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The Disappearance of Juliana and Invisible People: Two Fantasies

The Disappearance of Juliana

––––––––

Your first clue comes from one of Greg’s old friends.  You find him in the musty basement of a bar, playing pool all alone.  He’s got a week-old growth of dark beard and his jeans and yellow sweatshirt look like they’ve never been washed.

The room stinks of stale beer, cigarette smoke, dusty carpets, and B.O.  You gag and almost retch, but you force it down and continue steadfastly.

“I want to find Greg,” you say.

Whereupon he looks at you with a peculiar expression that is a bit more than just a mix of being half-drunk and half-stoned, carefully lines up the cue stick with the cue ball, and takes another shot.  “How did you find me?” he asks.

“It wasn’t difficult.  If no one’s found you before it’s probably because no one’s looking.”

He digests that while he takes a few more shots.  Finally he asks, “Why do you want to find him?”

“We were living together.  He left suddenly.  I miss him.  I want to know why he left.”  It’s true, as far as it goes, though not the whole truth.  Your stepfather is stalking you, your mother is a silent presence halfway across the city who you know is constantly hoping you’ll call, your job is a boring dead end – you just have to get away, is all, and searching for Greg is a good excuse.

“You won’t find him.”  At which point he buttons up and won’t say any more; he ignores you as if you aren’t even in the room.

You ply him with cheap tequila.  When the bottle is almost down to the worm he breaks down.  “They got him,” he says.  “The invisible people got him.”

“What are you talking about?  Who are the invisible people?”

He mumbles something incoherent, then adds, “They tried to get me, but I got away.  But they got him.”

It sounds like drunken nonsense, and you are tempted to dismiss it as such, but there is something about his expression that piques your interest.  It’s not fear, exactly - it’s something else.  Guilt?  Regret?

“Where were you?  Where were you when they got him?”

Without hesitation he answers, “Rome.  Downtown Rome, near Villa Borghese.  We busked on the Spanish Steps.  They found me there.”  He gazes at nothing in particular.  “They take everything from you.  Everything. Then they make you invisible, like they are.”

“But how did you escape?  And how can I find him?”

But he has passed out, his face sideways on the table between you, his mouth half-open, his tongue lolling.  He begins to snore.

It sounds crazy.  But you were planning to cut loose and run anyway, and Rome seems as good a place to go as any.

*     *     *

He decided to search for Juliana not out of concern for her welfare but out of concern for his own.  She had long since ceased putting out, but he figured that the only way the situation would remain discreet was for him to keep tabs on her.

He had never intended to see her mother again, but that was the logical first place to go.  She greeted him cordially enough.  Her hair, dyed a red color that did not suit her, was disheveled; her makeup had been poorly applied and did not hide the dark bags under her eyes and the gaunt cheeks.  She had obviously been drinking despite the earliness of the hour, but that was not unusual.  She was diffident and timid; she could not conceal the helpless longing in her eyes.  She invited him to sit and as far as he could tell was honest with him.  It was obviously painful for her to talk of Juliana; it was equally obvious that she had no idea where she was.  As soon as he had ascertained that, he said his goodbye and exited as hastily as possible.

Next he tried the restaurant where she had worked.  The owner, a tall Greek with a huge gut and a face full of black stubble, immediately offered him a glass of ouzo and a plate of fried octopus.  He seemed the eternal optimist, a perpetual grin pasted on his face.  He was not at all put out that she had left without notice, and expressed concern that she was missing.  Evidently she had been punctual and responsible and had given no indication that she was planning to quit.  After her last payday she had never showed up again so there was no back salary that she might return to claim.  

She had had roommates from time to time but for the past several months she had lived alone.  Her tiny studio apartment was on the third floor of a dilapidated red brick building on Capital Hill near Broadway.  The postbox was crammed with junk mail and the rent was overdue.  He paid the back rent to get in good graces with the landlord, who then allowed him into the apartment to look around.

At first he found nothing extraordinary.  There were canned goods in the kitchen, clothes in the closet, and toiletries in the bathroom.  Art books and sketchpads filled the shelves in the living room, and her drawings and paintings were tacked all over the walls.  He hardly glanced at them.  He found them morbid, even grotesque; he had never liked them and had always discouraged her from trying to develop her talent.  

Not much appeared to be missing.  If she had taken off she had traveled light.

He had almost given up when, from a wastebasket full of Diet Pepsi cans and granola bar wrappers, he pulled out a crumpled receipt from a travel agent for an airline ticket sale.  He carefully straightened it, studied it, and then put it into the inner pocket of his suit coat.

