		Behold, all ye that kindle fire, that compass


		yourselves about with sparks:  walk in the light


		of your fire, and in the sparks ye have kindled.


		This shall ye have of mine hand; you shall lie


		down in sorrow.   Isaiah 50:10	





                                           CHAPTER ONE





	Jessica St. John swept through the french doors onto her terrace with the swift and heedless stride of a woman who has arm-wrestled with time for some years and refused to consider defeat.  She paused in the sun-striped shade under the rush shelter and shook out her red hair and, bending forward, peered here and there into unlikely corners among the trees and plants and hanging vines.  "Well, shit," she said and stood up again and put the silver hair brush she held in her hand on a stone bench and, with mounting impatience crossed the open terrace, beige silk pajamas flowing about her full body.  Strands of multi-colored beads rattled on her bosom.


	Stretching over the broad, stone balustrade high over the walled garden, she leaned out into the dusk and frowned at the black cat gazing up at her from the roof ledge just below.  They stared at each other in silence for some time with complete understanding but little sympathy.  A blind stone lion at her elbow faced into the fading rose-gray light of Rome, and in the distance, the dome of Saint Peters drifted serene and unsupported.  A flight of swallows circled inward and flowed out like a scarf in the pale sky above her.


	"I knew it," she said to the cat in the exact tone of a wife who has come upon her husband kissing another woman.  "Come here, Gatto, and come here this minute," she said, reaching down for him in the hope that he might be sufficiently impressed by the foolish gesture to make a move.  Her beautiful red hair fell about her face and wine and amber beads suspended from her bosom.  The cat regarded her efforts with wide-eyed indifference and sat with his tail curled about his front paws as if to occupy as little space as possible on the perilous ledge.  He followed the swinging necklaces with quick little glances of his head, as though he were tracing the flight of a gnat.  "Your supper is ready, Gatto, you son of a bitch," she said pleasantly, smiling hypocritically, but Gatto was not taken in and didn't care a thing in the world about supper anyhow.  The impasse held.  "Gatto, honey, please," she entreated.  "You know very well I can't leave you in that terrible place, and I'm already late for the party.  I beg you, Gatto, come here and come here this minute."


	Gatto sat like a stone.


	"Vieni qua, Gatto.  Subito, subito, she commanded, addressing him in his native tongue, since she had rescued him from among the ruins in the Piazza Argentina.


	Gatto feigned interest in the subtropical garden far below.


	Exasperated, she put a foot on the shoulder of a stone urn and hitched herself astride the balustrade.  She leaned as far forward as she dared, making embarrassing motions with her hands and arms.


	Gatto assumed that her actions had nothing whatsoever to do with him and gazed off into the distance, perfecting the pose inherited from his Egyptian ancestors.


	"I find it difficult to forgive you for this," the betrayed wife said.  She straightened up and sidled and bent forward again, beginning to breathe hard, partly from her exertions and partly from extreme displeasure.  She sat up again, rocking from side to side to secure her seat and sidled again, clicking the necklaces.  And faltered and slid, slipping sideways, tearing silk, and still slipping, fought to regain her balance, clawing at the stone.  And then, as if she had come to a sudden decision, she lifted away from the balustrade, pitching out effortlessly and floating slowly downward, supported by the soft summer air, falling over-end once like a trapeze artist, silk fluttering about her stunning body.  And then, as if she had rehearsed it often, flung herself over the spiked garden wall that ran along the street, releasing her spirit with a shout like the short, joyous bark of a dog.


	The parabola of her descent seemed so deliberately graceful that the carabiniere on station across the way paused in his pacing, and shading his dark eyes with a white gloved hand, followed the slow fall.  "Madonna!" he murmured, shaking his head in amazement at the incomprehensible vagaries of human behavior in this neighborhood where the inhabitants could afford to fling themselves from their hanging gardens without considering the possibility of death.


	"Madonna," she heard him say, as she hovered just above the garden wall like a juggler's plate spinning on the end of a cane.  That one's not bad at all, she observed, as the carabiniere crossed the street toward the body of a woman humped over the wall with spikes sticking out of her back, and she noticed that a strand of amber beads had fallen out onto the pavement, as if to mark the spot.  Who could it be? she mused.  Who is it with the stunning body and wearing the wrong shoes?  And, Oh, yes.  Oh, yes, it must have been mine, she realized.  That was mine, and now whose is it?  And like a feather sucked into the vacuum of a bright, crystalline, ringing tornado, she spiraled in concentric circles at a speed beyond perceiving, beyond measurable time, toward a brilliant exhilaration.  Oh, my! she exclaimed, worrying about her beautiful red hair, and spun out of the clear chiming funnel, like a gossamer scarf flowing high over the city spread out beneath her like the map she had pinned to her bedroom wall.  She joined a flight of swallows unwinding westwards toward Trastevere.


