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Chapter One
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“Let me see your picture,” Anna inquired of Oliver as he carefully folded the passport into a pocket of his backpack.

“Ma, you’ve already seen it a dozen times,” Oliver said in retort.

“And I’ll probably ask to see it another dozen times before you leave.”

Reluctantly, Oliver opened the fresh passport and flashed the photo of himself to her.  

“And me?” Rita interjected. “Can I see it, too?”

“Mom, not you, too?”

Rita nodded and grinned widely at the photo waved in front of her.  Oliver was handsome — piercing blue eyes, wavy blonde hair, and a dark Mediterranean complexion.  She took a sip of wine from the glass on the coffee table where his clothes were laid out, ready to go into the suitcase.  She glanced over at Anna, raising her eyebrows in alarm.  

“And do you have the fanny pack we got for you to secure your money, credit cards, and other valuables?  Remember, pick pockets are notorious in Rome,” Anna added.

“I know. You’ve told me a hundred times how clever they are.  I’ll be careful,” he insisted.

“When do we need to leave for the airport?” Rita asked.

“The flight doesn’t take off until 9:45, so we can have dinner and still have plenty of time to get there and go through security,” Oliver explained.  He folded some shirts into the base of the suitcase, lined the grooves with socks, and rolled several pairs of shorts on top of them. 

“Are you sure you’re okay meeting your biological father on your own?” Rita inquired, seeking assurance from Oliver.

“Yes.  I think it will be best.  I don’t want to put you both through any unpleasantness.”

“But we don’t even know who he is or what kind of person he is,” Anna added with concern.  “You still haven’t found out what he does?”

“That’s right.  I’ve looked.  He isn’t on social media.  All I found was an administrative position at Fordham University several years ago.  I think he must be in higher education.  Maybe he works at one of the American campuses in Rome.” 

“And you’re sure he’s okay meeting you?” Rita inquired.

“He did the DNA test.  He’s obviously curious and discovered a way to circumvent the rules of the private adoption.”

“We’re still not comfortable with it, but you’re old enough to make your own decisions, and we will be here for you if you need us,” Anna said with warmth, holding Rita’s hand.  They looked affectionately at their boy fussing with his suitcase.  

“I just hope you don’t try to press him to give you your biological mother’s name and contact.  It was clear in the adoption papers that she didn’t want her identity revealed.  Please respect that of her,” Rita added to Anna’s concern.

“I won’t try to get that information.  But, if he gives it to me, what can I do?”

“You can respect her wishes and not reach out to her,” Rita said emphatically.

Oliver looked into the suitcase, avoiding eye contact with his mothers.  He knew they were uneasy about his seeking out his biological parents, but he was resolved to carry through with the plan.  

“Now, let’s have some dinner,” Anna said as she got up from the table and went into the kitchen to pull the chicken out of the oven.  Oliver finished placing the clothes in the suitcase and checked to see if it would close.

“Looks like it all fits!” he said gleefully.

“Save room for gifts you’re going to bring back.  A leather purse from Florence would be nice!” Rita said with a smile.

From the kitchen Anna shouted, “I vote for pottery.”

“That’s too heavy and bulky.  How about some napkins or scarves?”  Oliver retorted.

“Pottery and leather – you heard us,” Anna said emphatically.

Oliver put his arm around Rita and, as Anna came into the room and placed the platter on the table, she joined the hug.  They took their places at the small oak table set in an alcove of their apartment.  Steam rose from the chicken as Anna carved the breast.  Oliver spooned some roast potatoes onto his plate, passed the platter to Rita, and then reached for the green beans.  Anna had offered to make pasta as a send-off, but Oliver insisted on their traditional family menu of roast chicken.  

“Although we wish the circumstances were different, we’re so proud of you going off to Europe all by yourself,” Rita said.

“I’m twenty. This is hardly that daunting,” he said as he put a piece of chicken into his mouth.

“But it’s your first trip overseas,” Anna argued.  “It’s a big deal to go all that way on your own.”

“Weren’t you about the same age when you went to Madrid during college?”

Anna and Rita looked at each other, leaned across the table, and kissed.  “And look what happened to us!” Rita said jokingly. 

Rita and Anna had met during their semester abroad, both just coming out and exploring gender and sexuality in a place far away from their conservative parents.  Rita was from Boston and Anna from Chicago.  Anna transferred to Boston University when they returned and, after graduation, they both got their MBAs and began careers in management at two pharmaceutical companies in Cambridge.  

