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Emilia, an artist, arrives in Rome alone. What was supposed to be a romantic trip has, with the sudden end of her relationship, become a solitary one.


Six days lie ahead. She wanders the streets, surrendering herself to the music, food and beauty of the city.


But when she meets John, an American living out a seemingly idyllic existence in Rome, their instant connection challenges how she sees her past, her family and herself. As their intimacy deepens, can Emilia begin to imagine life anew?
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Francesca Giacco is a graduate of Barnard College and the MFA program at Columbia University. She lives in New York. Six Days in Rome is her first novel.









For my parents,
who taught me that imagination is precious











One does not love in order to dominate and conquer life—life being just a silent sequence of woes, interrupted, but not mitigated, by ephemeral sparks of distressing exaltation.


Miracles were rare, but they did happen—the approaching step of her Beloved seemed to be one.


—Anna Banti, “La Signorina”


How can I begin anything new with all of yesterday in me?


—Leonard Cohen, Beautiful Losers












PROLOGUE


VIA GIULIA


MY NAME IS EVERYWHERE here.


It’s given to thin, dead-end streets, out-of-the-way piazzas, churches in need of repair. I see it used to advertise perfume on the side of a bus and sprayed in hot-pink paint on the side of an ancient building, a declaration of hate or love.


I’ve never been Em. Or Emma. Or Emily. Or anything but Emilia.


No nicknames, abbreviations, or shortcuts. Even at times when it would have been easy to settle for any of those alternatives, I’ve insisted, corrected people’s pronunciation, written in the right spelling on class rosters and preprinted name tags. It’s always mattered to me. I’m unwilling to compromise.


I follow one of my namesake streets, shaded by laundry hanging from balconies. A church bell rings somewhere.


The sun is relentless, the heat inescapable. It is the middle of the afternoon, the middle of summer. The bougainvillea will continue to weave its way around doorframes and windows and climb the walls for months. Walls that must have always been that Roman shade of orange. That color I’ve never seen anywhere else.


I’m here for just a few days, alone. The trip was planned months ago, for and with someone else. But he’s gone now, in a way that’s finally starting to feel comfortable or natural or at least not a constant source of pain. He’s gone and I’m very much not.


I move at my own pace. My face is still, my mouth relaxed, just short of a smile. The soles of my sandals slap the stone beneath me too loudly, even when I try to take lighter steps. I hear lunch dishes being washed behind closed windows and cracked-open doors.


There are no tourist attractions in this part of the city, no famous fountains or recognizable relics. No remarkable view from anywhere. It is the sliver of time in the afternoon when everyone sleeps. I am walking just to walk, the sharp incline stretching the backs of my legs. The sun hits my bare arms, the base of my neck in a way I know will tan, not burn.


A group of monks passes to my left, speaking softly, taking deep drags of their cigarettes. Two of the five look up to smile at me. I purse my lips in chaste response, wondering how much they must be sweating under their robes, that unyielding black polyester. Their designer sunglasses and expensive watches catch the light.


My past-tense love, the man who’s not here but should be, was raised Roman Catholic. Once an altar boy. Still wears and maybe believes in the golden saint on a chain around his neck. He claimed to have briefly, decades ago, considered the seminary. Months earlier, while looking over my shoulder as I bought our plane tickets, he mused out loud: “I love seeing priests and nuns in Rome. They always look so happy, like they just won the lottery.” His hand enclosed my shoulder. “Comforting, isn’t it? That kind of certainty.” Then, after a sip of wine: “No, it’s better than the lottery. It’s like getting tenure. Everlasting tenure, forever and ever, amen.”


I imagine what these monks might say if I told them about him, if any of them would hear my lapsed confession.


A stream of water, likely from one of the faucets or fountains I see everywhere, winds its way through the stones under my feet. Downhill now, moving effortlessly. I envy its gravity. The only rule it needs to follow.


It’s either the time of day or some wrong turn I’ve taken, but I’m suddenly surrounded by people. I was expecting the shade and quiet of Via Giulia, but it’s nowhere to be found. Tour guides hold neon flags and yell into clipped-on microphones. Men speaking Italian as a third or fourth language point at laminated maps. Perched on a low wall, her back to the river, a woman in a long, dirty skirt plays “Hotel California” for tourists on an electric guitar. Her bare feet dangle.


An older Italian couple catches my eye and doesn’t let me go. The man approaches me slowly, warily, but with purpose. Like I’m his best worst option.


“Quale strada per la Fontana di Trevi?” they ask me in unison, their faces as wide and hopeful as open windows.


They think I’m one of them, that I know this city, or at least that I speak their language. Like any American abroad looking to blend in, I feel a jolt of pride.


This has been happening a lot, often enough that I’ve looked up my response in Italian and practiced my pronunciation in the mirror of the rental apartment. Mi dispiace, non parlo italiano. Or, if I’m feeling confident: Non parlo molto bene l’italiano.


But now, when it matters, I freeze. I shrug my shoulders, let them down. My face blooms red and I turn away, leaving them to search for someone else.


Crossing the Tiber, no shelter from the sun. I pick up my pace toward the thick shade of the trees in Trastevere, weaving around groups of people, held still by all that surrounds them.


I hear a few familiar seconds of Tom Waits from a car window before the light changes and it’s gone. His low growl, a voice I’ve heard many times: both slow and sad on this recording and light, laughing at one of my dad’s jokes, midcigarette on the terrace at my parents’ house. “The night does funny things inside a man,” he sings.


I close my eyes for a moment. I see a dark bar, mercifully cool in the middle of a heat wave, pint glasses slick with condensation, me sitting beside a man who knows every word of this song. A body starting to become familiar, whose bad singing voice and furrowed brow I’m starting to love.


Tom Waits, that song, that man, that bar: all parts of a subtle chorus of memory. A web of songs and poems and late nights and early mornings that twist and change and never quite disappear. They’re fossils, tokens. Badges of honor, or not.


Aside from ordering a drink or asking for more olive oil or mumbling scusi every time my elbow brushes a person passing by, when is the next time I’ll truly speak to someone else?









THURSDAY


MAYBE ALL ROMAN BRIDES are serene. This one is.


