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This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or to actual events is purely coincidental.

To Giorgio Crivelli, engineer and sculptor, 

who opened my door to Venice.

Everyone tends to remember the past with greater fervor

as the present gains greater importance

—Italo Svevo in Zeno’s Conscience

There are two parts to my story, each born of violence—acts of man and of God.  Venice, La Serenissima, that most serene republic, is where the parts converged. That is where I was moved to write down what I remembered of my eventful and enigmatic life. And it is the place where the enigma was resolved, where I learned, belatedly, to laugh and cry and love.

Blanche Nero

Venice

Winter, 2005
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About the Author

When Isolo San Michele goes suddenly dark of an evening, its stately face abandoned by the setting sun, the sighs of long-departed souls resting there creep across the soft green swish and slap of the lagoon. Those dead souls live still in their legacies and in the soul of La Serenissima—that most serene republic—but they are at rest. Rest. Only a privileged few brave souls find rest before keeping their inevitable date with the Angel of Death. 

On a winter afternoon, San Michele goes dark suddenly and the chorus of dead souls’ sighs rises above the clack-clack of the vaporetto and the low rumble of the many-tongued interlopers ambling about the Fondamente Nove. On such an afternoon, there is a promise of serenity in that place.

Serenity is place. An obscure internal place at the center of the self’s maze of dead ends and switchbacks. A paradox concocted of equal parts hope, ambition, experience, and fate obscures the path to the center of the maze. That place is not easily gained.

Serenity is also an outside place on this planet where universal rhythms converge in ways that can only be felt from the center of the maze. 

Discovering both places and coming together with them is finding Serenissima.
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Chapter 1: Justice’s Heavy Hand
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I dressed in my best clothes to attend my father’s murder. My mother didn’t tell me to do that. After all, I was fifteen years old, poised expectantly on the brink of womanhood and perfectly capable of deciding things for myself, thank you. Mother didn’t tell me much at all except to get dressed, that we were going to see my father killed.

“Justice, Blanche,” was all Mother said when I asked questions about it, “an eye for an eye.”

Daddy killed his only friend, hacked him to death with an army surplus machete in the middle of the cornfield behind our house in Almsboro. The two of them were cutting cornstalks after harvest and arranging the severed stalks into the shocks that decorated the field in the fall and winter. Apparently they were in the middle of the field, out of sight. Nobody really knows what happened. Having done the deed, Daddy came to the house and called Sheriff Hansley without speaking to Momma or me. 

He sat down to wait for the sheriff and said, “I killed Old Man Flaherty in the cornfield,” speaking to the empty space in front of where he sat rather than to me or Momma.

Old Man Flaherty (I never heard him called by any other name) had moved into a small house on a dirt lane off Hardin Pike only recently. He was a wiry, somber man. His age was indeterminate but the mileage showed. Shortly after arriving, he seemed to go out of his way to befriend my father. Flaherty lived alone and kept pretty much to himself except for the time he spent with Daddy. I don’t think Daddy had made any friends in Almsboro until Old Man Flaherty arrived. Now I think that it should have seemed a strange and unlikely friendship to us, but it didn’t. It was whatever it was. Old Man Flaherty was rarely mentioned in our household. 

Momma was a nurse and was familiar with death, including violent and senseless death. She worked a lot of extra shifts in the small and poorly equipped emergency room in Haightsville about ten miles up the road toward the river; the ambience of that little town did not foster amiable interpersonal relations. In the fifteen years of her marriage to my father, she had never known him to be violent. However, she was all too aware that she didn’t really know my father very well at all in spite of the years they had lived together. There was more pragmatism than passion in their partnering. She had sensed he had something of major importance to resolve and suspected that he had spent the better part of their time together looking for the right opportunity. Maybe he found it.

Daddy continued, still talking to the empty space. “I called Ben Hansley and he’s coming to take me to jail.”

To this day I am baffled by my mother’s response. She didn’t cry, didn’t really seem all that upset. 

She asked, “Why did you do that, Gianni?” her voice calm and steady.

“It doesn’t matter why, Michelle,” he answered, now looking passively at Momma. “I did it and I’ll pay the price for it.” 

