





					CHAPTER THREE





	She returned with relief from the strange, desolate, northern country 


with the dirty patches of snow and the great, stone buildings where every-


thing seemed to be the color of iron.  However, she discovered upon opening her eyes that she was still dislocated.  She accepted the wracking pain she was suffering, that she had been suffering for some time, so far as she could tell.  But she knew that in spite of it, she must pick up the thread of memory she had dropped somewhere - perhaps in the steep, mid-night streets of the winter cities of her dreams - in order to continue the ridi-


culous fiction of her life.  However, the thread of memory remained unrav-


eled, in spite of the effort she had made to explain to herself the pain she was in.  And so, she resisted with all her will the fear and loneliness that threatened to possess her spirit.  Fear and loneliness she had known as her brothers.


	Each return is like a new birth, she thought.  Each awakening exacted the reconstruction of the myriad details that located her at an exact place and time in the continuum of her existence and in the history of the world.  It astonished her that she always knew immediately who she was, knew precisely her own character, what moved her, what could make her laugh, what was beautiful, what was not.  She comforted herself that she knew this immediately, and she comforted herself that she knew somehow that there had been similar dislocations returning from a dream more real than reality, alone in the night, in what country? what city? in what room?  She waited then, as she had many times before, for something to find her in this solitary prison - a light between the curtains at a window forom an auto-


mobile passing in the street, or a refrigerator starting up somewhere in the darkness, or perhaps the familiar and particular aroma of a body next to hers to stir her passion at finding herself no longer abandoned.  She thought she might try to smile - amused at herself as the careless, displaced person she was in order to intercept the growing desperation.  But her brothers stopped her smile with their cruel embrace, devastating her spirit.


	It's because of the pain, she insisted, and she thought if she could explain to herself the pain and how it had begun.  And the bandages.  If she could explain to herself the pain and the bandages, then, she could - 


	And then suddenly and for no good reason, there was a flash project-


ion on the back of her mind, a photographic proof that faded in the light of her curiosity:  a blond woman pointing at her in the street and Nico's face out of focus immediately above her, the dark brows drawn together over the fine acquiline nose.  But like the midnight country of her dreams, it was an image that came to her disconnected from any span of her existence.


	It struck her that the dislocation was different this time.  It was like a fault in the plates under the earth on which she stood, and she had lost something more than the thread of memory.  She knew that now.  What was it?  A severed nerve? a seed?  a corner of her identity that had broken off and crumbled into dust?  Oh, dear God, what was it?  She began to weep in the dim rectangular chamber in which she found herself, waiting for the light between the curtains, not daring to whisper, who is there?  There was only the projection fading on the back of her mind again - the blond woman pointing, aghast, one hand on her mouth, one hand pointing witness to the unspeakable.  She summoned her breath to say, dear God, into the room, but she didn't think it had sounded.


	But then, just as she had despaired of finding her way, she saw - this time not a projection - a light turn onto a wall beyond an open door - she could just barely turn her head to see it - and against the light, a man standing in profile, tall and thin with a long, straight nose and a feathery crest of hair on a fine head.  He was laughing, probably, she thought, delighted at something somebody had said.  And, oh, she knew the laugh and the tall, improbable figure silhouetted in the rectangle of light, and she tried to laugh too.  She seized thread of memory she had lost with all her will, determined never to let it slip again, if she could summon the strength.


	"Giancarlo, darling," she whispered, hoping that it had sounded.  "Oh, my God, Giancarlo."  He stopped the laugh short and turned to her in alarm, his eyes dark and rubbed in shadow.  He came to her side quickly and took her hand in his cool, trembling hands.


	"Are you all right, my dear?" he asked.


	"No," she said.  "help me, Giancarlo.  I am lost, I don't know where - where is this?"


	Giancarlo looked down at her from what seemed to be a great height, the perspective being stretched as if she were seeing him through a distort-


ting lens.  "You are all right now, my dear," he said.


	"Oh, really," she said, forcing her voice in her throat, and she took her hand from him, offended that he couldn't see her plight.  She tried to laugh again and failed again.  "I am not all right," she whispered, her voice having failed her.  "I want to know where I am.  I want somebody to tell me what has happened to everything.  Why is everything - "


	"You have had a cerebral contussione," Giancarlo told her gently.  "I must keep you very still and help you when you have to pee.  I will help you when you need to pee or when - "


	"You'll do no such thing.  Help me pee?  Why should I need your help for that?" she asked, further offended.  "Contussione?  Oh, my God, concussion.  Oh, my God, Giancarlo, tell me they didn't have to shave my hair."  She made an attempt to sit up, but pain shot through her and she fell back gasping, Giancarlo's restraining hand on her shoulder.


	"Your hairs are the same as always, my dear," he said.  "You never did have many, and as you know, they are still falling out."