I watch her from the café, at one of the outdoor tables that’s still catching the last of the early evening sun, in the middle of the island in the middle of the river. I can see details that someone walking by might miss, like having good seats at a play. Her dress flashes with cheap sequins or crystals, scattered across the waist and skirt like an afterthought. The fabric is gathered between her shoulder blades, pinching. The light hits her square in the face, but she doesn’t even squint. Her gaze is distant, focused on something that’s invisible to me.


The stone paving this piazza is sloped, a defiant, imperfect tilt toward the river on one side. This café seems built into the dip, old books wedged under table legs to compensate. The church is at the center of the square, flat on its own thick foundation, a nonnegotiable.


A child, maybe hers, chases one of the groomsmen around the square in a makeshift game of tag. Her mother, or soon-to-be mother-in-law, talks loudly on a cell phone, too quickly and far away for me to try to understand.


There’s none of the hushed drama that comes with American weddings, no pageantry, no nerves. The mood is calm and still, in deference to the higher power at work here—if not God, then maybe just familiarity, the inevitability of two compatible or similar people being together. Making promises, eyes shining, in front of a select few.


The groom is lingering by the door, not giving her the reverence we’ve been taught that brides deserve. He shows no signs of becoming overwhelmed or tearing up when seeing her in a white dress. Even the thought of something that choreographed or contrived feels laughable here, watching them. He’s seen her before, will see her again. The white dress, what it purports to mean, pales against what these ancient walls are holding up, what they’ve kept out and let through. There doesn’t even seem to be a photographer.


The untouchable look on her face, as if she were floating just an inch above the rest of us: it’s familiar. Her gaze like those of the saints I’m starting to see immortalized in frescoes and mosaics all over this city. Eyes focused far away, sure of some delicious secret.


I’ve been to Rome once before, but years ago and never alone. My parents brought my brother and me when he was eight and I was twelve. We stayed in an apartment by the Spanish Steps, furnished with hanging tapestries and thick rugs and delicate, antique furniture. The wooden beams that framed the doorways and held up the ceiling were from the owner’s family house in Puglia. I remember being fascinated by that, how pieces of one home could be used to support another.


One day, there was a guided tour of the Vatican: giggling at Swiss guards, running through the gardens, a few minutes in the Sistine Chapel, necks stretched, before being ushered out. I sped through the museum, doing a quick scan of each room, picking my favorite piece before moving on, while my brother listened intently to descriptions of brushstrokes and marble quarries, patronages and papal states, the artist’s connection to the church and all it meant. He got as close as possible, his face sometimes only inches from a painting or sculpture.


A breeze slips its way across my skin, still damp with my sweat and water from a fountain I passed on my walk here, a wolf’s head carved out of stone. I let it fill my hands, splashed it on my arms and face, threw the rest on the back of my neck so it dripped between my shoulder blades, flowed down my spine. Something I’d only ever seen old Italian men do in movies.


There are empty tables behind and in front of me now, all of us keeping some distance. Even with the air, light, time of day being what it is. No one is speaking English. The glasses in everyone’s hands glow red and orange with Cappelletti, Aperol, and Campari. A mother gives her baby an orange-slice garnish to chew on.


I sip an Averna, on ice with a lemon peel, my third of the day. These cocktails, their variations and what they mean, were a big part of my pre-Rome education. He made samples, playing bartender in my kitchen. Measuring out vermouth and splashing soda like an amateur chemist. I was schooled on the differences between a spritz and an Americano. A classic Negroni and a sbagliato. How delicately his tongue hit the back of his teeth at the end of that satisfying, foreign word.


His hands moved. His voice rose and fell, eyes studying my face, maybe imagining what it might look like in Italy. How it might change.


It’s not surprising, that I miss him a little more each time a new drink arrives. It’s hard to see an empty chair and not imagine him in it, stretching his long legs out, head tilted back a bit to feel the last of the sun on his face, his flat fingers flipping the pages of a menu.


He was present in every decision I made for this trip: the apartment, the restaurants, the day trip to Pompeii, which he’d never seen. We chose the dates to align with his birthday. Late July, even though it was, as he said, the worst time to be in Rome. I thought of what he might order for a late lunch, the hint of a smile as he read a book under a tree in the Borghese, maybe his hand on mine after we stopped for a drink and watched day turn to night, and other things I didn’t even know to anticipate, that would have been surprises.


And there was the untold potential of what I might say or do or encourage, what possibilities might present themselves, to make him more devoted, convinced he’d come to the right city with the right person. I’ve heard time away changes relationships, gives them longevity, maybe offers a life raft. The freedom of a strange place, to be someone else, to try on whatever feels like it might fit.


The postcards I bought earlier are fanned out on the table. A ritual almost every time I go somewhere worth chronicling: write to a few people, trying to capture what I see, how being in a particular place makes me feel.


I only buy a certain breed of postcard. No “Ciao from Rome” in red, green, and white lettering. No lettering of any kind, actually. No Colosseum or Forum or any other obvious monuments. No gladiators. This eliminates a lot. The ones that meet my criteria are usually more expensive, €3.00 instead of 1.50. All chosen with their recipients in mind, in hopes the cards might live magnetized to their refrigerators, pressed between the pages of a book, or tucked away with worn ticket stubs and dusty photos and other things to keep.


One shows the Piazza Navona at night, fountains at full blast and lit with an eye for drama. Gods and horses and waves sculpted midcrash, all illuminated from below. The always-crowded square is empty, which seems impossible. No packs of tourists or restaurant hosts trolling for customers or men selling cheap toys and counterfeit handbags. Resting everything on old sheets, ready at any moment to snatch it all up and run.


Another: jasmine wrapping its way around the ancient column of a ruin, hit hard with afternoon light. And, for effect, an old woman looking out the window of an adjacent, equally crumbling building. She stares directly at whoever is taking the photograph, as if to say, So what?


The one in my hands right now: the Bocca della Verità, staring dead ahead with blank eyes, its gaping mouth meant to swallow the hand of any liar. Where did that story come from?


I drain the last of my Averna, turn the statue’s wide eyes over, and write to my parents.




I’m here. Back in Rome. The beautiful mess, as Mom calls it.


I used to think you only took the two of us to the Bocca della Verità for a laugh, some Roman Holiday reenactment. Maybe you did. Do you remember how relieved Jack was when he made it out unscathed? I loved that look on his face. Like he’d won a race.


The pictures you took, the two of us side by side, made up the Christmas card that year, the year I was thirteen. For so long, it was the only picture of myself I liked. It still might be my favorite.