Daddy hired the only lawyer anywhere near Almsboro, an aging man with the unlikely name of Calibrini whose tiny office was perched over a feed store in Haightsville. He was thin and disturbingly shaky. He was rumored to be “shell-shocked” from his service in the war. But the lawyer probably didn’t matter anyway since Daddy pleaded guilty to a charge of murder. Even under pretty aggressive questioning by the presiding judge, Daddy refused to explain his actions. He just said, “I did it, Judge. I have always believed in justice and having lately become a murderer doesn’t change that. I’ll pay for what I did.”

The judge replied, “Do you realize, John Nero,” everybody in the room knew each other plenty well to use first names, but the judge used Daddy’s anglicized given name and Italian surname for emphasis, “that you could be electrocuted for this?”

“If that is just, so be it,” Daddy said.

When they read the sentence, the room was as silent as death. No weeping. No histrionics. Daddy stood by his trembling lawyer, stone-faced. Mother and I were on the bench behind them. If my mother reacted at all, I couldn’t tell it. Taking her cue, I, too, showed no reaction. 

As we were leaving the courtroom, Mother turned to me and said, “He looked more at peace than I’ve ever seen him. He was going to do something like this sooner or later. It was in his blood.”

I had no idea what she meant by that at the time. I didn’t ask her to explain and she didn’t volunteer. But her statement stuck in my mind. It also struck me that I shared his blood.

If there is any way to kill a human being, legally or otherwise, that is aesthetically tolerable, it is not electrocution. Legally sanctioned premeditated murder by electrocution was done in an even more depressing annex to an abysmally depressing state prison. 

Dressed in my best clothes and having carefully styled my longish hair, I sat in the passenger seat of my mother’s decaying Nash Rambler, staring straight ahead and wondering what I was supposed to be feeling. The bland gray prison edifice loomed on the horizon. The long gray walls stretching across the gently rolling hills reminded me of pictures I had seen of the Great Wall of China, except for the coils of razor wire and the intermittent turrets with armed guards, their nervous eyes constantly scanning the grounds.  What I think now, reflecting on that scene, is that it had no human dimension. We were automatons going through the motions programmed by others or by circumstances outside ourselves. Or hard-wired within ourselves. The hard-wiring still troubles me.

I laughed. A small nervous laugh at first that grew into something even less appropriate and heartier.

“This is like a bad movie,” I said, embarrassed a little at my inappropriate affect.

“This is no movie, Blanche. You can’t imagine it away,” Momma responded, aware of my tendency to find respite in an imaginary world when the real one didn’t suit me.

After a short pause, I asked, “Why do you think he did it, Momma?”

“I have no idea why and, like he said, maybe it doesn’t matter. At least not now. Maybe he couldn’t help himself. It’s often hard to make any sense out of what people do.”

“Do you love him?” I asked.

“Did I love him, you mean?”

“Well, he’s not dead yet.”

“He’s dead, Blanche, has been for a while as far as I’m concerned. This little performance we’re about to see is just going through the motions of making it official. If you’re looking for reasons that you can live with, believe that your daddy killed Old Man Flaherty because he had to kill someone he cared about in order to finish the business of his life, and Old Man Flaherty happened to draw the short straw. I guess you can’t ignore unfinished business that important forever.”

The “execution suite,” as it was called, bore not the slightest resemblance to anything that could be accurately described as a suite. The space consisted of two rooms, a small viewing room, and the execution chamber. The viewing room looked through a plate glass picture window into the execution chamber anchored at its center by the electric chair. The chair resembled a crude and hideous throne presiding over the entire suite. It sat on an elevated platform—dark unfinished wooden frame with leather seat and back and straps on the arms and seat for securing the victim for his final life experience. The seats in the viewing room were actually church pews discarded by a local Methodist church and donated to the state. I thought it ironic that we sat in church pews to watch them kill my father. Maybe there is something about violent death that is akin to a religious experience, but it didn’t feel that way to me. 

There was no way to dignify that scene.  I still believe that taking a human life is an obscene and base act, no matter how it’s done and regardless of any pretense about the common good. But I’m also fascinated by why we keep insisting on doing it....and by our methods.

We sat in the church pews alone, me and Momma. The curtains across the viewing room window that blocked our view of the execution room slowly retracted. The effect was like we were watching a movie or a stage play. I guess we were doing that. We watched two uniformed guards escort my father into the execution room from the small antechamber where they had administered a sedative. He didn’t look at us. His face was placid, almost beatific. He didn’t resist as they strapped him into the chair and placed the electrodes.  He looked straight ahead as he had done when confessing his crime to me and Momma, like he was staring into another world. Maybe he was, either a past or a future one.

