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 “The unknown is the largest need of the intellect.”

Emily Dickinson

 

“What shocks the virtuous philosopher, delights the camelion [Chameleon] Poet. It does no harm from its relish of the dark side of things any more than from its taste for the bright;

because they both end in speculation.”

John Keats in Letter to Richard Woodhouse, October 27, 1818


Chapter One

Woman on the Arch of Constantine

Seeping from a post-mortem wound at the lowest position of the body, aided by gravity, a drop of uncongealed blood fell from the Arch of Constantine. No one saw or heard a drop fall twenty-one meters and hit the ground. Even the most observant, sleepy tourists did not notice in dim morning light, a slight discoloration in hard-packed earth below the Arch as they walked the fence’s perimeter. An evening storm kept most excited tourists in their hotels, but hard rains had finally stopped, with scattered showers descending.

Less than five hours after her murder, the once beautiful woman was cruelly carried, then hoisted up with a rope and pulley by a burly man who painstakingly ascended an inner staircase to the Arch’s attic. He had meticulously planned, read schematics, knew particulars of the monument before his grisly acts and treachery. Far more knowledgeable about his city than a tourist, he was aware the Arch’s roundels were sculpted for Emperor Hadrian over two hundred years before Constantine declared Rome to be a Christian kingdom. He knew the statues at the top of the Arch were stolen from the Forum of Trajan, one hero supplanting another. This information was acquired incidentally after he decided he must know everything about the structure. Aware of difficulties inherent in his plan, he was also certain the elaborate scenes he created would throw off authorities, a red herring in the making.

Setting out signs reading, Riparazioni and Bulgari, in front of lighted areas facing the Arch, he then sectioned off the monument with orange plastic fencing. He knew enough about construction and restoration to explain his presence if a guard or Polizia questioned him. After years of practicing deception, he was skilled at projecting confidence in any situation. The murderer’s scheme was also aided by the Ministry of Culture’s decision to outsource restoration projects to corporations in exchange for advertising, linking historical sites with various companies. Romans had grown used to construction around their crumbling, ancient monuments.

A few hundred feet from the site, a guard saw obvious construction equipment, Bulgari’s corporate name, and continued his rounds. Shaking his head, the guard moved off, thinking about the expenses of preserving these decaying treasures of Roma, but feeling his city and country should have taken care of her monuments rather than outsource their maintenance. He was aware private contractors were taking public jobs, anticipating his own would be next.

Webcams set up around the Coliseum would show images blurred by rain and streaks of unnatural light, but the murderer had disguised his face. In the event an image of him could be clearly viewed, he could not be positively identified. Bulgari’s logo on his truck would be evident, but by then the stolen truck would have been dismantled.

Depositing the young woman’s body at the top of the Arch filled him with a kind of power his life of crimes and anonymity had deprived him. The risky nature of his plan appealed to him. Discovery of her body would confound any and all authorities tasked with solving her murder. He imagined their perplexity, a scene which kept a smirk on his face as he cut through the fence gate and placed a stepladder between the columns of the great triumphal Arch in the Colosseo district.

A Herculean and brazen feat. With her body in a black bag draped over his shoulder, he first ascended to the doorway enclosing a staircase on the west side of the Arch, facing Palatine Hill. The stairway was confining. A light attached around his forehead gave off enough of a glow to lead as he stopped several times to catch his breath. The entire enterprise was more difficult than he had anticipated, so he set up a pulley mechanism to haul rather than carry the body to the top. Finally, ascending after the body, he pushed it to its position near Constantine’s Frieze. He went about his appalling business in rain and relative darkness, without paying homage to Constantine’s great exploits which were gouged into grey and white Proconnesian marble under panels. Placement of the woman’s body was not the work of heroes, epic battles, or great vision.

Wearing a black, hooded coat with the Bulgari logo stitched on the back, he panted heavily but moved with an athletic grace belying his large frame. Neither statues of Trajan nor Augustus at the top spoke a word about what they witnessed in the middle of the night. Even evening stars hid in shame as the man descended, gathered his plastic fencing and drove to his next destination.

