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  Prologue

  

  VENICE, 1989


  I sit in my seat long after the train swooshes into its berth at Santa Lucia. I paint a fresh coat of ruby red on my lips, pull a blue felt cloche down to my eyebrows and try to smooth my skirt. I think for a moment of the tale I’d told the taxi driver in Rome earlier that morning. He’d asked, “Ma dove vai in questo giorno cosí splendido? But where are you going on this splendid day?”


  “I have a rendezvous in Venice,” I’d said slyly, knowing the image would please him.


  Watching as I’d pulled my fat, black suitcase with its one crumpled wheel backward into the curve of the station doors, he’d blown me a kiss and yelled, “Porta un mio abbraccio a la bella Venezia. Carry an embrace from me to beautiful Venice.”


  Even a Roman taxi driver is in love with Venice! Everyone’s in love with her. Everyone except me. I’ve never been to Venice, having always been indifferent about wandering through all those iridescent torpors of hers. Still perhaps what I’d told the taxi driver is true. I am behaving curiously like a woman on her way to a rendezvous. Now that I’m finally here, though, I wish I could spurn the Old Woman of Byzantium once again.


  Exiting the now empty train, I tug my suitcase down onto the platform, giving its evil wheel a kick for encouragement, and stride through the tumult of the station, amidst vendors peddling water taxis and hotels, travelers in the anguishes of arrival and departure. The doors are open and I step out into wet rosy light, onto a sweep of wide shallow steps. Shimmering water glints from the canal below. I don’t know where to put my eyes. The Venice of myth is real, rolled out before me. In straw hats and striped shirts, the gondolieri are sculptures of themselves fixed on the sterns of glossy black boats under a round yellow sun. The Bridge of the Barefoot is off to the left and the sweet façade of the church of San Simeone Piccolo hails from across the water. All of Venice is tattered, resewn, achingly lovely, and like an enchantress, she disarms me, makes off with the very breath of me.


  I wait for the vaporetto, the water bus, line number 1, and embark on a boat that moves, pian, piano up the canal, stopping fourteen times between the station and San Zaccaria near the Piazza San Marco. I stow my bag in the great heap of luggage on the deck and make my way out onto the prow, hoping to stay outdoors. The benches are occupied, except a few inches where a Japanese woman’s purse sits. I smile, she moves her Fendi, and I ride amid crisp winds up the astonishing highway. Strange now to think that this boat was to become my habitual transport, this water my daily route from home to buy lettuces, to find a wedding dress, to go to the dentist, to light a candle in a thousand-year-old church.


  Along the riva totter the palaces, fragile Byzantine and Gothic faces, the Renaissance, the baroque all in a melancholic row, each one leaning fast against the next. The better to stifle secrets I think. As we approach the Ponte di Rialto, the exit nearest my hotel, I am not ready to leave the boat. I stay on through to San Zaccaria and walk off the landing stage toward the campanile, the bell tower. I wait for a moment, listening for the clanging of la Marangona, the most ancient of San Marco’s bells, the one whose solemn basso has signaled the beginning and the end of the Venetian artisan’s workday for fifteen centuries. Once it warned of enemy approach, saluted a visiting king, and announced the death of a doge. Some say it rings by its own will, that if one arrives in Venice to its great, noble clanging, it is proof of one’s Venetian soul, proof the old bell remembers one from some other time. When a friend first told me this story years ago, I asked him how, if six hundred people were passing by at any given moment, anyone would know for whom the bell was ringing. “Don’t worry,” he said. “It will never ring for you.”


  La Marangona is, indeed, silent as I stand before the tower. I don’t look at the basilica sitting there behind my shoulders. I don’t walk the few meters into the grand piazza. I’m not ready. Not ready for what? I tell myself it’s only that one can’t wander into what is touted as the earth’s most divine drawing room, bedraggled, shackled by a rickety suitcase. I turn back, take the next boat going toward the station, and debark at Rialto. Why is my heart flailing against my chest? Even as I am now drawn to Venice, so am I suspicious of her.


  1

  

  Signora, the Telephone Is for You


  The small room is filled with German tourists, a few English, and a table or two of locals. It’s November 6, 1993, and I arrived in Venice that morning, two friends in tow. We speak quietly together, sipping Amarone. Time passes and the room empties, but I notice that one table, the one farthest away from us, remains occupied. I feel the gentle, noninvasive stare of one of the four men who sit there. I turn my shoulders in, toward my wine, never really looking at the man. Soon the gentlemen go off, and we three are alone in the place. A few minutes pass before a waiter comes by to say there is a telephone call for me. We have yet to announce our arrival to friends, and even if someone knew we were in Venice, they couldn’t possibly know we were lunching at Vino Vino. I tell the waiter he’s mistaken. “No, signora. Il telefono è per Lei,” he insists.


  “Pronto,” I say into the old, orange wall telephone that smells of smoke and men’s cologne.


  “Pronto. Is it possible for you to meet me tomorrow at the same time? It’s very important for me,” says a deep, deliberate, Italian voice I’d never heard before.


  In the short silence that follows it somehow clicks that he is one of the men who’d left the restaurant just moments before. Though I’ve understood fairly well what he has said, I can’t respond in Italian. I mumble some linguistic fusion like, “No, grazie. I don’t even know who you are,” thinking that I really like his voice.


