


					CHAPTER TWO





	Rosaria Milas sat back to examine her handiwork in the soft lights around the mirror of her dressing table, and her negligee fell away from her lovely smooth shoulders.  She had just finished applying her eye-lashes and a line of dark mascara to her right eye in preparation for the rather grand party she thought she might possibly attend that evening.  It was the beginning of the mask she assumed every evening in order to face the world of premieres and receptions her life demanded since she had begun to share the cruel, strobe-flash putlic appearances her husband's career required.  She was equally beautiful with or without the mask, but because of her fear of exposure, she felt the protection of this fashionable camouflage to be essential.  Consequently, the examination was intense, the pupils of her pale amber eyes contracted to pinpoints.  The windows were closely shuttered, and there was .no light in the small dressing room except for the lights at her mirror, and so time spent here where there was neither day nor night was unrelated to time beyond the door.  She began this ritual as the long Roman summer dusk began to close in and as the swallows had begun to wheel in the sky.  It was understood in her house that this transformation from private to public, during which her mirror reflected a cubist image of the same face seen from two different perspectives, was never to be interrupted on pain of dismissal.  Signora Milas was charitable but highly emotional.


	She took up the tiny brush and her hand mirror once again, and to her surprise and dismay, the door to her sanctuary swung open suddenly, violating the twilight of concentration.  Natalia, more her companion than her maid, took one deliberate step forward into the room, her hands clasped at her breast as if in prayer.  Her eyes were dark and hollow with distress, and she was breathing in such short gasps she could not begin to speak, although her lips were either forming words or trembling violently.	"Che c'e, Natalia?" Rosaria asked, annoyed and alarmed at the same time.  "You know very well I - "


	"Signora Milas - " Natalia managed to utter and could go no further, and it seemed to Rosaria that she was on the verge of tears.


	"What is it, Natalia?" she asked again and put the mirror and the brush down on the dresser top with some force, as if the picture she had begun to paint had been ruined.


	"Signora Milas," the girl panted.  "Signora Milas, it's Signorina Jessica.  She - "


	"Natalia, I have told you never to mention the name of that American whore in my - "


	"E morta," Natalia whispered.  "I think the signorina is dead."


	"Morta?" Rosaria said with the same interest she might have shown had the maid told her the woman had changed her hairdresser.  However, she turned the curve of her back to the mirror to face the girl directly.


	"The carabiniere - " Natalia began and pointed behind herself towards some vague and horrifying place beyond the dressing room door.


	"Carabiniere?" Rosaria said and stood up in her half mask and gathered her diaphanous robe close about her bare shoulders, alarmed at last herself.


"What do you mean carabiniere, Natalia?  Speak up!  Speak up!  What carabiniere?"


	"Nel giardino," Natalia managed to say.  "He said she is dead.  Signorina Jessica.  In the garden."


	Rosaria swept past her maid and into the hall, impelled into swift action, as she often had been in her life, by emergency.





	Standing near the high wall in the sub-tropical garden, a cluster of three carabinieri in their stunning costumes watched with dark-eyed interest the approach of the woman in the flowing, blue gray robe which fell away from one shoulder or another from time to time, followed by a maid who enfolded her white-capped head in her apron as they drew near.  The most imposing of them stepped forward to receive the women pointing towards Jessica's terrace without speaking.  He became intensely interested in the double face of the beautiful woman who floated towards him across the emerald green grass and would discuss heatedly lying in the dark with his wife later on as to whether, as a rich woman, she was preparing to go to bed at that hour or just getting herself dressed for the day.  "One eye," he would tell her, "was very beautiful, and the other eye was very beautiful also, but like the eye of any other woman."  


	The rear end and stunning legs of Jessica St. John in beige silk pajamas were flung carelessly over the garden wall still, and the spikes could be seen protruding from her back.  One sandal had fallen into the grass and dark stains increased in the silk and rivulets of blood ran down the wall.  Rosaria did not raise her eyes to witness the tragedy.  However, she could hear the murmuring of a crowd gathering on the other side of the wall and was comforted that she could not see them and that they could not see her.  Natalia kept her head bundled in the tiny apron from which came loud sobs at regular intervals.  Rosaria did not look back at her maid but pressed her lips together nervously and in some annoyance at the insistent and unsuitable grief of her stricken confidant.


	"Where is the ambulance, lieutenant?  Someone must call the ambulance immediately," she instructed. 