A few hours after the young woman was shoved through an opening to its locus slightly above spandrel reliefs; an eagle-eyed, German tourist, out for a dawn excursion, studied the monument. His camera was still in his pocket because of the rain. Something drew him to stop at the Arch, and he had been studying the sculpted panels for several minutes before noticing stains on marble, an anomaly he considered a natural process of age, weather, and pollutants. In the moment, another drop oozed from the body and fell. A sudden gust transported a red pearl beyond fencing below where it struck the man on his hat before the blood bubble slowly sank down his face. He brought his left hand to his cheek, thinking a nasty bird had defecated, or perhaps rain water heavy with dirt or pollutants was loosened from a crevice.

Then the tourist examined the color of the substance, a thick, half-congealed liquid on his fingers, rubbing them together to test consistency. Blood. He did not panic or startle but looked up curiously, more carefully examining the area above the left lateral arch. Tilting his head to the side to alter perspective, he thought he could make out a hand or body part, not decorative or made of stone, but human.

 

~ * ~

 

Once a method of recovery was decided upon, it would take much less effort to lower the young woman’s body than the labors taken to hoist her body atop the Arch. By the time Polizia responded to the horrific scene, there was a small crowd gathered in spite of renewed rains. Their heads moved, their hands rose then fell before coming to rest over their mouths because a young woman’s slender arm could now clearly be seen dangling from the edge. Dueling sirens from ambulances and Polizia Municipale, Polizia di Stato, and Carabinieri vehicles rang out in early morning. All responded until authority over the case was sorted and assigned.

Casting a reddish hue, a rising sun suggested something more ominous than daybreak as dark clouds continued to roll in over Roma.

Young officers concerned themselves with keeping people back and craning their necks to stare in astonishment before finely dressed, military Carabinieri assumed operations. There was a brief discussion as to whether the Direzione Investigativa Antimafia, or DIA should be called, but after initial confusion, Dante Canestrini determined making an assumption about Camorra or ‘Ndarangheta mob connections to the murder was far too early.

A coordinated, if slightly overlapping, strategy was devised and would be carried out for removal of the body from the Arch before examination of the remains. Investigation began the moment her body was discovered, and Polizia proceeded slowly, not disturbing evidence, finding a bit of cloth from a body bag still caught on the fence. They hoped to find something or someone identifiable from webcams, in addition to fingerprints; but they would be disappointed with muddied results from cameras filming through rain, and the careful, hooded murderer had been wearing gloves.

When rains ceased temporarily the area began to fill in with tourists. “How did she get up there?” asked an American woman to officials who repeatedly demanded in crisp Italian to step further back.

Dressed in bright green stretch pants, the overweight woman pretended not to understand, repeating questions in English, “Who is she? Shouldn’t someone have noticed her being dragged to the top of this thing?” she asked loudly. “Are terrorists involved? Should there be a curfew?”

“This thing, as you call Arco di Costantino, is a national treasure,” stated an Italian man in perfect English mixed with Italian. He swept his hand upward, and the woman noticed his cufflinks and the fact he was wearing a fitted blue suit, accentuating his musculature and tapered waist. She could not have known the suit was Dolce & Gabbana and worth more than her plane fare.

“You speak English? Oh, good. Finally. Could you tell me how to get to the Spanish Steps?”

“Ah, of course. American.” The handsome, immaculately dressed Italian shook his curls, as he turned from the tourist and walked briskly away.

“Yes, I’m American. How rude. I guess he either didn’t understand me, or he’s extremely nasty,” she said, turning to a policeman. “Which way to the Spanish Steps? I’m trying to get to the Spanish Steps, but what’s going on here? She’s dead, right? Who is it?” An officer near her motioned with his hand for her to move back.

“How awful. Dead people everywhere. No one will help me get to the Spanish Steps. I was told Rome was safe to travel to, and yet here I am with murdered women. Is this how every day starts here? Doesn’t seem very safe to me. Anyway, I want to get to the Spanish Steps. I need a taxi.” Another officer refused to engage with her and simply pulled the line of tape back further, stretching the tape in front of her protruding belly. Following several more attempts to get an answer, she left in disgust with her newly purchased plastic bag, serving as a raincoat, pulled closely around her body. Stumbling on uneven ground, she waved her arm frantically, hailing an unfortunate cab driver.

After initial confusion regarding enclosing the Arch with crime strips, the monument was finally surrounded not by tourists, but by yellow tape with black letters; a message clear even if you could not read Italian. Repeatedly, Carabinieri were forced to expand the area blocked off from prying tourists and even a few Italians who were drawn to the noisy, confusing scene.