Having secured my father in the electric chair, the two attendants gave the straps a final tug to be sure they were intact and tight enough to withstand the violent electrogenic spasm that would be my father’s final physical activity. They left the room. After what seemed to me like a long time, there was a loud thudding sound as the circuit linking my flesh-and-blood father to several thousand volts of electrical current was closed. His body lurched wildly. As I reflect on it, his movements resembled a grand mal seizure, limbs straining against the straps, face contorted, urine flowing down the leg of his prison uniform into a puddle at his feet. His body went limp. The curtain across the viewing room window closed abruptly. My mother and I looked at each other, locking eyes for a moment. The show was over.

At that instant I resolved to do something with my life that would nullify that experience. Something that valued people more than justice. Mercy more than sacrifice, I remembered from one of the few sermons to which I had been exposed. I resolved that to myself. But I still felt a morbid attraction to people killing other people for whatever reason. 

Both Old Man Flaherty and Giovanni Nero were dead. I didn’t know whether Daddy’s family in Italy knew anything of this. If Mother informed them, she never told me so. I don’t even know for sure if she knew how to contact his remaining relatives, if there were any. Her Canadian forebears would not have approved of her choice of this husband. And, truth be told, she wasn’t that interested in his ethnicity or his history in Italy before he emigrated. I was surprised when she told me that, surprised at how little there was that interested her. 

We sat opposite each other at the kitchen table in our modest (even by Almsboro’s modest standards) clapboard house. A nearly finished bottle of cheap Chianti sat between us, nestled in its plastic fake straw basket. Momma stopped on the way home from the killing of my father and bought two bottles of the wine. She justified buying the wine and sharing it with her underage daughter as a tribute to my father’s Italian heritage—a wake was an appropriate tribute and age was not an Italian criterion for consuming wine. She justified buying a cheap Chianti by pointing out that it was, after all, Italian and its cost was consistent with our financial situation.

“So,” I said, “you never answered my question about whether you loved him.”

“I don’t know how to answer that,” she said, swirling the wine and staring at the glass of red liquid like it was an unfamiliar object. “I think so, at least as best I could and in the beginning.”

“What was the attraction?”

“Opportunity...and laughter. He made me laugh a lot.”

“Not lately,” I observed.

“No. And when the laughter died, pretty much everything else died too—anything to do with feelings.”

“So why did you stay together?”

“Blanche, you will learn at some point that you do some things because you need to, some things because you want to, some things because you choose to for practical reasons, and some things because you don’t really have a credible choice. For me, it was the latter with your father.”

Since then I have spent precious few nights free of dreams or nightmares—sometimes pleasant, more often terrifying, awakening me, trembling uncontrollably, in a drenching frigid sweat—having something to do with the seminal events of that day. Steeled by that experience, I have done some things I thought I needed to do, many things for practical reasons, a few things just because I wanted to (not always my wisest choices). After all that, I decided to write it down. It felt as though I no longer had a credible alternative.

Serenity is what I’m looking for, lately in La Serenissima herself, Venice, that most serene republic. I spent my life looking for it everywhere else I could think of so why not the Fountainhead. Maybe coming here was foolish, bearding the lion in his den (my father was born around here someplace). I guess we’ll see whether that is the case, whether my Jacobean wrestling match with the Angel of Death is destined to go on forever. But it’s not so much the Angel of Death that I fear. I’ve spent my life wrestling with that guy, watched a lot of people die. I may even have helped some of them along. You win some you lose some. Death is a worthy opponent. What terrifies me is the memory that my father found his serenissima only by killing his best friend. Murder that Mother said was in his blood. I share that blood. The one time when I thought I was in love, I ended it peacefully out of fear that allowing it to run its natural course would risk my doing something violent. That relationship made me aware that I was capable of violence. That frightened me.  Although I depended on violence among others for professional satisfaction and a livelihood, it still scared me. 

