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Per Alessandro
Ti voglio bene.
Sei tu lo scatolone che mi tiene verticale…
Restlessly, Emily’s feet slid over the pockmarked concrete of the Rovigo train station platform, chips of disintegrating cement gritting under the soles of her shoes. Two hollow blasts of a distant whistle shook her out of her daze and she sat up on the bench to focus on the pinprick of light emerging from the fog.
The more you want something, the slower it comes. I suppose this includes Italian trains. But why today of all days? Why can’t my last day here be different from the past ten years?
The concrete bench was freezing but she stayed put, her suitcase beside her. Weighted down by the sleep she’d missed the night before, her eyelids began to droop in spite of the cold. Emily shook her head suddenly, causing herself some momentary dizziness and drawing a disinterested glance from one of the other travelers on the platform. While digging around in her shoulder bag, she looked up at the station clock and sighed; her train was forty minutes late. Locating her planner, she pulled out her plane ticket and examined it once more.
Milan Malpensa, 15:00, British Airways to New York, window seat…
She clutched the airline ticket like a talisman before tucking it into place once more, briefly marking the blue edge of the photograph next to the ticket before closing the planner and shoving it back into her bag. No point in taking the photo out; the image of Jacopo seated upon the Spanish Steps in Rome, looking smug, was etched deep into her memory.
Still blindly exploring in her bag, her fingers slid over the surface of a thick legal-size envelope tucked up against the side. The contents of this envelope had, a few days before, rendered much of her life null and void in one fell swoop.
That was an eternity ago.
Shivering, she looked around at the other pre-dawn travelers. A few hopeful faces turned to look down the length of track visible from the platform in the faint light. However, the approach of the rhythmic clacking and chuffing didn’t slow. A freight train rattled past and disappeared into the mists, taking Emily’s fleeting optimism with it.
Earlier, after exchanging most of her euros for American dollars, she’d used the rest to buy a train ticket from the machine inside the station, and then a magazine at the Valentine-infested newsstand outside. Now she was obliged to forgo any additional purchases. Though as time dragged on, the station’s offerings became more tempting. A shift in the wind nudged the steam of her nearest neighbor’s tiny cup of espresso her way, bringing with it the warm, rich scent.
Maybe just a hot chocolate? Or a caffè macchiato?
Another passenger’s watch beeped but Emily kept her focus out on the tracks, refusing to read the station clock.
Stamping her feet, she carefully rubbed her numbed, raw hands to warm them. Fingers aching down deep, she pictured her sheepskin-lined gloves, cozy, warm and forgotten on the kitchen table back at the apartment.
Yet another scatterbrained moment and here I am, paying for it.
Finally she stood up and scuffed to and fro, never straying far from the bench and her suitcase.
“Sei disattenta,” Jacopo’s voice chided inside her head. “You’re careless to do something like that, but that’s just exactly what you always do, isn’t it?”
With a small mental jerk she drew her thoughts back to the present.
Stop worrying about Jacopo. Right now.
The cold air seeped through her coat and she rubbed her arms uselessly. The coat itself seemed to have stiffened in the frosty air, the sleeves bunching and folding between her fingers.
Closing her eyes, she blew into her hands and reconsidered buying a hot drink from the vending machine nearby. All at once, her fellow travelers began shuffling toward the yellow line. Emily opened her eyes to find them leaning forward as one to peer toward the approaching lights.
Wincing at the metallic grinding of the train’s brakes, she braced herself for the ritualistic rush to attempt to board against the exodus of smokers heading for the platform to squeeze in a quick nicotine fix.
She managed to drag her suitcase aboard a bedraggled second-class carriage. Clinging to her last shred of optimism, she pushed her way along to the next. This compartment was no better than the last. Here she found only the same stale air, dull lighting and rows of seats covered in dreary Trenitalia green, two by two on either side of the aisle from one end of the carriage to the other. Most of the seats were already occupied, the passengers giving any newcomer the typical Italian once-over from head to toe and refusing to like what they saw.
Determined to ignore the stares, she pressed on toward the middle of the carriage. In passing, she noted a man standing beside a seat, breathing the outside air through an open window. He smiled at her, tugged the collar of his black wool coat more snugly about his neck and returned to his view of the depot. The train made a false start, lurching forward to an abrupt halt, and Emily stumbled, her suitcase falling to the floor with a loud thud.
Hauling her suitcase upright, she caught a glimpse of the man’s dark eyes watching her. He moved away from the window as though to offer help and she turned away from him, dragging her case to the first empty pair of seats she found. When she put her hand to the vent to check for heat, she felt only a faint rush of tepid air.
“That’s not good,” she muttered, rubbing her hands again until the circulation resumed, stinging her slowly pinking skin. Snuggling deeper into her overcoat, she turned toward her own dim reflection in the window. Movement behind her image caught her eye, and she saw the man across the aisle by the window smiling in her direction. Years of married habit swiftly stifled her impulse to smile in return.
When he turned back to his own window, she tilted her head to watch him directly.
For the first time, she noted the crack spanning the length of the glass along the sliding window frame. He pushed the broken portion up as high as it would go, then wedged a small, tightly-folded piece of paper between the Plexiglas and the lower frame in an attempt to keep it closed.
At last the conductor’s whistle signaled their departure. The smiling man moved to a different seat, leaving the row with the broken window vacant. They began to glide silently forward in the eerie, graceful way of even the most decrepit trains, before the momentum caught and the rattling and clacking began.
Emily took the magazine out of her shoulder bag but the glossy pages remained shut. Instead, she toyed with the wedding band on her left hand, idly tracing the ornate carving with the pad of her index finger.
With every bump and sway of the train, Rovigo slipped further behind her.
Shouldn’t this mean something? I thought I’d feel better, or worse; instead, there’s nothing in the end, even after ten years.
She shook her head and searched for an article in her magazine to lose herself in the language, a language still foreign to her in so many ways.
“How like you to choose something as dry as a teaching journal in order to pass the time.”
She pushed away Jacopo’s voice and squinted at the page, her eyes and brain refusing to work together to focus on the words.
“Mitologia Antica e Fiction Moderna, di Davide Magnani.
“Il ruolo che l’antica mitologia gioca nella fiction moderna è sottovalutato, ma tuttavia innegabile. Tutti i temi moderni non sono altro che mere rielaborazioni di antiche storie e sono stati raccontati attorno al fuoco sin da tempo immemorie...”
Drawing a long, quiet breath, she closed her eyes and pressed her cool fingertips to her temples. In time, her mind slightly clearer, she tried once again to read, translating as she went.
“Ancient Mythology and Modern Fiction, by Davide Magnani.
“The role that ancient mythology has in modern fiction is little appreciated, but nonetheless undeniable. All modern themes are merely re-workings of ancient tales and have been told around the fire since time immemorial…”
Emily let her attention drift away from the article, settling on the artwork on the page opposite: a chalk drawing of Proserpina and Plutone on a city sidewalk, drawn by a street artist in Rome. Her heartbeat trebled for an instant in recognizing the figures.
Proserpina, she thought, and tried to swallow the dry lump in her throat. Proserpina, who stayed in Hades because she was tricked into doing so.
Biting her lip, she folded the page with the photo back and out of sight, then focused again on the article at hand, determined to get through it this time.
Fifteen minutes later, that man was smiling at her again. His eyes tickled at her periphery like so many nimble fingers until she allowed herself to sneak a few peeks at him on the sly, using the reflection in the window. In only a few minutes, she noted he was Jacopo’s exact opposite in many ways.
He’s the other side of the same coin, though, I’ll bet.
Still, he was easy on the eyes, with a strong jaw, dark eyes and dark, boyish curls which fell along his brow. His clothes weren’t fancy, but simple in design. A pale blue chambray shirt peeked out from beneath his red scarf. There were no fancy designer labels, no ostentatious, trendy affectations on view.
She liked that.
When he crossed his legs, she risked a direct look at him and smiled in spite of herself. His shoes were black running shoes, rather scuffed up at that. She knew too well the premium Italians placed on footwear; it was nice to see someone who wasn’t completely fussy about his appearance for a change.
When he drew out an eyeglass case from the inside pocket of his coat, she turned to the reflection in the window once more. He perused a copy of La Repubblica—not Libero, not La Padania—so she was reasonably sure he wasn’t from Veneto. Despite her fugue, this thought made her smile again. A glimpse of his dark eyes straying in her direction, followed by his own secretive smile, sent a pleasant shimmy down her spine.
Her heart leapt skittishly even as she pushed the expression off her face and felt the blush creep up from her collar to tint her cheeks.
The broken window fell open with a soft thump and the banging and rattling of the train’s progress drowned out the soft hum of conversation around her. A steady, chilling wind blew inside the carriage. Several passengers grumbled their disapproval and tugged their scarves and coats more tightly around themselves, but none made an effort to close the window.
After a moment or two, the man stood and pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose with an air of determination. Emily observed even more openly this time as he returned to the broken window, shoved it upward and stuffed the wedge of paper between the Plexiglas and the frame once more.
When he turned, he saw her watching and his smile lit up his face again. His eyes met hers fully and she looked away, her cheeks tingling as she turned to the window and the countryside emerging in the growing daylight beyond it.
In spite of herself, her eyes shifted to follow him yet again when he stepped away from the row with the broken window.
His hair had been tousled by the wind, and upon settling back in his seat he ran one hand cautiously over it, taming any wild, out-of-place waves. His dark eyes behind the oval frames of his glasses flicked in her direction before he turned toward his own window. She thought it was clear that he was trying not to be obvious about watching her.
“Emily, you need to get over yourself,” Jacopo’s voice scolded. “Pale skin and a mousy pony-tail on a dumpy thirty-four-year-old woman won’t catch the eye of someone like him.”
Still, it was just a fun little daydream, right? Then she considered why she was on the train and she revived her interest in the magazine.
With effort, she managed to make him fade into the background. By her reckoning, it was for the best anyway.