Rita’s parents were first generation Italians, her grandparents having come from the Abruzzi region of Italy.  She was short, thin, and mercurial – prone to wild extremes of emotions.  She had curly dark hair and deep set penetrating brown eyes.  She was the more affectionate and tactile of the two.  Anna was from an Irish family in Chicago.  She had typical mid-western features – blonde hair, luminous skin, and a beautifully shaped figure. She was considered a lipstick lesbian and confounded most people who never suspected she was married to a woman, much less to an Italian one.  

Their jobs afforded a stylish condo on the top of Beacon Hill in Boston with sweeping views of the Charles River and Cambridge.  They had devoted much of their time to launching their careers, but after a couple of years of marriage, decided they wanted a child.  They considered IVF but felt that if they could adopt, it made more sense to give an unwanted child a good home.  A unique opportunity arose to adopt a newborn, who they named Oliver.  To their surprise, their own parents had been quick to embrace their daughters’ marriage and even more excited to learn they would be grandparents.  

The terms of the adoption included strict rules about confidentiality, all parties remaining anonymous.  Oliver loved his mothers and called them Ma and Mom.  He attended private schools where many of his classmates had gay parents.  He was smart, affable, and handsome.  It always amazed Rita and Anna how he seemed to embody their own physical features.  He had darker olive complexion, much like Rita’s, but blonde hair and blue eyes like Anna.  In high school, he was a star lacrosse athlete and popular with both the boys and the girls.  

Over the years, he became increasingly curious about his birth parents.  He wondered who they were, what had led them to give him up for adoption, what characteristics he had inherited genetically, and what aspects of his personality he had developed growing up with Rita and Anna.  

When he was eighteen, he began to search for his biological parents.  He found nothing until he took an ancestry DNA test.  A link popped up on his profile, suggesting a father.  He researched the link and, through a process of elimination, settled on a certain Henry Montpierre.  He contacted him and found out that he had been curious himself and wanted to find out what had happened to his son – thus his own DNA test.  All Oliver had been able to ascertain was that Henry lived in Rome and worked in higher education.  

Initially, Rita and Anna were distressed that Oliver longed so deeply to meet his biological parents.  It felt like a betrayal of the relationship they had forged over the years.  It was only in third grade that enough questions were raised by his classmates that they felt they had to tell him he was adopted.  Oliver took the information well, telling them he considered them his actual parents.  So, when he told them he wanted to meet Henry, it stung.  Nevertheless, they supported his quest and trusted that when he returned, they would still be his moms!

“Remind us of your itinerary again,” Anna inquired.

“I’m flying tonight to Zurich, where I catch a flight to Rome in the morning.”

“Do you have enough euros?”  Rita inquired nervously.

“I’m going to get some at the ATM at the airport. Besides, I have my debit card and credit cards.”

“I still can’t believe you’re doing this on your own,” Anna said with concern.

“Ma, I’m going to be fine!”

“I know, dear, but we still worry.  So, when do you meet Henry?” Anna inquired.

“We emailed the other day.  He suggested that we meet on Thursday for lunch.”

“And when do you get to Rome?” Rita asked.

“On Tuesday.”

“What are you going to do in the meantime?”  Rita pressed further.

“It’s frickin Rome!  I’m going sightseeing.  I want to see the Forum and the Colosseum.”

“That’s so exciting.  Remember when we went there?” Anna said, looking affectionately at Rita.

Rita nodded, looked off in the distance and said, “Remember going to see the Pope in St. Peter’s Square?  That was so exciting.  Are you going to see the Pope?”  

“I don’t know.”

“Can you bring us rosaries blessed by him?” Anna asked.

“Neither of you go to church anymore. Why would you want a rosary?”

“Yes, I guess it is a bit hypocritical of us.  Even if the church is misogynistic, homophobic, and corrupt, there is still something comforting in getting something from the Pope,” Rita continued.  

“I’ll see what I can do,” Oliver said, winking at them both.

Oliver was raised Catholic, but when the Church opposed gay marriage and was caught up in the sex abuse scandals, Rita and Anna said they had enough.  They joined a local Episcopal congregation where the female priest created an inclusive and welcoming environment for all.  As an adolescent, Oliver was indifferent to religion and didn’t understand what all the fuss was about.  However, he was curious, and when his moms and their friends gathered for dinner, he would listen in on their conversations, noting the various positions they articulated on cultural politics and theology.