So at last, approaching the end of my sixth decade of life, I’m giving it my best shot. I’ve taken my long-overdue sabbatical from the medical college. It was a timely escape from the post-Katrina rubble of The Big Easy and Charity Hospital (The Big Free). I come seeking serenity in Venice, the Fountainhead. I sit in a place that is little more than a stone’s throw from and with a bird’s-eye view of Isolo San Michele, the Death Angel’s Victory Garden. I come hoping to discover my private serenissima. I’ve tried my best to stack the deck in my favor. I am writing it all down in hopes that I’ll discover something unexpected. I’ve tried everything else I can think of.
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Chapter 2: A Chance Encounter with Mortality
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From that early morning in Piazza San Marco when we first met until the day I killed him, I was constantly aware that Ludo was dancing with the Angel of Death. It may have been that the two of them—the Death Angel and Conte Lorenzo Ludovici,—were just biding their time, waiting for me to arrive and complete the ménage à trois that we became for a few months. They were lovely months. 

I startled awake at four in the morning enshrouded in the fog of terror that always came after the familiar dream. It was not yet daylight but a soft glow from the lights along the fondamenta filtered through the window curtains. I lay still for a while gathering my wits. I heard the rumble and clunk of a reluctant roll-aboard being dragged by a tourist trudging down the fondamenta heading for the early morning Allilaguna Linea Blu waterbus to the airport.  Leaving Serenissima. 

After a few minutes, I gained enough control of my mind and body to get out of bed. I pulled a curtain aside and looked out into the still-dark morning. I was always an early riser, an inclination reinforced by a lifetime accommodating the demands of my chosen profession. I dressed and walked outside. I looked across at San Michele, floating ghostlike in the dark lagoon. I walked through the deserted streets without any real destination in mind, relishing the penetrating silence. Venice is silent in those early hours like no other place. The morning mist crept up from the water and smeared smoky haloes around the canal-side lights. The haloed lights reflected in the placid water surrounded the space in a soft, silent glow, the darker side of the legendary Venice light.  

I didn’t deliberately head toward the piazza. If I believed in such things, I might think that I was led—or driven there—by those nebulous forces that cavort impetuously about that city—spirits or whatever. I might believe that the different paths taken by Ludo and me on our walk that early morning were destined to intersect at the specific spot in the Piazza San Marco where we met.  At that time of morning, it is the most beautiful spot in the world.

“An enigma of Venice,” a voice spoke from behind me, a man’s voice, the English beautifully embellished with the lyrical rhythms of Italian, “is that human beings created this. It is as though our forebears outdid their God.”

I had not been aware of the stranger approaching from behind me. I stood stock-still with my back to the basilica, to the right of the campanile, looking into the rectangle of the colonnaded edifice that defines the margin of the piazza on that side. I was mesmerized by the sight . My heart raced. My breath came in short gasps. There is a frightening timelessness to the view from that spot. I guess what I felt was awe, although I had no other experience with such a feeling so I’m not sure if that’s the right description. Every time I return to that spot, I have the same feeling, undiminished from that first time.

The piazza was deserted and I suppose I should have been startled by the stranger’s comment coming without warning from so close behind me, but I wasn’t. Even then, there was something pleasant and comforting about the sound of his voice. 

My attention still fixed on the misty row of timeless colonnades and the complex of feelings that the scene stirred in me, I answered simply, “Yes.”

When he didn’t respond, I turned to face a tall gentleman standing, feet apart, both of his gloved hands resting on an ebony walking cane planted firmly before him. A black and white harlequin statuette, head thrown back, masked eyes gazing heavenward, perched atop the cane’s polished black shaft. My intruder’s hands caressed the statuette. 

“Buon giorno, signora,” he said, looking directly at me, “I did not intend to intrude on your private admiration of the crown jewel of our city. If I spoiled the moment for you, I apologize. But since I have done that already, let me wish you bienvenuto, a heartfelt welcome to La Serenissima from an authentic Venetian...Conte Lorenzo Ludovici, at your service, signora. Such a pretentious title. Do call me Ludo. My former friends all called me that.” 

Taken aback by his rush of words and the incongruence of the situation, I didn’t respond immediately but looked him over. He was a handsome man of substantial years. He was tall and stood erect, his back poker-straight. He swayed a little as though he needed the assistance of the cane to maintain the pose. He was hatless and his shock of white hair ruffled in the morning breeze. A close-cropped gray beard rimmed a strong face—regal cheekbones, decisive chin, the classic Roman nose, and smooth brown skin of his ethnicity.  The dark green cashmere topcoat hung a little loosely on a surprisingly delicate frame. A long tan scarf was looped in the Venetian style about his neck. His striking smile was a declaration, a statement of both fact and promise.

