, given the roller coaster aspects of my existence.  I have come through the storm of six and a half decades, almost intact. The spine is straight; the weight, the hair, as I left them in high school. I am a ‘miracolata’ in the tongue of the land I live in: one who has survived by a miracle,  who has been given an unexplainable reprieve from the passage of time, a hiatus the length of a hiccup. The price  for all of this, for this unexplainable generosity of destiny? The price is not to have said the word ‘we’ for a very long time. The price is of such solitude that even the ticking of a non-digital clock would be company in the still of the night. Even the flicker of a candle flame is an animated presence at the dinner table.  I would marry the roses in my garden, if they would have me as a bride. All of their thorns would not be half the aloneness that I have lived. I am in good health, so there will be more.

It is for these reasons that I did not let loose my rage upon you.  I smiled and heard you out for nearly an hour. I merely said that as life is short, and we do not know if we will be given another chance in the afterlife, it seems appropriate to try at least, in the round we have before us, to make our dreams come to pass, however unrealistic they are.  I sat and listened and smiled, and listened and smiled some more.  After too much listening and smiling, your phone finally rang and you rose to answer it. When you returned from the living room, you circled me and started to embrace me,  in such stark contrast to everything you had just said. I did not protest. I accepted gratefully, every gesture that brought us closer. 
Strangely, the rhythm and pitch of this rose to an intensity I had not expected.  ‘Jazz, is a woman’s tongue, stuck dead in your mouth…’  goes the famous line of the ‘Last Poets’ of Harlem, of ages past, (the late sixties to be precise.)  Jazz is a man’s tongue inside of my mouth.  Jazz is a man’s hands running up and down my spine, and my legs, a man’s hand underneath my sweater just about to reach…  No; jazz, is actually the look in your eyes, that told me that you had lost control of your so well ordered life. The look of hunger. The look of a man about to fall off of a cliff. But you did not actually fall. Nor did I. Cowards that we both are. I did not make the one gesture that would have led us to make love standing up, still nearly dressed, in ten minutes or less: the amount of time you had allotted to you before you would be required inexorably to return to your patients, those who presumably needed you more than I did.  You as well,  with a look of defeat, said to me, ‘You must send me away,’ as if to say that if I did not, you would not have the strength to tear yourself away from me. 
Who knows if it actually happened that way? Perhaps I merely imagined the intensity of it all. Perhaps only your body was geographically present, and you in fact were elsewhere.  Perhaps it is merely hormonal inertia that makes a cock become hard as steel, that makes the body of one person press against the body of another person, as if their life depends on it. Who can tell? But it seemed to me that I had not felt that intensity for  many years. I had not felt a person to be that present in the instant at hand, since Romano.

After Pascal called she sat by the computer for several minutes without moving. She was dimly aware that Romano had clearly seen what she had not. His paranoia was not unfounded. His anger was not unmotivated. She did not know what to do to make amends. But what she did was without premeditation. She picked up the two estimates, the larger and the smaller one, and when she arrived at the clients’ house she presented them with the larger bill, ten percent larger than the actual work accomplished. She held her breath for nearly a whole minute as they looked at the bill. She stood her ground for nearly an hour as they called her a crook who wanted to cheat them. These were her closest friends in the village, whom she had known for sixteen years.  She was in fact trying to cheat them to procure ten percent more for her lover. She did not back down and they did not back down. 
After an hour had passed, their phone rang. It was a friend of the family who called to say their son had had a motorcycle accident and was in the hospital in critical condition. Life. And death. At that point she gave in. She knew that life and death were more substantial than money. More substantial than Romano’s rage. She said simply to give her what they wished to and she would leave. They gave her what they had calculated, five percent less  than Romano’s bill, fifteen percent less than her original bill. She took what they gave her and left.

She left to face Romano’s fury. She had predicted it, and it was as she had predicted. After she had given him the money and listened to him as well calling her a crook, he left the house for the bars of the coast. She sat in her studio for quite a few hours, and after she stopped crying she took the last tablet of lysergic acid that she had in her medicine cabinet, and waited for it to take effect. She did not know if she could make herself crazier than she already was, but she needed something that would take her out of her skull, as quickly as possible.
I made my small, cowardly attempt to act like an adult. I said that I hoped you would return to my house to visit me when you had more time. You said that that you would like to do that, that my house pleased you very much, and more particularly its one inhabitant. You put on your glasses and your coat. I put on my glasses. We kissed some more and I said that even putting on one’s glasses was not of much help.  You concurred that you were thinking the same thing.  We both laughed. I believe that was the one moment of complicity which we shared. 
We exchanged mobile phone numbers. I said that I would be in Torino for the week, but I could return for the following Thursday if you called me. You said that you could not promise me anything. You said it in such a manner that I should have understood. However I did not understand. I could not bring myself to understand what was absolutely obvious. There would never be another Thursday. The one that there was had come and gone.  I was too proud to seize the instant. Too become for the enteenth time an accommodating call girl, who could make love athletically while standing and arching her back to receive that small amount of emotion that might accompany the inertia of passion. To become for you what I had become for so many others. Why did I feel that I deserved more? More than hit and run sex. Why?
The acid rose, as it had many times in the past, with all of its cathartic qualities. It swelled inside of her until every second took on a dimension of its own. All that she gazed at became closer. Concurrently, Romano became ever so slightly more distant. She could not conceive of her future without him. Her existence had been grafted on his. But she perceived that he would bring her harm. She did not yet know in what manner.  After she began to float in the lightened atmosphere that acid produces, she finally called some friends on the coast. She left to spend the evening and night with them. She could not bear to be alone.  They lived near one of the bars that Romano haunted, so she knew she would find him there in the morning, facing his coffee and cognac. She parked her car in front of the bar. That way he would know that she was not far away. 
She left wearing a skin tight dress, recognizing that she was most fortunate to still be able to wear such clothes. At age fifty. Fifteen years his senior. For how much longer she did not surmise. When they met the following day the acid had worn off. She was quite exhausted but relieved that it had put sufficient distance between herself and the events of the previous day. She had never been called a crook and a thief before. Not by anyone, let alone by close friends. Let alone by a lover. She had never before tried to lie or cheat anyone in her half a century on this earth. She felt she had fallen into a great black hole.  Romano himself was still furious at her; to him it was entirely her fault that he had earned less than he wished. As if she was omnipotent and in her omnipotence, was manipulating his destiny.
The week passed. Ever so slowly. There was no phone call. I waited, staring at the mobile phone as if I could hypnotise it into ringing. It is a terrible thing to stare at silence. I could not call you and risk reaching you at home with your family. To wait is to paralyse hope. To wait is to succumb to all of one’s fears. To wait is to drown.  It is only after one has drowned, that one tries to understand why it has happened. I had not drowned fully enough to recognize anything. I returned to the village, to the predictable medical appointment two days before Christmas. I returned to feigning holiday cheer in your presence. But I was numb. However after the medical formalities there was something that did not make sense; something urged me to ask you, how you were feeling. Something prompted me to sense that you had had enough of having to ask everyone else how they were feeling.