  The next day we decide to return to Vino Vino because of its convenience to our hotel. I don’t think about the man with the beautiful voice. But he’s there, and this time he’s without his colleagues and looking more than a little like Peter Sellers. We smile. I go off to sit with my friends, and he, seeming not quite to know how to approach us, turns and goes out the door. A few beats pass before the same waiter, now feeling a part of something quite grand, comes to me, eyes direct: “Signora, il telefono è per Lei.” There ensues a repeat of yesterday’s scene.


  I go to the phone, and the beautiful voice speaks in very studied English, perhaps thinking it was his language I hadn’t understood the day before: “Is it possible for you to meet me tomorrow, alone?”


  “I don’t think so,” I fumble, “I think I’m going to Naples.”


  “Oh,” is all the beautiful voice can say.


  “I’m sorry,” I say and hang up the phone.


  We don’t go to Naples the next day or the day after, but we do go to the same place for lunch, and Peter Sellers is always there. We never speak a word face to face. He always telephones. And I always tell him I can’t meet him. On the fifth daya Fridayour last full day in Venice, my friends and I spend the morning at Florian mapping the rest of our journey, drinking Prosecco and cups of bitter, thick chocolate lit with Grand Marnier. We decide not to have lunch but to save our appetites for a farewell dinner at Harry’s Bar. Walking back to the hotel, we pass by Vino Vino, and there is Peter Sellers, his nose pressed against the window. A lost child. We stop in the calle a moment, and my friend Silvia says, “Go inside and talk to him. He has the dearest face. We’ll meet you at the hotel.”


  I sit down next to the sweet face with the beautiful voice, and we drink some wine. We talk very little, something about the rain, I think, and why I didn’t come to lunch that day. He tells me he is the manager of a nearby branch of Banca Commerciale Italiana, that it’s late, and he has the only set of keys to reopen the safe for the afternoon’s business. I notice the sweet face with the beautiful voice has wonderful hands. His hands tremble as he gathers his things to leave. We agree to meet at six-thirty that evening, right there, in the same place. “Proprio qui, Right here,” he repeats again and again.


  I walk to the hotel with a peculiar feeling and spend the afternoon lolling about my little room, only half celebrating my tradition of reading Thomas Mann in bed. Even after all these years of coming to Venice, every afternoon is a ritual. Close by on the night table I place some luscious little pastry or a few cookies or, if lunch was too light, maybe one, crusty panino which Lino at the bottega across the bridge from my Pensione Accademia has split and stuffed with prosciutto, then wrapped in butcher’s paper. I tuck the down quilt under my arms and open my book. But today I read and don’t read the same page for an hour. And the second part of the ritual falls away altogether, the part where I wander out to see images Mann saw, touch stones he touched. Today all I can think about is him.


  The persevering rain becomes a tempest that night, but I am resolved to meet the stranger. Lagoon waters splash up and spill over onto the riva in great foaming pools and the Piazza is a lake of black water. The winds seem the breath of furies. I make my way to the warm safety of the bar at the Hotel Monaco but no farther. Less than a few hundred yards from Vino Vino, I’m so close but I can get no closer. I go to the desk and ask for a telephone directory, but the wine bar is not listed. I try calling assistenza but operator number 143 finds nothing. The rendezvous is a wreckage, and I haven’t a way to contact Peter Sellers. It was just not meant to be. I head back to the hotel bar, where a waiter called Paolo stuffs my soaked boots with newspaper and places them near a radiator with the same ceremony someone else might use to stow the crown jewels. I’ve known Paolo since my first trip to Venice four years earlier. Stocking-footed, fidgeting, drinking tea, I sit on the damp layers of my skirt, which sends up the wooly perfume of wet lambs, and watch fierce, crackling lights rip the clouds. I think back to my very first time in Venice. Lord, how I fought that journey! I’d been in Rome for a few days, and I’d wanted to stay. But there I was, hunkered down in a second-class train, heading north.


  “ARE YOU GOING TO VENICE?” asks a small voice in tentative Italian, trespassing on my Roman half-dream.


  I open my eyes and look out the window to see we have pulled into Tiburtina. Two young, pink-faced German women are hoisting their great packs up into the overhead space, thrusting their ample selves down onto the seat opposite me.


  “Yes,” I finally answer, in English, to a space somewhere between them.


  “For the first time,” I say.


  They are serious, shy, dutifully reading the Lorenzetti guide to Venice and drinking mineral water in the hot, airless train car as it lunges and bumps over the flat Roman countryside and up into the Umbrian hills. I close my eyes again, trying to find my place in the fable of life in the Via Giulia where I’d taken roof-top rooms in the ochered-rose palazzo that sits across from the Hungarian Art Academy. I’d decided I would go each Friday to eat a bowlful of tripe at Da Felice in the Testaccio. I would shop every morning in Campo dei Fiori. I’d open a twenty-seat taverna in the Ghetto, one big table where the shopkeeps and artisans would come to eat the good food I’d cook for them. I’d take a Corsican prince as my lover. His skin would smell of neroli blossoms, and he’d be poor as I would be, and we’d walk along the Tiber, going softly into our dotage. As I begin putting together the exquisite pieces of the prince’s face, the trespasser’s small voice asks, “Why are you going to Venice? Do you have friends there?”