I said, “Buon giorno, Ludo,” returning the smile and feeling in some way connected with the warmth emanating from his words and from his smile.

“And what brings the lovely American signora out into the cold at this hour, might I ask?” he said.

“Am I so obviously American?”

“I mean no offense, signora,” he replied, “but of course you are American, although I would guess that you have some connection with our city that is more than the curiosity and self-importance that often brings your countrymen here. Is that not so?”

I answered just, “Yes,” although I was tempted to say more, to tell this stranger the whole story, to spill my unsettled guts to the unknown Conte Ludovici right then and there in the middle of the Piazza San Marco in the magic predawn Venice chill.

Without warning or permission, he moved the ebony cane to his left hand and took my arm with his right, gently grasping my elbow.

“Shall we take a small walk?” he asked. “Dawn will soon steal across the city. To watch the stealth of morning light gently nudge away the darkness is to experience one of our city’s many secrets.” 

He guided me beside the basilica and into the sestiere’s maze of narrow streets. He walked slowly and with some difficulty, leaning alternately on the cane and on his tightening grip on my arm. He coughed occasionally, a dry hack that I had learned to associate with too many cigarettes smoked for too many years. I later learned to my dismay how wrong that diagnosis was.

“And may I ask your name, Signora Americana?” he asked, guiding our path through sestiere San Marco. 

He was guiding us as though he had a destination in mind although we strolled along casually, our pace betraying no sense of purpose.

“I am Blanche Nero,” I answered.

“Oh no!” he exclaimed, “You cannot possibly be both Blanche and Nero; you must be one or the other. So is the Signora Americana the lovely French blanche, innocence as pristine as the driven snow, or the Italian nero, dark passions lurking deceptively behind a lovely mask poised to strike at the unwary victim? Pardon me please, signora, if I lapse into melodrama. It is one of the few pleasures that I can still enjoy.”

I laughed, feeling more lighthearted than I had felt in a very long time. Ludo smiled again his declarative smile and squeezed my arm. He coughed again, this time emitting a series of hacking sounds that seemed to come from somewhere deep in his chest.

“Well, not innocence for sure,” I said. “If I was ever innocent, I don’t remember it. I’ve always thought that innocence was a lot less valuable than it was cracked up to be. Besides, I think my namesake was Tennessee Williams’s New Orleans Blanche, not the innocent French variety. As for Nero, you may be onto something there.”

“Ah, yes, the lovely and fragile Blanche DuBois who depended on the kindness of strangers, as I recall. I can appreciate that. I too have benefited from the kindness of strangers although one could argue that there were often less than completely generous motives at play. But Nero...was your father Italian?” 

“Yes, he was Italian, born somewhere in or near Venice. I don’t know much about him.”

“As I suspected,” Ludo said with an air of satisfaction, “the lovely Signora Americana comes to our city for her own private reasons. Perhaps I can help if your reasons are not so private as to exclude a harmless and rapidly aging gentleman. 

“But enough of this for now. Would you care to join me for an espresso at my home? It is very close. The coffee will repel the morning chill and we can watch the dawn illuminate the lagoon from my window.”

“I’d be delighted,” I answered.

I was delighted to encounter this charming man so unexpectedly. I didn’t anticipate then what was to come of this apparently accidental collision of two solitary souls in the early morning. Insomnia has its consequences.

To my surprise, Ludo guided us toward Cannaregio, the sestiere where my small apartment was located. We wandered across Campo Santa Maria Formosa, along the narrow calle beside a beautiful hotel housed in an elegantly restored palazzo, through Campo Santa Marina to Campo Sante Giovanni e Paolo and down along the Fondamenta Mendicante that ran beside the Ospedale Civile, the city hospital that occupied one of the truly grand fifteenth-century edifices in Venice. This was the route directly to my apartment. We crossed the bridge that marked the boundary between the sestiere Castello and Cannaregio and onto the Fondamenta Nove that fronted my apartment.

We didn’t speak again until we arrived at the front of the palazzo beside the Ponte Mendicante. Ludo stopped at an unobtrusive door that opened directly onto the fondamenta and fished in a pocket for his keys. The entrance to my ground-floor apartment was just around the corner off a small corte. To my amazement, it appeared that Conte Lorenzo Ludovici lived on the floor (or floors, I didn’t know how many yet) above my ground-level apartment. The coincidence made me begin to feel a bit leery of the count. Was this a setup of some kind? Was I about to discover a Venetian secret that I hadn’t bargained for and didn’t care to know?