I know you might not really understand why I’m here. Maybe I have to come back every fifteen years or so, to make sure the place hasn’t crumbled, to drink good wine and see the pope. Sounds like one of Dad’s lyrics.


I love you both. I’m grateful you showed me this city first.





The words barely fit. I make my handwriting smaller as I realize how close I’m coming to the end. The sentences are cramped, a little slanted. The last few drift over to where I’ve written my parents’ address in Hudson. Not the artfully spaced, just-spare-enough message I’d seen in my mind before I started.


Everything about this seems a little wrong, or at least odd. It’s been months since I’ve seen them: an unseasonably warm dinner at their house, a night that still makes me shudder when I think of its details. Weeks since we’ve spoken: clipped conversations with my mother, nothing from him at all. I’m not sure what I’m trying to prove, sending something like this. Maybe the fact that I can rewrite history, select my memories and discard others, if that’s what I decide I want.


It can be exhausting, the consideration I give whenever I write or draw or do basically anything. You could call it perfectionism or commitment, but that suggests usefulness or efficiency. Even what I just wrote: it looks sentimental, pointless almost. Too carefully balanced, with no hint of how I actually feel now, sitting here.


I slip my feet out of my sandals and rest them on the stone, something I wouldn’t dream of doing at home. But here it’s all smooth cobblestones and dull asphalt, worn down by slow, poetic, vague decay, instead of once-white New York sidewalks gone gray with thousands of footsteps, decades of dog shit, endless wilting bags of garbage.


The Bocca della Verità, if it had any magic at all, would have known to grab me, even twenty years ago. It would have seen what kind of liar I am. Not pathological, more creative than deceptive. Why say I read two books last week, when I can make it three? Yes, I saw that movie or met that person, ate at that restaurant, shared that opinion. A few embellishments, a catchy line of dialogue, invented in the moment. Something to make a story memorable. At worst, the lies I tell are some embarrassing combination of laziness and impatience. But also the occasional flicker of imagination. There’s comfort in it, knowing I can reliably become more than I am.


Another drink arrives, though I didn’t order one. Deep red, alive with carbonation, a blackberry resting on ice cubes. An older man to my left points at the drink, the tip of his finger within poking distance of the rim of the glass. He’s alone at the table next to mine, but sitting only a few inches away, close enough to put his arm around me if he wanted.


“The blackberry,” he says in slow Italian. “That’s what they give when they like you.”


Now I know the word for blackberry, by process of elimination. La mora. I pop it into my mouth, smile in the man’s direction and say nothing.


The church doors open and cheers spill out from inside. Bride and groom walk quickly to a waiting car. His hand is around her waist, pulling a little. Finally, a bit of life behind her eyes, a fraction of something to lose.


I imagine an early communal dinner somewhere, maybe followed by a party for the adults. Cold red wine sweating in water glasses, children falling asleep on laps. A small band, someone’s brother playing guitar.


The screen of my phone flashes a particular shade of blue, which it only ever does for one reason. For one person.




E,


How strange, me writing to you on my birthday, asking for a gift.


I wonder if you’re in Rome. I hope you are.


But what I’m asking for, and don’t deserve: will you please tell me you’re okay?


M.





I should have known. This day can’t possibly pass without some word from him, some nudge, some challenge. I stare at his words until the screen goes dark, then remind myself where I am. A tree bending precariously toward the river. Late light streaming through its thin leaves, making them almost translucent.


The sun setting on Michael’s birthday, though he has six more hours of it than I do. We’d planned all of it this way, his birthday being our first day, waking up to Rome, to a whole new year. My hands shake a little until I trap them between my knees. Take a deep breath, stare into the light until it hurts a little.


What could I possibly say in response? That I’m delirious, with lack of sleep, with the beauty and current of this place, and wish he were next to me? With such force it almost aches? That I don’t know exactly where I am or why? Why this café, this table, watching this wedding, right now?


I’ve always been so careful of what I say to him, and how. It’s hard to write to a writer, though he’d tell me it shouldn’t be, that I’m overthinking, that whatever I say is fine because it’s me saying it.


I didn’t sleep on the plane. I never do. If I take a pill or let an edible dissolve under my tongue, I hallucinate, instead of drifting off like I’m supposed to. If I drink enough cheap red wine to sedate myself, all I get is an exhausted hangover. My body fights all of it, like it might resist anesthesia or a blindfold.


The man next to me slept from takeoff to landing. All eight hours and twenty minutes. He was one of those, the kind of person who’s out as soon as the landing gear folds in on itself. A sound and sensation I’ve always found soothing, though never so much as to put me to sleep. His mouth stayed open for the whole flight, gaping in my direction with no air seeming to flow in or out. His expression so open and empty I wanted to slap him awake.


When I did finally fall asleep, it was in the taxi from Termini to the apartment I’d rented for six days in Monti. Well, technically, Michael had chosen the place and paid the deposit, after a meticulous online search. We needed a quiet street, high ceilings, a decent kitchen, a big enough bed. In this neighborhood, never that one. Most important, a balcony. He never asked for his money back. I never offered.


“Signorina! Signorina?” The driver woke me in time to see a few seconds of the Colosseum. I tilted my head upward, leaning into the turn of the car, then weakly met his eyes in gratitude. An odd, but charming gesture. Something that almost surely gets him a bigger tip. One of the carabinieri guarding the barricade, thousands of years of history behind him, yawned into the hand not gripping his machine gun.


This trip was supposed to be important, maybe even monumental. There were certain touchstones I planned on passing, checking them off in my mind like mile markers in a race. Him seeing me paralyzed by jet lag, needing a shower, battling no sleep, a foreign language, maybe a lost suitcase, and loving me anyway, being glad he came. The two of us bickering over where to go when, whether to window shop along Via Condotti or walk the twenty minutes to the modern art museum. A verbal tic or pointless worry or slowing pace that would charm, then irritate, then charm him again. Things I’d been told were harbingers of intimacy, a word I pretend to cringe at but secretly worship like some powerful, unknowable deity.


Being in Rome, this was supposed to be different.


I’ve walked the length of London Bridge in the deep cold of a December night, wind blowing my mind blank. I’ve stretched my legs in the grass by the Canal Saint-Martin, sipping lukewarm rosé from a plastic cup, catching the last of the late summer. I’ve looked past orange trees flowering, Alhambra looming, exhaled hookah smoke drifting by.