Emily never heard the arrival announcement at Bologna Centrale but the stirring of the other passengers pulled her out of the article. She checked her things to reassure herself she would be able to get away quickly and make her connection. Thanks to the delay, she was too far behind schedule as it was.
The smiling stranger stood up and put on his coat, adjusted his scarf and stowed his eyeglasses. Before he caught her eye she looked away but a pleasant little flicker of awareness told her he was still watching from time to time. While the train crept toward the station, the man sat down and trained his gaze out the window toward the red-roofed neighborhoods along the railway and the elaborate graffiti on the walls there. Afraid she’d already encouraged him too much, she did the same.
Oh, boy, that’s just what I’d need, too—some egomaniacal italiano chasing me to my next train.
A small smile quirked at the corners of her mouth before the train stuttered to a squalling halt and she joined the line to disembark.
Suitcase in tow, she hurried as best she could along the platform and wove her way through the crowd to make an awkward descent to the sottopassaggio for the station. She paused in front of a monitor to read the display of departures and arrivals and her stomach twisted.
That has to be wrong, doesn’t it? So many cancellations all at once?
When she finally stood in the ticket hall and stared forlornly at the board, embarrassment flushed her cheeks. A brief check of the newsstand confirmed what she’d somehow managed to forget during her recent preoccupation
“Sciopero Generale,” said the headlines in bold print. “General Strike.”
No trains would be running from nine a.m. to five p.m. that day, leaving countless travelers in the lurch. Already an hour behind her original schedule, her last chance of reaching Milano Centrale on time had departed more than fifteen minutes before.
“I guess I’m stranded, then,” she muttered, her voice faltering and cracking, her fingers twisting her ring again. She noticed what she was doing and parted her hands, shaking them vigorously as though trying to restart sluggish circulation.
“Stupid, stupid, stupid… I hate this damned country.”
A soft cough to her right drew her attention to the fact she’d spoken aloud. She turned to find the man who had smiled at her on the train. Looking away hurriedly, she read the newspaper headlines to avoid the mild smirk on his face.
How could I not remember the strike? How could this have possibly slipped my mind?
Ignoring the clock of the timetable, she looked at her wristwatch as if the time there would be different somehow. Instead, the hands stood steadfastly at the nine and the three; the second hand spun with malicious speed. She was belatedly aware that she’d made some sort of anxious sound, as her persistent would-be travel companion gave another soft cough beside her.
Her temper flared, her hands balling into fists, while he continued to grin at her.
“Tutto okay?” he inquired gently, adjusting the strap of his knapsack.
“No,” she answered curtly, putting her back to him. Her mind reeling, she stood that way for a moment before she crossed to the doors which led out to the tracks. She continued to the sala d’attesa—the waiting room—where she perched on the edge of one of the chairs, her legs bobbing with anxious energy. The businessman in the next seat tutted disapprovingly and Emily offered him a weary, embarrassed smile, slowing but unable to stop her agitated motion.
Only then did her eyes stray to the stylized crack in the wall, which served as both a window onto the tracks and a memorial of the 1980 bombing. She read and re-read the names on the plaque next to it, seeing but not seeing, and slowly sat back in her chair. Soon the names and ages posted there grew clearer, sinking in and cutting through the white noise in her head.
Get some perspective. You see, things could be a lot worse. Besides, are you really in that big of a hurry to go back? Really?
Flashing forward, she imagined the look she’d find on her mother’s face when she arrived in Ypsilanti. It wouldn’t be a pretty scene, even though she’d had plenty of advance warning.
And then the questions will begin, even though I’ve given all the answers I’ve ever had by now. At least, all the answers I can give her.
Catching a glimpse of the man from the train passing by the window, she breathed a small, frustrated sigh.
Don’t come in here, for Heaven’s sake. Just leave me be… Oh, of course.
When he paused in the doorway and held the door open for an elderly woman laden with packages, Emily took a swift look around. There were no other exits open and her urge for flight was already fading.
By the time her eyes had returned to the doorway, he’d already spotted her. He smiled.
Emily smiled, too, then forced the expression off her face.
“Don’t be ridiculous,” Jacopo scoffed. “He’s got to be up to something.”
She again pulled out her magazine and pretended to read, but Jacopo’s voice persisted.
“Why won’t he leave you alone? He must have some sort of ulterior motive, no doubt.”
The man from the train sat at the far end of her row. In her peripheral vision she noted him glancing in her direction and her heart skipped expectantly.
And if he does have an ulterior motive? What of it? Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad.
She continued to feign interest in the article, shaking her head at such flippancy.
“What does that even mean? Of course it would be bad—how could it be good? This is no fantasy, stupid, and it’s no fairy tale, either.”
Chastened, she recognized the dull pain insinuating itself into her head. If she didn’t calm down soon, it would escalate into a full-blown migraine. Pressing her hand to her forehead, she resisted the urge to sigh again, or to swallow down the pang of homesickness at Jacopo’s voice, ever-present. The cool draw of her fingers across her brow soothed her a little, but not quite enough.
It’s time to think; what do I need to do?
“I’ll never make that flight now—it’s impossible,” she muttered, blushing when the businessman nearby looked sideways at her. While she searched her coat pockets she thought again of her gloves on the kitchen counter, then dug deeper for her cell phone.
I need to call the airline and shift the reservation to the next flight out. That’s first and foremost. I’ll call Mom later to let her know I’m taking a different flight.
A cold dread seeped into her limbs, her heart chattering frostily in her chest.
Oh, God; oh, no.
She pulled her shoulder bag onto her lap and rummaged hastily through it. Her fingers sifted through all sorts of identifiable detritus: her planner, her sunglasses case, travel packs of tissues, her hairbrush with the ponytail elastics around the handle, even a few pens and a stub of a pencil.
Her fingers clasped a small case and she exhaled with relief. Ah, there it is! Her spirits soon sank with the realization that she’d only found her mirrored compact. She took it out and stared at it, puzzled.
Why is that in there? I haven’t worn makeup in ages—and certainly not today.
The businessman stood abruptly and walked away, tucking his newspaper under his arm in a pointed gesture and smoothing his coat as he went. Emily watched him go, then dropped her compact in her bag and resumed her search with unsteady hands.
She checked the same places again and again. Shaking all over, she let her hands fall to her lap on either side of the bag, resolving not to dump the bag out on the floor in a desperate last search.
My gloves are on the kitchen counter where I left them, right next to my cell phone. A fat lot of good any of it’ll do me from there.
Her throat locked around the idea of going to the newsstand and sorting out a phone card. Using the last of her change for a payphone seemed somehow like another slap in the face from this infernal country. Her eyes closed in anticipation of that pain.
I really wanted to make this trip without speaking a word of Italian; now I can’t, and it’s because of yet another stupid mistake.
She shook her head and unshed tears burned behind her closed eyelids.
“Scatterbrain,” Jacopo chided. “Always the scatterbrain.”
Biting her lower lip until she feared it might bruise if she continued, she willed the day to end, just end. Opening her eyes at last, she stared dully at the floor and tried to take a few deep, calming breaths. A faint buzzing filled her ears, drowning out her thoughts and the soft chatter of travelers around her.
“Scatterbrain.”
It was a mild taunt, sometimes spoken as an endearment, but its relentless presence was no consolation. It was almost as though Jacopo were there with her.
The thought made her flinch, her heart clenching in her chest, and her hand rose to cover it until it beat more smoothly again. An instant of hope sent her hand into the inner pocket of her overcoat, to no avail.
Perhaps distance will help? When I get far enough away, maybe autopilot will kick in and I won’t have to think about what I’m doing anymore...
She thought of the man from the train and his persistent, if amiable, pursuit of her. It would be so much easier if he would just come right out with it. This relentless but gentle quest of his was somehow reminiscent of Jacopo in Venice, ten years ago.
And look how that turned out.
Better that he should declare his intentions so she could refuse them and get on with the rest of this interminable day.
In spite of herself, she found her thoughts drifting resolutely back to the piazza with the paper shop, where Jacopo had found her, and where it had all begun.
“Emily Miller, it’s nice to meet you. Would you do me the honor of oining me for dinner this evening, or must I chase you across this city again?”
At once, she pulled her hand out of his and stepped away from him. “Excuse me?”
“I saw you when you arrived last night and I decided to make your acquaintance. As it turns out, however, you are a very hard person to get close to.”
“Why?”
“Why what?” He tilted his head to one side in a disarming gesture.
“Why do you want to ‘make my acquaintance’?”
“Do I need a reason?”
The row of seats creaked and she felt the shift and tilt as someone sat nearby. With some effort, Emily shrugged away Venice and the past and turned her attention back to searching her coat pockets and shoulder bag.
Maybe I missed it, that’s all. Maybe I’m just imagining it on the counter at the apartment. One thing I know: I can’t take another surprise this morning. I’m at my wits’ end.
The clatter and shuffle of objects in her purse seemed loud in the solemn silence of the waiting room, but she continued digging, until the black jeans and scuffed running shoes of her new seatmate distracted her. Her breath caught in her throat at this sudden, unexpected closeness. She scarcely managed to resist the impulse to jump up and walk swiftly out the door. Dragging her gaze up over the black overcoat and past the red scarf, she finally reached his face.
Ever calm and relaxed, the man from the train smiled at her in his—by now—familiar way.
Emily returned to the exposed contents of her purse. Even after acknowledging the lack of anything incriminating in view, her ability to concentrate was well and truly shaken.
I wonder how long he’s been there? Never mind; just focus on the task at hand.
“I don’t believe it… Today, of all days–” Stomach churning, she cut off her thread of monologue. The thought of being caught talking to herself again, with him so close, was mortifying. Twisting away, she continued searching her bag with dogged determination, unable to accept defeat just yet.
I could swear I brought it.
While she searched, he stayed seated beside her, glancing around at other travelers, from time to time sending an indulgent smile in her direction. She thought he had the amused air of someone waiting for his companion to finish an unexpected, fussy task.