He opened the door and we climbed the short flight of marble steps to the first floor. 

“Welcome to Ca’ Ludovici,” Ludo said, motioning me toward a large ornate sofa that fronted the window overlooking the lagoon and San Michele across the way. “Let me take your coat and I’ll make the coffee.”

He took my coat and left the room. I wandered around the large space, perusing the art, the furniture, getting a feel for the place. It was a large room on the first floor of the building, the floor called the piano nobile, the main room of the classic Venetian palazzo. The furnishings were elaborate, several couches and large chairs scattered about. On one wall was a huge tapestry, obviously old and probably original and expensive. I didn’t know much about Italian art of any kind so I wasn’t sure. Italianate paintings, mostly portraits, hung on two of the walls. The large window overlooking the lagoon was framed by heavy velvet drapes. A burgundy awning shaded the balcony outside the window. The place reeked of old money and decaying ostentation. I didn’t like the feel of it. It was the kind of place that might hold generations of dark secrets. Perhaps my newly discovered count was their keeper (or their perpetrator—who knew?). It felt like a place where the privileged might hole up to waste away and die.

When Ludo returned to the room carrying a silver tray with two espresso cups and a slim bottle of clear liquid, he had removed his coat. He wore a heavy sweater that didn’t hide the fact that he was alarmingly thin. He was tall and angular. He moved slowly and with some apparent difficulty but there was an aristocratic grace to his movements. He placed the tray on the small table in front of the sofa and sat down beside me.

“Here we are, Blanche Nero,” he said, then quickly added, “I simply cannot call you by such an incongruous name. Let me see...perhaps I shall christen you thoroughly Italian as Signora Bianca e Nera, white and black, not the clashing oxymoron white black, and without the unattractive dilution of our lovely language. So the reality of Signora Bianca e Nera will be a living chiaroscuro, light and dark, the one enhancing the other as in the works of some of our Venetian master painters. But I am taking liberties, aren’t I? Well, I choose to see you as Signora Bianca e Nera but if that does not please you, I shall keep that to myself.”

I didn’t know how to respond. This strange and exotic man was recreating my person as he wished to imagine me. I liked that because it saved me the risk of revealing anything true about myself to him. Let him invent me as he chose. I wouldn’t be responsible for Signora Bianca e Nera. She could be a pleasant diversion from my apprehension about uncovering the real Blanche Nero and the roots from which she grew.

“If you want to see me as Signora Bianca e Nera, that’s fine with me,” I finally responded.

“The coffee!” he said, “I promised it would fend off the morning chill and here I blather on letting it get cold. Ah, well, I find that a generous portion of grappa does wonders for an espresso in the early mornings. It renders the temperature of the coffee irrelevant.”

Ludo poured a generous portion from the bottle into each of the cups and handed me one. He took the other and gestured with the cup toward me. I returned the gesture and we drank. The sharp taste of the grappa mixed with the lukewarm espresso felt warm indeed. The memory of the morning chill vanished, disappeared suddenly as if by magic. Maybe it was magic. Maybe I was being treated to a magician’s prestidigitation. If Ludo could so easily produce the Signora Bianca e Nera from the raw material of Blanche Nero, disposing of a morning chill should be a trivial trick.

We sat on the sofa looking out the window as the daylight emerged.

“Are you really a count?” I asked.

He drained his cup and refilled it with grappa, holding the cup in both hands and rolling it between his palms.

“Ah,” he answered, “but of course I am a count. From a long line of counts that will, to the everlasting disappointment of my dear departed father, end with me. I am the last of the Ludovicis. My father’s disappointment notwithstanding, I take some pleasure in my place at the end of that line. The Ludovici heritage has given me a comfortable life, but there is much in that name to regret. The world will not be poorer for the loss of the Ludovicis.  

“But I am sounding maudlin and that is inappropriate for a gentleman in the presence of a lovely signora. Tell me something intimate about yourself, something you swore you would never reveal. I can be trusted with your secret and I do so love secrets. Let’s make a bargain. Tell me a special secret about yourself and I’ll do the same.”

I laughed.

“Why would I tell a secret to a total stranger?” I answered.

