SOMETHING ABOUT LOVE

“You mean we have walk it from here?” He looked dubiously through
the car window at the sloping ramp-like steps. ylWweund upward along a sun-
splashed wooded hillside to disappear beyond d.ben

“l don’t think it's very far, Harry,” she said. ‘flere are others walking it —
look, there’s even an old lady returning. If she do it you can.”

He stared at the black-clad old woman picking witiwvisted cane at the
cobblestone steps. “Yeah,” he conceded. “I gueBst ask someone how far it
is. I'm not taking any three-mile hikes.”

Marjorie got out of the car and approached the wgmédo was now
hobbling across the gravel toward a waiting bus.

“Scusa—" She hastily corrected herself: “ScuSignora, quanta distanza e
—al monaster®” She waved toward the steps.

She smiled, revealing gray toothless gum#&méricana, ed” Marjorie
nodded, reddening. In a cracked careful voicenmtbiman answered “Not—
even—a—kilometerSignora”

She thanked her and returned to the car. “Abolfitthaile, Harry.”

“Yeah?” He got out, slipping the strap of his caaease around his neck.
“All right. | guess we can walk that.”

“It'll do us good,” she said. “To walk, | meant deems like we’ve been in
that car since we got off the airplane.”

“So what’'s wrong with that?” he demanded as thepsd onto the path.
“You see more that way. And we’ve only a weekde #aly.” He paused.

“You know, Marge, when you're touring you've gotrtake priorities. Now was

it necessary we see this—What the hell place $s #gain?”
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“The convent of St. Benedict,” she said, exhibittngeary sigh. “He’s my
natal saint. | want to see where he lived as mmhidor three years. Don’t forget,
| ama Catholic.”

“How could I?”

They walked a moment in silence. She murmureds“&ie too, Harry.”

“Oh, yeah.” He sat down on a stone bench shadedtise. “But that was
ten years ago. | probably did it only because d wmdove with you.”

At one time, she thought with self-conscious misshe would have trusted
his reply to the light challenge “was?”. Tearststéto her eyes and she
swallowed hard. “You needn’t have converted, smmnme.” She stood,
looking down at him.

“It seemed important to you.. It seemed importanne too, at—* He
stopped. “—and so | converted.” He glanced upeat “Now Marge, don’t
look at me like that. | attend Mass with you gvBunday, I'm letting you bring
the kids up Catholic, I'm doing every damned thaxpected of me. What more
do you want?”

“You believed, once,” she said, voice near to birggak

“What makes you think | don’t now?” He smiled uphar.

“Let’'s go.” She abruptly moved away.

He rolled his eyes, then rose and followed her.

“I don’t understand you,” he said when he had caugh “You weren’t
hyper-religious when we were first married. Nowggjat’'s all Mass and holy
water and Communion with you. You've turned be@agholic into a career.”
He chuckled. “Thirty-three is a little late taunun, isn’t it?”

She glanced sideways at him. Voice hard, she“said thirty-six is a little
late to turn priest, isn’t it?”

He flushed. “You have a nasty tongue.”

She shrugged.

They walked a short way in silence. He eruptédiBeen working hard. |
was tired when | come home at night; but everyso,know damned well I'm no
priest. He paused. “Andybudon’t know it, there are others who do.”

“Oh I'm sure there are,” she said, voice brittfém sure I'm the last to

receive your..your favor. Don’t think I'm blind twow your eyes proposition
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every girl you see — you must succeed sometimghe had been glaring at him
while she spoke, but she now fixed eyes straigbadh

“What a hell of a vacation,” he neutrally observed.

She made no reply and they continued up the patbefeeral minutes,
walking side by side but not touching. They rouhddinal curve and stalked on
to the end of the path. A narrow passage hewnamdcky hillside rose before
them, an iron gate rusted open at its entrance.

He stared at the steep flight of worn stone steplssaorted “That lying old
witch! We've already walked a mile at least!”

Having ascended the steps they came out on ehaséobked down on a
narrow canyon, which widened at this point intoreaB valley. Across the
valley, midway up the almost vertical mountainsiclang the rambling stone
monastery, its massive stone-arch foundations doot¢éhe talus-mound on the
valley floor, its two storeys of apartments haiggim suspense over the terraced
vegetable gardens and orchards below. The moyagtee the impression of
having grown from the mountainside, itself parttod living rock.

“Say-y,” he said. “That’ll make a good pictureusfa minute.”