What nerve he has—and where do Italians learn that smirk, anyway? Is it genetic or something? If I never see that look again, it’ll be too soon.
In time, he faced her and cleared his throat before he spoke softly. “Parli italiano?”
“Posso, ma non voglio.” Facing him, she enunciated each word with exaggerated care, since he had so spectacularly failed to get the hint so far.
How dare he address me so informally? How rude is that, using ‘tu’ instead of ‘Lei’?
Untroubled, the man from the train nodded. “Vuoi parlare inglese?”
This second, softer inquiry, still lacking in formality even though they were strangers, felt somehow provocative. She deliberately turned away from him, biting back a clever retort. Her eyes still pricked with tears of frustration she refused to permit.
Forcing herself to take slow, even breaths, she scrabbled in her head for a calming thought. Her hands ceased their useless search but continued trembling in the depths of her purse. She hoped that he couldn’t see them shaking.
I’m not hanging on by a thread here… I’ve got to ignore him, keep it together and figure something out. I’m going home today, no matter what.
Her resolve was slipping, though, and she stood and stepped away, still struggling not to become frantic. Part of her wanted to curl up in a corner somewhere and give in to the panic looming over her. Instead, she focused on directing her wobbly legs toward the door, a vague plan forming in the back of her mind: collect the change in her purse, buy a phone card and find a public phone that wouldn’t eat the whole card before she’d made her arrangements with the airline.
It certainly seemed simple enough--on the surface.
“Scusa?” The man followed at a respectful distance now, his voice still low and gentle. “I’m sorry to disturb, but might I offer you some help?”
Oh, just go away.
“I’m fine, please, really.”
He touched her arm from behind and she turned to face him, ready to hurl in his direction the dozens of Italian insults piling up in her mind. When her eyes met his, every last slur drifted away like pollen in the wind. Her throat ached and she swallowed hard, trying to ignore the stinging in her eyes.
“Davvero?” he asked, his tone gentle. “It is obvious that you are having some difficulties.” His fingertips were still light upon her arm, steering her back toward the chairs inside the sala d’attesa, away from the door and the cold outside air.
In amazement, she allowed him to lead her.
Dammit, but he seems so sincere. Why does he have to act so nice?
“I, um… I can’t find my cell phone. I thought I’d thrown it in here, but now I can’t find it and…” She drifted off.
Why am I telling him this?
He nodded his understanding, intently reading her eyes, and she couldn’t look away. Though his eyes were warm and comforting, most of all she found them friendly. She hadn’t seen such open friendliness in a long time.
“Okay. But you are now quite certain you don’t have your mobile?”
“Sì, yes, that’s right.” With a small effort, she looked away. To her surprise, save for a few like herself who had been surprised by the strike, the waiting room was empty.
“Some things are not so difficult, then, to fix, sai?” He reached into his coat pocket and took out his cell phone. “Please, use mine.”
“But you don’t know who I need to call.”
“Your husband, perhaps? Does it matter?”
“Oh, he’s good.”
“Actually,” she began, abashed, “I was thinking more of the airline. I have to change my flight now.”
“Oh. That is a good idea, as well.” He continued to hold the phone out to her. “Ti prego; please, I wish to help.”
“Uh… Grazie…”
Emily took the phone with her left hand so he would see her wedding band. “Grazie mille.” She turned away from him, dialed and then spoke to the ticket agent. The first flight she could book would leave the following morning.
“Thank you again,” she said, returning his phone, her stomach fluttering anxiously all the while. “Sei molto, molto gentile.”
“Di niente—it is nothing. Do you need to make another call?”
“I don’t think so.”
“So… you’re flying out from Marconi here in Bologna?”
A sudden, almost dizzying awareness swept over her. “No, Milan. From Malpensa.”
“You’ll need a room, then, for the night.”
“That’s right…” Frustration roiled in her stomach. She took a deep breath, willing the nausea away.
I should have thought of that.
“This is getting more complicated by the minute,” she said.
“Non è vero.” He smiled, shaking his head. “If you stay at a hotel, you can leave with no problem in the morning.”
“If I can get a room, that is. I’ll be lucky to find a vacancy around there, this late.”
“Non ti preoccupare—if you permit me,” he said, already dialing, “I will try on your behalf. I fly out of Malpensa frequently, also—I like to stay there before a flight…”
“Well, I’m not sure I could ask –”
“Ciao, Giorgio!” He held up one finger to silence her and spoke rapidly into the phone. After what seemed like an interminable amount of chit-chat he turned to her again.
“Your name, signora?”
“Um, I’m Emily; Emily Spadon.” She began to spell it for him but he cut her off.
“Spadon?” he echoed in the same Spanish-sounding, Venetian accent she’d spoken with, before relaying the information to the person on the line.
Belatedly noticing her compulsive ring-twisting, she steeled herself into stopping.
He ended the call with a cheerful, “Ci vediamo, ciao!” and scribbled something on a notepad he’d retrieved from his bag. “Ecco fatto,” he said, handing her the page with a flourish and a smile. “He says he’ll hold the room for you, no problem.” The tattered edge of the paper shed a strip of semi-detached confetti onto the floor and he bent to pick it up.
“Wow, I guess chivalry isn’t dead after all.” Emily read the note and carefully placed it in her shoulder bag. “So…might I know the name of my knight errant?”
“Certo,” he said, then made a small, self-mocking bow before offering his hand. “I am Davide Magnani.”
“Piacere, Davide; it’s nice to make your acquaintance. Thank you so much for your help today.” A faint sense of recognition flickered, but disappeared. “I…um… How can…How could I repay you for this? I mean, I couldn’t just accept your generosity without…”
“Un caffè, forse?”
“A coffee? That’s it?” She laughed. “Are you serious?”
“You asked. I told you.” He shrugged, still grinning.
“Well, if you’re sure… You’re one cheap date, amico.” She looked around for the bar and felt his hand touch her shoulder.
“No, no… Not here in the stazione,” he said, chuckling, “please.”
“Okay,” she said slowly, the skin on the back of her neck tingling. “Where would you suggest?”
“Don’t worry; it’s not far from here. It’s a very good place,” he added, when she hesitated. “It’s warm, and they have such delicious brioche—you won’t believe it.”
She looked at him, still unsure. She was no longer concerned with being rude, but her gut instinct was speaking louder than ever, telling her to trust him. This, in spite of every warning she’d ever heard about strangers in her life.
I’ve only just met you, so why on Earth should I trust anything you say to me?
Seeking his eyes, she read deeply; she knew at once that she could trust him to be a gentleman. Of that, she had no doubt.
His own gaze never wavered in the least.
“If you’re not comfortable with the idea, I understand,” he said. “Still, it would be a pity if you missed out on the best brioche you’ve ever had.” He paused, now seeming uncertain. “Will ever have,” he corrected himself. “You haven’t had it yet.”
With his next warm smile, the last of her resistance melted away.
She realized she was smiling, too. It felt good to smile again, after so long.
“Thank you,” she said.
Davide raised an eyebrow. “For what?”
“For the offer. I’d like to take you up on that.”
“You would? Sinceramente?”
“Sì, I would.”
As the relief showed on his face, Emily felt less doubtful. It felt good to be sure of something, too.
“Well, why not, then? Heaven knows I have all day now. Shall we?” She gestured for him to lead but he paused, seeming to consider her suitcase.
“Can I make a suggestion? Perhaps you’d like to check this in the left luggage lockers. It might be a bit cumbersome to you, here in the city.”
“Good point.” Looking down at the suitcase, she grasped the handle. “Where is that office, then?”
He led her back to the ticketing hall and then outside to the walkway in front of the station. “It is just through there,” he said, pointing toward the other entrance on the right-hand-side of the building, “next to the farmacia.”
“Okay. I’ll be right back.”
Of course, by the time I get this done, he’ll have suddenly remembered a pressing appointment and be gone. He’s bound to, right? It’d fit right in with the rest of the day, anyway.
However, when she returned, he was still there, waiting by the ticketing hall entrance.
The way this day has gone so far, he should have disappeared already.
“I cannot believe that you’ve never been in Bologna before,” he said as they strolled along the walkway to the street in front of the station, under a cloudless azure sky.
“I can’t believe I confessed it so quickly,” she laughed.
They paused at the crosswalk to wait for the light. Davide grasped her hand to lead her against the flow of pedestrians in a gesture so familiar she nearly let him. When she pulled her hand out of his, a shy smile was his only response.
Denied her hand, he instead led her gently along by the crook of her arm, guiding her through the oncoming pedestrians who would otherwise have passed between the two of them. Once they’d crossed the road, he released her and they walked side by side under the porticos. She soon wished she hadn’t pulled away so fast—how rude that must have seemed—and she missed the warmth of his palm against her own, his fingers closed protectively around hers.
“You’ve never been here before,” he said as they strolled, “but you’ve lived in Italia for…how long?”
“Years, but how do you know I live here? I could be a tourist, or a student. A very ‘mature’ student, true, but still.”
“No,” he said with a confident shake of his head.
“My mistake with the strike alone should mark me as a new kid in town, don’t you think?” she persisted, not altogether sure what point she was proving. They paused at the end of the portico where the winter sun shone down on Piazza 20 Settembre.
“No,” he said, still more confidently, gazing out toward the stone archway of Porta Galliera.
“Why not?”
“Anyone could forget a strike. Normally it is something which is, at best, a minor inconvenience.” He turned to face her. “Besides, despite your distress, you’re too comfortable here. You show no signs of being a tourist and what’s more…” He paused, his eyes crinkling as they met hers. “When you speak Italian, you have a slightly Venetian accent. Even a well-educated tourist would sound like a newsreader, at best.”
“I’d never thought about that. I suppose you’re right.”
“I am.” He clapped his hands together to produce a brief echo along the portico. “Okay. As you will find that Bologna is my town, would you like the tour?”
“Let’s start with the brioche and see where the day goes, okay?”
He offered her his arm and she tentatively threaded her hand into the crook of his elbow.