	She saw that he was amused by this cruel statement, and she was offended even further.  "How dare you, Giancarlo?  I know nothing of the kind," she said, doing the best she could with her unmanageable voice.  "How can you say such a thing to me when I am so ill?  Have they shaved my hair? havbe they shaved my beautiful red hair?  Oh, for godsake, Giancarlo, do tell me where I am."


	"Red - " Giancarlo mused, frowning, and regarded her steadily, as if he had been greeted unexpectedly by a stranger he felt he should remember.  "Red," he said again.  "You must stay very quiet, my dear.  You have been very sick.  I will bring you some soup.  Paula has made some soup."


	"And just who the hell is Paula?  I don't want any soup.  I want to know what happened, and I want to know now.  Giancarlo, for the love of God, tell me where I am."


	"You are in your bed, of course," he said, still trying to recall the stranger and losing patience in his patient way.


	"This is not my bed, and you know it," she told him.  "Hhaaagh!," she said, clearing her pipes.  "What has happened to my throat?  Why am I hoarse like this?  I sound like a damn drag queen.  This is not my bed, I wouldn't be caught dead in this bed.  Why are you telling me these things, Giancarlo?  Am I going to die?  Do you think I'm going to die?  If you think I would stoop to dying in this place, you've - "


	"No, my dear, you are not dying.  There would be no way I can think of to kill you," Giancarlo said and giggled outrageously, beginning to outgrow his role as nurse.  "My dear, you have been very sick in the clinic."  He crossed the room and pushed open the blinds at the window slightly.  Rose light reflected from the rusty wall opposite spilled into the room, as he started for the door.


	"Oh, please, Giancarlo, I beg you not to leave me," she pleaded, soften-


ing.  "And do tell me who Paula is."


	He looked puzzled again and started an answer and then decided against it.  "I will bring you soup.  You will feel better when you have had - "


	"Oh, dear Lord, please, Giancarlo.  Don't leave me just yet.  Tell me about Gatto, where is he?  Where is Gatto?  Bring me Gatto."


	"Gatto - " Giancarlo murmured and stopped short in the door and looked back to make sure he had been in the right room.  "My dear - " he said softly and left her in the strange, dim room, dust flying in the rose light from the window.  She tried to turn on the pillow but could not, and so she tried to cry again but couldn't do that either.  She examined the ceiling in the stretched perspective and knew something was terribly different.  The resonance from things she could see was entirely new to her, as though an essential element of her existence had been added  or subtracted.  Subtracted, she decided.  Something had eclipsed.  Something had been lost that she had not picked up again along with the thread of memory.  And so unexplainable sorrow floated down upon her from the ceiling and enfolded her.  What, oh, what, she asked herself, was gone forever?


	Well then, she did weep but very quietly from the inside, her eyes emptying tears over her temples and onto the pillow.  She was very tired and turned toward nothing, finding only an anxious fatigue, an unsuccessful an-


aesthetic.  At length, she drifted into a fevered dreaming, full of dread and shrill with stammering fantasies laughing idiotically for no reason.  She was a victim to the nightmare and the grotesque, constantly changing faces with inane, knowing grins.  She decided there was no escape from this ter-


rible fever, until a confusion of human voices from another, more immedi-


ate world began to mingle with the trauma.  The gabbling fantasies with-


drew swiftly in favor of the raucous contention that came through the square window spilling rose-colored light beyond the foot of the bed.  It came to her gradually that she was familiar	with this very real and over-


whelming performance.  Her spirit lightened considerably when she began to recall the members of the cast:  the small boy soprano leashed to a large dog, trotting down a narrow, stoned-paved alley with an empty wine bottle and returning with it full; an ancient woman lowering a basket on a rope to the street below for a loaf of bread; a florid woman with a great shock of hair and a trumpet voice shouting the call to table from the same window.  


She recognized the robust disharmonies and the comments of the large dog and was greatly comforted.  But she was even more comforted by the husky baritone that rode sweet and clear and mellifluous over all the other voices.


Definitely the star.


	"Oh, yes, indeed," she murmured to herself, starting a smile.  "Mangia, Angelo, Mangia," and the final rag ends of her nightmare were scattered by the image of the young man with the splendid buttocks in soft blue denim, faded in all the right places.  "Angel, indeed," she whispered, "you wicked devil."  Oh, she was much better, having located herself so absolutely and felt sure that she would recover fairly soon.  The memory of the malevolent, amused regard from under the dark brows of the angel lingered too long, and she was pleased to discover that not only had the spark caught but the flame was burning higher.  "Oh, yes, you naughty girl, you are much better," she whispered, and she did smile.  But then, she stopped smiling, finding the excitement brought on by the thrilling, selfish phrases of the stunning bari-


tone was strange to her in some abrasive way.  The warmth was not con-


tained as it had always been, well, since her adolescence, not enclosed.  "Mangia, Angelo, mangia!" sang the ancient coloratura, and the dark angel laughed.  It was a careless and sensuous laugh, and she felt again the strange, external warmth, the projection forward from her groin.  She did not like the change.