She sat down on a bench nearby and watched witbtsmorn as he
pointed a light meter at the monastery, adjusteccémera, aimed it, and snapped
a picture. He moved about the rise snapping skeneree, then replaced camera
and light meter in their cases. Gesturing taaetbridge that spanned the
canyon, he said “Well, let's go see it.”

They crossed and entered a gallery driven in thk, rits outer wall a rock
face pierced by arched windows. Both walls werektia covered with names
and dates and multilingual obscenities.

“I wonder why people do that,” she exclaimed, poigto the graffiti.

“You’d think they’d be more...more reverent.”

He was examining them with interest. “Well, maybey do because they
are,” he said, apparently without thinking.

She made no reply, obscurely irritated by his comme

He continued to examine the walls as they walké8ay; look here,
Marge.” He stopped, pointing. “Here’s a hearthwaur initials in it!”

She looked over his shoulder to see scratcheteistone a crude valentine

enclosing the initials HR and MC. It looked olddamorn, and over it others had
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carved messages dealing with the same subjecf bubre direct nature. It was,
she thought, barely visible.

“Quite a coincidence, huh?” he said.

Quite a coincidengeshe thought. She stared at the heart, fanchizigover
it the graffiti grew malignantly denser, thinkingat at one time it had been
sharply-etched and new and bright, to then be dgsaled by dirty hands and
damaged by deliberate defacings. She wonderedrifyHhad seen in it what she
was seeing. As she turned away she saw him chuckle over a@lskdta couple
in an improbable sexual position and she thoughtt,likely.

“This monastery holds some surprises!” he saidaoag to the sketch as
they moved on.

At the end of the gallery they entered a shadovapehwith richly frescoed
walls, their warm reds and browns glowing in th& sadiance shed by a few
candles and votive lights. A staircase behindalter led downward, and to one
side an open door revealed a glimpse of gray @htf green plant life. When she
had dutifully crossed herself with holy water arhgflected before the altar they
walked to the open door.

They were in a narrow courtyard, pressed on orelsjdhe menacingly
fractured overhanging cliff, enclosed on its otkieles by the monastery. A life-
size marble statue occupied the center of the cfaning the cliff, one arm
extended with palm vertical. Its base held a Latstription and she walked over
to examine it.

“l don’t understand all the words,” she said inw@esto his question, “but
it's an invocation to Saint Benedict to keep theumtainside from collapsing.”

His eyes followed the cliff. It was studded witbltheads from which
dripped dark-red rust stains, surface manifestatargreat steel pins driven into
the rock. He laughed shortly and pointed to thethooks like the monks don't
put much faith in Saint Benedict.”

“Perhaps,” she said, sure it her duty to answmer, iihat only symbolizes
that faithandworks are necessary for salvation.”

“Goodanswer” he admitted smiling. “But I'd settle for the wks.”

“Without faith though,” she persisted, uneasily asvthat she was

transferring the argument to another ground, anddedng if he would catch her
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out, “the monastery wouldn’t be here and no oneldvoare if the cliff fell or
not.”

He shrugged for reply. They crossed the courgatling their way through
a group of visiting relatives talking with a browitad monk as he paced to and
fro taking his exercize. On the other side, Hédegned on a railing that
overlooked a smaller sunken courtyard, vacant th@eyeral doors gave onto it
from the central body. Above one door was insciBRusura He wondered
aloud what it meant.

“Behind that door,” she explained in portentouseats, “live the monks
who never leave their cells.”

“Yeah?” His voice was incredulous. “Who keepsrnththere?”

“Nobody,” she replied, with vague satisfaction.h€ly remain there to
meditate. It's love — love of God — that makesiiveantto remain.”

“They must be neurotics. What normal person wevddt to stay all closed
up all the time — for love of anybody?”

“I don’t think they feel ‘all closed up’. If yowle, your love isn't a prison
—it's a liberation.” She raised her chin and Hmisteye, but he smiled.

“Sorry. To me, a prison is a prison. And whetyeu label it Clausura’ or
‘love’ it's still a prison.” He straightened and glanced aboutdlet. “Is this all
there is to see? Just this court and that stafurel those boltheads?”

She shook her head. “Somewhere here we shouldHengrotto where
Saint Benedict lived for three years.”

“Ask him where it is,” he said, jerking a thumb tasd the strolling monk.
“We've got lots to see, and | don’t want to waste tvhole day here.”