“Va bene. Right this way.” He folded his hand over hers and led her along the sidewalk under the warming sunshine.
“Wow. You weren’t kidding, were you?” Emily took a small sip of cappuccino and sighed.
“It is as I told you, eh?”
“Proprio così.” As Emily looked around the bar, she felt a small smile blossoming. “This place is positively charming, too. How did you find it?”
“I told you before,” he said in a bad imitation of an American accent, “‘Bologna is my town.’ I know where everything is here.”
“Really?”
“Sì.” He nodded, raising his eyebrows a notch too high. “Veramente.”
“So you’re a professional tour guide, then?”
“No. I spend a lot of time in the University Quartiere.”
“You’re a teacher’s assistant?”
“No…” He stirred his caffè macchiato idly, shaking his head.
“Well, a student, then. You don’t seem old enough to be un professore.”
“Don’t I?” He leaned forward and the small table jostled between them, the cups clinking in their saucers. “Look closer.”
It felt like a dare, a childish challenge, so she leaned nearer too. Her courage faltered after a moment, but only after she’d noted the laugh lines around his eyes and the few gray strands in his hair.
“Don’t fall for it,” Jacopo’s voice scolded at once, almost making her flinch. “Kill time with him if you must, but for Heaven’s sake, don’t let this go any further.”
She pulled off another piece of her brioche and popped it in her mouth to keep from thinking about the hint of woodsmoke and earth in Davide’s cologne.
“There’s something I’d like to ask you,” she said before she could lose her nerve.
“Che cos’è?” He was running a finger over a lacquered-over message someone had scratched into the surface of the table.
“On the train this morning—you were watching me, weren’t you?” She laughed nervously and shook her head, blushed and looked away. “I’m sorry. You know, right when I said it, I realized how...”
“Sì,” he interrupted softly. “I was watching you on the train, but there is a simple explanation.”
“And what might that be?”
“Well, I confess: at first, I saw you across from me on the train, and I thought, ‘What a lovely woman she is’.”
Facing him once again, she chuckled in spite of her embarrassment. “Oh, please; I saw so many stylish, elegant women on that train. I’m not like that.”
“I saw the magazine you were reading,” he said, as if that would explain everything.
“Yes…?” she encouraged with her hands, drawing him forward.
“Well, then I thought, ‘She’s intelligent as well. That’s wonderful.’ So I couldn’t take my eyes off you.”
Emily laughed more freely, waving her hand, shooing his words away. “Oh, please…”
“No, è vero, è vero,” he laughed too. “But there’s more, of course.”
“Oh, really? Okay, what is it?”
Smiling, he nervously busied himself with brushing up the crumbs of his brioche. “I saw you with your magazine and then… I saw the article you were reading with so much interest.”
“You could see which article I was reading?”
“Sì.”
“You’d read it, too?”
“Sì, sì. Many times, in fact.”
“Imagine that… I would never have guessed something like that would catch your attention.” A wave of relief washed over her, now that the mystery of his “attraction” was solved. “You know, I thought the article was very interesting, but I’m not sure I completely understood it. My Italian isn’t perfect and there were some rather abstract concepts and complex language in it…” She trailed off, a realization dawning. “Oh, lord… ‘Davide Magnani’.” She put her hand to her forehead, embarrassed. “You wrote it, didn’t you? That’s why your name rang a little bell in the deep, dark recesses of my mind.”
“Sì, I did. It’s just that other thing I do when I’m not teaching or speaking to educational conferences in Padova…”
“Amazing… I mean, what are the odds of reading an article and having the author sitting right across from you on the train like some average Joe? Or, in this case, like some average Giuseppe?”
He chuckled. “I would think that the odds are probably quite small.”
“So you were in Padova for a conference, then?”
“Sì, I was there for a sort of…come si dice—‘workshop’, for professors and enthusiasts of modern literature. I spoke about the article, explained my theory, that sort of thing.”
“How interesting. I wish I could have heard it, too.”
He laughed loudly before covering his mouth with his hand, abashed.
“What?” she asked, puzzled. “What was so funny about what I said?”
“I’m sorry. You must understand, though, that I’m not used to such politeness. Most people are not interested in what I talk about, except for my fellows and the students who are obligated to take my course to gain their degrees at university.”
“Okay, but I was reading it, wasn’t I? Wouldn’t that indicate a sincere interest?”
He shrugged modestly, a faint pinkness shading his cheeks. “We all read the magazines in the doctor’s office, whether we have an interest in fashion and gossip or not.” He looked around the bar, his smile still pulling at his mouth when he faced her again. “Emily, tell me the truth: would you really be interested in the speech I gave?”
“I would, yes. I really would.”
“Then I have something else you might enjoy equally. Come with me. We’re nearly there, anyway.” He stood and hoisted his knapsack over his shoulder while she got her coat and shoulder bag.
“Nearly where?”
“You’ll see. Come.” He held the door for her and once again they braved the February cold.
The porticos were even colder, channeling the wind and hiding the sun as they wound along the streets. Emily noticed that the people around them seemed to be getting younger and younger, the shops more outré and trendy. At the same time, the stationery and art supply stores multiplied, along with notices offering copy, fax and telephone services to anywhere in the world.
“Are we going to the university?”
“Sì—to my office, actually. If you enjoy the trappings of academia, I thought you might like a look into the heart and soul, the real guts of it.” He gestured fervently as he spoke, as though the topic at hand were something more visceral, and she smiled at his self-deprecating attempt to enliven what he obviously thought she’d find dull. Instead, the idea gave her a little thrill.
Arm in arm they moved through a maze of turns and twists in the busy streets until they turned a corner, opened a heavy oak door and climbed up two flights of massive marble stairs. There was a reassuring weight to everything around them; the very solidity of the dark-paneled walls and the marble floors demanded an attitude of reverence, as though they were in a cathedral.
It feels like you could learn by osmosis, just by standing here.
They passed through an archway into a corridor filled with winter sunlight. Davide stopped, shook out a key ring, opened a glass-paneled door and moved aside.
“Prego, dopo di te.” He gestured politely for her to precede him and dropped the keys back into his coat pocket.
She stepped inside and needed to bite her lip to keep from laughing. Surrounding her in the tiny room were stacks of boxes and papers, bookshelves stuffed to capacity. There was scarcely space to turn around in a full circle to see it all.
“I guess now I see what you meant by ‘the real guts of it’. I’ve seen larger cubicles in my day.”
He closed the door and squeezed past her to step over boxes stacked haphazardly on the floor. He hung up his coat and scarf, then extended his hand to take hers, a wry smile on his face.
“I think you’ll find it gets very warm, very fast, in here.”
She scanned the bookshelves nearest her while he cleared a jumble of papers off a chair so she could sit down. He wrestled with the chair for a moment or two, jockeying it into a position amongst the chaos to face his desk and the narrow window behind it, which opened onto a view of the building directly across the narrow alley.
When he took his seat at the desk, a bluish aura surrounded him, a reflection of the soft gray light filtering through the window to bounce off his shirt. She watched him position himself in a rickety office chair, well-worn, no doubt used and abused over decades in this same tiny office. Once he seemed assured that it wouldn’t dump him out onto the stacks of papers and oddities behind him on the floor, Davide relaxed and faced her directly for the first time since they’d entered the room.
He said nothing, his gaze meeting hers over the papers and books jumbled on top of his desk. Thinking back to their conversation in the bar, she noted again the crinkles in the corners of his eyes, the threads of silver in his dark hair. Before Jacopo, this was precisely the sort of man who’d caught her eye. A nervous rush of anticipation made her shiver inside.
But can he tell? Is it so obvious?
Davide’s half-smile was enough to make her quiver now, and she felt the flush creep up into her cheeks at the thought.
Yes, he can tell, but he’s showing restraint.
“So,” he began with a sardonic grin, “it is everything you ever dreamed, sì?”
“To be honest, it really, truly is.”
He sat up straight suddenly, nearly toppling his chair.
“No…veramente?”
“Sì,” she insisted, appreciating the puzzlement on his face. “I always used to imagine my professors in rooms like this, poring over ancient, dusty tomes under the light of a single lamp, searching for some elusive piece of knowledge to share with us. Imagine my disappointment when I went to speak with them and found them in some teensy cubicle with schedules tacked to the walls, or the department head in a nicely-appointed office with all the modern trappings, reading a Jackie Collins novel or playing solitaire on the computer.”
“I have a fax machine,” Davide said, with boyish eagerness. “Somewhere.”
Emily laughed and looked around the room, trying to take it all in.
“Obviously, I’m not a department head. I’ve only been teaching here a few years,” he said and shrugged, glancing around. “Most of what you see in here isn’t mine. These treasures belonged to my predecessor.”
“Oh, what happened to him?”
“He died.”
Oops.
“I’m sorry,” she said, chastened.
He waved a dismissive hand. “Eh, I never really knew him. So tell me, what did you study at university?”
“I’m afraid I wasn’t particularly ambitious. I was an English major, basically—journalism, creative writing and classic literature.” Shaking her head, she sobered while she resisted the pull of her hands, one to the other. “I never finished, though. Unfortunately, ‘Life’, such as it was, managed to interfere with my plans.”
Davide regarded her quietly, waiting for her to continue, then cleared his throat. “I’m sorry. I didn’t wish to make you uncomfortable.”
“It’s not your fault, Davide. You’ve been so kind, and this has been a nice morning in spite of everything—and it’s all thanks to you. I just have something on my mind.” She saw that he was watching her hands and realized she was indeed twisting her ring around her finger. Again she forced herself to stop. “I promise, I’m all right.”
“Are you sure?” He glanced at her hands again and she understood he’d noticed her little habit.
“Sì, certo.” She smiled, putting as much sincerity into the effort as she could.
He smiled too, hesitantly at first, then with hopeful confidence. “Va bene…” After unlocking the drawer of his desk, he took out a diary and quickly consulted it. Then he closed and locked up the drawer and stood to open his knapsack. “Since you will not have an opportunity to hear my talk, why don’t you take this? I would like you to have it.” The plastic presentation folder he offered her was filled with pages covered in spidery scrawls between the lines and along the margins.