All of it alone. All of it practice, I’d thought, for now. Though, if I’m being generous or optimistic or simply open, this time could be a different kind of practice. An experiment in self-sufficiency, instead of waiting for something to happen, for someone or some circumstance to tell me what to do. I could, maybe, fill all this absence with something that matters.


I’m surrounded by devotion, passing small altars everywhere. From carved-out sanctuaries housing statues to prayers spray-painted on bus stop shelters. So many Virgins behind plexiglass, in alcoves between clothing stores and specialty food markets. Her ever-plaintive looks upward, immortalized in tile on the sides of buildings. Coins scattered at her feet, arrangements left hastily in water bottles. The flowers are either dead or fake, dyed unnatural colors like the magenta or cerulean from a box of crayons. I walk in decadent loops, turning whenever the mood strikes, when a street seems more inviting, stopping when I get too hot or tired or just feel like it. Over and over, when given a choice, I take the quieter path. Holding someone’s hand would feel oppressive.


I fought jet lag with churches all afternoon, going into every one I saw. No matter how grand or abandoned looking, open or closed. The hot and cold, light then dark, helped keep me awake. The last one I found, twenty slow steps from the rental apartment, sucked all the warmth from my body. The heat, making me feel dumb and desperate moments earlier, was just a memory, suddenly absurd.


There are more than nine hundred churches in Rome.


All the frescoes and murals and windows are puzzles to parse. It’s usually clear who’s most important: Jesus, Mary, various apostles. Painted in the midst of their most meaningful, devout moments, set in glass in poses to inspire awe and piety. The women in these scenes are usually off to the side, bearing witness to whatever miracle is happening at the center. The young female martyrs stand out among them, painted to glow from within. That much holier, within an already chosen group.


Even their names have the air of permanence, demanding respect. Agnes, Cecilia, Perpetua, Catherine. They were sold into slavery, whipped with heavy metal chains, burned with boiling animal fat, dragged naked through the streets of the city. They starved themselves. Their throats were slit. Through it all, they placidly believed.


I lit a candle for someone with each stop, starting with the obvious: my parents, their parents, my brother Jack, close friends, then lapsed friends, and, when I exhausted them, people I’ve lost track of completely. These meditations grew increasingly random, wishing happiness or even just peace for people from across my life, who might not be able to pick me out of a crowd. Sometimes I couldn’t even remember their names, just a detail about a face or something they said or whether they made me feel nervous or hopeful or safe.


In the Basilica di Sant’Agostino, which looked boarded up and abandoned until I found a side door, I lit a short, unremarkable votive for a high school friend’s now ex-boyfriend, who was kinder to me than he needed to be. When I tagged along on their dates, he was curious what I thought about the movie we’d just seen or the music that was playing. Always looking me in the eye when I answered his questions. At parties, if my red plastic cup was empty, he’d fill it.


He wore aviator sunglasses with yellow lenses, which would make most people look sick but gave him an odd, approachable air instead. I remember being in the back of his car after school, when he’d drive the winding country roads in Hudson, accelerating before hills so his little Honda Civic would go airborne for a few terrifying seconds. My friend screamed with laughter in the passenger seat, a natural thrill seeker. I was silent in the back, nails gripping the velour of the cushions, grasping for stability that wasn’t there. It was one of the first times I felt truly afraid. Not of monsters under my bed or bumps in the night, but true fear. Like I could die because someone felt in control but wasn’t.


At Santa Maria in Cosmedin, surrounded by symmetrical arches and perfectly aligned windows, it was a thin taper for a girl who lived next door to us when I was little, who was at our house after school and almost every weekend. She loved watching my mother cook, was hypnotized by the sight of her whisking an egg for breakfast or crushing garlic in a mortar and pestle. We played in the yard, making up stories, transforming the bent branch of a tree into a throne, taking turns being queen. For laughs, Dad would pick us up and sit us on top of the refrigerator, our little legs dangling from what seemed like a dangerous height.


I saw her years later in New York and she asked me to be in her wedding, even though we hadn’t spoken in over a decade. We met at a shabby Midtown restaurant, next door to a theater, and shared a bottle of the cheapest champagne on the menu, watching tourists wait in the standby line for an eight p.m. show. All I remember about her fiancé was the distinct impression he was older and rich, and that both those things were important. It was going to be an Armenian wedding, she told me. Which meant she would wear a golden crown during the ceremony.


It was called off just a few weeks later, before I had the chance to buy a dress. I made an effort to choose a new candle for her, one whose wick was still waxy and untouched. My euro coin rattled when I dropped it in the collection box.


I’m not praying for these people, exactly. But it’s not enough for me to just walk in and out of these churches, stare at adorned ceilings and walls, wonder at the curves in sculptures. It serves as a reminder, maybe. That my life is big and varied and will continue to change and grow. That I will never stop meeting people, gathering up their details, so many that I can afford to forget.


I pass the Bocca della Verità on the way out, looking much smaller than I remember. A long line of tourists waits for photos. Maybe, years ago, we’d come early in the morning or during lunch because, in my memory, we had the whole courtyard to ourselves. Jack sizing up the statue, me striking the right kind of pose. My parents saying what they knew would make us laugh for the picture.


“Flowers and wine? You’re forgiven!”


This is how Michael and I met, a little more than two years ago. With his quick line and my smile in response. On the commuter train leaving the city, sometime between Grand Central and Mamaroneck, him asking if the seat next to mine was free—then occupied by a fistful of eight-dollar tulips and two bottles of cheap Italian red, a strip of cardboard to keep them from knocking together.


I was on my way to see married friends in the suburbs, regale them with exaggerated tales of the single life, get drunk by their fireplace, sleep fitfully in the spare bedroom of their starter house.


He looked at my things, then looked at me, thinking of what to say. Delivering it with a natural kind of confidence. He wore it like a skin.


I don’t think I responded the way he’d expected. I didn’t blush or laugh nervously or playfully protest that I had nothing to apologize for and how dare he suggest otherwise. I looked up, matched his assertion with calm.


“I should hope so,” I said, moving everything so he could sit.


I found it hard to look away from him. Gray around the temples, in a careless way. A mouth always just short of a smile. Big, kind, green, incisive eyes. That sort of line wouldn’t have worked if he didn’t look the way he did. He asked, and my mind and body instinctually answered. I had very little choice.