“Oliver, are you sure your phone will work in Rome?  We want to keep in touch,” Anna said with concern.

“And when you two were in Madrid, were there cell phones?”

“No, but we want you to send pictures and keep us posted,” Anna continued.

“Yes.  It will function just like here, and I will send pictures and updates.”

Rita sighed with relief and said, “And the hotel in Rome?”

“The Santa Chiara.  Henry recommended it.”

“Is it a good place?  We don’t want you to be in an unsafe area,” Anna continued nervously.

“It’s right in the center.  It’s a four-star hotel.  I think it will be fine.”

Rita relaxed her shoulders and reached for Anna’s hand. “We’re so proud of you.  We’re worried, but we’re proud.  You’re so grown up and courageous.”

Oliver smiled.  Deep down, he was nervous, but didn’t want to show it.  He had never left the country except to go to Canada, and while he could put on a brave face, he had spent hours in the past few days double checking information about the flights, taxis, money, phones, and other contingencies.  He knew Spanish and figured it would help in Italy, but he was nervous about the language barrier.  Added to the idea of traveling abroad, he was about to meet his biological father.  He had always dreamed of the day, but now was anxious that it wouldn’t live up to his expectations – that Henry might be cold, distant, or a sociopath.  He assumed he was married and perhaps had other children.  He wondered how that would make him feel.

Oliver excused himself and went to the bathroom to clean up.  He felt his pulse race as he realized his departure was imminent.  He used his fingers to place some errant locks of hair back into place, spread some cream on his face, brushed his teeth, and went back into the living room to check his suitcase and backpack and wallet.  

“All set?” Anna asked as she came into the room, car keys jingling in her hand.

Oliver looked at his moms. They could see the anxiousness in his face.  They both reached for him, gave him a warm hug, and said, “Let’s go.”

The drive to the airport was a short fifteen minutes.  Oliver sat in the back of the car and gazed at the skyline of Boston all lit up, emotionally gazing at the familiar landmarks before he embarked on his overseas flight.  They parked at the central garage and walked across the skyway to the terminal, where a short line formed in front of the Swiss Air check-in.  Oliver rolled his suitcase to the counter, handed his passport to the agent, and said, “I’m Oliver Monte-Fitzpatrick.”

“And your final destination?” the agent inquired, gazing at him intensely.

“Rome.”

“First time?” she inquired with a warm smile.

“Why, does it look it?” Oliver said part in jest and part in alarm.

“No. Sorry.  I was just making conversation,” she said, typing his name into the computer.

Oliver was attractive, and he continued to be amazed at how friendly young women were to him.  He could walk into a party or a bar and feel the heads turn.  He had dated occasionally in high school, but no one ever clicked.  

Growing up in a gay family, Oliver had been exposed to countless discussions about gender, sexual orientation, and theories about the fluidity of gender roles and gender identities.  His moms had made sure he had male role models – namely straight male friends from work, coaches, and teachers.  When Oliver would go out with friends in high school and later in college, they would ask carefully, ‘is there anyone special you’re going with,’ or when they referred to his friends’ dates, ‘who is Jennifer’s partner or who is Fred’s date?’ They never asked, ‘who is Jennifer’s boyfriend or Fred’s girlfriend?’ He appreciated the gender neutrality they used. 

Over the years, Oliver felt pressure to be authentic, to forge his own identity.  Many people suspected that kids of gay parents would be gay or gay leaning.  But just as kids of straight parents ended up gay, kids of gay parents were statistically more likely to be straight.  Oliver didn’t want to default to either – the gay or straight son of lesbian parents. Thus, he felt deeply conflicted and ambivalent about his sexuality.

Oliver smiled at the agent and then said, “Yes, this is my first time in Rome, and I am very excited and a bit nervous.”

The agent relaxed and beamed.  “You’ll love it.  Make sure you try their gelato and be careful of pickpockets.”

“Did my moms pay you to say that?” he asked as he glanced back over his shoulder.

The agent looked over at Rita and Anna and said, “No, but be careful!”  She handed him his boarding pass and put a tag on his suitcase.  He slung his backpack over his shoulder and walked over to his moms and said, “Well, I guess I’m all set to go,” glancing at his boarding pass and passport.