  “No. No friends,” I tell her. “I guess I’m going because I’ve never been there, because I think I should,” I say, more to myself than to her. I have hopelessly lost the prince’s face for the moment, and so I parry: “And why are you going to Venice?”


  “For romance,” says the inquisitive one very simply.


  My plainer truth is that I am going to Venice because I’m being sent there, to gather notes for a series of articles. Twenty-five hundred words on the bacari, traditional Venetian wine bars; twenty-five hundred more on the question of the city’s gradual sinking into the lagoon; and an upscale dining review. I would rather have stayed in Rome. I want to go back to my narrow green wooden bed in the strange little room tucked up in the fourth-floor eaves of the Hotel Adriano. I want to sleep there, to be awakened by powdery sunlight sifting in through the chinks in the shutters. I like the way my heart beats in Rome, how I can walk faster and see better. I like that I feel at home wandering through her ancient ecstasy of secrets and lies. I like that she’s taught me I am only a scintilla, a barely perceptible and transient gleam. And I like that at lunch, with fried artichokes on my breath, I think of supper. And at supper I remember peaches that wait in a bowl of cool water near my bed. I’ve nearly retrieved the pieces of the prince’s face as the train lurches over the Ponte della Libertà. I open my eyes to see the lagoon.


  BACK THEN I COULD never have imagined how sweetly this ravishing old Princess was to gather me up into her tribe, how she would dazzle and dance the way only she can, exploding a morning with gold-shot light, soaking an evening in the bluish mists of a trance. I smile at Paolo, a tribal smile, a soundless eloquence. He stays near, keeping my teapot full.


  It’s after eleven-thirty before the storm rests. I pull on boots all hardened into the shape of the newsprint stuffing. Damp hat over still-damp hair, still-damp coat, I gather myself for the walk back to the hotel. Something prickles, shivers forward in my consciousness. I try to remember if I’d told the stranger where we were staying. What’s happening to me? Me, the unflappable. Even as I am drawn to Venice, so am I suspicious of her.


  It seems I did tell him the name of our hotel, because I find a sheaf of pink paper messages under my door. He’d called every half hour from seven until midnight, the last message letting me know he would be waiting in the lobby at noon the next day, exactly the hour we were to leave for the airport.


  Morning brings the first sun we’ve seen in Venice during that stay. I heave open my window to a day limpid and soft, as if in apology for all that weeping the night before. I pull on black velvet leggings and a turtleneck and go down to meet Peter Sellers, to look him in the eyes and to find out why a man I’d hardly met could be so disturbing to me. I don’t know how I’m going to find out very much though, because he seems to speak no English and the only clear discourse I can carry on in Italian is about food. I’m a bit early, so I walk outside to feel the air and find I’m just in time to see him climbing over the Ponte delle Maravegie, trench coat, cigarette, newspaper, umbrella. I see him before he sees me. And I like what I see, feel.


  “Stai scappando? Are you escaping?” he asks.


  “No. I was coming to meet you,” I say, mostly with my hands.


  I had told my friends to wait, that I’d be half an hour, an hour at most. We would still have plenty of time to take a water taxi to the Marco Polo airport and check in for our three o’clock flight to Naples. I look at him. I really look at the stranger for the first time. All I see is the blue of his eyes. They are colored like the sky and the water are colored today and like the tiny, purply-blue berries called mirtilli, I think. He is at once shy and familiar, and we walk without destination. We stop for a moment on the Ponte dell’Accademia. He keeps dropping his newspaper and, as he bends to retrieve it, he thrusts the point of his umbrella into the crowds that pass behind us. Then, holding the newspaper under one arm and the umbrella under the other, its evil point still a thwart to the strollers, he slaps at his breast pockets, his trouser pockets, in search of a match. He finds the match and then begins the same search for another cigarette to replace the one that just dropped from his lips into the canal. He really is Peter Sellers.


  He asks if I’ve ever thought much about destiny and if I believe there is such a thing as vero amore, real love. He looks away from me out over the water and speaks in a throaty sort of stammer for what seems like a long time and more to himself than to me. I understand few of the words except his final phrase, una volta nella vita, once in a lifetime. He looks at me as though he wants to kiss me, and I think I’d like to kiss him, too, but I know the umbrella and the newspaper will go into the water and, besides, we’re too old to be playing love scenes. Aren’t we too old? I’d probably want to kiss him even if he didn’t have blueberry eyes. I’d probably want to kiss him even if he looked like Ted Koppel. It’s only this place, the view from this bridge, this air, this light. I wonder if I’d want to kiss him if I’d met him in Naples. We take a gelato at Paolin in Campo Santo Stefano, sitting down at a front-row table in the sun.


  “How do you feel about Venice?,” he wants to know. “This is not your first visit here,” he says, as though flipping through some internal dossier that tracks all my European movement.


  “No, no, this is not my first time. I began coming in the spring of ’89, about four years ago,” I tell him brightly.


  “1989? You’ve been coming to Venice for four years?” he asks. He holds up four fingers as though my pronounciation of quattro was muddled.


  “Yes,” I say. “Why is that so strange?”