He told me he was a writer. I told him I was an artist, which, at that time, was halfway true.


“I’d love to see your work,” he said.


“Would you?” I made every effort to seem lightly amused, instead of eager and hungry for more of him, which I was. I’ve never been much of a flirt.


But it worked. By the time I left the train at Cos Cob, he’d taken my number, insisted we make a date.


I quickly learned he was just Michael, had no nickname, accepted no substitutes, same as me. He always keeps a tab open when ordering a drink. He pets dogs on the street, but ignores children. He sleeps ;with his knees pulled into his chest, never snores. A vain, exacting dresser. Keeper of strong, well-researched opinions. Someone deeply private and disarmingly funny. Someone I was desperate to impress.


The apartment I’m renting on Via Clementina for these six days is owned by a woman in her forties. Her hair is stringy, pulled back carelessly, and her eyes are tired. She inhaled deeply after opening the front door, needing the extra breath to explain the differences between the garbage and recycling, apologize for the temperamental elevator. But the pants she wears are delicately patterned, cuffed just right to draw attention to kitten heels, thin ankles. Her cheekbones are high and sharp.


Out of pride, I tell her it’s fine if she speaks Italian, that I understand, no problem. She tries to talk slowly for me, but forgets halfway through and speeds up.


She has lived in Rome since university and owns this place, which she rents to travelers and tourists, and one two floors down, which she shares with her husband and two sons. I ask how old they are, attempting to be polite in my clumsy Italian, and suddenly she’s telling me, in equal parts Italian and thickly accented English, that her sons are twins. One is loving and sweet and never causes any problems. The other is horrible. He stays out late at night, does something else, having to do with a car. She mimes hands on a steering wheel, making a sharp turn. Or maybe they’re both awful and she only wishes she could have had a perfect child. It’s hard to tell, barely understanding every other word. Syllables and phrases sound almost decipherable, like they could fit together and mean something, then slip behind my eyes.


She says something about not being able to marry her sons off, hooking her index fingers together to indicate a successful match, while showing me how to lock the front door. She watches me turn the key three full times before she’s satisfied. “There have been problems,” she says, ominously and in clear English. I do my best to assure her I can twist and then push when I feel the door give way. Reading the exhaustion on my face, she finally leaves. The key is heavy and wide in my hand, with teeth and indentations. It hangs from a Colosseum key chain that was once covered in blue glitter but now has only a few sparkles left.


I tried to learn Italian before this trip, enough to be proficient in the ways I imagined would matter. I had visions of myself flawlessly ordering pasta or asking for a table for two, holding my own in casual conversations at cafés, self-sufficient, remarkably relaxed.


I spent too much money on the Pimsleur method, sat in front of my computer, repeating phrases, translating back and forth, talking to no one. I’ve always been a good student.


Italian appeals to me: a wilder, freer language, with all its z’s, malleable sentence structure, and the relish taken in not just pronouncing every syllable but stringing together as many as possible. Full of possibility, especially when compared with the rules and precision that come with French, which I learned as a child. My mother only answering my questions if I asked them in her fluid first language.


It was important to her that Jack and I not only learn French, but never lose it. Even now, when she picks up the phone or I meet her somewhere or walk into their kitchen in the morning, it’s a toss-up which language we’ll speak. But it’s worked; my fluency has never wavered. Dad has picked up bits and pieces over the years, but if the three of us speak at what’s become our natural pace and complexity, it’s lost to him.


I know enough simple Italian vocabulary and remedial grammar to recognize parts of what I hear now, but too little to fully understand or reproduce almost any of it. Like seeing water rushing in front of me, frighteningly fast, quick and cold, wanting desperately to dive in.


My suitcase tips over as soon as I let go of the handle. The bed is wide, freshly made with white sheets, a little turquoise accent pillow. When deciding on this apartment, we looked at photos of the bedroom, light streaming in sideways through the window, a small framed photo of an anonymous saint centered above the headboard, and shared a smile.


It would be so easy to sleep. Even the thought of it is delicious.


Dad would say, “A nap is a rookie mistake.” Not to give in, that he’s learned the hard way. All those night flights, crossing so many time zones.


I hear it as clearly as if he were sitting beside me, which he always does at family dinners. Dad next to me, Mom across, and Jack next to her. It’s never been discussed or formally decided, just the natural order of things. We all take our places.


I shower instead. There is a half-used tub of olive oil soap, black and thick, on the ledge of the bathtub. Its label is peeling unevenly, stuck on at an angle by hand. Maybe leftover from whoever booked this place last, or here as some sort of amenity. I scoop three fingers into it. It’s waxy and tough at first, then blends with my wet skin, then disappears. A hint of brine, then lemon, then nothing at all.


The steam from the shower escapes through an open window, so the mirror is clear and honest when I step in front of it.


I ask my reflection, out loud, “Who are you today?”


A question my dad has been answering and asking me forever.


When I was little and he woke me up for school, he’d ask himself in my mirror and make up stories and faces that made me laugh.


One morning, he was the captain of an Arctic ship, looking for penguins, cutting through all that ice with an army of hair dryers like the one under my mother’s sink. A week later, he was a boy ballerina, flexing and pointing his bare feet at the foot of my bed as my eyes adjusted to daylight.


Some days I’d tell him I was a veterinarian. Others, an explorer or a Greek goddess, depending on the book I was reading or what I’d been learning in school. He took every idea seriously, asking clarifying questions in a sober tone. He always wanted detail—exactly which animals I’d be saving and why, what my next expedition was, or who I’d turned into a tree because their worship wasn’t sufficient. That sense of possibility was contagious, no wrong answers.


The older I got, the more honest he became.


“I’m my own guru today. Meditated for two hours outside, nothing but me and the frost. I don’t think it’s helping.”


“Who are you today, honey? You need to come see us soon. Your mom would like it. She paints twenty hours a day now, seems like.”


From the studio, a week before his new album was scheduled to wrap: “Today I’m finished, a pathetic old man who will never think or write anything true again. What more do I even have to say?”


Once, in tears, from an echoing hotel bathroom: “I’m a lonely fucking sap today. She’ll never forgive me this time.”


He’d call me when I was in college, late at night or too early in the morning, from Toronto or Prague or Melbourne on tour, and ask that same question, sounding far away but no less compelled to hear my answer.


I sometimes reassure him, never flatter or lie. Maybe that’s why he keeps asking and listening and answering.