When she had put her conscientiously phrased guestid received the
reply, they returned to the frescoed chapel andeteted the stair into a gloomy
corridor, one side of it the native rock of the mtain. They walked without
speaking, the only sound their echoing footfatisyard a splash of candlelight
ahead and arrived to find there a small cavithadliff wall, perhaps three paces
deep and as many wide, not as high as a man.isT@lone side knelt a statue, a
part resting on the rocky floor of the cavity angaat on the pavement without.
Its white marble hands were folded in an attitutiprayer. Near it several
flickering candles burned, providing the only illuration. A monk stood to one

side, and she approached him.
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“Frate, e Her words were caught up by the grotto andea#d into the
corridor, echoing and re-echoing there as if spdkam the bottom of a well.
She finished her question in a whisper: duesto il grotto di San Benedétto

He nodded, whispering in a neutral tor8 Signora, questa € la grotta

Blushing at the implied correction, she turnedéo lusband. “This is it,
Harry.”

“This is—what?” He too was compelled to lower Ysce after an initial
attempt to speak normally.

In a tone of affected patience she replied “Theedawthe mountainside
where Saint Benedict spent three years meditating.”

“This?” He surveyed the tiny hollow with disbelief

“...this?...this?...this?...” the echoes said.

“This?” he hissed. “Why, there wasn’t room for himaentaround in!”

Nodding, she selected a candle from a rack neastéttee. She dropped a
coin into a slotted box, lighted the candle atftame of another, and set it in a
hole in the rack. She crossed herself and stondraent next the statue of the
saint, hands folded. She thought she was prafiagHarry again find his faith.

As she lowered her hands he asked “How far areboeeathe valley
floor?”

She asked the monk.

He shrugged, lifting an eyebrow. In a bored vdieanuttered Dieci,
quindici metri forse. Chis$d

“Perhaps ten or fifteen yards, Harry.” Who knowk@ impatiently thought
with the monk. And what did the statistics matteyway?

“Yeah?” He shifted his feet noisily on the storav@ment. “So we’d be
standing in thin air, if the monastery weren’t hexig?”

“That’s right, Harry.”

He was silent a moment. “And he livédee yeardiere? In this hole in the
cliff?” His tone was impressed.

She nodded.

His face turned sly as he asked “How did he eat?”

“I've read that a hermit who lived on the cliffté@vered a basket on a rope
every day,” she promptly replied.

“I'll be damned,” he said, shaking his head. “Wlikth he do all this?”
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“Sixteen hundred years ago.”

They stood staring at the grotto. She shiftedAeght once, scraping her
feet loudly on the stone. After what seemed tdike minutes, he broke the
silence. Stroking his jaw, he said thoughtfullywbonder why?”

“Love,” she intoned, forgetting to lower her voic&he word echoed
hollowly between grotto and passage. “Love of Gebe whispered.

“Yeah.” His voice was abruptly flat. “Why’d hedee then, if he was so
full of love?”

“He had a vision.” Her voice was equally flat. “&told him to leave and
found the Benedictine Order.”

“Any excuse to escape, eh?” He chuckled.

“If he could stay three years,” she snapped, “dgatt think he could have
stayed a lifetime?”

“I don’t know. Nothing lasts forever—not even lovBlot even of God.”

He shuffled restlessly. “What else is there td?5ee

They continued down the corridor, from time to tidescending short steep
flights of steps. They came out on a small somytdrghted veranda a yard or so
above the canyon floor, in deep shade cast by the body of the monastery
above. The only other door off it was padlockd@d. one side a monk was
lecturing in halting English to a group of four fala tourists, one a lushly-curved
blonde girl of twenty-five or so. Marjorie and Hamoved closer to the group,
she to listen.

“Yess, yess,” the monk was excitedly saying asdsticulated to a rose
garden below them. “Those rosa don’t carry tharmore; San Francesco
commanded, seven—hundred—years ago, that theyangtthorn, and to these-a
day there is notta no thorn...”

The tourists murmured formula exclamations andfe#id the monk off the
veranda. Marjorie watched her husband watch theda girl undulate into the
corridor. Surprised by a twinge of physical paie glanced down, to see her
fists doubled, nails digging into the flesh of ipatms.

He now turned back to her and pointed to the resdamn. “Was he talking
aboutthoseroses?”

“l don’t see any others.”

“Do youbelieve that—about the thorns?”
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She thought. “Yes,” she said at length. “l do.”

“Why?”

“Perhaps...perhaps because | want to. You haveat to believe, to
believe.” She paused, and said less certainly “lAgdu want to, you do."

“I think you're less gullible than you'd like to Be

“In some things,” she agreed, looking at him aggrteand making her
voice reproachfully bitter.

They gazed off over the gardens. Here and tharerk was busy,
weeding, spading or strolling in the spring sunshin

“You suppose they spend all their lives here?” giéenced about the
veranda. Its central paving stone bore a carvell akd crossbones, a thick iron
ring inset in it. “Some do, | guess,” he said, diod to the tomb.