  “It’s only that I never saw you until December. Last December. December 11, 1992,” he says, as though eyeing the dossier more closely.


  “What?” I ask, a little stunned, rummaging back to last winter, computing the dates when I’d last been there. Yes, I’d arrived in Venice on December 2 and then flown up to Milan on the evening of the eleventh. Still, he’s surely mistaken me for another woman, and I’m about to tell him that, but he’s already lunging into his story.


  “You were walking in Piazza San Marco; it was just after five in the afternoon. You were wearing a long white coat, very long, down to your ankles, and your hair was tied up, just as it is now. You were looking in the window at Missiaglia, and you were with a man. He wasn’t Venetian, or at least I’d never seen him before. Who was he?” he asks stiffly.


  Before I can push out half a syllable, he is asking, “Was he your lover?”


  I know he doesn’t want me to answer, and so I don’t. He’s talking faster now, and I’m losing words and phrases. I ask him to look at me and, please, to speak more slowly. He accommodates. “I saw you only in profile, and I kept walking toward you. I stopped a few feet from you, and I just stood still, taking you in. I stood there until you and the man walked off the piazza toward the quay.” He illustrates his words with broad movements of his hands, his fingers. His eyes hold mine urgently.


  “I began to follow you, but I stopped because I had no idea what I’d do if I came face to face with you. I mean what would I say to you? How could I find a way to talk to you? And so I let you go. That’s what I do, you know, I just let things go. I looked for you the next day and the next, but I knew you were gone. If only I’d see you walking alone somewhere, I could stop you, pretending I mistook you for someone else. No, I would tell you I thought your coat was beautiful. But anyway, I never found you again, so I held you in my mind. For all these months I tried to imagine who you were, where you were from. I wanted to hear the sound of your voice. I was very jealous of the man with you,” he says slowly. “And then, as I was sitting there at Vino Vino the other day and you angled your body so that your profile was just visible underneath all that hair, I realized it was you. The woman in the white coat. And so you see, I’ve been waiting for you. Somehow I’ve been loving you, loving you since that afternoon in the piazza.”


  Still I have said not a word.


  “That’s what I was trying to tell you on the bridge just now, about destiny and true love. I fell in love with you, not at first sight, because I saw only a part of your face. With me it was love at half sight. It was enough. And if you think I’m mad, I don’t care.”


  [image: image]


  “Is it okay if I speak?” I ask him very quietly and without a notion of what I want to tell him. His eyes are now deep blue bolts, holding me much too tightly. I look down, and when I look up again his eyes have softened. I hear myself saying, “It’s a very sweet gift, this telling of your story. But that you saw me and remembered me and then that you saw me again a year later is not so mysterious an event. Venice is a very small city, and it is not improbable to see the same people again and again. I don’t think our meeting is some sort of thundering stroke of destiny. Anyway how can you be in love with a profile? I’m not only a profile; I’m thighs and elbows and brain. I’m a woman. I think all of this is only coincidence, a very touching coincidence,” I say to the blueberry eyes, neatly patting his arcadian testimony into smooth shape as I might a heft of bread dough.


  “Non è una coincidenza. This is not coincidence. I’m in love with you, and I’m sorry if this fact makes you uncomfortable.”


  “It’s not discomfort I feel. It’s only that I don’t understand it. Yet.” I say this, wanting to pull him close, wanting to push him away.


  “Don’t go today. Stay a little longer. Stay with me,” he says.


  “If there’s to be something, anything at all between us, my going today won’t change it. We can write to each other, talk. I’ll be coming back in the spring, and we can make plans.” There seems a forced syncopation to my words before I hear them falling away into near paralysis. Still as a frieze, we sit there on the edges of the campo’s Saturday fracas. A long time passes through our silence before we shuffle to our feet. Not waiting for a check, he leaves lire on the table under the glass dish of his untasted strawberry gelato, rivulets of which drip onto the paper money.


  My face is burning, and I feel startled, flush up against an emotion I can’t name, one eerily like terror but not unlike joy. Could there have been some gist to my old Venetian forebodings? Have the pre-sentiments spun out into the form of this man? Is this the rendezvous? I am drawn to the stranger. I am suspicious of the stranger. Even as I am drawn to Venice, so am I suspicious of her. Are he and Venice the same thing? Could he be my Corsican prince masquerading as a bank manager? Why can’t Destiny announce itself, be a twelve-headed ass, wear purple trousers, a name tag, even? All I know is that I don’t fall in love, neither at first sight nor at half-sight, neither easily nor over time. My heart is rusty from the old pinions that hold it shut. That’s what I believe about myself.


  We stroll through Campo Manin to San Luca, just making small talk. I stop in mid-stride. He stops, too, and he wraps me up in his arms. He holds me. I hold him.


  When we exit from the Bacino Orseolo into San Marco, la Marangona is ringing five bells. It’s him, I think. He’s the twelve-headed ass in the purple trousers! He’s Destiny and the bells only recognize me when I’m with him. No, that’s rot. Menopausal gibberish.