	"Captain," corrected the carabiniere.  "There." he said, ignoring her instruction, still pointing upwards, as if he were recounting some miraculous event from religious history.  "The lady cascaded from there, Signora," he explained, his voice tremulous with awe and admiration at such a happening to which he was perhaps the only witness.  He thought possibly his name or even his photograph, pointing heavenward, might appear in the morning papers.


	"I ask you again - where is the ambulance?" Rosaria demanded, glaring at the young man with uneven ferocity.


	"Don't preoccupy yourself, Signora, it is arriving," he said, removing his cap and bowing slightly, beginning a smile of deference.  The bleating, hysterical sound of mechanical emergency penetrated the lush green and arching trees and falling vines of the garden.  "Ah!  Ecco la," he said, raising his dark brows, pleased to be the bearer of comforting tidings to such a woman.  "There it is now, signora."  A loud wail came from the apron.


	"Take - take that away," Rosaria ordered, her voice giving way a little for the first time.  "You must take it down and take it away.  Subito!"


	"Si, si, si, subito, Signora," the officer comforted her plea-


santly.  "But first, the Signora must make the identification.  It displeases 


me, but it is necessary, it is the rule.  The Signora must observe the face which is, at the moment, on the wrong side of the wall, as the Signora can see.


	"Ridiculous!" Rosaria shrieked, and the young carabiniere saw the vein in her neck and knew for the first time that she was no longer young.  "I certainly don't know the woman, but I know very well she is the American who lives - "  She pointed upwards and the negligee fell away from the opposing shoulder.  The captains black eyes became blacker, and she gathered her robe as though she were chilly.  "I csan see quite clearly from here that she is the American woman who occupies the apartment on the top floor," she insisted, pointing upwards once more.  The officer didn't know how she could be sure of this, since she had not once viewed the corpse.


	"But the face, Signora, the signora must observe the face."  The bleatigng ambulance came to a reluctant stop on the other side of the wall, and a red light flashed among the tops of the palm trees, as the speculation of the unseen crowd increased steadily in volume.  An unreasonably loud wail came from the apron, and the maid lowered slowly and awkwardly to her knees as the officers in dark blue watched, set off by the emerald green grass and flowering bushes.


	"Never!" Rosaria screamed.  "I know those shoes, she always wears the wrong shoes.  Never!"


	"But, Signora, the rules - "


	"Never!" Rosaria said again and crossed herself, and the captain returned the favor.  "The woman is a - ah - friend of my husband, Nico Milas.  He can - "


	"Ah!" the captain exclaimed, raising his dark brows to the limit.  "Nico Milas!  He is my favorite star of the cinema.  I have seen all his films, some of them two, three times.  Nico Milas!"  A drop of blood suspended from the toe of Jessica St. John's bare foot.


	"Per carita, take her away," Rosaria pleaded, and at last, tears began to flow from her eyes.  The tears from one eye were black.  "Where are you going to take her?" she asked, as if the officer might be escorting the corpse to some new and fashionable restaurant.


	It displeases me, but I must take her to the central morgue, until she can be identified," the young man said apologetically, regretting the inter-


ruption of what had turned out to be a pleasant social occasion.  "I must follow the rules," he explained and crossed himself.  Rosaria returned the favor.  A long, low moan came from the crumpled white and black figure of the maid on her knees in the emerald green grass.  The party members glanced in her direction as if she were an unruly guest who had had too much to drink.  The two carabinieri standing by the garden wall shook their hand-


some heads in grave disapproval.


	"My husband will come to make the identification," Rosaria announced and turned to leave, the diaphanous robe floating behind her on the grass.  "Get up off your knees for godsake, Natalia," she said.  "Come!"


	"But, Signora Milas, I pray you - " the captain called after her.  She turned and stared at him, more intensely with one eye than with the other, pausing in her progress back to the sanctuary of the dressing room.  "Would it be possible to have a signed photograph of Nico Milas for my wife?  He is her favorite star of the cinema."


	Perhaps, he will bring one to the central morgue," Rosaria said.  "Come, Natalia, and do stop that moaning."  They departed through the trees and into a small arched door, the maid's head still wrapped in the apron.


	"The beautiful wife of Nico Milas," the captain explained to his fellow officers who had not moved.  They lifted their dark brows, and white gloved hands flew about like doves frightened into flight.





	When Nico Milas knocked at his wife's bedroom door and let himself in at her fainting response, he found her lying fully dressed on a chaise longue under the shuttered windows.  She lifted  her hand from her beautifully painted eyes and let it fall over the arm of the chaise, so that the stones on her fingers glinted in the dusk.  She saw that her husband was pale and stunned, and his mouth was open as though he had run up the stairs, and she knew her husband was not given to running.