Your answer surprised me. You said that you were in a state of advanced burnout from overwork. That you had made thirteen house calls the previous day on top of your eight hours of office visits in three different villages.  That you had not had a minute to yourself in weeks and did not know for how long this rhythm would continue.  You were trying to say that ‘forces beyond our control’ were accounting for not having time to see me, to touch me. To look at the exhaustion in your face was to believe you. I could not do otherwise. I wanted to believe in the ‘forces beyond our control.’ I wanted to believe that you would be able to rest over the holidays and the New Year would start out differently. 
Christmas fell on a Thursday. New Year’s fell on a Thursday. That would mean three weeks before I would have any possibility to be with you for more than ten minutes. But I wanted to believe the unbelievable.  My only leverage was to have the wit to make you laugh. I wish I did not have that talent, my sweet friend. But it got the better of me. I said, with all of the aplomb of Oscar Wilde, that looking at the coming year’s calendar revealed January would have only sixteen Thursday afternoons, instead of twenty two; however it would have at least eleven Sundays in which to walk in the snow of the high mountains. I predicted correctly.  You laughed.  I left and when safely outside I cried. 

In august the long slide began in earnest for Romano. He went through six thousand dollars in as many weeks. Previously she had been living on less than six hundred dollars a month. It was not her money. He had earned it. If he wished to drink it away with his friends, she could do little to stop him. Her one comment about his finances produced such violent, icy sarcasm from him, that she did not dare repeat the experiment. But he was living in her house. The electrical bill and the phone bill were hers. The wood for heating and the gas bottle were hers. The gasoline for her car, when they went somewhere together, were hers. She had never been petty about expenses in all of her life. But the situation was untenable. So she watched with horror, as Romano’s earnings evaporated at what appeared to be the speed of light. 
The only cheerful intervals of the following six weeks were the Sundays they spent with Romano’s son Mirko. They would go to the coast and take him out to a lavish lunch, and then to play soccer with his friends while Romano played cards with the old cronies, gathered in the annex of the neighbourhood church, for cheap wine and lodging next to the soccer field. Most of them were twenty years Romano’s senior and well on their way down the road to eternal inebriation. They were not actually blind drunk. They were just never sober. It was the chronic steady state of the professional alcoholic. 
Occasionally they took Mirko up to the cool air of the country to her house for lunch, or farther inland where they could walk in the woods along the river bed or fish for trout in the trout park. Those afternoons remained in her memory when many others had been bleached out, the freezing water of the mountain stream, the peaceful hours with a cheerful and sensitive youngster who had not yet inherited his father’s bitterness and distrust. She was fond of Mirko, though she dared not to be. She sensed that he was his father’s lifeline, that Romano became an adult only in the presence of his son. When his son was absent, he reverted to being an abandoned child himself. 

Long after the events she mused on the fact that his mother had left him in the orphanage to care for his father, whose needs were the family tsunami.  Was Romano repeating the pattern, hoping all women would respond like his mother, that only a severe state of need, on his part, would move a woman to care for him? Was he trying to become his father, as the only avenue to bind a woman to him?  He had almost succeeded, but in her case had just missed the mark.  It was not a weight  she was willing to take on, to become the target for the rage he was not able to direct at his own mother. The psychoanalytic explanation had a simplistic filter, which she rejected instinctively, but the facts were bearing up this all too straightforward explanation. She had become the target, the prey. The more he unleashed his anger at her, the more she clung to his approval. The more she tried to conform, to gain his approval, the more he sensed his power over her and abused it out of revenge for events long past. He was making her pay for that part of his life that long preceded her arrival. She was the perfect prey, as she needed too badly the approval that her own family had denied her, in the course of her own childhood. They were both re-enacting their past, with the result that their collective past was taking them down like quicksand.
New Year’s was to arrive that evening. I wanted to give you something to cheer you up. Something to make you laugh again. A talisman to save you from overwork. I brought you one of my drawings of a guardian angel, complete with trumpet that was wrapped around him, crocheted into elaborate curves. I picked a quote of James Agee to accompany it. 

 ‘…the tigers of wrath are wiser than the horses of instruction. 

The road of excess leads to the palace of wisdom.

 Prudence is a rich, ugly old maid courted by Incapacity. 
Improvement makes straight roads, but the crooked roads without improvement are roads of Genius….’

My own footnote followed the quote: …this is the guardian angel of wrath, excess and crooked roads; it is also assigned to save you from overwork; happy new year…

I rolled it up into a scroll to deliver to your office. Its meaning was self-evident. But you chose to ignore its meaning. I believe you ignored the whole episode, as you never mentioned having unrolled the drawing or read the accompanying inscription. Perhaps its meaning was too clear. 

In the meantime I prepared myself to ask you the real question of the year’s end: ‘If I were to go to Torino and not return for a long time, would it be a relief for you or a loss.’ I did not manage to finish the sentence, for you cut me short.  ‘It would be no relief, for I would be thinking of you whether you were in Torino or here; even if you were to go back to the States I would still have the same feelings for you, they would not go away simply because you were not here. If fact I would like to come visit you there and take a couple of months to walk in the Rocky mountains.’

It was the last thing I had expected you to say to me. I was certain you wanted to get rid of me. Ever so politely, but you wanted me to disappear. I was convinced of that; therefore I wasn’t prepared for the opposite. I asked you if I was hallucinating; you answered that it was no hallucination; simply the circumstances were putting obstacles in the path. Why did I believe you? Why? No one ever gives you the axe, with an axe. They are only capable of giving you the axe, with flowers on the path to the axe. Everyone can chose whether to see the flowers or the axe. I left your office in a daze. It lasted for almost four nights. One should always beware when one imagines too much at night. In too great detail. When even the power of fantasy can produce orgasm. It means that fantasy has gotten the upper hand over reality. By the time the daze wore off, I knew I would have to clarify the situation, though I did not know how. Can the truth about another person’s feelings be extruded from their guts? Or does it leak out inadvertently, when no one is looking? 

Romano was in a nose dive, headed for a crash landing. It was all she could do to avoid becoming the continual target. No gesture was too humble to inspire misunderstanding. Non sentence was too insignificant to incubate distrust. She was beginning to shake uncontrollably whenever he confronted her.


Each time she left the house she knew that if she did not return exactly on time he would be furious.  Even if she returned without any delay, she never knew in what state of mind she might find him. He had stored up a time bomb,  waiting to explode. Their money had nearly run out. Her patience was wearing thin. In a moment of hysteria at his continual outbursts, she overturned the dining room table on which they were eating. By then she knew that she too was falling off the cliff. Everything she did was an excuse for him to accuse her of betraying him. The weight of his blame was crushing her, but she could not get out from under it. 
Occasionally there were the moments that reminded her of when they first met. Moments of tenderness that she craved.  Outbursts of astounding wit, rather than blind rage. They were rare but just enough to keep her grafted onto the relationship. 