“Oh, but who could be a safer audience?” he said. “Certainly not one who knows you, or thinks so. Secrets can only be safely shared with strangers, my dear.”

“I watched them kill my father,” I said.

I didn’t plan to say that and as soon as the words were out of my mouth I was terrified. Since I escaped the tentacles of Almsboro years earlier, I had never discussed that event, had never so much as uttered those words to another living human being. Why, in God’s name, did I choose to reveal that seminal event in my life to this total stranger?

“Ah,” the count sighed,” Ah...now there is a secret.”

For the first time since we met in the piazza, Ludo seemed at a loss for words. A rim of morning sun was rising into view to the right of San Michele, casting a bright streak of light across the lagoon toward the fondamenta. Ludo refilled my cup with grappa and I took a couple of large swallows of the harsh warm liquid. It felt good. We stared at the rising sun for several minutes without speaking.

Finally, Ludo said, still staring at the rising sun, “Perhaps we will have some time to talk further of your secret if you wish. We will see. Meanwhile, I owe you a secret, do I not?”

“Yes,” I answered absently.

I was still tremulous from my impulsive and frightening revelation. I could not imagine what secret of Ludo’s would matter much to me. It had been a pleasant morning up until then and I didn’t like this turn of the conversation although I shared responsibility for it.

“I am dying,” Ludo said, “as you may have suspected. I am not exactly the picture of health. My secret is the reason I am dying. It is a secret for reasons that I will not reveal to you just now. The secret is that I am dying of the terrible plague called acquired immune deficiency syndrome—AIDS.”

I was too familiar with AIDS, the Death Angel’s diabolical trump card. I hated that disease. 

I reached for Ludo’s hand without thinking and held it. His hand was soft and wasted. I could feel the hard, smooth contour of carpal bones through his parchment skin. We looked at each other for a long moment.

Ludo was dancing with the Angel of Death and I was being lured into the dance with them. 

Signora Bianca e Nera is cordially invited to join Conte Lorenzo Ludovici in his terminal dance with the Angel of Death. No reply is necessary.
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Chapter 3: The Kindness of Strangers
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Legend was that Almsboro acquired its unusual name by accident. Apparently an enterprising horticulturist, years earlier, had decided that the location was ideal for cultivating European palm trees. He bought up several acres along State Highway 19 and planted the trees with the goal of capturing the landscaping market for that somewhat unusual species. That was before anything else of significance existed in the area. He made a sign of metal letters screwed to a wooden board and mounted it beside the road near the entrance to his palm farm. PALMSBORO, the sign announced.  After a few years, the farm failed and was abandoned and as the sign deteriorated, the first thing to go was the P. It rusted and fell to the ground leaving only ALMSBORO. When people began to move to the region and establish the rudimentary town, they assumed from the sign that the area had been named Almsboro by some unknown pioneer and that became the official name. A county-maintained sign declared that fact to people traveling Route 19. It seemed to me that names should be conferred deliberately and that acquiring one by accident must say something about whatever the Fates intended for the place.

Almsboro existed at the time of my birth there and to this day, if it still exists (I honestly don’t know if that is so), only because of the XXX video store and topless bar that lured the truckers down the single interstate off ramp that led to the town. Town is hyperbole. Almsboro consisted of three churches, two stores, one bar, and a public elementary school...and the Twilight Fantasy Club with its neon LIVE GIRLS GIRLS GIRLS sign near the interstate exit, which attracted the strangers whose contributions to the local economy were, and possibly still are, responsible for Almsboro’s continued existence. 

In reality, the promise of multiple girls at the Twilight Fantasy Club was an exaggeration on most nights. And live could be considered in that instance a relative term: technically true but only just. They lived and breathed but without much enthusiasm for either of those activities. Girls was also a significant understatement of the chronology of the female patrons and employees of the Twilight Fantasy Club; they were a well-seasoned lot. I went there occasionally on a lark with one or another of my high school boyfriends just for the hell of it and because nobody checked IDs. My presence gave the truckers a little something extra for their money and I didn’t mind that. The truckers were good for the local economy so maybe I was doing my duty as a responsible and caring citizen of Almsboro by adding a little something to their enjoyment.