  Five hours have passed since I left the hotel. I call my friends who are still waiting there, and I vow to meet them and my baggage directly at the airport. The last flight to Naples is at seven-twenty. The Grand Canal is improbably empty, free of the usual tangle of skiffs and gondolas and sandoli, permitting the tassista to race his water taxi, lurching it, slamming it down brutally onto the water. Peter Sellers and I stand outside in the wind and ride into a lowering, dark red sun. I pull a silver flask from my purse and a tiny, thin glass from a velvet pouch. I pour out cognac and we sip together. Again, he looks as if he’s going to kiss me, and this time he doestemples, eyelids, before he finds my mouth. We’re not too old.


  We exchange numbers and business cards and addresses, having no more powerful amulets. He asks if he might join us later in the week wherever we might be. It isn’t a good idea, I tell him. As best I know it, I give him our itinerary so we might be able to say good morning or good evening once in a while. He asks when I’ll be returning home, and I tell him.


  2

  

  There’s a Venetian in My Bed


  Eighteen days later, and only two after I’d set down again in the United States, Fernando arrives in Saint Louis, his first-ever journey to America. Trembling, pale as ashes, he walks through the gate. He’d missed his connection at JFK, racing not fast enough over a space wider than the Lido, the island off Venice where he lives. The flight had been by far the longest period he’d suffered without a cigarette since he was ten years old. He takes the flowers I hold out to him, and we go home together as though we always had, always would.


  Coat and hat and gloves and muffler still in place, he moves softly through the house as though trying to recognize something. Startled that the Sub-Zero is a refrigerator, he opens one of its door expecting to find a clothes closet. “Ma è grandissimo,” he marvels.


  “Are you hungry?” I ask him, beginning to rattle about in the kitchen. He eyes a small basket of tagliatelle I’d rolled and cut that afternoon.


  “Do you have fresh pasta also in America?” he asks, as though that fact would be akin to finding a pyramid in Kentucky.


  I start the bath for him, as I would for my child or an old lover, pour in sandlewood oil, light candles, place towels and soaps and shampoo on a table nearby. I set down a tiny glass of Tio Pepe. After an alarmingly long passage of time, he saunters into the living room, splendid, wet hair slicked back flat. He wears a vintage dark green woolen robe, one of whose pockets is torn and bulging with a package of cigarettes. Burgundy argyle socks are hiked up over his thin knees, his feet tucked into big, suede slippers. I tell him he looks like Rudolf Valentino. He likes this. I’ve set our places on the low table in front of the living-room fire. I hand him a glass of red wine, and we sit on cushions. He likes this, too. And so I have supper with the stranger.


  There is a white oval dish of braised leeks tossed in crème fraîche, spritzed with vodka, bubbling, golden under a crust of Emmenthaler and Parmesan. I don’t know how to say “leek” in Italian, and so I have to get up to find my dictionary. “Ah, porri,” he says. “I don’t like porri.” I quickly rifle the pages again, pretending to have made an error.


  “No, they’re not porri; these are scalogni,” I lie to the stranger.


  “I’ve never tasted them,” he says, taking a bite. As it turns out, the stranger very much likes leeks, as long as they are called shallots. Then there are the tagliatelle, thin yellow ribbons in a roasted walnut sauce. We are comfortable, uncomfortable. We smile more than we talk. I try to tell him a little about my work, that I’m a journalist, that I write mostly about food and wine. I tell him I’m a chef. He nods indulgently but appears to find my credentials less than compelling. He seems content with silence. I’ve made a dessert, one I haven’t made in years, a funny-looking cake made from bread dough, purple plums, and brown sugar. The thick black juices of the fruit, mingled with the caramelized sugar, give up a fine treacly steam, and we put the cake between us, eating it from the battered old pan I baked it in. He spoons up the last of the plummy syrup, and we drink the heel of the red wine. He gets up and comes over to my side of the table. He sits next to me, looks at me full face, then gently turns my face a bit to the right, holding my chin in his hand. “Si, questa è la mia faccia,” he tells me in a whisper. “Yes, this is my face. And I desire now to go with you to your bed.” He pronounces these words slowly, clearly, as though he’s practiced them.


  When he sleeps it’s with his cheek against my shoulder, an arm anchoring my waist. I lay awake, stroking his hair. There’s a Venetian in my bed, I say almost audibly. I press my mouth to the top of his head and remember again that brusquely delivered assignment I’d received so many years before from my editor: “Spend two weeks in Venice and come back with three feature pieces. We’ll send a photographer up from Rome,” she’d said, without any good-bye. Why didn’t we find each other on that first trip? Probably because my editor never told me to come back with a Venetian. Here he sleeps, though, a stranger with long, skinny legs. But now I must sleep, too. Sleep, I tell myself. But I don’t sleep. How can I sleep? I remember the sort of ranging aloofness I’d always suffered about Venice. I’d always found a way to put her off. Once I traveled nearly to the edges of her watery skirts, jaunting over the autostrada from Bergamo to Verona to Padova when, only twenty miles away, I turned my little white Fiat abruptly south toward Bologna. Yet, after the old jaundice about her had been cured during my first Venetian hours, I’d always dug deeply for reasons to return, begging for writing assignments that might take me anywhere close by, trolling the travel sections for the right, cheap ticket.