“Won’t you need this? It’s got all these notes scribbled on it and stuff. Don’t you need to copy them down?”
“No, I’ve already done that. Please, keep it.”
Emily paged through the speech and paused over one particularly re-worked section, as fondness for the tiny handwriting came over her. “Grazie, Davide. I look forward to reading this.”
“I suppose you’ll have time to begin it on your flight tomorrow.”
“Yes, plenty of time.” Her mood darkened once more as she thought of the journey ahead.
Davide knelt awkwardly beside her chair, one hand resting atop hers while he studied her expression. “Emilia, dimmi… Cosa c’è che non va?”
“I have to go back to the States, and…” She met his eyes at last. “I can’t talk about it right now. You do understand, don’t you?”
He nodded reassuringly. “Penso di sì. Come with me, then. We will get your mind on something else to pass the time for a while. There is much yet to see.”
Downstairs, he pulled the door open with a bit of effort and held it so Emily could precede him. They stepped out into a rush of wind along the street and Emily shivered a bit as she buttoned up her coat. Davide offered his arm once more and they strolled in a companionable silence.
At length he drew a deep breath, then exhaled slowly. “So, Emilia. Tell me a little about you.”
“Like what?”
“Like, perhaps, why you are interested in mythology’s influences in modern literature? Or you might tell me why you were in Rovigo this morning.”
She could feel the tension in his arm as he spoke and she squeezed it reassuringly.
“I live…uh, there,” she said, second-guessing whether she should have used the past tense instead.
“Are you sure?” he laughed.
“Maybe not so much. I mean, ‘if you can call it living’, as the old joke goes,” she said and laughed too.
“What do you do there? Or are you a lady of leisure?”
“No, I work. Actually, I’m a teacher, like you. Sort of, anyway.”
“This explains your educational interests. But what does this ‘sort of’ mean?”
“It means that I, well… I teach English at a language school in Padova. It’s nothing special, not a very big school. Just me and a few other English teachers, a Chinese teacher, a German teacher, a couple of Spanish and Portuguese teachers… I’m rambling, aren’t I?”
“Sì,” he grinned, “but it’s quite charming. What was it like living in Rovigo?”
“Why do you ask?”
Davide shrugged, offering a half-grin. “I’ve never been there. In fact, I’ve only passed through there on mornings like this one.”
“Yet you were surprised by the fact I’d never been to Bologna?”
The sound of the quiet, disapproving tsk of his tongue against his teeth seemed to rasp along her spine. “It’s hardly the same thing,” he said, his tone irritating in its inferred patience.
Emily squared her shoulders and kept walking, pushing away the memory of Jacopo’s frequent use of the same critical sound.
“How is it different, then?” she asked, hearing the challenge in her own voice.
“Cosa?”
“How is it different? Or more to the point, how would you know, since you’ve never been?”
Davide stopped short, his grin fading. Standing tall, Emily cocked one eyebrow, folding her arms across her chest. Seeing the puzzlement in his face, however, she slouched and lowered her eyes to study the pavement at their feet.
“Mi dispiace, Emilia. I did not mean any offense by what I said. I only meant that Rovigo is a smaller town and Bologna is such a busy place. Everyone comes here eventually, it seems.”
“You’re right. I’m sorry. I don’t know why I reacted like that.” She shrugged and started walking again. “I don’t know what to say, really. It’s not much different than living anywhere else, I suppose. I worked, I took care of my house, I cooked and slept…just like at home. Venice, now? That was another story.”
“You lived in Venezia?”
“Sì, I did. For the first year I was here. I moved to Rovigo after that.”
Davide’s smile returned and Emily’s spirit lifted at the sight of it.
“How was Venezia for you? Did you enjoy it there?”
Emily realized she was twisting the ring around her finger again and she thrust her hands into her pockets to stop. “I liked it very much. I didn’t speak any Italian, though, so I depended on his help quite a lot.”
Davide nodded, his face almost expressionless save for a slight pursing of his lips at the mention of her husband. A stirring next to her heart made her breathless. Her hand went instinctively to rest there for a moment.
“But, in the end, you learned the language,” he said, encouraging her to continue with a small movement of his hand.
“Of course. I had no choice, especially when I decided to get a job. But that didn’t happen until we went to Rovigo.”
“Why Rovigo? I mean, you were in Venezia, so why leave?”
“His mother was ill. She needed to be somewhere she could get to the hospital faster and he wanted to go with her, to take care of her.”
Emily paused, remembering.
“His family owned a palazzo in Rovigo, so that’s where his mother went. She had a private flat there, which was quite lovely, really. We had a house of our own, outside of town. It’s the first piece of real estate I’ve ever owned.”
“You own it?”
The sincere surprise in Davide’s voice was too obvious to miss. “It was something he insisted on: half in my name, half in his. It gave me a reason to work, too, beyond earning my own spending money. I paid the taxes and he paid the house payments. It seemed fair enough.”
He nodded, seeming to concede her point. They paused on the corner of Via dell’Indipendenza and he looked around, his eyes narrowing briefly.
“I have something I think you might enjoy.” His smile suggested a new treasure. Emily thought of the copy of the speech he’d given her in his office a short while before.
“You do?”
“Sì. Being from Venezia, you might appreciate this on a different level, of course. Would you like to see?”
“Sure, why not?”
With no compunction, he took her hand to lead her across the street. This time, however, she didn’t pull her hand away. Instead, she savored the heat of his palm against hers, the reassuring strength in his fingers as they walked along the nondescript city street.
They reached the first corner and Davide paused to point out the weathered, ancient archway under which the street itself passed.
“This was a reinforcement of the original city walls,” he began, and as his arm moved in a semi-circle that seemed to outline the arch, she wondered if he used this tone of voice in his lectures. “It was built in the late twelfth century, when the city was experiencing a particularly robust period of growth. However, it didn’t take long before the city outgrew the walls and assimilated them in the manner you see here.”
He paused to let her observe the three windows in the center of the former tower, each window smaller than the first, closed and shuttered against the winter cold. He then turned and led her along the portico just past the archway. The peach tones of the building to their left changed abruptly to a deep russet red along a solid wall.
“La Finestrella, or the Little Window,” Davide continued, “has one of the most unique views in all Bologna. It’s one of our better-kept secrets, even though we all know about it.”
She laughed at this statement, so contradictory and so sensible at the same time.
What is he talking about?
He stopped on the walkway close to a small window in the wall, which bore a palimpsest of graffiti. Bold permanent-marker-scripted messages in a host of different languages competed with spray-painted designs for attention. Other materials had been used, too: Emily recognized correction fluid and the slightly darker color of scratches in the paint, perhaps made by the edge of a dead pen or the blade of a pocket knife.
“Ecco: La Finestrella,” he said, indicating that she should look through the window.
Her brow furrowed as she stepped forward. Her eyes widened as she found herself looking down on a canal, reminiscent of one of the smaller canals of Venice.
She turned to him, finding his expectant and somewhat hopeful smile waiting before she turned back again. “Wow,” she breathed. There was nothing else to say.
After a few silent moments passed, Davide stepped forward to look through the window as well. They stood shoulder to shoulder, silently regarding the water that flowed toward them. It didn’t take much imagination to cast the earth-toned palazzos along the water as something grander.
“This canal is called Canale delle Moline, or Canal of the Mills.” His voice was soft, his breath making small mists in the cold. “It is called this because there used to be many mills along the length of it. There are only two areas where it is visible. The rest runs under the city.”
Emily’s initial impression of a Venetian canal quickly faded, the reality before her somewhat less glamorous than the real thing. Just as the reality of Venice itself had overpowered its more mythical beauty for her.
At least this illusion had been conquered straightaway.
She shut her eyes and put her hands up to the edge of the window when a quick wave of vertigo crested and fell to make the sidewalk undulate beneath her feet. Davide’s touch on her shoulder seemed distant and unreal, as though a dozen layers of clothing separated her from him instead of her sweater and woolen overcoat.
Icy cold filled her stomach while her skin flushed hot, the perspiration along her neck chilling in the winter air. She wanted to undo her ponytail and flail her hair around to cool and warm herself at the same time, but her hands remained still.
He held her arms in a light but firm grasp as he lowered his head to meet her eyes with his own.
“Emilia, stai bene?” he asked, a hint of startled urgency in his voice. “Are you okay?”
A nod was all she could manage at first, her head still reeling. “Sì, sì... I’m okay.” She raised one shaking hand to her forehead to wipe away the sheen of perspiration there. “I suppose it’s just been a very long day already.” Meeting his eyes, she added, “I didn’t sleep well last night. I never do before a big trip.”
Davide raised one hand to press his fingers to her cheek, as though checking her temperature. Her heart clenched at such a tender gesture from a virtual stranger, but she didn’t move away.
“But do you need to rest? Something more to eat, perhaps, or to drink?”
The cold air prickled at her cheeks, a good sign that her blush at his gentle attention was warming her skin from within.
Oh God, but his touch feels so nice.
A dry swallow at the thought somehow grounded her once more. “I think I’m fine. Really.”
His eyes searched hers for a moment more before he straightened and moved a half-step away, his hand still on her shoulder. “Sei sicura?”
“Sì, sono sicura.”
“All right, then. Let’s go this way,” he said, taking her hand once more and leading her back the way they’d come. “I have even more to show you.”
As they continued walking, Davide continued to explain in detail the significance of countless monuments and landmarks, one after another, only hesitating in his monologue to answer the questions she posed.
“It’s simply astounding to me how Europeans retain all this information.” She shook her head in wonder.
“It surprises you? Why do you say that?”
“It’s just that, if you were to ask the average American the history of their town or their country—and I include myself in this, by the way—aside from the high points, we’d likely draw a blank. Ask a European the same questions, they’re capable of giving you an informative but enjoyable tour. How is that possible?”