The guardian angel to save you from overwork. I had to sell half my soul to the devil to hire that angel. They told me out there, half way between the fire and the clouds that the powers of my beautifully drawn angel would not produce any results, unless you knew what you actually wanted to do with the time on hand.  That even angels have union hours, and do not work overtime. That I should not expect miracles for a mere half of my soul. That sometimes even guardian angels go on strike. That angels are less effective on people on the left of the political spectrum. That I could draw the most beautiful angel in the world but it might not come off of the page to save you. That you might not recognize how much I needed you. That clearly you would never recognize that you were everything for me, while I was  just a tiny addition to your already overfilled life. That overwork had never been much of an impediment to the preservation and incrementation of the species. Considering how many millions of people are tragically exploited in the course of the millennia, if it took so little to produce population control, the human race would have become extinct. The demography of the planet speaks clearly for the insignificant role that overwork plays, in diminishing passion. The devil advised me as well that I should not barter a full half of my soul. One third had already been used up for the lovers who preceded you, and the other third might be needed for those who might follow you, so one third would be sufficient for you alone. The devil is more cautious than his clients in these matters.
By the time New Year’s had passed and the Epiphany was nearly upon us, I returned to your office, for another claustrophobic ten minutes. To try to reason with another person, about the nature of passion, is folly incarnate, even more so in a room with paper thin walls and a non soundproof door. So be it.  I said that I did not think the obstacle was your grueling schedule. The real obstacle was that you had not decided what you wanted. Or did not want. You were a person of immense energy and initiative. It  was not conceivable that you could not surmount the practical obstacles, if you actually wanted to obtain something from life. You said I was mistaken. That it might be logical that I would see things that way, but it was not the case. I said I needed to talk to you outside of the prying ears, beyond the paper thin walls, before I left for Torino at the end of the week. You said you would come to see me on the following Thursday, and would call me to tell me when you might arrive. I left your office full of false hope. Once again I counted the minutes until Thursday. Could you, in any way, have surmised how vulnerable I was? How fragile and about to shatter into a thousand shards? I was a good actress. It has always been my undoing. 
Three days pass ever so slowly for a person waiting for something as uncertain as love. I was no longer living during those three days; or rather I was already living on Thursday afternoon,  inside of my imagination. My imagination had already explored every inch of your body, when you called to cancel the appointment at the beginning of that long awaited and overly simulated Thursday afternoon. My imagination had already undressed you a dozen times; stripped you of your clothes and of all of your formality, good manners and inhibitions. All that was left under those layers was unvarnished passion.  What remained were two famished individuals wanting to know each other, within the intensity of the present that erases any trace of the world around them. Two individuals for whom the past and the future have ceased to exist.  My imagination was given to rehearsing such scenarios repeatedly, just in case some of the details could be improved upon. Had I left anything out? I think not.  My imagination had given you Romano’s disregard for anything beyond your own needs and pleasure. It had given me the dubious gift of some brief moments of happiness. Fantasy is actually quite powerful, more than I had given it credit for. 
It was at this point that my mobile phone rang. 

She was trying to record a translation of one of her screen plays. To do so she had shut the door to her bedroom to cut off any background noise. It was a relatively soundproof door, that improved the quality of the recording on her mediocre cassette player. She tried to concentrate for an hour in the late morning,  to carve out a small space for her brain and nervous system that could not be corroded by the fear that Romano now produced in her. He was due to return from the coast before noon. At a certain point she sensed, or rather her fear sensed that he was in the house. She had not heard him through the sound proof door, given that the bedroom was not directly over the rest of the house but off to the left, forming the top floor of the neighbour’s house. But enough time had elapsed; she was sure he had come back. She began to feel uneasy that he not come up to greet her. She left her bedroom cautiously, walked out to the studio and down the stairs to the living room on the ground floor, adjoining the entrance. He was sitting on the couch, in a silent fury. He barely looked up when she approached. 
She asked him how long he had been sitting there. He barely answered. She asked him why he had not come upstairs when he returned. His response was equally morose. It appeared he expected her to come down to greet him, as he passed the threshold of the house, and when she did not, he fell into one of his all too familiar incandescent silences. She tried to explain to him, that through the soundproof door she had not actually heard him come in. He refused to believe her. He was determined to believe that she was in some fashion torturing him with her indifference. Nothing she said could sway him from this conviction. Finally she said in exasperation that if he, whose hearing was excellent, had not heard that she was recording a translation on the floor above,  how could he presume that she could hear his nearly silent footsteps on the floor below. He looked at her with rage and answered that she thought she was so smart because she had all the answers. The actual logic of the content of her answer had completely escaped him. He had set out to prove that she was scheming to do him harm. He could in no way concede that she might be in good faith. 
On the following day his ex-wife called and told him she would no longer let him see his son on Sundays afternoons, as she did not want Mirko to have any contact with Romano’s present girlfriend, who in the words of Mari was ‘a junkie an’ out of her fuckin’ skull.’ 
When you told me that you were in the hospital about to deal with a ghastly afternoon, presumably encumbered with emergencies that would keep you there all afternoon and force you to cancel our appointment, I could not very well accuse you of damaging my health. I was on my feet,  not in the hospital, and in any case my own health had already been damaged beyond measure by my own over fertile imagination.  What could I say on the phone when you told me you would call me back later when things had calmed down some.  I said what anyone with good breeding was supposed to say, that I would wait for your phone call and I hoped the afternoon would not be too terrible.  

I put down the phone, sat by the fireplace which I had already just lit, in anticipation of your arrival, and waited. No: that is not quite correct. I did not wait. I simply sat and drank tequila and cried. I knew all there was to wait for: was for the tequila to take effect. But I also knew from past experience that I should drink the tequila very slowly in measured sips, for if it took effect too thoroughly, I would be vomiting out my guts and my soul by the time the afternoon was out.  I had been there before, so I knew to be patient with the tequila, and not expect it to numb me too quickly.  I put on some music from my archaeological collection of rock and roll. The music reminded me that I had not improved much since I had listened to those songs for the first time.  My nervous system was the same ephemeral spider web as it always had been. I had not been able to cauterize it into submission.  I sobbed silently, cradled by the acid rock of my youth, cursing my imagination. It too, had betrayed me through its premature enactment of all that I wished for, making me doubly vulnerable. 
I thought of you, probably at close range with death, perhaps of people you had known over many years in the valley.  How could I put my own needs above those who were dying?  It was all an illusion, that I too felt I was dying.  It was my exaggerated over-sensitivity that made me feel my heart had cracked open; the intense cramps running up and down my diaphragm were purely psychosomatic, nothing to worry about from the medical point of view.  What small sense of relativity I had maintained made me feel sad for you as well, as I knew your afternoon could not be enjoyable. I hoped against hope that it would pass; night would fall and at least the telephone would ring again.  
Night did eventually fall, as astronomical reality is not swayed by mere human emotions.  The fire continued to burn;  I added ever more wood to the hearth, part of my stash of great logs I had saved over the  years for special occasions.  I danced to the music on my Persian rug in front of the fireplace. I danced with the frenzy of the damned.  I had forgotten I could still dance the acrobatic form of rock and roll that had filled my nights in California. The muscles had not atrophied. Their elasticity was intact.  The tequila ever so slowly dulled my anguish.  Its effect was not enormous, but it was better than nothing. 
By seven thirty at night I assumed you were no longer in the hospital.  If a person says he will call, then eventually he will call.  Eventually he is obliged to call, if he is good for his word, or so I said to myself.  But to wait for what should, might, ought to happen, is excruciating. Finally I picked up the mobile phone and dialled your number.
The language of Romano’s ex-wife was quite categorical. But its syntax was somewhat contorted. It occurred to her that she had heard that syntax before.  She asked Romano if his wife normally expressed herself with that form of sentence structure. He said no. She said it sounded as if it had been lifted from someone else’s way of speaking. Romano said he did not care what the origin was. For him the effect was that he could not see his son, his lifeline to sanity, though he did not say as much. She for her part was starting to recollect where the syntax came from. It belonged to Anika’s sister Cinzia.