“Thank God it’s raining again,” said Dante Canestrini, the Carabiniere who appeared to be in charge until the local chief of police, Questore Enzo Rossi, arrived on scene. They would decide together who had authority. In the meantime, Canestrini was speaking to several officers who looked to him for guidance and orders. Unfortunately, Dante Canestrini had planned to attend an official ceremony later in the day and was dressed in his long cloak and Napoleonic hat. Unsettled by the strangeness of the murder and initial confusion of various security reporting to the scene, he removed his hat, ran his hand over the top of his balding head several times, and experienced momentary regret at the loss of his once beautiful, thick black hair. He thought of his youngest brother and the idea of Elio, not him, who inherited their father’s genes for charm, good luck, and a full head of hair. Their uncle on their mother’s side of the family was as bald as a cue ball. Dante reddened with chagrin for ruminating on the absence of his hair at such a macabre scene.

“How do we get the body down?” recent recruit Flavio Grillo asked him directly.

Canestrini returned to the crisis at hand and brought his full attention to engineering problems, directing a crew of Agente di Pubblica Sicurezza, police, and crime scene investigators. After a confusing discussion with too many voices, they devised a fairly simple method of bringing the body to the ground; testing the mechanism before lowering her. Their efforts, however, caused them to comment on the ingenious murderer who had created such a horrific scene. A few careless Polizia openly admired the methodology of the murderer who had brought his victim to such heights.

“Bastard must have had a reason for putting her all the way up there,” said Grillo. “What do you think the positioning means?”

“Let’s not make determinations or speculations yet,” said Canestrini, aware any type of conjecture could lead in the wrong direction. Experience had taught him even very violent crimes against women were often the result of an angry boyfriend or cuckolded husband. A good starting point would be to find this young woman’s husband, fiancé, or boyfriends. Often, initial questions led the guilty man to stammer then break down and confess before he was formerly asked.

Despite the early hour, rain, and tragedy, Canestrini was pleased to be temporarily stationed in Roma; a rarity, and the murder might lengthen his stay. Flavio had no idea how fortunate he was, thought Canestrini. Carabinieri were moved all over and seldom were stationed in Roma for long.

“Follow the evidence,” said an officer behind him, as if he had heard this speech from Canestrini before.

“Something in her hand and a paper pinned to her chest,” said another.

Initial examination, based upon physical findings before an autopsy, was the young woman had been bludgeoned to death. Paying attention to seemingly insignificant details when dramatic damage to the woman’s body sucked air from his lungs, Canestrini knew sometimes the least became a point of discovery in a murder investigation. But stapled to her torn clothing was a slip reading, “finanziamento dei migrant.”

“Funding migrants? A political statement? Internal terrorism?” asked the young officer, leaning toward Canestrini.

“Maybe. Let’s not jump to conclusions yet, and let’s keep this particular factor quiet for now.”

There was another detail bringing forth information. In the dead woman’s clenched fist was a bit of torn paper with the slightest mark in elegant hand, inked across the scrap. Of course, the paper, which appeared to be aged, naturally or unnaturally, might mean nothing, but Canestrini saw this snippet clutched in her fingers and immediately thought of his brother’s girlfriend Vena Goodwin. Such amateur help, as Vena could provide in an official investigation of so grave a crime, would have to be off the record, but he decided to give his little brother’s woman a call.

Dante was not even sure his hot-headed brother had made up with Vena after their break, which all of them knew was temporary. The older brother had been made aware the young couple continued arguing since Vena’s unexpected trip to America. Shaking off a chill caused more from the horror of the young woman’s death in front of him than the rains, Dante believed he would have been more solicitous of Vena than Elio had shown himself to be. What was wrong with his spoiled brother sometimes?

Yes, Vena might be interested in this case. She had previously shown an eye for minutia others missed or dismissed and had an ability to navigate even the most intricate crimes all the way to solution. He had seen her in action. Perhaps what impressed him most about his brother’s woman was her bravery. Dante was aware of the absurdity of asking for an amateur’s help in the midst of all of these experts who tended to get in one another’s way. Vena had the good fortune to work outside of any kind of bureaucracy. She didn’t have multiple personnel to report to or consult with before arriving at a theory.

Reluctant to admit it to himself, Dante was attracted to Vena. Of course, his desires would be nothing he would act upon; he was after all, a married man with two small daughters, and a good Catholic, unlike his philandering father and most of all, he was a Carabinieri. Dante loved his wife. They were married when they were eighteen and Francesca was a good woman. She had grown heavy after the girls were born, but her eyes were as pretty as the day he first spotted her. Francesca deserved his fidelity, yet his mind wandered, led by his eyes. When he looked at Vena, however, what he saw was her sharp intellect, what he heard was her quick laugh, and what he felt was a connection somehow painful.