Water drips from the ends of my hair onto the tile floor. They’re perfect white, accented with deep blue brushstrokes, a pattern of dots and curves that’s probably been repeated for hundreds of years. The grout between them is scrubbed clean.


Today I am alone. I am in a beautiful place. I am honest, with nothing to hide. I am better off.


Dinner is at eight.


Monti is busy, wide awake after a late-afternoon nap, with a drink in its hand. Doors to all the bars are open, and people move their stools outside into the street to watch others passing by. The restaurant is twenty minutes away, if I walk with purpose, like I’m in a hurry. I check my phone to confirm the right general direction, then put it away.


The dipping sun transforms the deep orange of a government building into sherbet, pastel and sweet. On a balcony above my head, a man waves a broom back and forth to clear a cobweb.


I can’t see the ambulance, but I can hear it. Two tones, high and low, repeat themselves over and over. Simple and direct, different from home. Jack has always said he’s comforted by the sound of an ambulance, probably because he’s not in one when it drives by.


It’s likely speeding down one of the wider, paved streets that runs from the Tiber toward Termini and Piazza della Reppublica, cutting through shopping centers and ancient ruins equally, not discriminating.


I turn off this small square, down a road that seems to get thinner and emptier the longer I follow it. An old woman smokes silently in an open doorway, but, other than her, there’s no one. She stares at the building across the street, which has been gutted for what looks like a while. Parts of the façade and most of the staircase inside are completely gone, suggesting a job that started with fervor, only to be abandoned halfway through. Two bags of concrete lean against each other in the shadows. A cardboard sign, possibly explaining what’s happened or will happen, flaps in the light breeze. Enough of the ceiling is missing in the right places, so I can look up through it and see the sky losing its blue.


Sure enough, this street shrinks into a dead end. So narrow that a small Fiat has realized it too late and gotten stuck. A little crowd starts to gather on either side, yelling out unsolicited advice, casually invested in the outcome: whether the driver will cut right or left, if the police need to be called. People at a nearby café sit at small tables, lopsided by the old stones that make up the street, and watch while they drink and smoke and talk.


Piazza Navona is on the way to the restaurant. I’m not sure exactly where, but I can sense it’s close. The crowds are getting thicker, more frenetic. People are walking with more urgency in the same direction, knowing they’re about to see something they can check off their lists.


And, with a slight left, there it is. All this space suddenly, an exhale. Butter-yellow buildings, with their faded blue windows. Some apartments have flower boxes, some are bare. If it were a little darker, I’d be able to see inside.


Spectacular things in Rome can just happen like this, with no warning. Around a nondescript corner, a gorgeous slap in the face. Even though I remember posing for a family photo on this very spot, perfectly centered to capture the obelisk, the curve of Sant’Agnese’s dome and the light from all three fountains, I still marvel at it all, like Michael said I would.


I purposely walk through people’s cell phone videos, but try to stay out of their pictures. The fountains’ lights come on, turning the water swimming-pool blue. Some god or warrior chokes a fish with his bare hand, the muscles of his forearms rippling just right. An octopus curls itself at another’s feet. A horse kicks its front legs up, a ferocious or terrified look in its eye. The four rivers of the fountain converge, and I’m close enough to feel the spray in my hair.


I reach for my phone to check that I’m still walking in the right direction, and it’s vibrating with a call from Jack.


“Ciao, Emilia,” he greets me, with a cartoonish Italian accent. “Come stai?”


It’s early afternoon in New York. He’ll be sitting on the sixty-second floor of a glass tower, in his very cold office, drinking the green tea his assistant buys in bulk, making any number of million-dollar decisions with one side of his brain while he checks in on me with the other.


“I’m not even going to try to match that.” I laugh at him. “I’m fine. A little jet lagged, but I made it here alive.”


“Where are you? It sounds loud.”


“Piazza Navona. Do you remember coming here, years ago? A lot of people around, but it’s a gorgeous night.”


Taking a trip like this isn’t something he’d ever do, but at least he doesn’t question my doing it.


“This will be good for you, getting away.” He says this with certainty, as if it could be proven. “You’ll eat and drink well, in a beautiful place. You’ll feel better.”


I wish he’d be able to hear me if I were to tell him it’s not that simple. But, for him, I think it might be. Maybe it’s the same part of him that makes it easy to take risks with other people’s money, or go cliff-diving for the first time without hesitation, or avoid bad or unpleasant news so thoroughly it’s as if it never existed.


Instead, I just say, “I hope you’re right.”


A few minutes from the piazza, I see an English-language bookstore, its name lit up in purple neon I can see from the street. It’s a small storefront that takes advantage of its depth, like a railroad apartment. Extending further and further like a paperback-lined tunnel. A few people browse; most are listening to a reading that’s finishing up in the back room.


I’m startled by a mirror, propped up on my left between bookcases, the glass chipped and covered in fingerprints. I turn and see my sharp reflection, a face betraying nothing. I look like a stranger.


When I left Michael that first day and got off the train in Connecticut, I didn’t tell my friends about him, even though he’d given me an anecdote they would have loved. The novelty of meeting someone on the commuter rail on a Friday afternoon, coupled with the comfort in knowing they’d never have to rely on chance to meet someone ever again.


When they asked if I was seeing anyone at the moment, I gave my typical, self-deprecating answer and bought his first book from the shop in Grand Central as soon as I stepped off the train. It’s set in Beirut, a city I’ve always wanted to visit, just before war between Lebanon and Israel in the eighties. A man, estranged from his Lebanese family, politically unmoored and feeling hopeless, meets a French woman who teaches at the university. For a time, it seems she might be able to offer the happiness and security he’s been seeking, could possibly save him from a life in which he’s barely present. They make certain corners of the city their own, debate the impending conflict in smoky bars, have transcendent sex in her cramped apartment near the sea.


That first book changed who he was to me, what he could be. All before we’d spoken for longer than ten minutes.


I read the rest in a fever: his next two books, then every published story or essay or review I could find. Consuming them one after another, worried the feeling would fade. That summer, whenever I was in the park or at the beach or spending a long weekend somewhere, one of his books was with me. I lay on a blanket in the grass or on the warm stone by the pool, eagerly flipping pages, hearing half of my friends’ conversations or whatever else was happening around me.