 Cinzia who had ogled Romano for all of her youth and was not at all happy with the fact that Romano was living with someone twenty two years older than herself. Cinzia who did not mince words, who had a habit of visiting Romano’s ex-wife, Cinzia, who had never viewed her charitably. Cinzia who claimed to know her intimately, having spent one afternoon along with her older sister Anika at her house in the country. Cinzia whose love life appeared to be at a dead end and wanted to get even with destiny for having dealt her a raw deal. Romano’s ex-wife, Mari, was only to eager to believe Cinzia’s calumny, as it gave her a legitimate excuse to withdraw her son from Romano’s sphere of affection. That way she did not have to say that she doing it for purely economic reasons, as Romano was no longer giving her child support. That way Mari could come off as nobly protecting her son from a would be junkie. From that day on, Romano’s slide off the edge of the cliff was a done deal.
There was the day he took every tranquilizer he could find in the medicine cabinet. Along with them he drank the rest of the hard liquor left in the house, a half a bottle of cognac. That he was still on his feet afterwards, was most unusual. She was truly frightened that he would not make it through the night, but the worst did not happen. He came through, as enraged as ever.
Occasionally he tried to look for work. There was no work, to be had in that unpromising season, at least not for the fees he would be willing to accept. She tried to be sympathetic, but she was too scared they would no longer have anything to eat. She shopped at the cut rate supermarket, the first in their area, selling noticeably cut rate quality ingredients. She learned make fresh pasta from nearly rotten flour. Romano made focaccia from the same flour. He had not forgotten how to cook, from his years working in pizzerias. He imbued the food he made with all sorts of symbolic meaning. Food was to be made with love, he claimed, or else it had no nutritive value. The food she cooked was made with fear of his disapproval; she knew she could do no better, and he sensed as much. She was a leaf in the wind;  the hurricane of his emotions was beating down upon her. 

You picked up the line. I could sense from the background noise that you were not alone. I asked if you were still in the hospital. You said no, that you were with a colleague installing software on a computer and trying to make it function properly. You asked if I was calling for a medical reason. Your voice was formal and stilted. Not quite icy, but rigidly contained within the parameters of your profession. I answered in the same tone, self contained and emotionless, ‘nothing medical, I’ll speak to you some other time.’ I have a long fuse; it did not burn down until I put down the phone. How could you talk to me in that tone? How could you do it? Do you know what it feels like to hear your voice freezing me out of your world? Did it ever happen to you? Or was it so long ago that you have forgotten? Do you know how far away a person is, when they are just a disembodied voice over the phone? No, you do not know any of this. 

I picked up pen and paper and wrote you a note on my recognizable stationery. It began with your own words: ‘ Is it a medical problem?’ Followed by my answer, the one I did not have the courage to say out loud: ‘No, nothing medical, just a heart split apart and smashed to bits; but not that half of the heart that carries blood through the veins; the other half that carries feelings and emotions.  That half is not part of your specialization; therefore it doesn’t concern you; in any case you would not understand it.’  I added a few lines from a Janis Joplin song: ‘…a woman left lonely; will get tired of waiting; she’ll do crazy things, on lonely occasions…’  I folded the page in three and waded through the night. The next morning, on my way up to Torino, I put the note under the windshield wiper of your car, parked outside of the medical office of the village above mine. Actually there was a comic foot note to the drab circumstances.  At first I  picked the wrong car. To be precise, all SUV’s look alike to me.  One oversized four wheel drive, all black and shiny and reeking of wealth and power is just like any other. It was only when I turned my car around to point it toward Torino that I realized there was more than one moving vehicle of that description in the parking lot. Yours was the other one. I rectified the error, trying to imagine what would have happened if the note had fallen into other hands. Every once in a while a sense of the ridiculous gains the upper hand over one’s own despair.  I drove to Torino with my mobile phone turned off. I knew I would not have any reason to expect it to ring in the near future. 
They had hardly any wood with which to heat the house. It was the middle of November. They went out at times to look for industrial  pallets; eucalyptus or plane trees that burned badly, but better than nothing. They loaded them onto the luggage rack of her car and cut them up with the sabre saw. The house, if they were lucky, could be heated up to about fifty five degrees, in the warmest rooms. It was going to be a bitter winter; the damp was already cutting into her, seeping through the marrow in her bones. Romano, as well as her, was living off of the small amount of money she still had left. She doled it out to him each day with increasing terror. He needed cigarettes as much as he needed alcohol and gasoline for his motorcycle.  She did not have the courage to refuse him. 
But the money that went for cigarettes weighed on her, more than the rest. She knew it was impossible to request him to stop smoking. But to see the equivalent of what she spent for food for a day, go into nicotine, was chilling to her. Her own nervous system was beginning to snap. One afternoon, in the centre of town, in a moment of hysteria, she tore off the necklace she was wearing, breaking the string, seeing the beads roll over the sidewalk. Why had she done it? He was yelling at her again, because she had done an errand and had not come back to the street corner he expected to meet her at, at the appointed minute, but ten minutes later. 
She could no longer live with his incessant anger, that cornered her, gripped her like a vice and paralysed her. She did not know when or how it would end.  She barely remembered what it was that had drawn her to him at the beginning. When occasionally he was affectionate, she was terrified that the next minute he would be the opposite, all without reason. She was seeing him sliding away, into becoming another person: the opposite of the one she had known a few months previously. She was seeing the metamorphosis of Dr. Jeckel  into Mr. Hyde before her eyes. She sensed the pent up violence in him, about to erupt, either with biting sarcasm or unadorned anger. She both wanted him to be gone from her life, and wanted him to return to be the person she had imagined him to be when she first met him. In short she wanted both things simultaneously, though the possibility to obtain one or the other was minimal.  
It was a relief for me to arrive in Torino. For at least ten minutes after I parked my car, it seemed very far away from where I had come from.  But the memory does not live in a geographical place.  The memory is a nomad; it follows wherever a person chooses to go. It only took about ten minutes for my memory to catch up with me. It was a long day. By nightfall I presumed that I would never hear from you again.  It would have been better that way. It would have spared me a few more weeks of illusions. When my phone rang about seven in the evening, I was not prepared to see your name on its screen.  I answered very unsure of what to say.  The telephone is not made for communicating emotions.  It was designed for purely informative purposes.  How can one shove an emotion into its electronic circuit and onto the airwaves?  Such folly was not contemplated by Alexander Graham Bell. 
I listened. Whatever you said passed over and around me. Something about not being able to talk to me, the previous night, because you were not alone and your son was among the  people surrounding you. Something about wanting to clear up the misunderstanding. Something about being embarrassed that I gave so much importance to the event.  Nothing you said made any sense to me. Nothing you said sounded as if it had even a gram of sincerity.  But you had called; in theory to defend yourself. You had not let me drop into the void.  You wanted me to think well of you. That is the cruellest part. I managed to mutter that I thought you had an image of me that in no way corresponded to what I was. You said we could talk eventually, to clear up the misunderstanding. 
You did not immediately realise that I was already in Torino. I did not immediately realise that you were about to make a house call in my village, and were probably standing less than a hundred metres from my house. It was your last house call of the evening. Had you planned it that way? Ships passing in the night?  Eventually I would return to my village. Eventually we would be able to talk in person.  Eventually is a moment in time, that has never been inserted into any calendar.  Eventually is usually a euphemism for never.  