One thing the eldest Canestrini brother knew for certain: this murder was no ordinary act of violence. Depravity, coupled with oddity, covered in a blanket political statement, immediately separated the case from those more easily categorized into domestic violence, robberies gone wrong, or obvious Mafia-type crimes. After he studied the young woman’s badly damaged face; her nose, cheekbone, and eye-socket crushed, he thought about the kind of ferocity behind such an intimate and barbarous act. A man who struck a woman in her face in such a way? It was personal. Most likely the murderer was a man, Canestrini thought, based upon the force of the imagined blows and the task of lifting the body up the ladder and interior stairs. Why had the murderer gone to such lengths to stuff the young woman’s body atop the famed Arch? As Dante was considering the bizarre case, Mosconi approached him.

 “What do you think? There must be a connection to the placement of the body? Home-grown terrorism? Could be domestic. Outside group or individual?”

“Better not to theorize yet. Let’s collect all the evidence, get this scene photographed and secured,” Canestrini responded, but realized all of them were thinking the same thing.

“The act is symbolic, but a symbol of what exactly?” asked Mosconi.

“Funding migrants certainly hints at the political, but the phrase could have been used to throw off our investigation.” Canestrini had to consider a fringe group, perhaps sympathizing with Fratelli d’Italia or another right-wing political alliance, as having supporters capable of such acts. Still, the placard on the body insinuated something else. What connection did the young woman have to migrants?

When the rains let up the place would be crawling with tourists, and Rome’s young Mayor would want this solved as quickly as possible in order not to greatly impact tourism trade. At the moment, Canestrini saw no reason to call in DIGOS, the anti-terrorism police division, as there was no definitive indication or claims. Still, the strangeness was disturbing. Someone or a group certainly wanted to be heard.

Here, again, he wished to talk with Vena before conjecturing as to possible emblematic statements and motive. Vena would likely have some theories. A bit embarrassed, he thought of Vena’s ability to ferret out the truth before he had even given himself time to consider the crime. There had to be historical connections or significance behind this act of placement. Why not dump her body in the River Tevere? There were so many ways to get rid of evidence, or a murder victim’s body. Why would this killer leave, so obviously, a dramatic trail? Canestrini surveyed the scene and remembered cameras. Of course, video tapes would be examined. Perhaps this case would be more easily solved than he anticipated, but the more he thought about particulars, the more he wanted to talk to Vena. He was glad she was finally back from America, but this was not what he would tell her. No need to let her think she was essential.

As Dante was about to call, Vena was waking next to Elio, responding to his early morning caresses, still tired after a long night waiting for a student, her new friend, who never arrived.


Chapter Two

Movements of the Moon

The second to the last time they met, Sabine Esposito flipped her blue linen neck scarf over her shoulder with casual elegance. Although she had worn scarves as a graduate student at the University of Rochester, Vena never felt as comfortable with one wrapped about her neck as her European friends. The natives instinctively knew how to wear a scarf artlessly. Vena studied the young woman’s movements as Sabine approached the alleyway table covered with green vinyl checked cloth. The street was noisy and crowded but less so than inside the café.

When she arrived at 8 Via degli Uffici del Vicario, in a tailored white shirt and a pair of European jeans, Sabine looked as if she had come from a fashion shoot after changing into her chic street clothes. Even from a distance, Sabine was stunning. Seeing her student offered an example of one of the few times Vena experienced a twinge of jealousy over another woman’s beauty.

“Oh, good,” she said, greeting Vena with a quick embrace. “I love gelato. You can get the most delicious ice cream here, too.” Sabine disappeared into the shop, while Vena sipped sparkling water, waiting again for her student. Vena’s eyes returned to the narrow, stone-paved street where their table was positioned, then the tutor glanced at her notes. Sabine had asked her about the John Keats’ poem “Endymion,” a most difficult work whether in Italian translation or original English. Most challenging; Vena admired her student who wanted to discuss poetry in the most sophisticated language. Sabine’s bravery caused Vena to like her student even more. Most of Vena’s students were Italian businessmen hoping to advance their career interests abroad; mastering English, they hoped to grasp the nuances of financial terms in order to complete their deals. Such tutoring was boring to Vena, but she could not let them know.