Davide thrust his hands into his pockets and hunched over a little, shielding her from the wind.
“I have a theory about this,” he began, arching his eyebrows and pausing until she indicated he should continue. “I think this is, in part, because the United States is so young. Much of the history there is history only because it happened in the past—and you keep it there with a firm hand by destroying everything as you go along. Nothing lasts. But here –” He spread his arms out and turned in a circle in the middle of the piazza.
“Here, in Italia, at least, we live with our history—it is with us every day. We cannot forget completely because we see it every day of our lives. For example,” he continued, gesturing in the direction they’d just come from, “I work at the university, so I show you the university. It is an important part of my life, hai visto, no? As it happens, the University of Bologna is the oldest university in all Europa. It started here, it continues here—it might always be here. Without this school, there would have been no Oxford, no Cambridge, no Yale, no Harvard, no University of… of… Indiana.
“Since we live our history in this quite intimate fashion—cheek to cheek, as it were—it is easier to recall. Throughout Europa, our history is the history of civilization, of humanity. Our history is the history of the world entire. It’s not possible to set that aside so easily.”
His constantly-gesturing hands fell at last to rest at his sides, his impromptu lecture at an end. Emily stood quietly, looking up into his face, expressionless.
“I see,” she deadpanned, as brief as he’d just been verbose.
Davide rolled his eyes and took her hand with a resigned air to tuck it in the crook of his arm. His chuckle a moment later reassured her that he’d gotten her joke, and Emily giggled as they set off. They wound their way out of the University Quarter and past the Two Towers of Bologna—leaning at their distinctive angles—then along random twists and turns until Davide paused in a residential neighborhood.
“It’s lucky that we met this way, you know,” he said in a matter-of-fact tone.
“Why do you say that?” She grinned. “Is it because you’ve been able to show me around town?”
“In part,” Davide nodded encouragement.
“So you could buy me the best brioche I’ve ever had?”
“That, too. But it is actually lucky because I could bring you here.” He gestured toward a doorway and the small brass plaque beside it.
“Il Cuore della Grassa,” she read aloud. “There’s no menu posted. Are they open now?”
“There is no menu, because whatever they make, you eat—and I can promise you, you will enjoy all of it. This is perhaps the best place in all Bologna for true local cuisine and, as you may understand, that is no small boast in this city.”
“Goodness. I hope I’m up to the task.”
“Oh, you will be.”
The shapely server swayed between the tables toward them. Angling to face Davide when she put down the platter of antipasti, the languid way in which she placed a second, empty plate in front of him was full of artless intent. Then she turned her hip to him while she put Emily’s plate down with considerably less grace and attention.
Emily noticed how Davide’s eyes trailed after the server sashaying her way back across the dining room. Men. Chuckling softly, she flipped her napkin over her lap and straightened it.
“Cosa?” he protested with an abashed grin, then selected a slice of bread from the flat wicker basket on the table. “I’m sorry, Emilia, you are right. That was very rude of me.”
“Oh, please…as if you could help it,” she said, smiling as he selected a few paper-thin slices of mortadella and prosciutto crudo from the communal plate.
Taking a sip of her mineral water, Emily looked around the restaurant. The dark oak of the walls and furnishings seemed to absorb the late winter sun peering through the sheer curtains over the windows, leaving the room in a half-light which encouraged low, even whispered conversation. The few customers there spoke only Italian, or what she surmised was a Bolognese dialect. When her attention came back to Davide, she found him focused rather intently upon the plate before him. Unfortunately, his expression was more of embarrassment than of hunger.
“Davide,” she began, leaning forward to catch his eye, “I was looking at her, too. That’s why she exists—she’s here to look at and appreciate. Besides,” she added, reaching out with a fork to choose her own slivers of meat from the plate, “it’s not as though we’re a couple or something. We’re just two friends having a nice lunch together.”
“I am beginning to take offense.”
“To what?” Still using her fork, Emily delicately folded some mortadella onto a piece of bread.
“I did not bring you here for a ‘nice lunch’. I brought you to this place so you could have one of the finest meals you will ever have. And so, we should begin.” Grasping the carafe of wine by the neck, he moved to pour some into her glass, but she swiftly reached up and halted him.
“I, uh, I don’t really drink wine.”
“No… Non è vero…” He shook his head dismissively, tried again, and once again she stopped him.
“It’s just not something I got into the habit of doing, not even here.”
“You have not been here long, then.”
The whole scene had become all-too-reminiscent of her first dinner with Jacopo. The dimly-lit surroundings, the lack of tourists, the mystery menu and the refusal of her companion to accept her dislike for wine; all of it echoed that night much too closely for her comfort.
“Ten years,” she said, more defensively than she’d intended. In the silence that fell between them, Davide slowly put the carafe down and Emily felt the movement in her chest again, a chilly presence just below her heart.
“I’m sorry.” Her voice was barely above a whisper.
He gathered her hand into his own with a delicate movement. The elaborate carvings of her wedding band sparkled faintly as he rested his thumb next to it. His gesture caused that sense of panic yet again. Deep inside, she had a light sensation of breakage: something at once white-hot and icy-cold, splintering but remaining intact out of habit.
She knew she was staring at his hand, but she couldn’t draw her eyes away; nor did he release her. She focused on his thumb, on the small scratch across the knuckle, the clean, trimmed nail, the warmth of his touch as he gently, soothingly stroked her little finger. Tears yearning to be shed prickled behind her eyes, but she blinked them back, fighting to keep her breathing steady and calm.
“Emilia –”
“No, you’re right. This is a special occasion, isn’t it? I’m about to enjoy a fine meal with a charming gentleman who has been kind enough to show me around this beautiful city, so I should be able to be open to his suggestion. And you know, there is the wisdom of that ancient adage to consider.”
“Which is…?”
“Correct me if I get it wrong,” she said, pouring some of the wine with her free hand and raising the glass low over the table. He followed suit. She took a deep breath. “L’acqua fa la ruggine—‘Water makes rust’ -– giusto?”
“Giusto.” His smile lit his eyes and he touched her glass gently with his own to make a tiny, melodic chime. “Salute.”
“Salute,” she echoed and he released her hand.
Her smile slipped for a moment at the loss of his touch, the cool air of the restaurant making its absence even more obvious. To mask her reaction, she brought her glass to her lips and breathed in the aroma of the wine.
Sipping hesitantly, Emily found the wine wasn’t quite as dry as she’d feared. When Davide had ordered the Lambrusco di Sorbara, she hadn’t known what to expect.
His eyes followed the glass, rising to her lips, one eyebrow raised. “Is it all right?” he asked, his voice low in deference to the quiet atmosphere.
“It’s quite nice, actually.” She smiled at him, recalling that Jacopo hadn’t been so concerned whether she’d enjoyed it.
“Bene.” Davide smiled around a mouthful of bread and prosciutto.
Seeing his boyish grin, Emily felt the tightness around her spine ease and she sat back, relaxed at last. The muscles in her legs and lower back felt watery and disconnected, but the sensation was far from unpleasant.
I’ve been so unfair to him. He’s been nothing but a gentleman so far and yet I insist on comparing him to Jacopo? I should wait instead and see if he earns the comparison.
“Emilia, dimmi… What have you thought of the city?”
Emily swallowed her own bite of mortadella before speaking. “Bologna is a beautiful place, Davide. Thank you for showing me around.”
His face flushed slightly and he stared at his plate while the server’s swaying gait brought her back to the table. As the woman collected the used plates, he glanced almost timidly in her direction.
Did I reduce him to this? The twist of guilt in her stomach was deeply discomfiting.
“The tour has been my pleasure, Emilia, I assure you. But I am afraid that I might have bored you a little?”
“Bored me? How?”
“Well, sometimes I forget that I’m not in a classroom.” Color rushed into his cheeks again and she felt the empathic rush in her face, too.
He’s nervous as hell, isn’t he?
“I’ve enjoyed every minute of it,” she said, and he looked up at her with something like hope in his eyes.
The familiar sting of tears burgeoned and she blinked it away, only managing to resist the urge to reach for him. The desire to feel his hand in hers was strong enough that she almost did, anyway.
After he took another small sip of his wine, she marked the way he licked the rosy sheen away from his lips. The stirring below her belly gave her pause and she shifted in her chair to shake it.
Still, the sensation came with a sudden unexpected thought:
I could stay here, couldn’t I?
Pragmatism forced away the thought, yet it returned when his eyes met hers straight-on. The draw of his eyes was almost tactile. She straightened her shoulders until she felt the back of the chair, hard and unyielding against her spine.
No, don’t…this isn’t the time.
With no small measure of disappointment, she realized it was her silent voice, not Jacopo’s, which had spoken.
The server returned, platter in hand, and set two bowls of soup before them. Emily was grateful for the distraction and was pleased to find it was another familiar dish, tortellini in brodo. The plump meat-and-cheese-filled rounds of pasta floated in a savory beef broth. The rich aroma reminded her that, aside from the pastry and cappuccino that morning, and then the bread and slices of meat just now, she’d had precious little to eat that day.
Davide slid a smaller bowl, covered with a hinged lid with a notch for a small serving spoon, toward her.
“Prego, Emilia—serve yourself first.”
Smiling, she opened the lid and used the spoon to sprinkle some of the Parmigiano Reggiano over her pasta. She then slid it back to Davide, who eyed her bowl with suspicion.
“That’s it? That is all you’re going to have?”
“What do you mean?”
He took his turn with the cheese, scooping a few heaping spoonfuls over his soup. A chirping laugh escaped her at the sight, bubbling up and bursting over the table to draw a few bemused stares in their direction.
His laughter followed and the heaviness that had settled around her heart lifted again. Neither of them spoke until the soup was finished and the plates were collected.
His eyebrows arching in a curious expression, he led her wordlessly along.
“It was very good, Davide,” she said at last, unable to keep him waiting another moment. “Honestly, you act as though you cooked this yourself.”