In the meantime, in Torino, the terror of imminent bankruptcy was crushing me, day after day. There were no offers to buy my apartment. My savings were seeping away.  There were days when I wished I could simply not rise from my bed. It was only the nightmares I had, when I tried to sleep during the daylight hours, that dissuaded me from sleeping more and rising less. They were much more vivid and terrifying nightmares than the kind I have at night; nightmares of a sleep-waking state, that stalked me throughout the day. Your days were full; too much so. My days were empty.
Unexpectedly, she received word that she had won an international award, for one of her drawings of political satire against the war in Bosnia. The notification arrived with many months delay, along with the catalogue of the collection of drawings, displayed at the editorial satire festival of Krajevic, near Belgrad. A small miracle had been placed in her path, a tiny crumb of recognition of her talent on the larger stage. But to sign for the package she had to stand in line at the post office for fifteen minutes. She arrived at the coast for her noon appointment with Romano fifteen minutes late. He had no interest in her good fortune, her professional glory, her moment in the sun that had slightly raised her spirits as she drove at breakneck speed to try to delay her arrival the least possible. He was simply furious that she had not shown up on time. She could not believe his reaction. It shook loose another fragment of her self-respect. But it jolted her into recognizing the limits of their situation. She sensed it was drawing to a close, though she felt trapped, as in a theatre on fire with no exit signs. 
A few days later he threw an object at her, as she was sitting in the car with the window open. A hard blunt object, part of the fender of her car, that had fallen off trying to edge it into a tight parking place on a hillside where he had found a couple of days of work rebuilding stone walls. It hit her in the left eye. The pain was staggering.  She stopped trying to park, turned the car around and headed for her house. About halfway there she decided not to turn left, at the country road leading up to her home. She stayed on the state highway leading to Torino. To get out at any cost. She arrived in the city in a couple of hours and stayed with friends for the night. The pain in her eye refused to subside. By the next day she thought she would have to go to the hospital. She waited another day, while slowly the pain ebbed away. But she called her home, going through the motions as if in a trance. He answered the phone and said that he would leave the following morning if she did not return. 
She never understood, even many years after the fact, why she drove back to the country, the next morning at dawn, to try to patch things up before he left. Why she clung to her chains, even after they had been untied. She never knew why she let the roulette wheel go round one more full circle, why she was not able to opt out, of her own volition. To do that she would have had to recognize that all of the energy and emotion she had put into the relationship, had been in vain. There is no point in being sentimental about stupidity. She did not see the danger signs; that is, she saw them well enough but she did not read them; she read them well enough but she did not want to believe them. 

This morning I fell. A stupid sort of fall, and I believe I may have broken my nose. One should not go rollerblading in state of anguish. The walkway along the river is tilted down hill. The wind is too strong behind me. In a moment of panic that I might not be able to stop, I swerve toward the side wall, and ride into a wet sand bank, that clogs the wheels of my skates. I topple over and go down with all my weight on my nose and eyes. After a brief moment of intense pain, I realise that my glasses are intact, that no bones are broken, but the blood gushing out of my nose and pouring over my face and hands is disconcerting. There has been much worse, in the course of my past. Nothing to be frightened about. The pain is bearable. The people who accost me, thinking I need an ambulance, can be induced to leave. ‘It is nothing’ I keep saying, waving them off. No one likes to see that much blood up close. 

I have sopped up most of it with the extra pair of socks in my skate bag. Fortunately the river is a few steps away. I wash the blood off of my face and hands and out of my hair. I take off my skates and walk home, with my scarf wrapped around most of my face. In the house, I see the gash running down my nose. I press it closed with a bandage, fill up a dozen kleenexes with more blood, and lie down with ice over my face. My nose is very swollen, but not yet black, and the area around my eyes is not yet much darker than the rest of my skin. The real blackness takes a half a day to emerge. It will not be too difficult to cover it with makeup until the swelling goes down. The time before it took three weeks. This time it will certainly not take that long. Finally the bleeding seems to subside. 
Evidently my heart does not wish to break in that unseemly manner. If it breaks it wants to preserve it main ingredient.  No, this is not a dream. Not even one of my waking nightmares.  It happened to me this morning at eleven thirty. I thought to do something to cheer myself up. Something that would help me not think of you for an hour or so.  For the first fifteen minutes the movement relaxes me, I am starting to feel more at ease. My knees are beginning to bend and I can skate in gentle curves. I was not expecting the fall. But I should have. The anger that cannot be released toward any logical target was bound to come out against myself. I should have foreseen as much. A close brush with what might have been much worse, does tend to sober a person up. Even if they are not drunk on liquor but only on their own despair. I must do something to save myself. Or so I say. And try to believe it.  I could have skated over the bank and into the freezing river, instead of toward the wall, so I suppose I still have some small survival skills. Is there any reason to survive with such emptiness all around me? Life is a gift. One must not throw it away. One must not. Over and over I tell myself. One must not. 
She met Romano as he was coming down the hill from her village to the larger town below. He got in the car and they drove to the coast. They tried to talk. There was not much content to the talk, but they tried to reconnect. They tried to feel some of the feelings they had felt for each other at the beginning. They tried to believe that something could improve. They tried, like two drowning people clinging to one leaking lifejacket. But within a day he was gone again into the whirlpool of paranoia. She made a phone call, stayed on the phone for twenty minutes.  He accused her of betraying him by being unreachable. She was in no way able to convince him that the woman she had called was Tina, her close friend from years back.             

The next day she came down with a terrifying earache that hit her trigeminal nerve, after an afternoon out in the December cold. She was in too much pain to make love that night. He did not wish to understand or forgive her. He was stumbling through his days in a sludge of extreme depression and self pity that not even the alcohol could lift. That night he made such a scene that she went to sleep in the other bedroom. She did not know how to wrench herself away. He knew that she was fading, even when she was too paralysed by fear of his reaction to move. She knew that he was fading into a world where she did not wish to follow him. She did not want to drown. She knew that if she started to drown, there would be no one to save her. She knew that she had only herself to count on, to keep her head above water. She could not bare to watch him drown, but she did not want to go down with him. She did not want his craziness to pull her into the whirlpool. She wanted out. But she did not know what it would cost her to get out.
After a week and a half in Torino I sent you a text message.  Obama had just been inaugurated, and I was most moved by the ceremony.  But  the text message was merely bait. Had I sent you a message about my own feelings you would have never answered; I knew that much. But if I sent you a message about politics, you would eventually eat the bait. In fact you did. A mere six days later you called me. Another strangely placed telephone call.  It appeared you were driving down the hill from the village above mine, after a long morning of work. But you had a couple of hours of so called ‘lunch break.’ Was that why you called? In case I might be home?  I could not ask.  But I made cheerful conversation about an architectural job I had just put in a bid for. I tried to feel like a professional equal. It gave me the confidence to say that I would be coming back to the village in couple of days and maybe you would have that Thursday afternoon free.  You said to call you Wednesday evening when I arrived and you would be able to tell me. You said you could not know in advance, if you might have to make a dozen house calls that afternoon. I too fell for the bait. My own bait had hooked me on the line. I drove down from Torino full of premonitions of happiness. Can one be so stupid as to wait for such an infinite number of Thursdays? Did I not know that that day had been taken off of the calendar? 
Why is it so difficult to give up hope? Why could you not tell me straight out that nothing would ever happen, beyond what had already happened. Nothing. At all. Who has the courage to look loneliness in the face? Why should I expect you to have that courage? You already had to look death in the face. Loneliness was just that much more. I should not have expected it of you.  Why should you take note that I was drowning?  What could you have done to save me? You could not become a double of your married self. I knew that much. But I did not want to know, what in fact I knew.  