With Sabine, Vena had an opportunity to touch upon material she loved. Sabine was educated and already attending a university, but required someone to help her with English and English literature. She was not studying the subject at Sapienza but wanted to be versed in English literature before leaving school.

“I want to understand this poem,” Sabine said, crossing her long, thin legs and licking her ice cream like a kitten, “but it’s so complicated and…”

“Difficult?”

Sabine laughed like a child. “How did you know what I wanted to say but was too embarrassed?”

“Don’t be. Keats’ ‘Endymion’ is roughly 4,000 words in length—written in four parts or ‘books.’ I imagine he wanted to make sure his name went down in the annals of poetry, rivaling other greats. Shelley knew Keats’ work would be immortalized before nearly anyone except Keats himself.”

“Shelley?”

“Percy Shelley, another great English poet, who was a contemporary of Keats. Strange, they both died so young, one here in Roma and the other off her coast, and within a year of one another.”

“Off the coast? What happened?”

“Shelley died when his sailing boat sank off the Gulf of Spezia. He had gone out in bad weather and was apparently very stubborn, insisting on the adventure. A tragic drowning. Keats and Shelley had an uncanny ability to gauge their works from a historical perspective. I don’t think Keats would be surprised to know he surpassed even Shelley and other English poets, with the exception of Shakespeare, of course.”

“Too much dying young. I don’t like it. So sad. Let’s change the topic, please. Does anyone read Keats’ whole poem, ‘Endymion’?”

Vena laughed. “Yes, but few undergraduate students, typically mistaking Book I for the complete poem.” Studying Sabine relishing her ice cream, Vena wished she had ordered either ice cream or gelato instead of her water. The afternoon was particularly warm for early November, even in Roma where weather was often unexpectedly hot. There had been no rain in a few days, which was unusual for the month and Vena anticipated a downpour in the coming days.

“Must admit, I stopped reading after Book I. I tried, but too many unfamiliar words. All those names. You must think I’m lazy or a terrible student.”

“Definitely not. I’ve read ‘Endymion’ multiple times and still struggle with the poem. I keep discovering new entrances, and English is my native language. You’re doing remarkable, really.” Although there were a couple of years difference between Sabine and Vena, the tutor had adopted the mentor/mothering posture. Both young women accepted the dynamic without question.

“Here, in Book II,” Sabine held out the text and pointed to the lines. “This moon.”

“Ah, yes, the poet’s persona is speaking to the moon. Selene is the Goddess of the Moon, and she is in love with Endymion who is sleeping. All of the characters in this narrative poem are references to Greek or Roman mythology. Jupiter, Amalthea, Ariadne, Pomona, Vertumnus, and Endymion, of course.” Vena had forgotten her momentary jealousy, wrapped up in the sumptuous language of Keats’ poem.

“Too many names for me to remember. I’m not unfamiliar with the gods, however.” Vena recalled Sabine was studying the classics at Sapienza. “It’s not Keats? This persona?”

“The voice could be, but typically poets adopt a persona to move the reader through a poem. The poem’s speaker may or may not suggest the poet. In other words, poets too invent characters, like novelists, fantastic inventiveness. Keats once wrote about his imagination in a letter to Shelley, stating, “My imagination is a Monastery and I am its Monk.”"

“Ah, what a perfect metaphor. I would rather my imagination be a party selvaggio,” Sabine laughed. “He was severe, this Keats.”

“Certainly, he could be obsessed, but perhaps not severe.”

“How do you know all this? About him thinking he is like a Monk in his imagination? You’re a genius.”

“Oh, no. I wrote some notes and was reading them over as you walked up.”

“You’re smart. Do you have notes about Keats’ poem ‘Endymion’? The persona is not Keats’ voice? Selena is the moon?”

“The words, ‘cooler light’ above his head. Follow those silvery traces…Keats’ own words, his lines become evidence in the mystery. Reading a poem is a little like detective work. The evidence is all right there if you know what to look for, I suppose.”

“I like mysteries, but this is impossible. Moon imagery and mythology. It’s too much for me today.” Sabine could be a spoiled child but then changed her tone again. “I really do want to learn, but I feel stupida when I try to read this Keats.”

“Oh, no, no. Don’t. This poem is so layered. You have this complex mythology on top of the English language to take in, then there are words no longer used, archaic words, such as ‘burthen of mystery’ for ‘burden of mystery.’ We could find a much shorter poem of his.”