Both Rita and Anna began to tear up, streaks of mascara forming under their eyes.

“Oh – you’ll be fine.  You’ve always wanted to be empty nesters.  Now’s your opportunity.”

They laughed and rubbed the tears off their cheeks.  They each kissed him, gave him a warm hug, and then pushed him off to the security lines where he passed into the other part of the terminal.

At the gate, Oliver began to hyperventilate, thinking about the long flight and the prospects of being untethered so far from home.  He opened his phone and scrolled to pictures of his moms and him at the beach on the Cape, memories of soaking in the warm sun, sharing home-made sandwiches, and listening to the lively conversations of his mothers’ friends gathered with them.  He took several deep breaths and relaxed.

The agent announced the boarding of his flight, and he lined up with other passengers in front of the gate.  Slowly they filed onto the ramp and Oliver squeezed past passengers stuffing suitcases into overhead bins before he found his seat, slid the backpack under the seat in front of him, and settled in next to the window.  

As the plane filled, Oliver realized no one was going to be sitting next to him.  He set his iPad on the place beside him and made himself comfortable, strategically positioning his pillow and blanket in ways that would help him sleep overnight.  

As the plane took off, he pressed his face against the window and watched as the city of Boston passed underneath.  He sighed.  It felt as if his former self was receding as they banked out over the ocean.  He wondered what was to come.  He closed his eyes and let the gentle rocking of the plane lull him to sleep.  
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Oliver landed the next morning in Zurich and made the quick connection for his flight to Rome.  He took a seat next to a matronly woman who only spoke Italian.  “Buongiorno,” she said.  Oliver nodded, feeling the inadequacies of his language skills.  She flipped through a tabloid magazine with photos of celebrities in summer attire and clandestine liaisons on yachts caught by paparazzi.  She wore a classic wool skirt, a white cotton blouse, and a turquoise scarf.  Her nails were painted blue, and a faint smell of rose and vanilla emanated from her.  

Oliver observed the other passengers file into the plane, a new world encircling him – people with olive complexion, dark hair, more angular facial features, all more animated, gesturing with their hands as they sought to make their way down the aisle and find their seats.  The playful sounds of Italian permeated the cabin.  Oliver closed his eyes to listen, letting the full impact of the foreign environment sink deeply within.  It was both strange and comforting, an odd sense of returning to a familiar culture even while differing from his own.

The plane took off and quickly crossed some of the highest peaks of the Alps, still covered in snow.  He glanced out of the window and watched as the dramatic landscape passed below.  The mountains eventually gave way to the deep verdant hills of Italy, farmland dotted with villas and tree-lined roads connecting small villages. 

Soon the plane banked over the Mediterranean and began its descent into the Rome airport, stretched out just beyond the yellow sand dunes of Ostia.  As they landed and parked at the gate, passengers erupted into a chaotic contest to disembark, something Oliver eventually came to appreciate as a cultural idiosyncrasy of the Italians who resisted the orderliness and patience of northern Europe.  The woman next to him showed unexpected agility, making her way through the jumble of people, waving to him as she advanced down the aisle, “Buon viaggio, caro,” she said with glee.

Oliver managed a timid, “Grazie,” and began to collect his backpack from the overhead bin.

He made his way through passport control and then to the luggage area where his blue bag was already circling.  He grabbed it and headed out into the main terminal area, where he quickly found an ATM, retrieved some euros from his account, and walked outside to find a taxi.  

It felt good to breathe fresh air.  The sun was warm, filtered through tall stately palm trees planted in a garden in front of the terminal.  The sidewalk was an unruly scene of passengers trying to make sense of the taxi system and abusive free-lance drivers trying to pick them up.  Oliver pressed past the fray and entered the queue for taxis.  He made his way to the front of the line and jumped into a car as the driver pulled up.  

“Where are you going?” the young driver inquired, flicking a cigarette onto the pavement and pressing the reset button on the fare machine.  The car was clean and smelled of air freshener.  

Oliver responded, “To the hotel Santa Chiara, per favore.”

“Subito,” the driver said.  He sped off, circled the ramps of the airport, and hit the highway.  Oliver looked at the dashboard and calculated he was driving 85 miles per hour.  The highway passed several modern office parks interspersed with farmland.  After 15 minutes, the driver took an exit and ended up on a crowded urban boulevard lined with drab five-story apartment buildings, covered in rusty balconies, laundry hanging on lines, and graffiti covering soot-darkened walls.  He had imagined a more sophisticated and historic city.  The jet lag and less-than-beautiful surroundings made him feel sad.  He pulled out his phone and turned it on.  He then texted his moms, “Got here safely.  On way to the hotel in a taxi.”