“Grazie a Dio…” he said with a sigh, gesturing toward the ceiling. There was a hint of amused frustration in his tone. “I thought you’d never give me your opinion.”
“But why are you so concerned? What difference would it make?”
His brow furrowed in what she took for genuine puzzlement. “I want to know that you are happy, Emilia. I already know this food is good. I need to know if you are enjoying it. What kind of host would I be otherwise?”
“You’re worrying needlessly. I know I’ve never been in better hands.”
It wasn’t until he cleared his throat and took a long sip of his wine that she realized the potential double-entendre. To be honest, she was surprised that he’d picked up on it.
The next course arrived, tendrils of steam still rising as the server set out the plates. Emily looked to Davide, not recognizing the dish.
“Cotoletta alla Bolognese,” he explained. “Breaded, fried pork cutlet with Parmigiano Reggiano and a slice of prosciutto crudo on top.” He tilted his head toward the third dish, centered on the table. “And oven-roasted potatoes, of course.”
Breathing in, Emily relished the scent of rosemary, sage and oil from the potatoes. Once again, Davide waited for her to serve herself first, before placing a generous portion of the remainder on his own plate.
His eyes darted to her face time and again, gauging her reaction to the meal until she struggled to hold back a fit of giggles at his attention. Pouring another glass of mineral water, she sipped it and tried not to think about what she found so humorous. Thinking about it only made her want to laugh; it was hard to resist.
With this course nearly done, she found herself spearing more potatoes from the serving dish, one by one. Davide did the same. When they reached the final piece, he put his fork down and sat back, conceding it to her. For just a moment, she wondered if perhaps she’d eaten an unseemly amount of food already.
No. That’s Jacopo’s thinking. Why would Davide care how much you’ve eaten? He’s not judging you.
“Please,” she said, feeling that absurd urge to giggle lying just beneath the surface. “Please, Davide, take it.”
“Why don’t you? I’ve had already the, come si dice… ‘lion’s share,’ no?”
“No, I shouldn’t.”
“Why not?”
She shrugged, at a loss for words. He nodded, spearing the piece on one side with his fork. With his knife, he cut it carefully down the center with considered precision, putting half on her plate.
“Eccolo… va bene?”
The suppressed giggles welled up and out of her, and Emily covered her mouth with her napkin as though she could push the sounds back in. He began laughing, too, a kind, hearty sound that was perfectly at home between them.
There was something in his laughter that made her warm all over, a pleasant rush of familiarity she hadn’t expected.
Oh, God… I don’t want to leave. I don’t want to go at all.
She busied herself with putting her napkin back in her lap before they both raised their potato pieces on the tines of their forks, touched them together as though in a toast and finished the course.
A different server came to clear the dishes this time and soon returned to deliver the next course. A few slivers of flatbread sat next to chunks of Parmigiano Reggiano and a portion of a soft—almost wet—white cheese, contained in a low, flat dish of its own.
“Oh, no… I don’t know if I can…”
Davide smiled, pouring a little more wine into her glass. “It’s up to you, but if you don’t at least try a little, I will be rather disappointed.”
“Blackmail? I thought we were friends.”
He shrugged and spread some of the wet cheese on a piece of the bread. After eating with an exaggerated expression of enjoyment, he scooped more onto another slice of bread.
“What is that, then? Ricotta?”
“Squacquerone. It is similar to stracchino but is more liquid, as you can see. Provalo,” he said, offering it again.
Taking it, Emily timidly tried some. Having expected a slight yogurty sourness, she was pleased to find a milkier sweetness instead.
“Another Bolognese specialty?” she asked. Davide nodded, watching with interest as she finished the portion he’d given her. “What?” She squirmed a little under his interest, shifting in her seat.
“I just like watching you eat,” he said. “It’s been a while since I’ve met a woman willing to enjoy a meal this way.”
The rush of heat into her cheeks had to be obvious, though she didn’t understand why it had happened. What was there to be embarrassed about, anyway?
Then again, maybe it isn’t quite embarrassment.
At last the desserts arrived, along with a fresh bottle of sweet white wine.
“I don’t know if I can…” she murmured, knowing full well Davide heard, and that she would. His smile over the top of the empty bottles and the plates of torta di riso as he poured the Malvasia into the fresh, small glasses warmed her yet again.
She averted her eyes, the flush deepening in her cheeks and throat.
The wine. I’ll blame the wine.
When she faced him again, his eyes met hers steadily, just as they had in the train station that morning.
That morning, when she’d known without a doubt she could trust him.
“Well, I’m certainly fit to burst.” As they stepped out of the restaurant, Emily had expected more daylight. “How long were we in there?”
“A little more than two hours.” Also scanning the sky, Davide fussed with his scarf. “It’s getting colder.”
“It smells like snow.”
“You noticed that, too?” Closing his eyes, he breathed deeply through his nose, held his breath and then exhaled. “Did you notice the other smells?”
“What other smells?” she asked, sniffing the cold air and feeling it chill the back of her throat. It should have been invigorating but the large meal was already making her groggy.
“Shut your eyes and try.”
“Why?”
“Just try it.”
Closing her eyes, Emily took in the air. The brittle, icy scent of snow was still there but other scents were, too: charcoal from a pizza oven, bread baking, the dusty aroma of concrete and stone and a savory smell she couldn’t pinpoint, something more elusive than the rest.
Suddenly, the sound of something rasping near her cheek made her jump, even as she identified the scent. Opening her eyes, she found Davide rubbing a twig of rosemary between his fingers, grinning mischievously.
He tapped her cheek lightly with the twig before she snatched it out of his hand, laughing. She held it up and sniffed it, shaking her head.
“Where on earth did you get this?”
“There’s a plant near the cassa. I took a little.”
“Davide!”
His smile widened. “They don’t mind, Emilia, don’t worry.” With no hesitation at all, he took her hand and led her along the narrow street.
“But why did you take it, anyway?”
“I like the way it smells, plus I find it refreshing after a meal. Don’t you?”
Already raising the twig to sniff it again, Emily nodded in agreement. “I’ve always liked the smell of rosemary,” she said, smiling. “My mom never did, though. She never used it in cooking or anything.”
“No? She doesn’t like it?”
“She hates it. I remember once I won a little plant in a contest at school. I brought it home, so proud because I never won anything, and my dad made a big fuss over it. He put it on the windowsill in the kitchen and everything.” Her smile wavered in spite of her best efforts. “When Mom came in and found it there, she took it and chucked it out into the backyard. She didn’t ask about it, just tossed it.”
“What did your father say?”
“He knew there was no point in saying anything. I did, too.”
Davide squeezed her hand in his, remaining silent. Squeezing his hand in return, she didn’t look at him, certain she’d find sympathy in his eyes.
“Will you see her, at home?” he asked after a time. It took Emily a moment to understand what he meant.
“My mom? Yeah, sure. I’ll stay with her, at least for a while.”
“And your father will be glad to see you, too.”
At this, she bit her lip, debating what to say and how to say it. “My father passed away a long time ago.”
She felt him recoil in her grasp and knew he was embarrassed.
“I’m so sorry. I didn’t know.”
“Like I said,” she tightened her hold on his hand yet again, “it was a long time ago. Before I came over here, in fact.”
He nodded, frowning, and said nothing more. With a sigh, she stopped, took both his hands in hers and stood in front of him, making sure his eyes met her own.
“You didn’t know, and I’m okay with it. Really.”
“Mi dispiace. That’s something else we have in common.”
“Your father passed, too?”
Another nod. His eyes still held hers. “Several years ago. I think yours was a good man, though. I can see you love him very much.”
That he used the present tense was not lost on her.
“I do, Davide. That’s true.”
She refrained from noting that it was apparent he couldn’t say the same. Her heart ached intensely with the wish that her father could have known him.
But then, he would have had to know about Jacopo, too. That would have been terrible.
“Emilia? Tutto bene?”
Blinking, she realized she’d drifted away into her thoughts. Looking down, she found his hands gripped tightly in her own, leaving pale impressions in his skin around her fingertips.
“Oh, God!” She released him, gasping. “I’m so sorry.”
He flexed his fingers and chuckled softly. “I know. You have quite a grip, though.” He crooked his elbow toward her and she threaded her hand through it, the heat fading from her cheeks. He pretended to wince away from her touch and laughed. She laughed too.
Time and again as they walked, she had to resist the urge to pull him closer, to wrap both her arms around his arm. The desire to embrace him in this way came and went, which intrigued her. Was it really so easy to grow attached to someone? Over a matter of mere hours?
Sure, she’d stayed with Jacopo after she’d been in Venice less than a week, but that was different. He’d seduced and compelled her to stay, proposing marriage only a few weeks after they’d met. That whirlwind courtship had never been as chaste as this.
And oh God, similarities abounded, didn’t they? But something was much, much different this time.
She choked back a startled laugh, disguising it as a cough. Davide’s hand stole over hers where it rested in the crook of his elbow, stroking her cold fingers until they warmed under his touch. Something like nostalgia swept over her, casting the coming evening in a cozy, fuddled haze.
I’m already acting like this is going to go further. Am I crazy, or what? I’m going home tomorrow. Do not pass “Go,” do not collect two hundred dollars.
I have to think about something else, before I get caught up again.
“Thank you for lunch, Davide—it really was wonderful. Still, it does bring to mind a certain question.”
“What’s that?”
“Well, that lunch wasn’t unusual, I know. I’ve enjoyed many like that since I’ve been here, so I had an idea what to expect.” She rested one hand on her belly, rubbing it ruefully through her coat. “All the same, I still don’t know how you do it.” Emily shook her head as they strolled along, winding from back lane to portico and back again.
“How I do what?”
“Oh, not you personally. I mean Italians or even Europeans in general. How can you possibly eat a huge meal like we just did and still look like, well…that?” She gestured toward a particularly wiry example ahead of them, slinking along in stiletto heels on the cobbled streets, adorned in a mish-mash of the latest examples of winter high fashion. “How is that even possible? Is it all the walking, or an obscure side-effect of the wine, or what?”