“How did you know I stumbled over phrasing? Couldn’t find ‘burthen’. I know mystery, of course,” Sabine said proudly. “It’s all a mystery, isn’t it? This sleeping boy, the moon in love, moonlit landscape. Everything beyond reach, even his life. Our lives.”

“You are a philosopher. One of the things I love about poetry is the inherent mystery in implicit language,” said Vena. “Supposedly, in mythology, Endymion is the first to notice the movements of the moon, almost as if he was an early astronomer. If you trace the moon imagery…”

“I see the words now: ‘silvery,’ ‘cool,’ ‘starlight gems.’ There is ‘midnight.’”

“When you follow these images, the meaning begins to unfold.”

“He is unhappy, ‘despairing,’ this Endymion. He is in love.”

“Ah, yes.”

“I know the feeling.” Sabine said dramatically.

“You are in love, too? Love can lead to despair, but I certainly hope not in your case.”

“Oh, I have known the grief Keats writes about.”

“One of the many reasons Keats’ work still resonates today.”

“‘Hatred and tears,’ yes, but now, joy. I have my sleeping boy, and I am feeling very appreciative, like the moon gazing down upon him.”

“Yes, then you are truly in love.”

“I am. He is why I was almost late, and I never want to keep you waiting.”

“This boy has a name?”

“Antonio.” Sabine moved one shoulder lower, tilting her head to the side, widening her eyes, as if her young man was at the little round table in the alleyway with them.

“Saying his name and you break out smiling. Your whole body reacts to the suggestion of him. He must be very special.”

“Oh, yes. Handsome and smart. He reads books in English, too, so you would like him. He knows English almost better than me. He is the first young man who has not been intimidated by me.” Sabine had already discerned Vena’s particular biases. “But I’m not going to introduce you yet because I don’t want him to fall in love with you, too.”

Raising her eyebrows, Vena intuited Sabine was a little jealous of her. A passing man called out to them: “Buona mattina, bellezze.”

“See,” said Sabine, turning her head from the man to Vena. “This is what happens when men see you.”

“Of all the women in this beautiful city, you have no reason ever to be jealous of anyone.” Both women were aware of their beauty. Yet neither demanded recognition of their gifts. “Does he treat you well? Antonio? Does he respect you and your scholarship? Most important.”

“Yes, yes. Is it okay if we talk about Antonio instead of Keats’ poetry?”

“Your love for Antonio or poetry? Maybe they are the same in the end. Of course, practicing your English on any subject will help you master the language. What do you want to tell me or discuss relating to Antonio?”

“Antonio Lagorio. His last name. What do you poets call it? Ass…” Sabine laughed at the language joke.

“Assonance, when the vowel sounds are repeated. He has a beautiful sounding name.”

“Don’t you think, even if his name means ‘green lizard’ in English.” Sabine laughed, throwing her head back slightly, her throat long with perfect skin revealed from beneath the scarf. “His family was originally from the Genoa region, he told me. So many Italian names point to the region families once lived. Now, everyone finds their way to Roma.”

“Names are fascinating. Yours, Esposito, means exposed, I’ve learned.”

“Ah, I have exposed myself here with all this talk of love. What about your name? Do you know the origins?”

“You have hit a sensitive spot. My first name, Advena, in Latin, means ‘alien’ or ‘foreigner.’ I don’t like my first name very much, hence, Vena.”

“I like Advena. You should be Advena now. But I won’t use the name if you don’t want me to.”

“I don’t.”

“Ah, but you are a foreigner here. What a good name you have. A description of you in Roma. Lovely to be foreigner everywhere…you are all the more mysterious to everyone.”

“Definitely forget I told you. To identify me as an outsider always? Perhaps not so good. Here I am, trying to fit into Roman life and culture. I want Roma to be my home.”

“Sorry. I see. Is the meaning the reason you shortened your name to Vena?”

“Yes, but enough about my name. Antonio? You wanted to tell me about him?”

“He kissed me last night.” Sabine pursed her lips unconsciously.

“For the first time?”

“Oh, no, no. But this kiss was different. Kisses tell stories, you know.”

“They tell stories? What did this one say to you?” Vena was amused to have a student who was becoming a casual friend.