When I arrived at my home I tried to call. Your line sent me to the message centre. I left a well bred message. I felt as cold as stone. I sat and shivered on the landing of my staircase waiting for the stove to catch. It took three tries, as often happens when I have been away for many days. The walls of my house are always icy the first day back. After an hour I sent you a text message. By then it was dinner time and I knew I would not hear from you until the following day. Thursday.
The long morning passed. No answer. By noon I was losing control. At twelve thirty I called again. You answered and said you were still in the State medical office in the larger town below and would call me when you had finished. I could think of nothing to say in return. I knew that whatever I might want to say would be inappropriate.  I knew you were elsewhere. I said I would wait for your call. The next two hours tried to pass.  But they could not pass. The sands of time were stuck in the hourglass, stuck in my bloodstream clogging my veins. 
Saturday was a very cold day of the first week in December. There was little they could say to each other. It had all been said, and had served for naught. She got up as usual and made coffee. Brought it upstairs. Her gestures were automatic. They took place outside her body. There was no more money for cognac with which to ‘correct’ the coffee. The last money she had was going for his cigarettes. They had continued to buy the cheapest wine on the market, but they were almost out of that as well. At the beginning of the afternoon Romano left to go down to the coast. She expected to have a quiet afternoon. She was relieved. She wanted little part of his life. She could no longer stomach the bars. She could no longer listen to the self pity of the vanquished, neither hers, nor that of the others. She did not know the way out. But she knew from past experience that out is not easy. It is not through the back door. Out is always through the front door, face on. The front door is much harder to open. But it is the only one that lets you out. 
She had come to dread hearing the sound of his motorcycle, which announced that he had arrived back at her house. She felt besieged.  She wandered from room to room in a fog, trying to make some decision about her future. Trying to convince herself that she had a future. Out of there. On her own.  One more time.  Cut her losses. One more attempt at love down the drain. Even the heart has a bottom line. Hard to think that all that energy was a waste. But what is a waste? Is love ever wasted? Squandered? Perhaps it is the unsuccessful love stories that have littered the environment and polluted the planet. Smog is nothing, compared to breathing the vapours of love gone stale. Staring at the emptiness before her. Where her future should have been. A highway leading into the fog. Not even a tail light in sight. She curled up under the featherbed, drew it tightly around her and tried not to feel the cold. She could no longer heat the house in the daytime, only at night. Night was a long ways off.
When the phone finally rang I was numb.  I already knew what was on the other end of the line. The truth.  It was lying in wait, lurking in the receiver.  Even though it was a truth that you could not admit in your own words, it was stationed there, immobile as a sentinel. You said that you had just finished with the patients of the morning. At ten to three. You had ten minutes before you had to deal with those of the afternoon. So much for Thursday afternoons. You said you were in a terrible mood. I said I felt like I was being played for a fool. You did not understand. What had I to complain about? It was you who were ferociously overworked. You felt unfairly accused. You had no way of comprehending what I felt. Why should you? 
‘If a situation gets half way to home base, and one decides to turn back: it is not a crime, but to not have the courage to say it to my face, does not do you honour.’  It was the best I could do by way of diplomacy to clear the air. I had said what you would never have been able to say. Some one has to play the gentleman, and if it could not be you, it would have to be me. I was the one who had been taught sportsmanship, tennis matches with opponents shaking hands at the end of the match. All of my training at good manners had served me well. I knew what to say in these occasions. ‘Amici come prima—friends as before’ as they say in Italian. As if nothing has happened. Nothing at all.

You finally started to talk. You were quite clearly relieved that I had paved the way. You said something about only being able to give me the crumbs, that nothing would work out that way. That it was squalid to only have a few shoplifted moments of unpredictable intimacy. Normally one says stolen, rather than shoplifted. But stolen indicates a much greater intent, and it stinks of purple prose; I prefer shoplifted, which is more of the right dimension. Actually I cannot remember the exact words you used. I probably started blocking them out, as I sensed you had given up on the situation. For you it was not worth pursuing. Too complicated. It was better to do nothing, than to do things in half measures.  The implication was that I might be inventing medical excuses to come to your office, for ulterior motives, an insinuation that I found revolting. For you it was better to renounce. Better than to find yourself in a squalid medical office, at eleven o’clock in the morning, with a hard on.  And a dozen patients waiting on the other side of the not very sound proof door. Of course you did not say things with those words. It is I who am given to vulgarity. Of course I could see your point. From your perspective you would not miss me very much. The small amount of regret you might have would pass in short order. 
 I had helped you get off the hook, with my writer’s ability to say it like it is. All of this over the mobile phone. Without having to look me in the face. Without having to see, what would be clearly visible if you actually looked at me, but could be diplomatically disguised via my use of the word. I said I hoped you would find a way to not be steamrollered by overwork; that because I cared about you, I wanted for you to be happy, I wanted things to work out for you. You had already said you were in a terrible mood, that you wished to find yourself at the bottom of a well and stay there for a few days, something I could never imagine you actually saying in front of me, given your excessive zeal in preserving your public presence: the perfect image of the infinitely patient, comprehensive, energetic and compassionate, country doctor who never has a moment of normal human impatience with the human race.  The  phone is a magical instrument. It allows a person to be a hero and a coward almost simultaneously. In any case it appeared you were moved that I said I cared about you and wished for your happiness, (even though it was self-evident that such happiness would not include me.)  You even thanked me; evidently someone had taught you some form of manners, even without Swiss boarding schools.  That afternoon I not drink much tequila. I no longer had the heart to get drunk. It would have indicated a level of hope that no longer resided anywhere inside me. All that was left was the horror of being eclipsed without looking you in the face. I was not accustomed to being shut out of a person’s life, via mobile phone. I was still in the low tech world of blood, sweat and tears.  
The phone call arrived about seven thirty. It had been dark for several hours. It was Romano.  He was calling from a bar. No it was the Chinese restaurant he was calling from. The bars in the area had all received visits from him in the course of the afternoon. They had served their purpose. He was calling because he had no more gas in his motorcycle to return home. The service stations were closed by now. The only self service was three kilometres away. He had probably also run out of money to buy gas. Could she drive down and pick him up at the Chinese restaurant? She would not want him to roll his motorcycle three kilometres up hill, would she? 