	"Ah, I see you have heard the news," she said without sympathy and with a certain pleasure.  "E morta."


	"No," he said, "non e morto, thanks to God."  He was not surprised that she had heard the alarming news, since Rome has a system of communication as swift and efficient and as deadly as drums in the jungle, but he was surprised and momentarily angered that his friend should be referred to in the feminine gender.  However, he decided it was from shock and old resentment that she could show disrespect at such a moment.  "No, no.  Non e morto, he is not dead," he insisted.  He is resting now in the clinic with a cerebral concussion.  Is a miracle, but the doctor says he will live."


	"He who?" Rosaria asked, and a frown appeared between the perfectly painted eyebrows.  "Nico, per carita, no miracle could save her from such a fall.  The prayers of a saint could not save her now."  She noticed, watching her husband steadily, that the expression on his face as he leaned against the door was one of confusion rather than distress, which both pleased and puzzled her.  "She is dead," she repeated firmly and thought he must be in a state of shock.


	"Rosa, can I put the light?  It is very depressing here," Nico said, thinking perhaps the light might dispel a disjuncture he felt in the room.


	"No," she said.  "I have a headache and I am exhausted from that terrible experience.  "E morta," she stressed one more time.


	"He, Rosaria," Nico corrected her with a raising his voice in exasperation.


	"He who?" she asked again and covered her eyes with the back of her hand again to end the discussion.  She felt really she couldn't be expected to discuss at such length a woman she had destested, and it comforted her to think that the tiny elevator descending would no longer open its door to re-


veal that unwanted presence.


	"I have left him just now at the clinic with theb professor and Giancarlo.  He is not dead.  Giancarlo will take him home perhaps tomorrow."


	Rosaria frowned again and sat erect in the chaise and turned on a small lamp with a fringed shade.  "Who?" she asked, beginning to feel a little hysterical.  "Giancarlo will take who home?"  Her headache had become suddenly worse, and she thought she would not go to the rather grand party that evening at all.


	"John, Rosaria.  John, of course," he said.  "John will go back to his apartment perhaps tomorrow, if there is no more blood in the ears."


	There was a long and agitated silence as Rosaria tried to adjust to the new character who had thrust himself into the violent drama of her afternoon.  "John who?" she asked, making one last attempt.


	"Rosaria, please," Nico Milas said at the end of his patience.  "You are making me very nervous.  John Thomas, of course."


	The silence grew heavier and went on for some time.  She had not expected John Thomas Warren - particularly with blood in his ears - and she definitely was not going to the party.  She began to suspect that she was in a state of shock as well.  "But Jessica St. John," she said.  "The spikes - she is dead.  How can you speak to me of John Warren at such a time?"  She had not thought to be sympathetic about her husband's mistress, but a dead woman is a dead woman, and death should be paid its due.


	"Rosa," Nico said, losing patience and raising his voice again, tired of his wife's convenient headaches.  "Are you crazy?  He could have died.  It is a mikracle to fall from a window so high above the street and live."


	"Who?" Rosaria said and thought she was going to cry and stood and put her hand to her forehead.  She wanted to leave and go to her hair dresser immediately.  


	It occurred to Nico at last that, as was often the case, he and his wife were separated in time and place.  Her mystery was trying for him, since he had more mystery of his own than he could be expected to manage alone.  "Rosaria," he began to explain to her as patiently as if she were a child.  "John Warren fell from his window in Trastevere and is in the clinic with contussione cerebrale.  He is alive, thanks God."


	"Grazie a Dio," she said and put her hands to her forehead and pressed her lips together.  It seemed to her the evening air had been full of the falling bodies of her rivals for Nico's attention.


	"It is a miracle," Nico said and gently crossed himself.


	"Oh, poor Johnny," she said and returned the favor.  "E una meraviglia," she conceeded finally and lay down on the chaise longue again and turned off the fringed lamp.  She covered her beautiful eyes with the back of her hand but realized that something was still unaccounted for between them.  "Then, you do not know," she said.


	Nico waited at the door for what he did not know, knowing with his prescient imagination that what he did not know was more than he wanted to know.


	"E morta," Rosaria said quietly.  "She fell from her terrace onto the garden wall.  I have had to contend with the police, but I refused to look at her face to identify her.  It was on the other side of the wall.  You must go to the central morgue to look at the face and tell them her name.  I am sorry, Nico."


	There was a deep and heavy silence, and when she withdrew her hand from her eyes, she saw that the mirrored door to her dressing room had been left open.  She arose from her chaise and crossed the room to close it.
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