“His first kiss, the story was, ‘I’m a sexy, virulent Italian man, and I want to show off my finely mastered skills.’ All tongue and showoff. I was still impressed, but not in love. I’ve heard this tale many times from so many boys.”

Vena suddenly re-experienced those kind-of-kisses on her mouth. The story of every man she had ever dated at one point in the relationship. “But the story progresses or comes to a conclusion? I presume the narrative does not stay at showoff?”

“No. Not at all. No longer a showoff. There is no conclusion yet. The story is still developing in an interesting way.” She had finished her ice cream and touched the tips of her fingers to her mouth to check for ice cream at the corners. “Do I have any on my mouth?”

“You’re good. Perfect.”

“Then there is his plaintive kiss, a kiss telling the story of desperate need, sexual urgency to fuck. May I say fuck in front of you?”

“Of course. It’s natural…the act and the vernacular.”

“You know I wouldn’t share this if you weren’t more than my teacher. You are my friend, no?”

“I am.” Vena decided on the spot she would allow it, a line she typically did not want to cross with her students. Although, recently she noticed this tendency in herself. Perhaps, she had to admit she was lonely in some way.

“There is the story of his sad kisses, who say, ‘I’ve been feeling all alone in this crowded, cruel world, so come and make me feel less sorrow, those soulful, long kisses like Keats’ words.”

“Like Keats’ words,” Vena repeated with envy. “It’s your eyes,” said Vena, surprising herself. “Your beautiful eyes say you would take away his loneliness. They are what first drew him to you.”

Sabine tilted her head and wagged her index finger. “If I didn’t know you had a boyfriend, I would say you are flirting with me.”

“I’m sorry. Not at all, but you must know you have extraordinary eyes.”

“I do, and thank you. I come back to Keats for a moment.” Sabine raised her hand to make the point. “His poem about the moon as lover, and what you tell me about Endymion, reminds me: last night, Antonio drove me out into the country, away from Roma’s lights, to see the moon. We drove on forever in order to look up at the moon because she was ‘full, like a lover,’ he said.”

“He is indeed a romantic, your young man.”

“Shall I tell you about Antonio’s other kissing tales?”

“By all means, if you so desire.”

“Desire. Yes, but ‘by all means?’”

“Oh, by all means, definitely yes.” Then a waiter interrupted them and asked if he could get anything else for them. “An espresso, please.”

“Me, too,” said Sabine.

The waiter stood longer than was necessary, smiling at them, pretending to write down notes, trying to decide which one he preferred. He was leaning toward Sabine and physically moved closer. “Anything else I can do for you, ladies?”

“No, and go get our espresso quickly,” Sabine scolded. He turned away, embarrassment and disappointment worn on his face. “Sometimes you have to be cruel and not encourage them.”

Vena thought about this comment and her American friend Warren. In truth, she never really let him off the hook completely. When she became braver then it would be time to let Warren go…fully, allow him to find new love in the world, and forget her entirely. “I suppose it’s true.”

“What about your man? Are you in love?” Sabine leaned in conspiratorially.

Hesitating, Vena said, “Yes.” She leafed through pages in her notebook absent mindedly.

“Ah, but you had to think for a moment. Why?”

“Love is not always so clear as it appears to be.”

“There is trouble in your relationship?”

“Confusion, uncertainty.”

“Confusion? Doesn’t sound good.”

“It’s not bad either. I had days when I smiled with a glow you are showing today.”

“So, you are not in this warm place anymore? Did he hurt you, your man?”

“No. He is definitely not at fault here, if there is fault to be found.”

“Then you are attracted to another man? I know your face.”

“Let’s not talk about me anymore.” Vena touched her forehead, brushing away a strand of hair falling across her eyes.

“Oh, no. You don’t get off easily. I’m laying my heart on this table for you, and Keats has exposed his jealousies and longings for everyone. You have a confession beneath those dark eyes of yours. I’m waiting.”

“Sorry, but agitation and discomfort are what you get today. All I can rally right now because I don’t know exactly what I want.”

“This young man of yours, does he know he is going to lose you, yet?”

Vena pulled herself up straighter, opened her eyes wider. “I didn’t say I was leaving him. Life together has become very complicated.”

“Complicated always means another lover or would-be lover, so who is this other man?”

“Not always. You’re so absolute.” Vena’s smile let Sabine know her comment was not an insult. “Tell me more about your love. What has led you to such unconditional happiness? This man who has captured your heart is, indeed, most fortunate.”