	Gatto, attracted perhaps by the sandal dangling by one thin strap from a naked foot, studied with indifference the unfamiliar figure hanging over the garden wall like a giant hand puppet from  which the hand has been removed and then turned his round face upward, considered, resolved, and leapt to the balustrade and onto the terrace, where he began to clean himself, a back leg extended elegantly skyward.





	In Trastevere some little distance down river, as Jessica St. John was sweeping across her terrace in search of the cat, John Thomas Warren, her darling friend, sat in the enormous window of his apartment in a seventeenth century palazzo with his back to the worn stones of the Via del Moro two floors below.  And although he was not with her in the flesh as she hastened to make her departure for the rather grand party, to which he was not invited, he was taken with a rising restlessness as if he were.  The anxiety he felt, however - as though he had lost the key to a door - was due in great part to the long familiar inquisition he was enduring at the moment and not to the mysterious and perverse character of a cat.  He was being held for questioning by a beautiful and occasionally even kind inquisitor, as he had been on many another occasion.


	"No," John Thomas said.  "No, Nico.  Not this time.  I'm not answering this time.  I have played the tower game for the last time.  The thought of pushing another human being to his death is foreign to my cowardly nature.  As you are well aware, I love you and, in quite another way, I love Jessica, and I will not be forced to choose between two people I love.  Except, of course, in the privacy of my mind when nobody is looking, not even God - "


	"You have to choose."


	"Not this time, Nico.  You have made me play the tower game for so many years now, I have come to live with the fear of falling.  This window is as high as I go.  I'm not pushing anybody off of anywhere.  In my life, that is the way it works.  What happens in your life is another matter entirely," he said as he turned his attention from the dim interior of the room to the view of Rome over his shoulder.


	"You have to choose." Nico Milas said again.  "Is the way it works, is the rule.  I want you to give attention.  I try to make you alive - "


	"And at the same time, amuse yourself enormously," John Thomas suggested.


	"You have lose something, Johnny," Nico went on.  "What you have lose?"


	But the other gave no sign of having heard him.  The afternoon had reached that moment that comes late in the day, when time hesitates and then shifts quietly from continuing to concluding.  The two of them, one in the glorious window and one in the shadows of the room, remained silent for a time, waiting for the shift.


	And then, at a certain moment, John Thomas was relieved of some vague distress, as if he had found the key to the door at last.  He thought it must be the rediscovery of this particular view of the old city, an anodyne that rarely failed him.  Or then again, it might be the first pulse from the tumbler of wine in his hand.


	Nico Milas, his dark brows drawn straight across and his mouth pushed forward as if for a kiss, grew impatient in the interval.  Serenity was not his ambience.  He was restless even in sleep, his dreams being charged with the continuous interplay of desire and intrigue which was the very breath of his nostrils.  His waking hours were committed to emotional conflict and occasional strife, and so he was often bewildered by the sudden and unexplained departure of a companion seeking respite.


	"John," he started up again, having found the breach.  "Why you have to drink too much?"


	"Oh, Lord," John said, watching the swallows gather and disperse in the glorious sky above him.  "Give me another minute or two to think up a new answer to that one."


	"Why is necessary to be drunk?" Nico persisted, sensing that he had found his mark.


	"Oh, Lord," John sighed.  He turned his attention once more into the room and studied Nico's face morosely.  "I hoped we had finished with that question years ago back in New York when we first discovered true love - or what passed for true love at the time - "


	"Was true love," Nico said, making a rare admission.  "IN a way.  Was true love in a way," he amended, leaving the escape hatch unlatched.


	"Listen to this one.  I"ve thought up a new answer without even trying," John said.  "Having a few little vinos gets me to the other side of the looking glass.  How do you like that one?  I thought that up just this morning when I saw myself in the looking glass from the wrong side.  Don't think for a minute Miss Alice didn't know exactly what she was doing.  A short trip to wonderland can be well worth the price of the flight."


	"Why you are always too dramatic?" Nico asked.  "I don't assept you so sad.  Is very boring.  Jessica drink too much, but she laugh.  She make me laugh.  She has many more years than you, but she make me laugh - "


	"Well, honey, Jessica has taken up permanent residence in wonderland.  She has applied for citizenship.  We can't all - "


	" - she make me angry when she does terrible things - when she bring home the hustlers from the Piazza del Popolo to drink with her all night and when she take off her clothes at parties.  But she make me laugh.  I don't assept you too sad.  Is very boring.  You have to tell me now why you have to drink too much."


	"Actually, I haven't the faintest idea," John said, "and if you keep on boring me with this subject, I'll call the police and have them take you back home to your poor wife.  You seem to forget you are in my house and that our lives are completely separate and that I am beholden to you for absolutely nothing."