Between it and the padlocked door stood a smatlesadtar bearing a Latin
inscription; he pondered it, then asked if she doahd it.

“For when we think voluptuously™” she translated.

He leaned on the altar. “I suppose,” he said,isgil'when the monks see a
girl like that...” he gestured toward the corriddr..they rush in here and kneel
right down and pray like hell, huh?”

“l suppose,” she said, voice even.
“Or for that matter,” he continued, looking critiggat her, “a woman like
you.”

“Oh?” She met his gaze. “Do you think | could ¢®&@ monk, at least?”

“Sure,” he said, then added “Amé&d probably even proposition you!”

“I don’t think | want to pursue,” she said, “thisroversation any further.”
She lowered her gaze from him to the altar. Shiees now two deep cup-
shaped holes, a hand’s-breadth apart, worn inttdme $linth under it. Feeling
the chill of the shade, she shivered convulsiv&ie stepped to the door and he
followed.

“Well,” he said, glancing back, “I guess they’renman too.”

“Of course,” she said, waving a hand around h@thérwise, none of this
would have any meaning.”

“Does it anyway?” He snickered.

She wanted to answer hotes, it doesbut hesitated, apprehensive of the

guestion that might follow.
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They walked back up the dark corridor. As theyspdsSaint Benedict's
grotto Harry hesitated, then stopped and remaiagdhg at it. She paused too,
but glancing idly about. The candle flames flideand danced in a draft from
some unknown cleft, lending a spurious play of egpion to the monk’s
immobile face. Harry stood gazing a moment mdrentturned away.

“Huh!” he whispered. “Hard tbelievé” He frowned as the echoes
caught up his emphasized word and hissed it balckrat

“Love is,” she said. In her haste to catechizefalied to lower her voice
and the echoes mixed their words in all permutation

They had climbed half the stairs to the frescoeapehwhen he snapped his
fingers. “Damn it! How could | have forgot to shdbat grotto?” He turned to
go back, but she caught his arm.

“You can’t anyway Harry. | saw a sign saying plgyephs weren’t allowed
inside the monastery.”

“Yeah?” He shrugged. “What the hell. There’shiog there to take a
picture of, anyway.”

“That’s true,” she agreed. But not the way he mestre thought.

“You know,” he explained, “it wouldn’t look like maln, on film.”

They climbed the rest of the steps, walked thrahghchapel, continued on
through the stone gallery and across the bridggwaare back on the original rise
from which they had first glimpsed the monastery.

Harry pointed to the bench and suggested theygihdand smoke a
cigarette. A monk was seated in its center, gazirend, his eyes following
several tourists taking pictures.

She nodded and they walked ther@efmess®” she politely asked.

An old man looked up at her. His hair was a giestet about his skull, his
features hidden in an arabesque of wrinkles. KHig/bh Benedictine garb hung
loosely on a spare body. He smiled and moved doaurteously saying
“Prego, pregd

She sat down next the monk, who had resumed gahiegd. Harry sat
down next her and took out cigarettes.

As they smoked in silence the group they had seanthe rose garden

crossed the bridge. She watched Harry's eyesvidlhe blonde girl.
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“Don’t you think,” she said, straining to keep weice even, “you could
refrain from ogling her when you’re with me?”

He glanced at her, half-smiling. “Oh, yeah. Suserry.” He threw down
his cigarette. “But that sure is a girl to falllove with!”

Her gaze was direct into his eyes as she said fiiel~what is your
definition of love? Fucking?”

He glared back and said levelly “Yes. Now you dgjyess that’s it —
somehow, I'd gathered it was yours, t00.”

“You don’t understand how I love you!” she hisséfou don’t understand
anything about love! Noanything..” Her voice clogged with tears; she paused
to choke them back, then spat “You don’t even spleakanguage!”

“l ought to by now,” he sneered, lighting anothigracette with shaking
fingers, “after having lived with an expert onatr fso God damned long!”

She turned her face abruptly away to see the miiftkeyyes from her to a
point before him. The horrid suspicion that heenstbod English assaulted her,
and she squirmed internally. She reviewed the emation just held with Harry
and felt her face flame red. Suddenly, urgentlg, whnted to talk with the monk,
to reassure herself that he had not understoagc&t about in her mind for a
pretext to open a conversation, then leaned towiand

“Scusi frate, ma quanti voi vivete QiaShe gestured to the monastery.