	"I want a cigarette," she said, not disliking the ceiling so desperate-


ly any longer.  "That's it," she said firmly.  That's exactly where I am.  I am in Johnny's bedroom, in Johnny's bed where he made love with all those extravagant men and replayed the lost passion of his love affair with Nico from all those years before.  Years before I came along to sieze the flame from - well, never mind.  She couldn't think how she had come to be in this sagging bed full of crumbs, any more than she could understand when or where the pain had begun nor who had bound her head - oh, my God, my hair! - with bandages.  She turned on the pillow, still damp with tears, to find Giancarlo silhouetted in the doorway again.  "I know where I am now, Gian-


carlo.  I am in John Warren's bed," she said as if she had come up with the word in a game of charades, "and I want a cigarette."  Giancarlo came to the bedside and lit a cigarette from the bedtable for her, and she snatched it from him.  "Why haven't you told me.  I most certainly am in Johnny's bed," she said, as though he had disputed the point.


	"Well, of course, you are, my dear," he agreed, the shadows of his eyes turning dark with perplexity.  "Of course, you are.  And you have been in the clinic, my dear, abd - "


	"Never mind all that, goddam it, Giancarlo," she said.  "Call Nico this minute, I want to go home and I want to go home now.  Hhaaagh!," she cleared her pipes again.  "Whose terrible cigarettes are these?  Put this out.  Please, Giancarlo, if you love me as you have always said you do, call Nico.  Take me home!  I can't stand that din next door another goddam minute, I can't stand this depressing room another goddam minute either!  Take me home!"  She pitched the cigarette across the room and tried to push herself upright, gasping for breath, and fell back onto the pillows again.  "Oh, my God, how has this happened?" she cried out.  "Where - when did I get this concussion?  And my voice, hhaaagh! why is my voice like this?  Why am I so hoarse?  Help me, Giancarlo, please, please, help me."  Giancarlo looked down at her bewildered, and the cigarette scorched the carpet under the window in a pool of rose colored light.  "You look like a goddam giraffe.  Get out of here," she told him.  "And now, just who the hell are you?" she asked the blond wo-


man who had appeared in the doorway carrying a tray and looking helpful.


	"Why I - " the woman said and took a precise step backward.  "Why, I'm Paula," she said hesitantly, looking as if she wasn't sure at all who she was.


	"Well, Paula, honey, get the hell out of here," she said, and Paula van-


ished.  "And you get the hell out of here too and call Nico," she said to Gian-


carlo, who took on the expression of a wounded saint.  


	"My dear, do you need to pee?" he asked, stricken but not neglecting his penance.  


	"No," she said, offended.  "My dear does not need to pee, and if she did she would take care of it herself.  Now, you get your ginny ass out of here."


	"My dear - " Giancarlo murmured and floated soundlessly out of the room as if suspended.


	She fell back, exhausted, out of breath and deeply disturbed, her int-


erest in the evil angel long forgotten.  There was some terrible puzzle she could not solve and that could not be solved for her.  The mists of transport to another world began to engulf her again.





	Some time later, she surfaced again from a dream.  There had been friendly strangers at what seemed to be her grandmother's great, white house in the middle of Montgomery Alabama, and yet at the same time, she had been in her apartment on the roof over Nico's head.  Gatto had been there escaping her grasp among the trees and shadows under the rush shelter on the terrace, but then, Gatto had turned into the kitten her grandmother had given her when she was a little girl.  She surrendered these beloved surroundings with regret and took new soundings of the room she lay in to be absolutely sure it was the same, that it hadn't transformed into another strange location in which she was imprisoned.


	And as if they were a fragment of her dream, hushed and anxious voices floated up to her from the living room below.  There seemed to be several people speaking softly, and the tone, she thought, was conspiratorial.  Gatto, she heard, and, oh, where was Gatto? and who was taking care of him all alone in his rooftop apartment?  Not Rosaria.  Certainly not.  She would be in her nightgown in her close-shuttered bedroom, telephoning unidentifiable acquaintances from the past and then painting her face with obsessive concentration until darkness fell, when she would emerge swiftly to be driven to the hairdresser by an unidentifiable acquaintance from the past.  She would be waiting for whatever it was she waited for.  Another necklace from Nico to wear in the dark and watch its glitter?  No, not Rosaria.  She wouldn't think to send a friendly maid three floors up to feed a hungry cat.  Her mind would be turned in upon the weather of her heart.