She had left a trail after all.

*     *     *

In Rome something happens.  You find a hostel in the center, you start to walk the streets, ostensibly looking for Greg, but you soon realize that you don’t really give a damn whether you find him or not.  You look around as if for the first time.  All sorts of things are happening of which you had no idea – little things like the pattern of raindrops in puddles, the way the cobblestones in the streets are arranged, and the looks on the faces of the people that pass you by.

It’s the people that you study most carefully.  No matter who they are they have their secret sorrow, and they seem to wander around searching for they know not what.

You haven’t brought much money, so you set up an easel and start to draw portraits on the Spanish Steps, but your pictures are not very popular.  You are too honest when you portray the faces.  The customers are into caricatures; they want a laugh.  You study them closely and show them how they really are.  They don’t want to know what they actually look like.  At least you make enough to get by day by day, and for the moment you are content with that.  During breaks you enjoy the sunshine or the rain, you sit and ruminate, you wonder why it doesn’t bother you that you don’t miss anything from your past – then you consider what your past is like and realize that it’s not surprising at all that you don’t miss it.

Supporting yourself becomes a drudgery; you spend less and less time on the Steps – actually, you only stay there the bare minimum of time it takes to finance your room, your food, and your drawing paraphernalia.  You even start to eat less, just so that you won’t be bound to sitting in one place for so long.  You wander here and there, and whenever something interesting catches your eye you sketch it.  Once it’s a three-legged dog at an outdoor café, slowly limping from table to table begging for crumbs; once it’s a pottery merchant whose cart had lost a wheel in the street, sitting on the sidewalk forlornly surveying the shards of his wares; once it’s a whore with garishly painted face, black net stockings, and a short red skirt below which half her ass shows, standing at a corner with a bitter expression.  You don’t know why you are attracted to these peculiar heartbreaking scenes, but they arrest your attention and consume your awareness so that everything else around pales into insignificance, and you cannot move until you have completed your drawing.

Autumn passes.  Winter approaches, with chill winds and near-freezing temperatures.  You buy a secondhand woolen coat and continue your wanderings, and continue to sit on the Steps and draw portraits when the wind dies down and the sun warms the stones so that there are enough passers-by to make it lucrative.  You contemplate moving on to a warmer climate, perhaps even India.  You start to save whatever spare cash you can. 

However, one day during a lull in business you see a face that you had never wanted to see again.

Twilight has come and a crimson stain has spread across the scattered clouds.  You have been wondering whether to pack up and leave or stay another twenty minutes or so hoping for one last customer.  But when you see him down in the piazza all thoughts of lingering are blown away.  You quickly throw your pencils and paper into the plastic briefcase you carry your supplies in and fold your easel.  You leave your things with a jewelry vendor who you know works late and dash up the Steps to the path leading to the park at Villa Borghese.

The darkness deepens.  Dim lamps cast pale yellow light here and there, but beneath the trees the shadows are almost impenetrable.  You pass the Villa and choose paths at random in the park.  It is almost deserted at this hour, though through the bushes you catch occasional glimpses of lovers making out on benches.

You stop and listen.  Overhead, leaves rustle.  In the distance a fountain gurgles.  You are unsure, but you think you hear footsteps behind you, so you plunge through a gap in the bushes and wait, trying to control your breathing.

Suddenly someone grabs you from behind and throws you to the ground.  At first you think it’s him, but then you realize he is mumbling something in Italian.  You stifle the scream that wants to erupt, and struggle to escape.  His breath reeks of wine.  He has climbed on top and is trying to pin your arms to the ground, all the while whispering nonstop to stop fighting, that he won’t hurt you, and so on.  “No, no, no,” you whisper, afraid to shout for help because he might hear you and find you there.

The man is strong and heavy; he succeeds in grabbing your wrists and holding them above your head in one hand, while with the other hand he clumsily struggles to loosen his belt buckle.

You drive your knee into his balls.  He groans and doubles over.  You manage to push him off, get to your feet, and run.

Now you are terrified of the rapist behind you, and even more terrified that in your panic you might run right into him.  You are beside yourself; you don’t know what to do or where to go.

Then, directly under a lamp in front of you, a woman appears.  One moment she isn’t there and the next moment she is.  She wears a flowing ankle-length skirt of autumn colors, brown and gold and red, a light brown blouse, and a red jacket, all of which seem totally inappropriate for the icy weather.  Her long straight black hair, if it were not tossed in the chill breeze, would reach her waist.  Her age is impossible to guess
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