The joy and hunger those books gave me then. The sense of possibility, of being with or even just around this brilliant person, who could write a heartbreakingly perfect sentence just as easily as whisper something delicious and filthy in my ear or touch my wrist in a way that made me feel understood. It makes me a little sad now, to know I’ll never read any of them ever again.


Later, when he recommended other books and movies and poems to me, I pursued and consumed them all the same way: captivated, possessed even. Reading and seeing what he thought I should was all I wanted to do.


I never deluded myself into thinking this was normal, this way he seemed to perceive some deep part of me. It felt thrilling, but individual, even targeted.


His books are full of little details I thought only women could recognize or remember. One of his characters, after a fight with her lover, studies her face in a bathroom mirror. She leans over the sink, her face inches from the glass. Fingers tracing her forehead lines, smoothing her eyebrows, filling the divot above her lip. As she walks back to him in the bedroom, he notices the ritual has left red marks on the points of her elbows: indents that underscore the pressure of her concentration. Thinking of identical marks I’d seen on my own arms before, the sting of bone pressed against marble, I wrote in the margin, He clearly pays attention.


He did tell me once that the reason we love someone is because we share their adjectives.


I look for his books on these shelves, as I do in every bookstore. Scanning the names on the spines until I reach the S’s, between Salter and Saroyan, and then the combination of letters that always makes my throat feel tight, even now. This shop carries all four, even has two copies of his second novel, which was by far the most successful. But I’m looking for the latest one, published a few months ago.


My whole body vibrates with anticipatory pain, possibly rage when I open it to the dedication page. I know what I’ll find, but I look anyway. The book, which he finished a month before I met him, is written for her: a woman I assumed was past tense, but is, in fact, present. The woman who, when I asked, exactly once, if he was involved with anyone else, went unmentioned.


I don’t know exactly why I do this. Maybe it’s to build up a tolerance, to prove I can handle, even accept, this new reality. Maybe it’s to ensure I come to thoroughly hate him.


This could be New York—the curated selection, the well-read English speakers hanging on an author’s every word. But the fading light, the rustle of other people’s voices, even my fingers on the cool stone wall, the faint smell of foreign sweat in the air: it’s all just different enough to remind me I’m somewhere else.


The reservation I didn’t cancel is in ten minutes. Michael’s birthday dinner.


This is perverse, what I’m doing. Most people would think so. Maybe even I do. A sensible person would let any feeling of responsibility lapse, possibly call the restaurant to cancel, but more likely just not show. Leave the table for some happy, still-intact couple to enjoy. I’m hoping sitting down, eating, and drinking there is a way to be near him and take something from him at the same time.


Michael chose a restaurant he’d heard a lot about, had always wanted to try. I made the reservation exactly three months ago, as soon as the date became available. It’s odd to finally be standing at the doorway I’d seen in so many photos, hailed as a must-visit, framed just so, then posted by so many people. The man guarding the entrance holds a clipboard, looking impatient and bored at once.


I give Michael’s last name, which happens to be Italian, but concentrate too hard on saying it perfectly and fumble the vowels at the end. He finds it quickly on his list anyway. I try to tell him that at one point there was another person, but now I’m here alone, navigating past and present verbs. He smiles in a way that confirms he’s not listening.


The restaurant is full and loud and warm. Old wooden beams, walls and floor made from the same stone, too-white lights, a nickel bar. A thin path, made even more so by a few tables for two along the wall, leads to a small dining room. This place also operates as a salumeria and specialty shop, encouraging people to buy some element of what they’ve just eaten to bring home with them. Aged pork haunches and shoulders hang from the ceiling and rest on top of shining steel meat slicers, curved where they’ve been shaved down over and over. Different shades and sizes of cheese are lined up alongside jars of capers and truffle salt and preserved lemons, all for sale at a steep markup, on shelves that reach to the ceiling. There’s a single barstool off to the left, so I claim it.


I’ve never understood people who are made nervous by eating alone or don’t know how to pass the time when a friend is late to meet them for a drink, how those few solitary minutes spent waiting at a bar can feel panicked and endless. For me, it’s potential—things tend to happen when I sit at the bar. Usually just clumsy attempts at conversation or pickup lines concealed as compliments, but occasionally people will surprise me, tell me something interesting, something that actually matters. It happens often enough for me to feel a lift of expectation whenever I sit alone with a book or start to sketch something on a napkin.


The restaurant around the corner from my old apartment was Italian when I found it, then turned French for a few months before eventually going back. Through every change, a side of mushrooms stayed on the menu, always prepared the same way. Sautéed in the pan until they sweated and shrank to their most concentrated and rich, then cloaked in a sauce that inspired obsession—anchovies dissolved in good olive oil, the pucker of white wine, some other element that always escaped me. I craved it, tried to recreate it in my own kitchen, but always fell short somehow. There were months I forgot it existed. Others I’d go eat it twice in one week. I soaked torn pieces of focaccia in whatever was leftover, all punctuated with sips of cheap red wine.


One night, the mushrooms arrived with an extra plate, even though I was alone. The guy sitting next to me at the bar looked up from his phone screen, took out one of his headphones. I waited. He could keep staring straight ahead or he could turn his head, say something.


I thought for sure that he would, or at least smile at the mix-up, the assumption that we were together. But there was nothing. His pasta was set down in front of him shortly after. He ate it quickly, paid, and left. I became suddenly aware of eating inches away from someone pretending I wasn’t there, feeling more awkward with each bite, in a way I hadn’t before.


The restaurant’s wall of windows looked north on Second Avenue, east on Seventh Street. The glass so fogged that all I could picture were the muted white and orange of Walk and Don’t Walk. The second truly cold night of the year.


Another frigid night, at a dark bar in Paris, where Charlie Parker records are always playing. Hidden on a side street behind a famous brasserie, its door marked with a small sign, stamped with the outline of a flower. The bartenders all wear the same white jacket and have worked there for at least twenty years. I heard one of them gently mocking me as he checked a glass for water stains, holding it up to the dim light.


“Here I am at Rosebud,” he said, as me, in an accented English falsetto. “Drinking my martini and drawing pictures in the dark.”


I shot back with something in French, playing up my accent: not quite Parisian, but, thanks to my mother, still far more precise than he was expecting. We had a laugh. I stayed longer than planned, kept someone waiting.