She was furious, but she did not know how to say no. She wanted to say, go sleep on the beach like you did in the past, even if it was December, but she answered sullenly that yes she would come down to chauffeur him back home.  She drove slowly, hoping her own anger would diminish by the time she reached the coast. It did not. She circled the main square, but it was full. She parked in the tiny lot just past the Chinese restaurant. She walked back, to the entrance, as slowly as possible. When she entered she saw Romano seated comfortably at a table with a couple of friends. They were eating already. He was not. For all of his craziness he was not a sponge, or he was not willing to sponge a meal off of friends. So he limited himself to drinking. He had a large beer in his hand. He motioned to her to sit down and enjoy herself. 
She in turn had allowed her anger to rise to an incandescent level, seeing him sitting there, and beckoning her to relax. He evidently had no intention of getting up to leave, just because she had arrived to pick him up. She turned stiffly on her heels and said she would wait for him in the car. Her tone was icy. As icy as she would allow it to be; for she was afraid of him. By now, for weeks, maybe even months, she had become afraid. When ever he appeared too calm, she knew to be afraid. She knew the storm was coming. 
She turned on her heels, and walked out quickly, not waiting for him to follow. If he wished to be chauffeured around he would eventually follow her out to the car. She sat in the car for about fifteen minutes. He did not arrive. The car was cold. Each minute she became colder and angrier. She was not about to go back to the restaurant to fetch him. She presumed he knew to look in both directions for her car. Or did he? Finally she no longer wanted to wait for him. Her anger had left her limp with exhaustion. She just wanted to go home and get into bed and sleep. She figured that he would somehow find someplace to sleep at someone’s house by the coast. She had given him his chance.
She drove back up to her house. Lit the fire in the bedroom, got undressed. As a last gesture of her disgust, or was it a caution or premonition,  she drew the bolt on the bedroom door. She wanted to sleep alone. But she was not quite asleep when she heard the front door downstairs being pushed open. Sometime around midnight. The crash that followed it foreshadowed his state of mind. She sat up straight in bed tense with adrenaline, suddenly wide awake with dread. 
Of course, it is perfectly understandable. You sleepwalked into seduction. It was not a choice, on your part. It just happened. You just happened to be geographically present, that afternoon, in my house, with the fire lit, and the lovely view of the valley below. You had no premeditation, if anything you had come to tell me why all of this could not happen. If you did not want to be seen by the neighbours below, it was just a professional precaution, not a dirty conscience. How could I expect you to actually choose? How could I be so dumb? You might have gone through with it all, if there had been more time; if it had just happened, as in a dream, without  your having to choose, without any particular intent in your part. That was precisely what I did not want. 
I wanted you to know what was happening to you. I needed for you to choose to be with me. Was it pride on my part? Or unadulterated idiocy? If it had just happened, something you had just slid into, you would not have felt guilty.  Like murder, love is also in the first degree, if it is premeditated. Other wise it is just manslaughter, just a ‘scopata’, merely hit and run sex, without consequences. If there is no before, then there is no after, as far as the conscience is concerned.  In any case all of my dissection of your motivations or lack thereof, would not change the situation. You had closed the door on the situation, and all the reasons in the world would not open that door. 

But I could not accept being discarded by telephone. That I could not stomach. The next evening, I drove down to the town where you lived, about seven thirty. I had a stiff drink at the bar in front of your house, paid and started to stalk you. Rather I walked up and down under the medieval arcades waiting for your car to possibly arrive. I did not have much hope, as I had done this before, and had never managed to cross your path. Only once in twelve years, not a promising average. But this time, I was lucky. That is the only explanation I have. Maybe when a person needs something so very badly, from the fates, so badly that their life depends on it, maybe destiny intervenes. Maybe the fates intervened as a deus ex-machina, and on that freezing night, too cold to even consider making love in any dark doorway, as I walked out of the bar, I saw your car pass and pull over to park a few spaces down the street from where I stood. I was standing under the arcade between your car and your house. You had not seen me. I could stay or leave. I stayed, still in the darkness and waited. It took you an enormous amount of time to take your medical satchel out of the car, and lock the door. Maybe you had seen me and were stalling for time, debating what to do.  Finally you turned and started to walk in my direction. No you had not seen me previously, you were surprised when you recognized that I was waiting for you.  More than anything you were clearly exhausted. 
How do you have a conversation with a person who is wasted from overwork? But I had to speak to you. I could not do otherwise. We both acted our parts well. We followed the script. We did not miss our lines. I lectured you on not allowing yourself to be steamrollered by your patients; to make some changes in how you practiced your profession. You lectured me on how no change was possible, and how you could only give me the crumbs of a situation, it was not possible to envisage any future. Your lecture was more drawn out. It included the predictable cliché of my being a ‘person of value,’ that it would be easier if I was not. Did that mean that if I had been a superficial  ‘mignotta’ you could have fucked me in good conscience? Who knows what you meant.  Your lecture included the information that after a day as long as the days you work, you no longer wanted to talk to anyone. It was honest at least. I countered, that as writer, I knew what little value words have, what a blunt weapon they are to communicate feelings and ideas; that the most important things in life can be done without words; they often come off better that way. You smiled.  I could still make you smile, could still amuse you, if I worked at it, if I let the words come out in an even voice, without a trace of sarcasm. After fifteen minutes, I knew there was no point in prolonging the conversation. You were hungry and tired. It was after eight. We were standing in a dark, side street, the wind blowing around us. I stood apart, about a yard distant from you. I wanted there to be no misinterpretation. I did not want to appear to be begging for affection. You reached out and lifted a strand of my hair that had fallen in front of my face. I kept my hands firmly planted in the pockets of my winter coat.  Finally I said, ‘do please take care of yourself’ and turned on my heels. 

I knew it was no use. You said that you could not go out at night without telling fibs to your wife, and that was something that you did not want to do, you had never done it in the past. Could you not have figured that out before you started? If we had time to make love in the afternoon, without your having to make excuses to your wife, would that have made your conscience rest easier?  Does betrayal only begin after six in the evening? It is easy for me to win if the weapons are words. I could always imagine the caustic last line.  But it was a pyrrhic victory. Your silhouette faded into the dinner hour, when all devoted husbands come home to their wives.
The sounds from downstairs did not bode well. They were sounds of objects being thrown, and smashed, pounded, torn, overturned; sounds of glass breaking everywhere. The sounds moved from the ground floor to the first floor. She sat frozen in her bed, waiting for the worst to come.  Romano reached the door. He found it bolted. At that point he put all of his weight and strength against the door and rammed it. He did it three times until the bolt of iron finally bent. 

She was sitting in bed motionless,  saying nothing. His eyes were bloodshot from the effort to break down the door. He screamed that she had abandoned him, and the police had had to drive him home. She thought it was quite generous of them. It would not have happened in America. They would have just put him in the clink to sober up for the night. He moved closer to the bed. She in turn screamed  ‘don’t come near me’! He said  ‘go on screaming, see if anyone hears you’. At that point he reached out slowly, took off her glasses with one hand and with the other rammed his fist into her face between the eyes with the speed of light and the force of a stone mason used to breaking stones with a sledgehammer. She did not actually pass out. But she knew if she did not move immediately she might be in danger of doing so. 
He taunted her, ‘you can call the police now, go ahead, call the police.’ He knew she would not. She knew she would not. He moved back into the other room and started to smash up all of the objects he had missed on the first round. She got up as if hypnotised. She realised she had a very small amount of time in which to get out of the house and into her car if she wanted to save herself. She did not know if she could do it, but she had to try. The pain in her head was not a good sign. But as he had turned his attention to breaking more objects, she hoped that he was not expecting her to simply leave without saying anything to him. If she could get past him before she started to run, maybe she could make it outside and down the hill the twenty yards that separated her from her car. She was lucky. She had calculated well. A person moves more slowly under the influence of alcohol than a person who is sober, if he has to move with his whole body, and not just with an iron fist. Although she was reeling from the blow, her own adrenaline had kicked in, just as his was subsiding. It was a small miracle. It was only after they had taken the ex-rays of the cracked vertebrae in her neck, that she knew how close she had come. She had just grazed the far side of paradise. She had been very lucky. 
The weekend passed.  It was all definitively over. What was left to do was to pick up the pieces and start over. As if nothing had happened. The brutality of the final slice of the guillotine is ironically less painful than the preceding season of uncertainty.  Uncertainty breeds anguish. Finality tends to cauterise the senses. Never enough or fast enough, but it clears the air of misinterpretation. One can force oneself to continue to believe, beyond the limits of belief, but it is like the borrowed time of the cartoon characters, running off the cliff into thin air for a few paces, suspended and wobbling over the void before the actual fall. I had no longer reason to believe.
I had to reconstruct. To reconstruct means to fake detachment. There were no other state doctors in my valley. To select one from farther down toward the coast would mean to have to drive twenty kilometres whenever I was ill. It was not a risk I wished to take, even though I had not requested a house call in my thirteen years in the village. On the following Wednesday I passed by your office. I made the usual humorous remarks about how the prescription for my high blood pressure had worked no better than the guardian angel I drew, had protected you from overwork.  You laughed. Better than nothing. You thought of a new medicine to prescribe for me. I joked about how you should give up something that harmed you, for Lent, like your workload, rather than giving up something that might do you some good, like myself. You smiled again. Said you would gladly give up part of your patient load, but they would not give you up; that was the point. 
Then you told me about a young man in town whose funeral you had just gone to, twenty-three years, lymphoma, one of your patients. You told me about the hypocrisy of the funeral, those in church who had denigrated the boy as a junkie when he was alive, and now were pretending to mourn his death. You were clearly more than simply disgusted. You were sickened at the mediocrity of the human race. I sensed that something very sad was happening to you. I felt particularly helpless. There is a certain kind of despair that no amount of wit can alleviate. It is a despair that turns one’s blood to molten lead. 
When I looked at you to say goodbye and tell you to take care of yourself, it seemed that some small particle of complicity might have passed between us. Not the visible or tangible kind but something. Something that might have been. 