	This answer was far from satisfactory, and it seemed the subject had run its course for the day.  He felt he had suffered a small defeat and so sat silent considering new strategy.  He blew smoke into a fading shaft of light and, turning his dark head from one profile to the other, studied without comment the large, mostly unfinished canvases of great heads and half nude male bodies stacked against the walls of the dusky room which glowed theatrically here and there with pools of light from the declining sun.  "John," he started up again, having refreshed himself, prepared to test new ground.


	"Oh, Lord," John said.


	"I think you are in love with Jessica," Nico suggested.


	"Wrong, Nico.  How easily you forget.  Try to remember.  You are in love with Jessica, or what passes for love," John Thomas corrected him.  "I am in love with something on the other side of the looking glass, and it certainly isn't Miss Alice."


	"John - "


	"Oh, Lord."


	" - why you don't put the lights?" Nico asked, having failed to turn his small defeat into a victory.  "Is depressing here.  And why you don't clean the house?"


	"If you want a clean house, go home," John said.  "You've got a wife, two frightening interior decorators and three maids working their hearts out for your money."


	It was another failed skirmish, although the loss was not acknow-


ledged, and so the inquisitor thought it best to return to the central theme of the investigation once again.  "John - "


	"Oh, Lord," John said and turned back to the sunset.


	" - you have not answer.  If you and Jessie and I are on top the tower, and you are oblige to push off one, who you would push?"


	"Well, as I live and breathe," John said.  "Here we are, the world's strangest triangle on top of the damn tower again, trying to find out where love is.  Or even if it is.  Can't we just rest for a while, Nico?  Why aren't we all right as we are?  I am perfectly content drinking wine alone in my enormous window watching the sunset and the passersby in the street, while you and Jessie are blissfully panting away together two floors up over your wife's head.  What's wrong with that picture?"


	"Who you would push?"


	"Nobody," John Thomas said, gazing out to the horizon.


	"You have to choose, is the rule," Nico persisted, putting his cigarette out in a haze of blue smoke.  "Who you would push?"


	John took another sip of the wine trembling in the tumbler and set it on the window ledge.  He gave the stray end of a bitter laugh and turned back once more to face the man in the rattan chair.  "I tell you what, Nico.  I volunteer.  Let me be the sacrificial lamb, poor baby.  I would be more than delighted to fling myself off the tower, shrieking with laughter.  All for love, like Tosca, singing my lungs out.  I surrender.  There now.  How's that?  That should settle that one once and for all."


	There followed a long, dissatisfied silence.  It was obvious to all present that this suggestion was not acceptable for many reasons, the main one being that it put John Thomas and the sacrificial lamb, poor baby, in an extremely flattering light, not alone on the tower but in the present discussion and possibly even in the eyes of the world as well.  And so, Nico cast about for some was to recapture the advantage siezed from him by the unexpected appearance of the sacrificial lamb.  The atmosphere of contest in the room drifted towards the unmanageable and possibly even towards the spiritual, which was definitely the wrong direction.


	"John - " he took up again, resisting the drift.


	"Oh, Lord," John said.          


	" - why you don't finish the pictures?  Why you begin to paint those big head and naked hustler in the strange color, those blue and gray, and never finish.  Why - "


	"How many times have I told you?" John Thomas said.  "I know how to get things started, but I never know how to finish - for example, our love affair.  How long can it hang around unresolved, neither one thing nor another?  These pictures sustain my life.  Without them, I  .  .  .  besides the models always leave and never return.  I think they are my ghosts.  I - "


	" - why you doin't close the blinds?  You permit the people to see in the house.  For Italians, is very strange to see in the house.  And is depress-


ing here, John, why you don't put the lights?"


	"Because, goddam it, I like it this way," John gasped, having long since wearied of the inquisition.  "Tell me why you come here, Nico.  You don't seem to like it here and - "  The tumbler of wine turned over on the sill and rolled away from him spilling wine into the street below.  "Oh, Lord," John Thomas said, reaching for the glass and reaching to far, clung to the window frame.  With an extravagant gesture, he flung out the empty arm of a straw man and, suddenly, lifted away from the window seat, leaving a framed view of Rome with a flight of swallows sketched against the fires of sunset.


	Nico glanced up from lighting a cigarette and was puzzled by the empty window.  The pandemonium of car horns and motor scooters and the bel canto voices of hundreds of Italians calling out to each other in the streets let up for an instant and then took up again, having modulated.


	"Oh, my God," Nico murmured and crouched forward in the rattan chair, as if he were being attacked, and then sprang forward in fierce defense and dashed out of the apartment, flinging the door open and colliding with a blond woman in the corridor.  "Scusi," he gasped.