Killing time in London, waiting for a friend to leave her office and meet me at a pub. It was early summer, the heavy door open to the noisy street. I’d been at the Tate Modern all afternoon, was making notes about Lucian Freud and Celia Paul, Rodin and Camille Claudel. Artists and their women, reduced to muses, wasting away on pedestals. I’d stood in front of huge, crisp photographs of glaciers at varying degrees of disappearance, unsure of what to do with my helplessness. Endured the high-decibel screams of children running laps through an exhibit that threw their rainbow shadows on blank walls.


Sitting at the pub, I let myself write whatever came to mind, not allowing my pen to leave paper until I’d filled a page. A usually reliable way to figure out what I actually think about something. My other hand rested on a glass of syrupy red wine, filled to the brim.


The man, more of a boy, sitting next to me had weaponized his attention to the point I could feel his eyes following my handwriting as it moved down the length of the notebook. Distracted enough to finally look up, I wanted to dismiss him with a glance, but found I couldn’t. He looked younger than my brother, with a soft jawline and smooth forehead.


He’d been dragged, he said, out for a drink with his friend and her boyfriend, pointing out the back of a blond head, a hand clinging to the arm of someone tall and broad, her face tilted up at him like a flower toward the sun. “How can you write in a place like this?” he asked, with disbelief and a little admiration.


“I’m not really writing,” I said. “Just getting some thoughts down before I forget.”


“Still. That kind of focus.” His eyes on my open notebook. “Sorry, I hope I’m not bothering you.” Phrased carefully to be polite, while making it difficult for me to deny him.


“You’re not.” And that was, to my surprise, mostly true. I got the sense he needed gentleness, more care than I would typically give someone in this situation. He spoke fast and at me, with an eagerness that hadn’t been discouraged out of him yet. Every few minutes, the couple he’d come with would look over and roll their eyes.


He’d gone to Saint Andrews, overlapping one year with Jack. When I mentioned my brother (tall, dark hair, economics major, American, obviously), he said the name sounded familiar but didn’t think they’d ever met.


“I wasn’t much for socializing that last year,” he said. “Was dealing with a lot.”


I had no desire to know more, to take this bait, but he was determined. Despite how quickly he was drinking, his posh accent stayed put. He ordered another beer. “I got tangled up in something very messy, acted badly. Acted unforgivably, some might say.”


The pub grew even more crowded with people leaving their offices for the weekend, reaching over both my shoulders for drinks or waving above my head for the bartender’s attention. I felt not quite trapped, but enclosed.


“I’m sure whatever it was couldn’t have been unforgivable.” I was trying to be kind, nothing more, but it was all the encouragement he needed.


“A girl I knew, my friend’s sister, she was young to be there. Only sixteen. Some kind of math prodigy.”


I forgot my wine and my notebook and studied his face. A nervous half smile that betrayed his guilt or shame or whatever it was, mixed with the clear pleasure in having someone to tell. His index finger circling the mouth of the glass, over and over. Refusal to break eye contact with someone who was listening, a new and invested audience. I wanted to leave him and wherever this was going behind, while also wanting to know what he was about to tell me.


“I found out one of the professors was sleeping with her. Well, she told me, actually. Felt she could confide in me, ask for help.” His tone, the way he chose and spoke those particular words, told me everything. “She was all mixed up, thought she was in love with him while knowing it was wrong at the same time.” He shook his head at the naïveté, safe in the conviction he’d never be so clueless, so vulnerable.


I could picture him, at the moment he got that news. Seeing it as a call to action. His concerned brow, a paunch to his stomach, hair starting to recede. How many chances does a man like him get to feel like a hero?


“He was young, though, to be teaching. Not one of the old bearded men, not much older than us.” His self-protection, for whatever was to come.


“The lines were blurred, then,” I said. “Sounds like a complex situation.” I enjoy feeling like an authority in anything, even common sense. “That must have been difficult, not knowing what to do.” My glass was too full to lift, so I leaned down for a sip. Cheap and sweet.


“Right, I really didn’t know. So, I told my advisor, someone I trusted like a friend. And it got out immediately. Everyone suddenly knew.” He paused for effect. “Which is not what I wanted.”


“Did he lose his job?”


“It never really got that far.”


“What do you mean?”


“The next day, the day after I told someone, he killed himself. Jumped off a bridge.”


I tried not to let my face betray what I was actually feeling: surprise, embarrassment, sadness for him. I attempted comfort instead.


“You were only trying to look out for someone. I hope you don’t feel this is your fault. It’s not.”


My friend called, suggesting dinner somewhere else. I said I was sorry, that I had to go, and asked him if he was okay until he said he was. I left him there, looking hurt and staring into another drink.


Scanning this bar, filled with pairs of excited tourists and blasé Romans, I wonder about him, hope he feels forgiven and maybe not so lonely.


Here, the conversation that surrounds me matches the volume of the music, instead of one drowning the other out. These voices are buoyant, lifted by the nights these people are embarking on, or already having. The crowd is a relief, knowing that I’ve made a good, or at least an interesting choice.


The bar is dotted with wine glasses, ringed with stains and sediment like the trunks of trees. Bowls of pasta filled with different shades of tomato red and egg-yolk yellow. Squat glasses of sparkling water. Every few moments, a bubble makes a mad dash for the surface.


A small, framed image of Jesus hangs above the espresso machine. Crown of thorns, streams of blood like sweat, pleading upward expression.


The menu is made up of many laminated, double-sided pages, fitted in a three-ring binder that reminds me of school. Too many options, some marked with stars, suggesting that there are good and bad decisions to be made. There isn’t just salsiccia or prosciutto, but multiple variations of each, served alone or with different cheeses. The permutations could be limitless. I see dishes up and down the bar that I can’t match to the words on the menu. One couple pours wine from a bottle with no label, just the anonymous dark green of the glass. The light passes through it. What’s inside is already half-gone.


A waiter passes by, his swinging arm missing me by an inch or two. Each muscle in his face is defined to the point of exaggeration, forming its own divots and contours and borders. He’s just short of handsome, perfect for a line drawing. Quickly, strategically capturing a face or object or feeling, pen not leaving paper until I’ve finished. The kind of exercise I’m always reminding myself to do, something between practice and personal challenge. One of my favorites, done a year ago: Jack early on one of the rare mornings he woke up at our parents’ house, drinking coffee, still wearing his glasses, taking an absentminded bite of toast. Once he realized what I was doing, he made me tear it up.
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