  I moved to Saint Louis, Missouri, last spring from California, staying in a rented room for two months while house renovations were completed and a little café was launched. By June life had shape: the café, a weekly restaurant review for the Riverfront Times, the carving out of a day-by-day route through my new city. Still, wanderlust came flirting. Restless by the first days of November, I’d set off with my friends Silvia and Harold, heading back into Venice’s honeyed arms. I never thought I’d be heading for these honeyed arms, I think as I press closer to the Venetian.
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  Mornings, we take to sitting by the kitchen fire, facing each other in the rusty velvet wingback chairs, each with a dual-language dictionary in hand, a full, steaming coffee press, a tiny pitcher of cream, and a plate of buttered scones on the table in front of us. So settled, we speak of our lives.


  “I keep trying to remember important things to tell you. You know, about my childhood, about when I was young. I think I am the prototype for Everyman. In the films I would be cast as the man who didn’t get the girl.” He is neither sad nor apologetic for his self-image.


  One morning he wants to know, “Can you remember your dreams?”


  “You mean my night dreams?”


  “No. Your daydreams. What you thought you wanted? Who you thought you’d be?” he says.


  “Of course I can. I’ve lived many of them. I wanted to have babies. That was my first big one. After they were born, most of my dreams were about them. And when they grew older, I began to dream a little differently. But I really have lived out so many of my dreams. I’m living them now. I remember the ones that went up in smoke. I remember all of them, and I’ve always got new ones rolling around. And you?”


  “No. Not so much. And until now, always less. I grew up thinking that dreaming was a lot like sinning. The discourses of my childhood from priests and teachers, from my father, they were about logic, reason, morality, honor. I wanted to fly airplanes and play the saxophone. I went away to school when I was twelve, and, believe me, living among Jesuits does little to encourage dreaming. When I went home, which wasn’t very often, things were somber there as well. Youth and, especially, adolescence were offensive stages through which almost everyone tried to rush me.”


  He is speaking very quickly, and I keep having to ask him to slow down, to explain this word, that word. I’m still back with the Jesuits and the saxophone while he’s already onto la mia adolescenza è stata veramente triste e dura.


  He thinks volume is the solution to my blurred comprehension, and so now he inhales like an aging tenor and his voice swells into thunder. “My father’s wish was that I would be quickly sistemato, situated, find a job, find a safe path and stay dutifully on it. Early on I learned to want what he wanted. And with time I accumulated layers and layers of barely transparent bandaging over my eyes, over my dreams.”


  “Wait,” I plead, flipping pages, trying to find cerotti, bandages. “What happened to your eyes? Why were they in bandages?” I want to know.


  “Non letteralmente. Not literally,” he roars. He is impatient. I am a dolt who, after twelve hours of living with an Italian, cannot yet follow the drift of his galloping imagery. He adds a third dimension to bring home his story. He’s on his feet. Pulling his socks up over wrinkled knees, arranging his robe, now he is wrapping a kitchen towel around his eyes, peeking out over its edge. The stranger has combined speed and volume with histrionics. Surely that will do it. He continues. “And with yet more time, the weight of the bandages, their encumbrance, became hardly noticeable. Sometimes I would squint and look out under the gauze to see if I could still catch a glimpse of the old dreams in real light. Sometimes I could see them. Mostly it would be more comfortable to just go back under the bandages. That is, until now,” he says quietly, the show finished.


  Maybe he’s the man who didn’t get the girl unless the girl was Tess of the d’Urbervilles or Anna Karenina. Or, perhaps, Edith Piaf, I think. He’s so deeply sad, I think again. And he always wants to talk about “time.”


  When I ask him why he came racing so quickly across the sea, he tells me he was tired of waiting.


  “Tired of waiting? You arrived here two days after I came home,” I remind him.


  “No. I mean tired of waiting. I understand now about using up my time. Life is this conto, account,” said the banker in him. “It’s an unknown quantity of days from which one is permitted to withdraw only one precious one of them at a time. No deposits accepted.” This allegory presents glittering opportunity for more of the stranger’s stage work. “I’ve used so many of mine to sleep. One by one, I’ve mostly waited for them to pass. It’s common enough for one to simply find a safe place to wait it all out. Every time I would begin to examine things, to think about what I felt, what I wanted, nothing touched, nothing mattered more than anything else. I’ve been lazy. Life rolled itself out and I shambled along sempre due passi indietro, always two steps behind. Fatalità, fate. Easy. No risks. Everything is someone else’s fault or merit. And so now, no more waiting,” he says as though he’s talking to someone far away off in the wings.


  When it’s my turn, I begin to tell him of some milestone or anotherwhen we moved from New York to California, stories about my brief, terrible stint at the Culinary Institute of America in Hyde Park, about traveling on my stomach to the remotest parts of France and Italy to find one perfect food or wine. Everything sounds like a case history, and after a short roster of recitals I know that none of it matters in the now, that everything I’d done and been until this minute was preamble. Even in these first days together, it is very clear that this feeling of mine for the stranger has trumped all the other adventures in my life. It has shuffled everything and everyone else I thought I was moving toward or away from. Loving Fernando is like a single, sharp shake of the stones that lets me read all the patterns that once baffled and sometimes tortured me. I don’t pretend to understand these feelings, but I’m willing to let the inexplicable sit sacred. It seems I had my own set of heirloom bandages. Astonishing what a man bearing tenderness can do to open a heart.