	"What is it?" the woman asked, widening her blue eyes with alarm.


	"Something terrible - Johnny, I think," Nico said, running towards the stair.


	"Oh, my God," the woman said and put her finger tips to her lips.  "Oh!  You are - " she said, pleasantly surprised, and pointed at Nico as he disap-


peared down the stair.  "I know who you are, I know who he is.  He is  .  .  .  "


                                    double space





	God and His immediate family were being addressed in many voices around the person of John Thomas Warren which lay sprawled like the blurred snapshot of a running man in the Via del Moro.  A large, co manding woman in black had somehow managed to kneel beside him and had folded a dirty baker's apron under his head.  She held the head in her hands as if it were a melon and was cleaning the blood from it with a tiny white handkerchief.  "Signore!  Signore!  Signore Americano!" she called out to him in a powerful contralto voice, as though invoking the country of his origin might make his return to the living more acceptable.  "Le prego, Signore," she sanmournfully, "guarda mi, guarda mi!"  She arranged the damaged melon in profile on the baker's apron and gave herself over to loud weeping.  Tears glazed her quivering jowls.


	She muted slightly as Nico pushed his way through the bystanders followed closely by the blond woman who had become dishevilled by fright and excitement.  Their arrival signaled another passage of modulation and whispers (lasnicomilascinemanemanicomilascomilas) echoed from the rusty walls and from the windows and doorways.  He knelt opposite the large, grief-stricken woman in black and turned the body onto its back, so that it came to rest and was no longer running.  He could see the wound in the skull, the pallor of bone through the blood.


	Nico looked up, appealing to the blond woman.  She took one step forward in her neat, fashionable shoes and stopped short, covering her and put her finger tips on her lips.  "Please, signora," Nico said, "help me get him to the car."  She took one step backward, her fingers still covering her mouth and stood immobilized with her feet placed precisely side by side.


	"NO! Signor Milas!  NO!" the large woman in black sang out, flinging her arms wide so that great hammocks of flesh swung from her upper arms and the tiny, blood-stained handkerchief was clenched in one swollen fist.  "NO! Signor Milas!" she sobbed, rising massively to her knees, tears falling from her cheeks.


	Out of nowhere, a shout like the short, joyous bark of a dog cut through the harmonious confusion of voices.  The commentary running through the gathered chorus shut off dead, as if the sound system had been struck by lightning.  After some speculation, it was agreed that the bark had come from the corpse's open mouth, and the blond woman, her fingers still at her lips, pointed at the body asn if it were guilty of some unspeakable act.  The chorus stood in silent wonder for a moment and then began to hum softly a cappella.


	"Johnny," Nico whispered hoarsely into a bloody ear.  "Johnny, is all right.  I am Nico with you.  I will take care you, Johnny.  Speak to me, Johnny.  Oh, Johnny - " he said, seeming to recite a prayer.  Please, John," he whispered, putting his cheek to John's cheek.  "Johnny, I need you help me.  I will always need your advices, Johnny."  And the chorus leaned in solemnly on a minor chord to hear the prayer.


	A sudden, almost violent rush of air blew into the body, as if it were a child's inflatable toy.  It expanded alarmingly, arching backwards, rising on its heels and rocking from side to side a little.


	"Johnny!" Nico said, straightening up, taken aback and possibly even offended by this rude response.  


	The air escaped sharply, and the chest collapsed as though a weight had lowered upon it.  The air blew in again slowly, almost invisibly, was released and inhaled and exhaled.  The chest narrowed and expanded, narrowed and expanded, and the person of John Thomas Warren lying on the ancient Roman stones began to breathe rhythmically.


	A sigh of relief rose like a mist from among the anxious attendants.  "Gesu Cristo," moaned the woman in black and crossed herself vigorously a number of times.  She settled back again on her haunches, touching her cheeks with the tiny bloody handkerchief.  A flurry of beautiful hands making the cross ran through the chorus like light wind through a field of grain.


	The blurred last glimpse of the glorious evening sky cleared from John's blue eyes, and he put into focus the ardent and curious faces above him and the horrified figure of a blond woman pointing at him in accusation.  "Vieni qua, Gatto!  Subito!  Subito!" came from his open mouth in the voice of a woman in a desperate hurry.  "Well, shit," the voice said, loud and distinct and impatient.


	"Madonna mia," sighed the woman in black, bringing her hands together as if in prayer, the tiny handkerchief pressed between them.


	Cosa? cosa? cosa ha detto? cosa?" hummed the chorus, and the question repeated from the rusty walls and the black windows and the doorways, and a flight of swallows circled inward and downward and upward and outward and scattered joyously towards the horizon.  John Thomas Warren's eyes closed at last on a dream that was not his own.
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