





					CHAPTER ELEVEN








	They returned to the party in a state of euphoria, still laughing.  And laughing with good reason.  It seemed for the moment that a hand had been dealt and played out, and nobody had lost.  Rosaria came up to them as they went in and looked puzzled and, then, laughed with them without knowing the joke.


	"Johnny," she said, pushing a lock of glossy, black hair back over her shoulder, "you are not hungry?  You want that I get you a plate?"  Suddenly, John realized how much he liked Rosaria and laughed some more, thinking again that all he had to do to end the differences between them was - snap! - exchange bodies.  It was as simple as that.


	"No, Rosaria dear, I want more champagne."


	"Ma va!" she said.  "Johnny, I think you will never change."


	"Oh, but, Rosa, how wrong you are.  I have changed more than you will ever know."


	"I hope not, Johnny," she said, laughing, still without know why, and he knew she meant what she said.  She went off in her necklaces and floating veils like handkerchiefs thrown from a magician's sleeve, no coubt to arrange for more champagne.  Rosaria could arrange anything.  She could lift a telephone and fill the house with white-coated waiters carrying trays of elegant food or get a friend - or not even a friend - out of jail.  She had survived and was still surviving marriage with Nico, and this alone qualified her for sainthood.  John had always wanted to know Rosaria, but she wouold not or could not permit it.  What's more, he didn't think she had objected too much - not really - to the relationship Nico had had with the woman on the roof.  He thought that perhaps the woman upstairs had relieved her of some of the stress of her volatile, sometimes tempestuous life with Nico Milas.  He felt she found it necessary to protect herself on a twenty-four hour a day basis.  And believed she revealed herself only to Natalia.  Before Nico and Jessica had made the change from friends to lovers, before Jessica was an unwelcome apparition in the house and in the halls and in the streets sur-


rounding, she had heard them talking and laughing in the kitchen, Rosaria and Natalia.  It was the sound of two contented women, saying the things to each other that only women can say.  John understood that women have a secret pact, but he also understood that merely having the equipment doesn't always let you in on the secret.


	Rosaria, so far as he knew, had never revealed her woman's secret and so remained dangerously feminine and desirable.  


	Nico had gone to join the underground film group.  John wondered if they and the man with the scarred arms and the worn out voice had come to any satisfactory artistic conclusion about penises.  


	The tableau on the sofa under the lights in the middle of the room had changed.  Flavia's head was still thrown back in soundless laughter, but John could see the vein throbbing in her neck.  The hilarity seemed ro have palled for her acolytes as well, and they had joined in earnest conversation across the looped pearls on her breast and left her laughing at the ceiling.  John suspected that Angelo was asking Bergson whether or not he was beautiful enough to be in the cinema.  And from the expression on Bergson's face, John would have staked a bottle of white on the answer.  He wondered if Bergson knew what a heart looked like and felt sure that, if he didn't, he would soon find out.


	Rosaria returned with a glass of champagne, and John saw the slightest shadow of a frown.  "There is more when you want, Johnny," she said.  "You would like to go dancing, Johnny?  We have now a table at the Numero Due.  Nico wants to dance."  Well, honey, if Nico wants to dance, the evening had	been a success.  When Nico was joyous, his Greek blood instructed him to dance, and you were expected to join him on the dance floor, linked by a handkerchief.


	"Oh, yes, Rosaria.  I would like that very much," John said.  He was beginning to feel the necessity to be disgraceful, as Giancarlo had urged.


	He approached the floating, beige island of cushions in the center of the room, and Angelo looked up in annoyed surprise, as if he were an officious stranger.  "Would you like to go dancing at Numero Due, Angelo?" John asked.


	"Yes," Flavia answered firmly, "he would like to go dancing.  He will go with me in my car."


	"Brava, bellissima Flavia," John said.  "I don't want to lose him.  I must return him to his wife before dawn."


	The reaction to this from the sofa was not gleeful.  He had left them less happy than he had found them.  Which was, after all, the point.





	The moon was full at Numero Due.  The dancers were moving to the throbbing music in and out of dappled light on the glowing dance floor, and the shadow images duplicated their movements in the dark green mirrors that lined the walls.  The dance floor appeared to be a clearing for ritual in an impenetrable forest, and Nico's brilliantly lit table to one side, with its glittering bottles and glasses, was the altar.