“Siamo in tredici’ he replied.

lllogically relieved, she turned to her husband saidl, falsely
conversational, “Thirteen live here, Harry.”

“In this big pile?” he said, evidently as relievasl she to be rid of the
qguarrel. “Only thirteen? Ask him why,” he addeé@sk him why they come
here.”

She turned to translate, but the monk said “Are ioglish?”

She furiously blushed, bereft of speech.

“No,” Harry said. “Americans. What do you do h&re

“Very simple things,” the monk replied. “We praye meditate; we work
in the gardens.” He smiled. “That is all — vemple things.”

“How long have you lived here?” she asked, wistimgmother her

embarrassment in neutral numbers, to take refugtatrstics.
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“Twenty years. Some others, not so long. Thaye, and they go away
again, to places closer to the world. We stay anljong as we please.”

“But why?” Harry asked. “Why bother to come hetal?”

The monk looked quizzically at him, but answerecetiy “Many reasons.
As many as there are that people marry. Soms,dbiseek a profounder love, a
deeper belief, and others...” He paused. “...andrsflcause they are
infatuated by théhoughtof seeking.” He shrugged philosophically. “Thang
lost first.”

Silence fell. The monk now asked “Why gidu come here?”, looking at
Marjorie.

“My husband and | are Catholics. We wanted torsgeaatal saint’s
monastery.”

“Ah.” The monk nodded. “And did you?”

She looked narrowly at him. “How do you mean?”

He raised a hasty hand, as if to disclaim any tidgarof offending. “I
sometimes ask that of visitors. | suppose | &ilabse | observe so many tour
our monastery with puzzled eyes; they seem towskht is the meaning of this?’
‘Why does the guidebook say we must see it?’ Bey find no answer to their
guestions, and they leave, without understanding...”

He paused; she opened her mouth to reassure hgay tth, butl
understand,” but he was speaking again:

“Oh, they might make a gesture toward it. Pertiapyg carve their
bewildered messages on its walls, or they burmadleato its saint, or they make
a photograph of it, as if, somehow, to prove thaytunderstood. But their
expressions betray them.” He smiled to Harry’s e€&aamn “I notice you are
making no photographs — that is wise of you. mkhthose who make
photographs are the most bewildered; it is aseiy thould capture its meaning on
film when they cannot with their minds. You camakt hear them thinking ‘If |
could find exactly the right point of view, perhdpsould see.” He shrugged
again. “Itis sad, to see them so far from seé&ing.

Harry fidgeted. “Well,” he said truculently “thdmow are you supposed to
‘see’ its meaning? What dmuthink its meaning is?”
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The monk gazed at him. “It is an act of love, #metefore totally
meaningless — unlegsnt meaning through being seen by a loving heart. And
either a heart sees...or it does not.”

Marjorie realized she had been leaning toward himiding her breath to
hear his answer. She now relaxed, disappointédhihbwas all, and feeling
threatened.

Harry uneasily laughed. “Well...l guess my hearstrhave missed
something then, along the way.”

She smiled, grateful to him but rejecting it.

“Surely you did not miss the grotto of San Benem#tt

“No,” she answered for Harry. “We saw it.”

“Ah.” He smiled. “And did you pass it by, compét unmoved?”

They both were silent. “No,” Harry said at lengtéflectively. “No, | guess
| didn’t.”

The monk rose and clapped him on the shoulderefithere is hope for
you! — you can yet find your way.” He took a stepay, then turned back to look
at Marjorie. “Do you know on what San Benedettalitaged, while he was
sitting alone in his grotto those three years?”

She shook her head, in confusion.

“No one does,” the monk said. “But | believe hediteted on how he might
best serveNoton how much he loved.” He smiled ambiguousliieatand,

excusing himself, walked across the bridge andtimamonastery.

They slowly descended the path, from time to tiraeging to step aside as
other pilgrims, and several tourists, ascendediryHaas walking hands in
pockets, looking down.

Abruptly he looked up and said “What did the oldidie-talker mean, ‘I
could find my way yet'? |didn’t know | was lost.”

Lost in thought, at first she didn’t answer; thée $ocused eyes on him and
forced a thin smile. “I don’t know. Perhaps almeant was only that you would
become a better Catholic...”.

She paused, reflecting on her spoken words. “€mhaps he meant that

since you could grasgpmethingabout love, no matter how slight it was, that
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eventually you might grasp more, and more, until-She caught herself, and
sighed, thinking bitterlyit isn’t fair. It isn’t fair!

“Well, until what?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know,” she said, dry witle tonely anguish of the
left-behind, “myself.”
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