	Not Nico either.  For Nico, animals were a part of the landscape.  He didn't seem to understand that they required feeding and was displeased at the evidence that they did.  Not Nico.  Oh, who would think to take care of black Gatto?  She couldn't bear the thought of him huddled at the door, waiting for her step that never came.  Johnny, of course.  It would be John Warren, of course.  It would be John who would think of Gatto, knowing that Gatto was the guardian of her soul.  Oh, yes, of course, that was why she hadn't seen John here in his own house.  Oh, yes, of course, that was why.  But that didn't explain - even that was not an answer to - 


	The concert around the steaming pasta plates next door had long since ended, and she had not heard the final phrases, not even from the angelic baritone.  However, she found the muted and mysterious voices in conference beldow much more to her interest, since she was most certainly the subject under discussion.  And she decided it was a discussion to which the subject should be party, and why, she wondered, was she not party to it?


	The leading edge of a memory evaded her.  It would begin to begin and then dissolve, so that it hadn't been there at all.  But then, there was a fragment of it on her terrace.  There was a beginning edge of it on her ter-


race, but it drifted again, and why should it be so shadowed with anxiety?  And the weight of it, the weight of the unsolved puzzle she carried in her head she felt she could support no longer.  And so, with all her will and with great difficulty she managed to put a foot to the floor.  It was a long and painful struggle from lying flat out to sitting.  She gripped the insubstantial headboard so that it complained and then cracked as loud as a pistol shot to betray her.  First, the turn onto her side and then, oh, very slowly, the foot and then both feet on  the floor.  She sat for a while resting, until her ears began to ring a high, thin tone, so that she could no longer hear the voices below.  She was not displeased to discover she was wearing one of John's nightshirts - as close as he gets to drag, she recalled him saying, and she was almost amused.  It fits well and is probably rather becoming, she thought.  The ringing in her ears thinned further and faded, and the drone of voices outside her door took up again, which inspired her to rise to her feet.  She leaned against the wall at the head of the bed, slightly nauseous and gasping for breat, until the soft, nervous bones of her lets had stiffened sufficiently to support her.  And then finally, somehow she walked stiff-legged so that nothing gave way - except that her vision failed her and darkened.  In spite of which, she made it to the door and rested like a weary pilgrim against the door frame, until her vision cleared.  She listened for the droning, argumentative voices in the living room below and took a determined step out into the narrow hallway the better to hear them.


	At the same moment, an apparition stepped suddenly into the bathroom door.  The sudden appearance alarmed her so that she almost screamed but hadn't sufficient breath.  The person was wearing one of John's nightshirts, and his head was bound in gauze bandages.  "Oh, my God, Johnny!" she gasped.  "It's you!  What are you doing here, and why aren't you taking care of Gatto?"  She staggered backwards to regain her balance, as he did exactly the same thing.  It was almost funny.  "What on earth has happened to you, Johnny?" she asked him, but he didn't answer, only waited wide-eyed under the ridiculous gauze turban.  She put her hand to her head, half smil-


ing; half-smiling, he put his hand to his head.  She was offended that he could make fun of her at such a time.  She staggered again and fell against the cabinets along the opposite wall, as he staggered and disappeared from the bathroom door.  The high, thin tone took up again in her ears and her vision dimmed again.  However, she stumbled as far as the bathroom door and put her hand out to touch her friend, as he put out his hand to touch hers.  Her palm flattened against his palm.  It was flat and cool and bloodless and she withdrew her hand quickly.  It had left its misty outline on the full-length mirrored door.


	"Who are you?" she whispered hoarsely.  "Dear Jesus, whose hand is that?"  She lurched backwards down the hall towards the balcony and watched the apparition lurch backwards diminishing in the mirror, a ribbon of gauze floating free and insouciant in the half dark.  At the balcony, she turned away from it, almost falling, and clung to the railingn to look down at the three people below her in John's living room.  It was as if the projec-


tions had begun again.  Giancarlo was lounging elegantly, straight out, long and thin, in a rattan chair with Gatto in his arms.  Paula - whoever the hell she was - was holding a tray facing Nico who was leaning in the enormous window smoking.  It was as if they were in a tableau.  They were absolutely still in the waning light.  Nothing moved except the smoke from Nico's cigarette.


	"Please!  Please, explain to me.  Who - who is that?" she gasped, pointing wildly behind her.  The three faces turned up to her, not surprised, interrupted, as if to see if a door had been left open.  Gatto leapt to the floor from Giancarlo's arms.  "Please, can't you help me?  Who is that?  Who has done this thing to me?  Please, somebody tell me what - "  Gatto ran towards her crouching low as if he were pursuing invisible prey and started swiftly up the stair.  And, in a flash projection, she saw herself lean over the broad, stone balustrade to rescue him from the roof ledge below the terrace.


	Her vision went completely black, and that was all she remembered then.
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