  He comes to the café with me each morning, helps with the second bake, chopping rosemary and dumping flour into the Hobart. He loves pulling the focaccia out of the oven on the wooden peel, learning to shake the hot, flat bread deftly onto the cooling racks. We always pat out a small one just for us, set it to bake in the place where the oven’s hottest so it comes out brown as hazelnuts. We tear at it impatiently, eating it still steaming, burning our fingers. He says he loves my skin when it smells of rosemary and new bread.


  Afternoons we stop in at the newspaper office if I have a column to drop off or something to work out with my editor. We walk in Forest Park. We have supper at the café or go to Balaban’s or Café Zoe and then downtown to the jazz clubs. He doesn’t understand much about geography, and it’s three days before he can be convinced that Saint Louis is in Missouri. He says now he understands why the travel agent in Venice was exasperated when he tried to book a ticket for Saint Louis, Montana. Still, he suggests we go to the Grand Canyon for a day, to New Orleans for lunch.


  One evening we return late from dinner at Zoe. We had talked for a long time about life when my children were little. I take a small green faille box of photos from my desk, looking for one to show him of the Lane Gate Road house in Cold Spring, New York, that we all loved so much. Sitting by the fire, the stranger sifts through old vignettes. I join him, and I see he keeps turning back to one of the just-born Lisa, who is cradled in my arms. He says her face is so sweet and so like the face in her grown-up photos, so like her woman’s face. He tells me that my face is sweet, too, that Lisa and I look very much alike. He tells me he wishes he’d known me then, wishes he could touch the face that was mine in that old photo.


  Now the stranger begins unfastening my bustier, and his hands are beautiful, big, and warm, fumbling as they graze my skin through the soft lace. He begins brushing away crumbs from my décolleté, from between my breasts. “Cos’è questo? What is this? Your whole day is recorded here. We have evidence of burnt rye toast; two, perhaps three, kinds of cookies; focaccia; a mocha brownieit’s all here archived inside your lingerie,” he says tasting the few telltale bits. I laugh until I cry, and he says, “And about those tears. How many times a day do you cry? Will you always be full of lacrime e bricole, full of tears and crumbs?” He presses me down into the cool plush of my bed and, when he kisses me, I taste my own tears mixed with the barest traces of ginger.


  “Will you always be full of tears and crumbs?” He’s a wise old man, I think, remembering his question while I watch him sleep. Yes, crumbs are the eternal symbol of my intemperate nibbling, my chest forming a good shelf to collect them. And, too, there’s some constancy about the tears. Quick to cry as I am to smile, who can tell me why? A long-ago something that still rasps inside me. Something in the pith of me. These are not the stinging, weeping, nighttime tears I can still cry from old wounds. “Stand up you who have nothing left of your wounds,” said my friend Misha one evening after a double vodka. After one of his patients shot himself dead with a pearl-handled pistol.


  Much of my crying is for joy and wonder rather than for pain. A trumpet’s wailing, a wind’s warm breath, the chink of a bell on an errant lamb, the smoke from a candle just spent, first light, twilight, firelight. Everyday beauty. I cry for how life intoxicates. And maybe just a little for how swiftly it runs.
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  Less than a week passes before I awake one morning with a raging flu. I never get flu. It’s been years since I’ve had even a cold, and so now, exactly now, with this Venetian lying in my rosy silk bed, I am burning with fever, my throat is on fire, and I can’t breathe for the hundred-pound stone on my chest. I’m beginning to cough. I try to remember what I have in the medicine cabinet for comfort, but I know there is only vitamin C and a ten-year-old, oily, unlabeled bottle of Save-the-Baby that I’ve carried about since New York.


  “Fernando, Fernando,” I croak out from the blistery narrows in my throat. “I think I have a fever.” At this point I do not yet understand that the word, the concept of “fever,” conjures plague in the soul of every Italian. I think this phenomenon is a manifestation of medieval memory. Where there is fever, there is sure to be a slow and festering death. He leaps from the bed, repeating “febbre, febbre” and then leaps back into the bed, placing his hands on my forehead and face. He says the word “febbre” at three-second intervals like a mantra. He places his still-hot-from-sleep cheek on my chest and speeds up the mantra. He says my heart is beating very fast and that this is a grave sign. He wants to know the whereabouts of the thermometer, and when I tell him I don’t have one I see, for the first time, Fernando’s face in torment. I ask him if this thermometer-lessness is a deal breaker.


  Not bothering with underwear, he slides on his jeans and pulls a sweater over his head, dressing for a mercy mission. He asks me how to say termometro in English, and because its pronounciation is close to the Italian, he can’t differentiate the two. I write it on a Post-it along with “Tylenol and something for flu.” It hurts desperately to laugh, but I laugh anyway. Fernando says hysteria is common in cases like this. He checks his money.


  He has lire and two gold Krugerrands. I tell him the pharmacy takes only dollars, and he throws up his hands, saying how little time there is to waste. He bundles into his jacket, wraps around his muffler, tugs his furry hat into place, and stretches a glove over his left hand, the right-hand one having disappeared into the ether over the Atlantic. Girded for the wars he might face in the forty-degree sunshine during the three-block journey west into Clayton, the Venetian departs. This is to be his very first solo socioeconomic encounter in America. He comes back into the house to fetch his dictionary, kissing me twice again, shaking his head in disbelief that I could have invited such tragedy.