They were undoubtedly asleep, but he imagined Rita had left her phone on the bedside table.  After a moment, the message showed it had been read.  

The taxi made a sharp set of turns and then crossed through a wall that stretched off into the distance.  In broken English, the driver said, “The walls of Rome.”

Oliver nodded, arching his neck back to look at the red brick fortification, a ribbon of trees and grass separating dilapidated suburban neighborhoods from the more historic and gentrified center.  The driver took a few quick turns and passed by a large column in a square, an enormous church, and graceful apartment buildings.  The streets were crowded with cars jostling with each other, paying no attention to lane markers, signals, or pedestrians who carefully inched their way through the stream of traffic.  Oliver clutched the door handle and held his backpack tightly as the car lurched left and right, speeding down a hill. 

Oliver looked out the front window and noticed, to his surprise, the contours of the Colosseum appearing in the distance.  He was dumbfounded by its dimensions – a massive structure looming in the morning haze.  As they got closer, he wondered if he shouldn’t have planned a more ceremonial first encounter, not a casual drive-by.  How could all these people circle the structure as if it were just another building and not one of the most incredible architectural wonders of all time – a 1st century stadium, as large as any built today, still standing intact?  He peered out the window as the taxi passed under the shadows of the high arches, his heart racing with excitement.

The taxi passed several other ancient monuments and then entered a large square dominated by a monument almost as impressive as the Colosseum, the Victor Emmanuel shrine, dedicated to the man who had unified Italy.  The driver circled the square, made several sharp turns onto a small road which seemed more like a pedestrian area than a street, and then came to an abrupt halt.

“Your hotel is there.” The driver pointed to a small door archway tucked in the corner of a couple of shops and a small square.  Oliver paid his fare, pulled the suitcase out of the trunk, and walked through the front door of the hotel.  The lobby was warm and intimate, decorated in classic mid-19th century furniture with sitting areas looking out onto a courtyard.  Oliver approached the long wooden counter set in front of a wall of antique keys where a young man dressed in a dark blue suit welcomed him.   

“I’m Oliver Monte-Fitzpatrick.”

“Yes, Mr. Monte-Fitzpatrick.”  The young man typed his name into the computer and then looked up and smiled. “We have you here for seven nights, correct?”

“Yes. I believe in a single room.”

“Someone upgraded your room to a double.  Looks like a Rita Monte-Fitzpatrick.”

“Ahh,” Oliver said. “That would be my mother.”  He smiled at the affection his mothers always showed him, even when he was following a path they weren’t too keen on.  

Oliver guessed the receptionist was about thirty.  He was tall and athletic.  His jacket was tight fitting, showcasing his muscular torso.  He had short black hair and dark stubble around his mouth and chin.  He had a warm smile and seemed eager to be welcoming.  

“Is this your first stay with us?”

“Yes.  It’s my first time in Italy.”

“Ah,” the receptionist sighed, giving Oliver an even more radiant smile. “I hope it won’t be your last.  Can I see your passport?”

“Is there a problem?” Oliver inquired.

“No, we have to register our guests with the local authorities, that’s all.”  The receptionist looked at Oliver’s passport, smiled, jotted down the number and expiration date, and then handed it back to Oliver, looking intensely into his eyes.  “Here’s your key.  You can take the elevator at the end of the hall to the fourth floor.”

“Grazie.”

“Let us know if we can do anything for you while you are here.”

Oliver said, “Grazie,” again, and headed down the hall.  He squeezed into the small elevator and took it to the fourth floor.  His room was down a hallway that zig-zagged haphazardly.  He opened the door, and the room beamed with bright light streaming from what Oliver imagined was a balcony. 

He placed his bag on the stand and walked to the floor-to-ceiling glass doors, pulled back the sheer curtains, and opened the door to a broad balcony that looked out over the red tile roofs of nearby structures.  Looming just beyond them was the massive dome of the Pantheon.  “Oh my God,” he said to himself. “That’s the Pantheon, just outside my window.”

He took a picture with his phone and then texted it to Rita and Anna. “Look at my room with a view! Thank you!”