“Antonio, ah, Antonio. I was telling you about his kisses. His kiss last night was not communicating any of those other stories. This one said, ‘I am in love and devoted to you alone. I will wait for you forever, if necessary, but I do not want to wait at all.’”

“All that in a kiss?”

“Of course. I sensed this, heard love even in the long, slow movement of his warm lips.”

“Did he say anything afterward?”

“He didn’t need to use words. Sometimes we communicate better without them.”

Vena wasn’t sure she agreed with Sabine’s last statement. After all, she had spent the better part of her young life surrounding herself with words; reading and writing. “You’re so certain. From where does this certainty come?”

“Naturally. I come by it instinctively. Ah, why I am so happy today. Nothing could upset me. Today is perfection.”


Chapter Three

Missing Person, Missing Poem

With rain descending, opacity ruled. Polizia appeared truly miserable in their wet uniforms, but not as uncomfortable as Carabinieri in their formal dress. Although rain was infrequent in Roma, November was always the wettest month of the year; but the rains seldom lasted all day. Vena never minded damp and cold in Roma, partly because she had been used to the snow and bitter winds of Upstate New York in late November. What harm was a little rain?

As usual, she had forgotten her umbrella but knew one of the dozens of umbrella salesmen would be waiting for her wherever she landed. Immigrants selling such items was a fact of life in Roma, and a circumstance she still had trouble getting used to since making the city her home.

“Five Euro. Five Euro.”

“No, three.”

“Five.”

“No, two.”

“Okay, three.”

“Deal.” The umbrella was hers for the day. How the negotiating was done she thought, the bargain not really a bargain, but the seller would leave her and move on to the next soaked tourist. Even after two years in Roma, Vena could still be spotted as an American, she thought with some disdain.

She had chosen Italy, but her choice meant she would continue to be a stranger in her adopted home. The name her perpetually absent mother Greta had chosen for her, Advena, had never seemed more apt.

When she fled Gould and New York a couple of years earlier, she sought movement, tried to become a blur of time passing. On the train to the Amalfi Coast from Roma, she imagined she would take in the countryside in its glorious ascending and descending sunlight, but the train was set within walls, blocking much of the view. What she saw was the story of non-paying passengers on the train, those trying to avoid the ticket taker. A man or woman would duck into a restroom, somehow knowing exactly when to disappear, then reappear again, sit on the step to the upper level or take the seat of a passenger who had stood up. After someone returned, a quick volley of insults in Italian would end the siege, and the ticketless passenger would roam again. Vena was not thinking of the murderer Gould two years earlier but the hustle of those without tickets as passengers in life.

On her fateful journey, she had written down Paul Theroux’s words, “I sought trains; I found passengers,” but at the time, she believed she was seeking people and finding the means of escape. Self-aware to a fault, she knew when she wrote about Italy she described it as a tourist, albeit an observant one. How to let go of the details long enough to breathe the air, walk compressed streets without too much attention to the ancient stones beneath her feet? As much as she loved Roma and her people, she would remain the foreigner, the watcher rather than one inside experience.

 

~ * ~

 

Pulling up on her blue scooter, Vena carried her helmet and a small, vinyl purse slung over her shoulder, then began trying to inch her way through the crowd. Quick and agile, she had reached the inner perimeter within several moments. At first, she had been unable to see Dante and tried to duck under the crime tape when an officer abruptly stopped her. She told the officer, Canestrini had called her to the scene.

“No. No one moves into this area,” he said.

“Please. Officer Canestrini,” she yelled. With her protestations, the officer became confused and searched for Canestrini himself, his eyes giving away the location of his superior officer. Spotting Dante in amongst Polizia and Carabinieri around the monument, she gestured frantically.

“Dante.” Vena waved her arms, helmet still in hand.

Canestrini motioned for the officer to let her through, and Flavio Grillo lifted the tape for Vena to proceed. Already aware of a murder investigation from Dante’s early morning call, Vena scanned the area beyond the yellow tape. Instinctively, she knew whatever they were looking for was no longer at the scene.

Despite the nasty weather, the crowd of police, security and crime scene, Vena and Dante hugged and kissed one another on the cheeks before addressing the situation. They were both genuinely glad to see one another.

Joining Dante as he moved through the spectacle of blaring sirens, hustling personnel, curious sightseers, Vena whispered, “Good to see you, even under these circumstances. What do you know about the victim?”

“Everything about this murder is
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