  Full of warm tea and all the little pills and potions with which the Venetian has plied me, I sleep most of the day and into the night. Once, when I awaken, I find him sitting on the edge of the bed facing me, his eyes pools of sweetness. “The fever has passed, you’re lovely and cool now. Dormi, amore mio, dormi. Sleep, my love, sleep.” I look at him, at his narrow hunched shoulders, his face still a picture of worry. He gets up to adjust the blanket, and I look at him bending over me in his sensible knee-length woolen underwear. I think he looks like the skinny man on the beach before he wrote away for his copy of “Muscle Culture.” I think he is the most gorgeous thing I’ve ever seen.


  I ask him, “Did you think I was going to die?”


  He says, “No. But I was frightened. You were very sick. You still are, and now you must sleep again. But you know, just in case you do die before I die, I have a plan, a way to find you. I don’t desire to wait another fifty years, and so I’ll go to Saint Peter and I’ll ask directly for the kitchen, for the wood-burning oven, to be exact. Do you think there’s a bread oven in Paradise? If there is, there you’ll be, all full of flour and smelling like rosemary.” He tells me all this while he pulls at the sheets, attempting knife-edge military corners. Finally content with his adjustments, he sits near to me again and, in a whispery baritone, the Venetian stranger who looks very much like Peter Sellers and a little like Rudolf Valentino sings a lullabye. He caresses my forehead and says, “You know I’ve always wanted someone to sing to me, but now I know that what I want more is to sing to you.”


  Next morning, tracking the scent of his burning cigarette, I run out toward the living room. “You should not be get upping,” he tells me in English, chasing me back into bed. He climbs in next to me and we sleep. We sleep the sleep of children.


  On the morning of the day he is to depart for Venice we forgo our fireside chat, we leave coffee in our cups. We don’t stop by the café. We don’t even talk very much. We walk a long time through the park and then find a bench on which to rest for a while. A flock of geese are honking and flapping their way exuberantly through cold crystal air. “Aren’t they a little late getting south?” I ask him.


  “A little,” he says. “Perhaps they were waiting for one of them to catch up or, perhaps, they were lost. It’s only important that now they are on their way. Like us,” he says.


  “How poetic you are,” I tell him.


  “A few weeks ago I would have never even looked up at those birds, I would have never even heard them. Now I feel part of things. Yes, I feel connected. I think that’s the word. I feel already married to you, as if I’ve always been married to you but I just couldn’t find you. It even seems unnecessary to ask you to marry me. It seems better to say, please don’t get lost again. Stay close. Stay very close to me.” His is the shadowy voice of a boy saying secrets.
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  After returning home from the airport that evening, I light a fire in the hearth in my bedroom and throw cushions down in front of it as he had done each evening. I sit there where he had sat, pull his woolen undershirt over my nightgown and feel as small and fragile as I can remember. It has all been settled. He is to begin moving papers about in Venice in preparation for our marriage. I am to close up my life in America and get to Italy as quickly as I can, looking to June as the absolute latest date. I decide to sleep by the fire, and I pull a blanket off the bed and lie down under it. I inhale the scent of the stranger, which rises from his shirt. I love this smell. “I love Fernando,” I tell myself and the fire. I am bewildered by this fresh new fact of my life, more from the swiftness of its coming than by its truth. I search for some sense of folie à deux. I find none. Rather than being love-blinded, it is in love that I can see, really see.


  Never was there even a flickering sense of my having been beckoned up onto a white horse by a curly-haired swain, by the man-who-would-be-king, my one-and-only-meant-to-be-mine. I never felt the earth crack open. Never. What I felt, what I feel, is quiet. Except for those first hours together in Venice, there has been no confusion, no confounding, none of the measuring and considering one might think to be natural for a woman up to her knees in middle age who thinks to jump the moat. Now all the doors are open, and there is warm yellow light behind them. This does not feel like a new perspective but like the first and only perspective that has ever belonged only to me, the first perspective that has been neither compromised nor redrawn. Fernando is a first choice. I never had to talk myself into loving him, to balance out his merits and defects on a yellow pad. Nor did I have to, once again, remind myself that I wasn’t getting any younger, that I should be grateful for the attentions of yet another “very nice man.”


  Too often it is we who won’t let life be simple. Why must we squeeze it and bite it and slam it against what we’ve convinced ourselves are our great powers of reason? We violate the innocence of things in the name of rationality so we can wander about, uninterrupted, in our search for passion and sentiment. Let the inexplicable sit sacred. I love him. Skinny legs, narrow shoulders, sadness, tenderness, beautiful hands, beautiful voice, wrinkled knees. No saxophone. No airplanes. Jesuit ghosts.


  I wait for sleep that doesn’t come. It’s nearly three in the morning, and I remember that in five and a half hours the real estate broker and her agents will be arriving, en masse, for a look at the house. I wonder about my audience with the Italian consulate in Saint Louis, whom I’ve heard is a witchy Sicilian. I understand how much I have taken on with the stranger but, more, I know that whatever else might happen, I am in love for the first time in my life.
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