The doctor at the emergency ward was furious that the nurses had let her stay overnight, and not thrown her out in the cold until dawn. For the doctor she was not an emergency, just an ordinary assault and battery. He gave her a cursory exam at dawn, and sent her off to a couple of specialists for x-rays. The ear, nose and throat doctor was equally indifferent. She was told the septum was not deviated so they would not have to operate, therefore she should consider herself most fortunate. That was it. No interest in the human side of the event. There were a half a dozen other people in the waiting room. There was no time. 
Before she left the hospital she had managed to call the brother of an old friend, a dockworker from the port. She asked him to deliver a message to the most promising of Romano’s morning bars. That Romano should turn in the keys to her house to the bar owner and never show his face again, or she would have him arrested. Angelo kindly performed the errand, and met her at the hospital as she was about to leave. A few days later he said that Romano professed to remember nothing when he dropped off the keys, and denied having touched her. He said he had destroyed only her house but had not even grazed her body. So much for total recall. It always amazed her how much alcohol could black out. Angelo was looking straight at her, when he told her of the encounter, he was looking straight at her face, half black and blue and bloated. Evidently not all events were the right shape to lodge in Romano’s memory. Some were left out in the rain. 

She could not go back to her house. She could not face it. She went to stay with Tina, her very loyal old friend. The only one who would have her. Even though she was afraid that Romano might start to prowl around their house. Which he did one night, leaving her a letter under the door. It was half a love letter and half a rant about what she had done wrong. He had no sense of the consequences of his actions. He was elsewhere. Her friends were most afraid that he might return. Fortunately he did not. He knew what had been between them was over. At least that much he knew.     

Maybe he knew it better than she herself. Her friend Tina kept saying to her that if she ever went back to him, she would loose all of her actual friends. Tina  said it categorically, for she knew the danger at hand. When something happens, that should not happen, that exceeds all that one can conceive of, the mind distances those events. It wraps them gently in tissue paper and places them in some far and dusty corner of the attic of the brain. It places them off in the distance where the conscious mind does not have to gaze at them. As if they never happened. It was hard for her to admit that even she was trying to defend herself against the events in this manner. She had put them out of sight; her memory was trying to play tricks on her. It would have liked her to believe that some other Romano had done all of this to her. Not the Romano she knew. She could not encompass that the man she loved had tried to kill her. He  had come within a hair’s breath of doing so. 
You who are sane: do you know what it is like to go crazy? Do you know what happens to a person when their life falls off a cliff?  All of the practical aspects of my existence are in a tailspin. The apartment is not selling, even at a reduced price, no offers as yet. It will cost me a fortune to renegotiate the mortgage on my house: the equivalent of twenty percent interest; there is no work to be had; my bank in the states will no longer give me credit; there is no translation work in the three languages I know; even the house painting job, I thought I could bid on, has fallen through. Is there anything else on this dismal list? Yes, the editor of my book about San Francisco in the seventies, informed me yesterday that in the year two thousand and eight my book has sold zero copies, four less than in the year two thousand and seven.  I have two legs, two arms, two eyes, and my hair has not yet turned grey. I should consider myself fortunate. There is only this small inconvenience that I am going mad with fear and despair. Loneliness is devouring me like caustic soda. I dare not look down from the height of my balcony in the city. It is only three stories off the ground; it might not be an instant death. 
Do you know what happens to a person in the still of the night when they dream that there is someone who could save them? Whose presence could remove terror from the landscape. You who are sane, whose life is so carefully structured with never a minute out of place, do you know how it feels to fall through the cracks? How it feels when you call your friends and they do not want to hear; they do not want to know that you are skidding off the road? Of course this dreary rundown sounds like it has fermented in the swamp of self pity; how could it sound other wise? Do you know what quicksand feels like? Rising ever so slowly, every time you try to move. Rising to your chin, to your nose, to your eyelashes. Rising, rising, while you are falling. Do you know how it feels?
The seasons rolled over. There were certain neighbourhoods she did not drive through, or even near, for years. Certain bars where she never parked, let alone walk into,  for even a cappuccino. They were haunted with his presence. She avoided all of those who knew him. Their paths crossed twice under the arcades of the coastal town; they both looked glass eyed, not acknowledging to have recognized each other. For her it would have been too dangerous. For him, she did not want to conjecture.
 But for her, she knew she could fall. Like the first time, she could do a replay. Pretend it had never happened. He would invite her in to the bar, any of the bars under the arcades; just to have an aperitivo. And it would begin all over again. That is what she feared. Even twelve years after. Whom had she loved? An imaginary person? A construction of her imagination? A person whose flaws outnumbered his virtues? How could she tell? Time passed, blurred the edges of her memory. Had she possessed love or had love possessed her? But there was  that part of her that sensed she was lucky. Not to have escaped alive, but to have rolled over on the sand and on the stones, in the night, in the arms of a person who lived inside the instant. She too had lived in those instants, in all of their intensity. Is madness a gift, as well as a liability? She thought so.

My mother used to say that there was always time to go to the doctor, after you are dead. She was certain Hell would be chock full of them. They would be mostly in the fifth circle, dedicated to cowards and hypocrites. There would be no need to make an appointment or spend all that time in waiting rooms. So my mother was of the opinion that to go to see a doctor before one is dead, was decidedly premature. This conviction helped her to live to be ninety. I should have listened to my mother. 
You save lives. There is something magical in that. It gives you enormous power. It is a huge responsibility. At their best, doctors are omnipotent, or as much as one can be so on this earth. While you save lives, I, as a writer, save dreams. The word can do only that. Small stuff. But what is a life worth, without its dreams? Even those that cannot come to pass? That, I ask you, my sweet friend. 