Rita was just getting up, sipping her first cup of coffee, and reading newspapers online.  She texted back, “Glad you got there safely – and enjoy your hotel!  Looks like it’s very nice.”

“Are you kidding?” he texted back.  “It’s amazing.”

He began to unpack his suitcase, hanging slacks and shirts on hangers and placing socks, underwear, and shorts in the armoire drawers.  He unpacked his toiletries and decided it was time to wash the smell of the airplane off with a nice, warm shower.  

Afterwards, he felt groggy and took a quick nap to overcome jet lag.  At about 2:30, he heard a ping on his phone.  It was a text from Henry.  “I hope you arrived safely.  Are you still free on Thursday for lunch?”

Oliver texted back, “Yes.  That would be nice.”

“Let’s meet at the Ristorante Archimede – a nice place just down the street from your hotel.  1 PM on Thursday?” Henry texted. 

“Perfect,” Oliver texted back.

He got out of bed, threw on some shorts and a pullover, slipped on a pair of sneakers, zipped some euros and a credit card into one of the pockets of his shorts, and grabbed a small guidebook he had picked up before he left Boston.  He headed out the door into the mid-afternoon light of Rome.

The June air was warm and pleasant and smelled of stone, earth, and roasted coffee.  He turned left out of the hotel and followed a small street toward the front of the Pantheon.  He had read up on it and remembered that Emperor Hadrian built it in the early part of the 2nd century. The dome was a single cast cement structure that, until modern times, was the largest dome in the world.  Engineers still marveled at its design. The temple was dedicated to all the gods during a time when Rome had reached its zenith of power.  Some argued that it was Rome’s embrace of religious plurality that encouraged those it conquered to buy into the Roman ideal, to take part in the Pax Romana, a civilization of prosperity, peace, and stability.  It was ethnic diversity that made Rome so formidable.

He walked in the front doors of the immense structure and instantly felt transported.  The writer of the guidebook had explained that the dimensions formed a perfect sphere – that the height and diameter were equal – each 142 feet – creating the sensation of expansion when one walked inside.  It was one of the first religious structures designed to create a spiritual experience just by entering the building.  One felt as if one were part of the universe.  The “oculus,” or opening in the top, allowed light to beam inside and suggested a kind of divine reality that illuminated all things and unified all forces.

Bramante, at the beginning of the Roman Renaissance, originally envisioned a dome for the new St. Peter’s that would be like the Pantheon’s.  Later, as the Renaissance was giving way to the Reformation and Counter-Reformation, Michelangelo envisioned a dome whose height was significantly greater than the diameter, an elevated dome.  Scholars suggested that from the time of Bramante at the beginning of the 1500s to that of Michelangelo during the latter part of the same century, the mood of Rome had changed.  The discovery of whole new continents in the Americas and new astronomical models of a sun-centered or perhaps even non-centered universe had destabilized Rome’s sense of being the center of the world – the Caput Mundi.  The Reformation in northern Europe, the democratization of knowledge through the printing press, and the threat of the Ottoman Turks in the East had made Rome feel as if its claim to truth and authority was in jeopardy.  Michelangelo’s massive dome soaring in the heavens above St. Peter’s tomb was intended to re-center the universe, to make Rome the hub again, and to remind pilgrims as they entered the building to submit to the authority of God and to the authority of God’s representative, the Pope.  Oliver couldn’t help but think that Hadrian must have felt a certain confidence and largesse during his time and that the popes in the 16th century had been more anxious and felt the need to reassert control and authority.

After admiring the arched ceiling, Oliver walked toward the tomb of Raphael, the artist who first encouraged the preservation of ancient structures rather than mining them for raw materials.  An inscription on the tomb read, “Here lies that famous Raphael by whom Nature feared to be conquered while he lived, and when he was dying, feared herself to die.”  It was fitting that he was buried here in the structure that represented the best of Rome, its humanism, its ingenuity, and a spirituality that was enlarging.

Oliver strolled around the inside of the Pantheon, breathing deeply as he felt the energy of the place. His mothers taught him early in life to trust his intuition, to describe what he felt in certain places and at certain moments – to, in essence, take the pulse of things.  They helped him appreciate how things radiated a kind of energetic presence and how to distinguish between energy that was positive and helpful and energy that might be more toxic.  He felt light and expansive here.  It was a good omen for his journey.