The truckers, lured by the somewhat exaggerated promises of the Twilight Fantasy Club’s sign near the interstate off ramp, also dropped a few bucks at Pat Ryan’s Tavern (Pat’s Place, the sign said) and sometimes filled up with diesel or bought some baloney, mayonnaise, and Wonder Bread at one of the two general stores that marked the north and south borders of the town—Scott’s Grocery on the northern border and MacGinnis’s Market on the southern. The sparse collection of other institutions (the three churches, Pat’s Place, and the elementary school) was scattered along the mile and a half of two-lane Route 19 that separated the two general stores. The patronage of the truckers was, percentage wise, a significant fraction of the less-than-burgeoning Almsboro economy. Their generosity was probably the difference between life and death for the little town.

Mother and I and, until recently, my father lived in a little white clapboard bungalow just at the intersection of Route 19 and Hardin Pike. That crossroads, exactly halfway between Scott’s Grocery and MacGinnis’s Market and just around the corner from Pat’s Place, was the precise center of the town of Almsboro. I thought it ironic that the single murder ever to occur in Almsboro was committed at the very center of the town (what would have been its metaphorical heart had the town been sufficiently large and vibrant to justify the metaphor). I also think now that the town was never the same after my father’s parting shot at a society with which he had never made peace. He killed more than Old Man Flaherty in that cornfield. 

I began seriously plotting my escape from Almsboro on the day of the ceremonial murder of my father. I became at that time especially interested in how we wound up there. I thought that if I knew the route in, I might more easily identify a route out. 

My inquiries into our family history took the form of conversations with my mother. My mother usually worked the night shift in the ER in Haightsville. Our presence in the little house at the crossroads overlapped for the couple of hours between when I arrived home from school and when she had to leave for work. We usually ate an early dinner together. I would engage her in conversation over dinner and afterward while we cleaned up. 

From the time of my father’s death until I left home for college, those few hours each day were the total contact time between me and my mother. She worked the night shift seven days a week. She arrived home from work sometime late, after I had gone to sleep. I arose in the mornings, made my breakfast, and left for school without waking her. She was awake when I got home from school. We had dinner together. We talked a while. She left for work to repeat the cycle. I was on my own every night and much of the day on weekends since she slept late even when I was not at school. I probably would have behaved differently during those teen years had I been more closely supervised, but I doubt that the eventual outcome would have been much different.

Those dinner conversations were excruciatingly painful for both of us. While my father was alive, at least for as long as I could remember, our family led a remarkably nonverbal existence. There was little conversation at meals. I can’t remember a conversation among the three of us about anything significant. My mother would occasionally ask me about school offhandedly, or compliment me on another straight-A report card. But there was nothing about the history of our family or anything that would give me even the slightest clue to who I was and where I came from. My father rarely spoke at all and when he did, he spoke in unrevealing, short declarative sentences (“I am going out.” “I am going to bed.”). You get the idea. 

I believe that lack of information more than lack of affection (although maybe it was some of both) was responsible for my determination to explore every possible switchback and blind alley of my psyche. I hoped that if I amassed a sufficiently large catalog of experiences, something that made sense would emerge from my experiential miasma. It turned out that I was wrong about that. But I have to admit even now that my approach to searching for personal maturity made for an interesting trip. Nearing the beginning of my seventh decade of life, I am prone to some nostalgia for those reckless and heady days.

After my father’s state-sanctioned murder, I felt a need to force the issue for pragmatic reasons—I needed a way out of Almsboro. I had no intention of depending on the kindness of strangers to make a life for myself. I would figure out the emotional stuff on my own. But I needed some historical information and when I first tried to engage my mother in meaningful conversation, it was painful for both of us. 

“So, how did you meet Daddy?” I asked one cold winter evening, still sitting at the kitchen table and staring at the remains of our simple meal.

My mother sighed and looked out the little window over the table at the field of decaying corn stalks. She stood up and went to the window, her back toward me. I could feel the tension between us. I was assaulting territory in her memory that she had chosen to isolate behind a wall of time and resolve.

“He was a patient in the ER,” she said.

“In Haightsville?”

“No. In those days I was working in the ER at the university medical center in the city.”

News to me. I never knew that she had any connection to the university. 

I was even then thinking about the university as a possible avenue for my escape from Almsboro. I was smart and some of my teachers had encouraged me to aim at college, maybe even beyond. They were troubled by my incongruence, a pretty and brilliant bad girl, and the more perceptive of them probably thought I’d better use my brain to get the hell out
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