Stopping, Davide watched the woman in question disappear among the crowd along the street. “Emilia, I will let you in on a secret, okay? Something that very few non-Europeans will understand.”
“Okay.”
“Pay attention,” he said, raising one finger in front of her face. “Because this is very, very important.”
Emily nodded, resisting her urge to giggle at being addressed with such a schoolteacher’s gesture, knowing he didn’t mean to condescend. Besides, coming from him, it was rather charming.
“People like that woman up there?” Davide gestured in the direction the woman had gone, then turned to look that way. “They do not exist. She is a figment of the collective imagination—I swear it.”
“Obviously people like her do exist, Davide. There she goes.”
“Oh, you are just accepting the myth.”
“All right, then,” she said, sighing in mock frustration. “Don’t answer the question.”
“Fine, fine…. I will tell you.” His voice turned cold and remote, and he bit out each word with crisp precision. “She does it the same way all the rest of them do it. She starves herself, works out to exhaustion and denies herself all the real pleasures that life has to offer. She keeps company with a good man who cares for her but she only stays until someone with more money comes along.”
Voice rising, his eyes narrowed and he turned his cutting gaze to Emily, holding her fast in place. “Then, she takes a married lover who treats her like the puttana that she aspires to be and she calls that ‘being happy.’ As long as she has those useless labels plastered all over her body like some sort of high-fashion Formula Uno pilot, I suppose that she probably is happy.”
Emily stepped away, taken aback. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean…I just wondered how...”
The lines around Davide’s eyes softened and the tension in his jaw faded. He swallowed hard, looking away from her toward the passersby. His hands rose to adjust his scarf and collar needlessly, almost obscuring his face for a few moments. “Mi dispiace, Emilia. I did not want to...”
“I don’t understand, though. You liked the woman in the ristorante, didn’t you?”
“Sì, but there is a world of difference, capisci? She has curves, and warmth, and sensuality,” he insisted, his hands shaping the air in subtle ways. “She has satisfaction with life and it shows. You can tell some things by observing a person and that is what I have observed in her.”
“And La Signorina Dolce e Gabbana, back there?”
“Not a trace of life to be found. So many words are, are…emblazoned across her body, anywhere you look—but she doesn’t have anything to say. She is thin, brittle… just lifeless.” He fell silent, his brow furrowed, his lips pursing while he stood deep in thought. “No. There is just no life behind the façade. So many girls—women, I mean—are like this today. No depth, no life…no hope. Just empty shells.”
Shoulders slumping, Davide stared unfocused at the stream of pedestrians that passed. There was such sorrow in his face, he no longer seemed the kind and confident man who had escorted her throughout the day. Aching to reach out to him, to erase whatever memory had ensnared him, the hurt and anger in his eyes stayed her hand. He seemed so far within himself she doubted she could reach him anyway.
Who was she? You’re one of the good guys, aren’t you? At the very least, you seem to be. So why would any woman ever want to leave you?
Her stomach twisted with the realization that she was about to leave, too.
The sky was darker, azure fading into late-afternoon violet, the wind colder than ever. She felt adrift without her friendly guide from the day’s adventures.
I have no idea where we are, but I know it’s getting late.
“Maybe we should be on our way, then,” she said with quiet uncertainty. It wasn’t at all what she’d wished to say.
Davide came back to himself, slowly focusing first on her and then on their surroundings while a faint flush of color rose into his cheeks. “Oh, scusami, Emilia. What a terrible host I am.” He smiled uneasily and looked around. “I just realized where we are now. Come with me, we’re nearly to Piazza Maggiore.”
Already turning to go, he reached for her. Emily hesitated before taking his hand and the fresh flicker of hurt in his expression gave her heart a twist.
“Come with me,” he repeated, feigning indifference, and led her along toward a busy thoroughfare, his grasp of her hand looser than it was before.
Davide resumed his role as tour guide as they moved through streets which were rapidly filling with people. They stepped out into a grand piazza and he led Emily around the periphery, launching into a description of the history of the palazzos and the church, animatedly demonstrating how the power play between the pope and the citizens had brought construction to a halt. His spirited re-creation of the dominance of the pope and the frustration of the Bolognese should have amused her but she just didn’t feel it.
The coffee bars and the pubs were open; the heady, dark scents of coffee and hot chocolate wafted out of doors on waves of warmth from inside. Windows fogged at the edges, as lights switched on over displays of elaborate pastries and sandwiches, attempting to lure inside prankish students and retirees alike.
Emily saw it all as if through a haze. Davide spoke louder and faster but she was only half-listening.
It’s too hard to believe that there are men who reject women like that. I mean, isn’t that the standard here? It’s certainly what Jacopo wanted – repeatedly, from the look of things.
How was it possible that the mere thought of Jacopo could stir her emotions so easily? She was trembling now, most certainly not from the cold. Her face warmed with her own anger and she wondered how Davide hadn’t noticed. Was he really so oblivious?
Disappointed, she found herself resigned to boarding the train for Milan and resuming her trip. A sour hint of dread remained while she feigned interest in Davide’s monologue.
I just want to get on the train and go home. I want this damned country behind me, for good.
“Emilia?” Davide said softly, leaning in close so she could hear him above the playful shouting of teenagers in Piazza del Nettuno, some of whom were threatening to splash their friends with water from the fountain of Neptune. Someone played a vaguely Celtic tune on a guitar outside a bar and a group of people sang along. “What is it? What’s wrong?”
Emily barely heard him. Staring into the middle distance, she pushed her shaking hands into her coat pockets while he moved to stand in front of her, his eyes seeking hers.
“Oddio... Emilia, I’m terribly sorry… I never meant to upset you like this.” He folded his hands in front of him and moved them in an unconscious gesture of supplication. “I know I overreacted. You must know that it had absolutely nothing to do with you.”
“I know, I know…. I didn’t think that.”
Davide reached forward to draw her hands out of her pockets and clasp them in his own, but she continued shaking all the same.
“Emilia, please. You are very upset and I would like to know how to help you. You must tell me what is wrong.”
“Honestly, Davide, I don’t know what I can tell you.”
“Just tell me the truth—that is all.”
The truth. Emily looked around the piazza, taking it all in, chewing her lip. “I guess it’s finally getting through to me.”
“What is?”
“This place, these people—all of it.”
“Emilia, I’m sorry… non ho capito.”
Pulling away from him, she began walking toward the Neptune fountain. Davide followed. When she stopped, he stopped, maintaining a respectful distance. “Everywhere I look, there they are: beautiful people holding hands, sitting on the steps kissing, being beautiful together…couples in love, showing their love for each other and not caring who sees.”
She gestured around the piazza so he could see for himself and his eyes followed, then returned to her face. His incomprehension was both frustrating and heartbreaking.
“It is true,” he said, nodding, “and you are right. But why should this trouble you so? It has always been this way, has it not?”
“Yes, but my personal circumstances have changed.” She swallowed hard, afraid to take the final plunge.
Once I’ve told him, there’s no going back.
“Ah… I see.” He nodded again, understanding. “You are going home without your husband and since it is almost San Valentino, you are already missing him—but he will call you, at least, no?”
“No.” She climbed the steps to the edge of the fountain, studying it in the fading afternoon light. A dull ache emerged behind her eyes, stinging slightly. “No, but it’s not that.”
Davide stepped up beside her and placed his hand on her shoulder, tenderly.
“Emilia, ti prego—dimmi.”
“He won’t be calling me.”
“Of course he will. I am sure he is thinking about you right now. I would be, if I were him.”
Turning sharply to face him, she spied his guilty expression a moment before it faded away. Hope and fear warred within her, neither one gaining the upper hand for now.
If anyone else had said it, I would swear it was a line.
“Maybe you would, Davide, but not if you were him.” Her shoulders slouched in defeat; her heart felt too big, beating in slow, heavy thumps that sickened her and shook her whole body. “He’s not. I know it.” Emily turned to him, her weary smile gone at last. “He hasn’t thought about me in years.”
Her right hand wrenched her ring ruthlessly around her finger, the friction warming her hands even in the cold air until she forced them apart. Tears welled in her eyes and Davide drew her close, forcing her hands still, holding her while her tears spilled over. At last, she forced the words out—the words she hadn’t actually spoken to anyone in all this time. “He left me almost four years ago. The divorce was finalized last week.”
Davide tightened his arms around her. He swallowed, hard, and she knew he was trying to think of how to respond. Cursing herself for putting him in this position, she tried to stop her tears.
“I’m so sorry,” he began, at last. “I did not realize that this was your loss.”
She pulled away and looked up at him, the cold air tightening the trails of her tears on her cheeks so that they felt like cuts in her skin. “I feel awful now for that, too,” she said. “I should have told you the truth in the first place.”
“The truth? Emilia, non ho capito,” he said, shaking his head.
“I’ve let you entertain me all day long but I didn’t even try to explain what was going on. It’s no excuse, but I’ve been carrying this around with me for so long that it’s just… a habit.” She looked up into his eyes, imploring him. “You should know: I didn’t want to lie to you, not at all.”
“And you have not,” he said, gently drawing her back to himself. His hands warmed her face when he wiped away the traces of tears, his eyes meeting hers, not shying away.
“It’s just that…I’ve been so stupid. I could have gone home at any time. Instead, I stayed there, in Rovigo. I stayed, and kept hoping…I kept wearing this –” she raised her left hand to show him her wedding ring, “because I convinced myself if I stayed faithful, he might change his mind and come back to me.”
Resting her hand against Davide’s coat, she watched the ornately-cut band glitter in the lights of the piazza. “A few months ago, I found out that he’d never been faithful to me. Well, to be fair,” she said, unable to keep the bitterness out of her voice, “he was, for the first year. I was so stupid… I refused to see what was right in front of me, even when he wasn’t really hiding it anymore.”
Davide’s face twisted into a scowl, haunted by more unexpected emotions: shame in the furrows of his brow, deep sadness darkening his eyes.
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