He walked back out into the square lined with cafes where people were chatting, sipping coffee, and soaking in the sun.  The small square was lined with 15th and 16th century structures, many painted with traditional yellow and orange, ochre pigment.  The late afternoon light bounced off the various angles of the buildings, casting a golden glow across the cobblestone pavement.  There were no less than six small lanes that fed into the square, and Oliver was curious to explore each one, plunging deeply into the densely packed historic center of Rome.  

He took one leading away from the Pantheon, a small lane that zig zagged between structures.  The aroma of coffee filled the street, people pouring in and out of the famous Café Tazza d’Oro, one the guidebook claimed to be the best in Rome.  Oliver went inside, squeezing through the throng of people lined up at the counter to gulp down shots of dark frothy espresso.  He paid the cashier, pressed his way toward the bar, gave his receipt to the barista, and in moments, his coffee was ready.  Oliver liked espresso and frequented cafes in Boston, but he had never tasted or seen anything like this.  The frothy schiuma – foam - was thick and golden brown, the coffee syrupy, and the flavors a mix of toasted earth, spice, and chocolate. 

Getting back out the door was a challenge.  A river of people struggled to enter the doorway, and the space was already packed.  In Boston people would have been in a panic, but here people smiled, almost as if they enjoyed being pressed body to body.  Oliver turned sideways and inched his way toward the door, his buttocks rubbing against those standing at the bar and his face inches from those in front of him.  

He headed back onto the street and continued walking away from the Pantheon.  The lane was lined with boutique shops selling ties, leather, pottery, and clothing.  He thought about souvenirs for his moms and lingered at the windows here and there.  The small road emptied into another square, this one dominated by several Renaissance-era palaces and a large column – perhaps five stories tall.  He opened the guidebook and learned that it was the column of Marcus Aurelius.  The column was the Roman equivalent of an animated film, a series of panels encircling the pillar, recounting the exploits of the emperor.  At one time the column was polychromatic, but now it was a luminous yellow-white marble with perfectly preserved carvings.  Oliver walked up to the base and gazed at the fine artwork, work that had survived nearly 2000 years of pollution, weather, and wars.  

Oliver pivoted in place, looking at a kaleidoscope of buildings, traffic, and shops surrounding him.  The walkways were crowded with people passing quickly back and forth.  He couldn’t believe he was in Europe for the first time, a dream he had since high school and one he had deferred in favor of his academic career in finance.  He had only left Boston twenty-four hours ago and was already immersed in an entirely different world filled with assorted smells, sounds, colors, and looks.  

Oliver had imagined Rome to be an adult Disney World – a city filled with ancient and religious monuments with tourists lined up to enter various sites.  Instead, he found a bustling metropolis filled with people going to work – bankers, lawyers, teachers, shopkeepers, and students – a stream of people making a living and going about their lives, indifferent to the tourists who flocked to the eternal city.  He wondered who his biological father was, what kind of work he did, where he lived, and what parts of the city he frequented.  As he thought of him, his stomach twisted in knots, a sense of apprehension about the kind of person he was going to meet and how the encounter might shape his future, his destiny, his sense of self.  He took a deep breath and pushed forward, resolute in facing his past and imagining his future.

Oliver wandered across a busy boulevard and through another series of small lanes, mere spaces left between ancient apartment buildings with slivers of blue sky barely visible above the overhangs of roofs and balconies.  Small restaurants lined the streets, each with a few tables set precariously on the uneven cobblestone pavement.  Oliver glanced at the menus, thinking already of dinner.

He rounded a corner, and to his surprise, the Trevi Fountain appeared.  In the middle of the dense urban landscape, architects had carved out a large space into which water from an ancient Roman aqueduct poured through statues of tritons and the god Oceanus, all positioned in an enormous niche.  The blue cascading water created a refreshing sensation despite the throngs of people gathered at the edge to cast coins for good luck and taking selfies with their phones.  Oliver paused for a moment in the background and then continued on his way, taking an inclined road to the right.  

He meandered through the maze of small streets, taking in the smells, sounds, and bustle of the city.  He opened a map on his phone and found directions to return to the hotel.  Once there, he went inside, washed up, and then headed downstairs to the front desk.  The young, handsome receptionist was still there and beamed when he saw Oliver approach.

“Excuse me, but would you have any suggestions for dinner?”

The receptionist
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