	John, not surprisingly, was exiled to a chair at the outer edge of the place of worship - defrocked, apparently - so that he had to turn his back to the celebrants to watch the dancing.  He was as near to not being a member of the party as he could get, short of being asked to sit in the street.  However, he didn't care.  First, because he shared his little space with the champagne bucket, and, second, because he knew it didn't matter any more whether or not he was pushed off the tower.  He had cosmic bounce.


	Later, through the haze of time and alcohol, John couldn't remember how many they had been - quite a number.  But he did remember that the central characters were spotlighted and that divine services were in pro-


gress.  He turned his chair to the dance foor as the waiters served the drinks, indicating that he was a non-believer.  He could feel the pulse of the music throbbing through the forest, and the exaltation of the rhythm lifted his spirit.  A tall, silky girl with more than enough teeth was dancing near him, and from the insouciance of her dancing, he decided she was either English or American.  Very few Italian women danced and laughed at the same time in his experience, because, he had decided, for them it was a little like going to confession.  The silky girl saw him watching her and cast a dazzling smile - stunning teeth - and it was not an American smile.  She did a little show-off shimmy for his benefit.


	"English?" he shouted above the music.


	"London," she answered, and he did a shimmy of his own in his isolated and discountenanced chair.  She laughed again - glorious teeth - flinging back her shining hair.  She knew he needed her.  


	"Come," she called.  "Come on.  Leave them.  Dance!"  And her partner beckoned him onto the floor.  He drank off his champagne and joined them, swaying to the beat.  In spite of the deafening music, he heard a murmur of disapproval and distress behind him from the altar.  Nothing is louder than disapproval.  But this, he decided, is my part of the celebration.  And it was a celebration to beat all.  The three of them danced with a kind of sensual inter-perception, separate in space but together in inspiration.  At least, that is what he thought at the time.  It was better than booze, it was better than cocaine, and it was certainly better than being alone in a darkened bed-


room.  He and the new friends were weaving a fine web.  His own little guest list at last.


	And suddenly it wasn't his own any longer.  He discovered that the celebration had been joined by Nico, looking like a satyr and to hell with divine services.  It took on another dimension.  Three was company, and four shut down the inter-perception.  The English couple undulated to another part of the forest.


	Which left John and Nico weaving a fine web of their particular design, completely oblivious to what was going on around them.  For brief refreshment, John turned for a taste of wine and saw, in a blur, that the occupants of the table had become frozen with extreme displeasure.  Berg-


son and Angelo, now very much members of the Central Intelligence Agency, were standing at the floor's edge looking like a pair of plain clothesmen at a presidential rally.  John turned back to Nico and continued dancing with somewhat diminished enthusiasm.  The plain clothesmen conferred briefly and walked onto the floor and conducted Nico, protesting vehemently, back towards the table in earnest conference.


	Which left John weaving alone.  And that was all right too.  But the celebration was over.  The fuzz was off the peach, and the alarm clock in his head went off, ringing 'home!'  After all, what is a warp without a woof?


	It was all very vague after that.


	He went out into the street.  He had nothing in his pockets but a pack of broken cigarettes, and he flagged down a tiny cream-colored seicento - now, it was cream-colored, wasn't it? - and there was this shadow of a young man at the wheel.  John asked him, Please, would he take himas far as the Piazza Trilussa, and he would give him a glass of champagne.  Which was a lie, because he didn't have a glass of champagne.


	But certainly, signore, the young man said, and John got in.  It was like folding down into Elizabeth, so that John felt a sudden and painful longing for Giancarlo, but that blurred away almost immediately and left a question in its wake.  He could remember later seeing Nico standing on the curb looking after them, his arm raised in a kind of question mark.


	And he would have remembered the young man, if he could have, but the glass was smoked.  He did know that he had long hair that fluttered in the window like a wing of black flame, and he thought he was probably hand-


some.  They are all handsome, honey.


	"Thank you, thank you infinitely," John said.  "I am very drunk, and I have no money, and I must get home to my cat."


	"Nothing," the young man said, streaking the lights along the streets.


	"It is Destiny that I have found you," John said.


	"The signore who followed you was Nico Milas, is it not true?" the young man asked.


	"Si," John answwered.


	"E il Destino," the boy agreed.


	Ah, yes, a bridge again.  A non-person who could be sitting in the street.  The Hand of Destiny pointed always to Nico Milas.  He had com-


manded John's soul and two of his bodies.


	Enough is enough.
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