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			CHAPTER 1


			Zeno as a Young Man


			Zeno had travelled from Canterbury to London for the weekend and was staying at a small hotel near Leicester Square. On Saturday, having been to the opera, he entered a lift at the Covent Garden Tube station, along with a number of people apparently also coming from the Royal Opera House, to return to his hotel. As the compartment was descending to the platforms, he became aware of being eyed by a handsome young man standing opposite to him. It was not a look of cold curiosity; rather, his face wore a roguish, seductive expression that could not but mean that he felt erotically attracted to Zeno, who instantly became overwhelmed with excitement. When they got down to the platforms, he automatically went after him, entering a train about to leave, like a starved abandoned dog, totally careless of his own destination. He would have followed the man to the ends of the earth, as the fortuitous encounter seemed to him, a same-sex virgin, the opportunity of a lifetime. Inside the train they sat facing each other, but only a short while, for the stranger, again with Zeno on his heels, got off at the following station, which also happened to be the nearest to his hotel. As they walked along the platform, Zeno quickened his step to be abreast of him and greet him. Considering that normally he was a shy man, averse to speak to strangers, this piece of boldness showed the intensity of his yearning. The greeting being cordially reciprocated, Zeno quickly learnt that Edward (for that was his name) was going to another platform to catch a northbound train to Camden Town, where his parents lived. This information put a damper on his hope, but he rallied and succeeded in persuading his new acquaintance to join him for a drink before heading home. They left the station and found a pub nearby, on Charing Cross Road, where, drinking beer, they began to know each other. Zeno learnt that Edward had also been to the opera, that he was twenty-four years old, was studying History of Art at the University of Oxford, and at present did not have a lover. And Edward learnt that Zeno was a twenty-three-years-old Brazilian studying philosophy at the University of Kent, and that he had never had a lover in his life. When he heard that Zeno was studying philosophy, Edward’s face, which had worn an expression of only moderate interest in what his companion was saying, all of a sudden lit up, and said that this subject had always been a favourite with him, particularly the problem of personal identity. As luck would have it, Zeno had recently written a college paper on it, and was prepared to talk learnedly about it; this made a good impression and opened up the possibility of a bond founded not only on sex. But now, in the pub, it was the thought of sex that filled his mind. In a state of deep emotion he easily persuaded Edward to spend the night with him at his hotel. He agreed, first calling his parents on the phone to let them know he would not be back until the morrow.


			It was a night to remember, and Zeno remembered it fondly, gratefully, for the rest of his life. It was not a night in which they looked up at the stars, humming a tender love duet, such as that between Othello and Desdemona on their first night together in Cyprus (Già della notte densa), which they had heard a few hours earlier at the opera; rather, they emitted the ordinary sounds of human copulation, those inarticulate sounds which according to Marcel Proust might lead one to think that one person was strangling another. Edward turned out to be, to his partner’s great relief, the perfect man for sex. He would not have been perfect if he had wanted Zeno to assume the receptive role in intercourse. Beneath the latter’s great excitement lurked a fear that his companion would ask him to do so, something he would have to deny him, thereby putting the whole affair at risk – there was no doubt in Zeno’s mind that he would never be able to enjoy it. He supposed that Edward had the same aversion to the act and that they would climax in some other way. On the contrary, he desired it intensely, begging Zeno to proceed. The latter obliged, climaxing three times that night.


			They parted ways in the morning after exchanging phone numbers. On the train back to Canterbury, Zeno reflected that fate had been good to him in putting Edward on his path – such an intelligent, educated, handsome and sensual young man! Was it not great good luck to run into a paragon like this in a city of more than seven million people? At twenty-three, an age when most men are already sexually initiated, Zeno was beginning to see himself as a pitiful old virgin. But now the bout with Edward, putting an end to that unwanted chastity, removed forever this particular source of distress.


			A fortnight later the friends got together again for a weekend in London. On Saturday, after seeing a production of Hamlet at the Old Vic, they went to an Italian restaurant and discussed the play. Edward thought that it was Shakespeare’s greatest drama, while Zeno, echoing T. S. Eliot, affirmed that it was an “artistic failure”. Asked to say why, he explained that it was impossible to know what made Hamlet tick and that a dramatic work must be defective if the conduct of its hero is unintelligible – for one does not go to see a play to be perplexed. Edward then asked, How can an artistic failure be such a perennial success? Zeno answered that a drama may contain excellences other than the presentation of probable characters, such as that ‘variety’ which Samuel Johnson praised in this tragedy, a characteristic which makes it extremely entertaining. Edward could perceive that Zeno was trying to impress him with his knowledge of the play, and smiled sympathetically. He too was excited and would later impress Zeno with his own superior carnal knowledge.


			After relishing tiramisu for dessert and sipping espressos, they decided to walk to the hotel, it being a fine April night. Passing through Trafalgar Square, empty at that hour, they seated themselves by one of the four lion statues that surround Nelson’s Column. Here they fell into a romantic frame of mind, holding hands without thinking of sex. Their rapture might now be expressed by Verdi’s sublime love duet, which they had heard the other day at the opera. This peaceful mood, in that unlikely spot commemorating victory in war, did not last very long, and they strolled on to the hotel and went to bed. On this second night of sex, though still extremely exciting, Zeno felt something he had not noticed on the first: a slight disgust with the necessity of cleaning a residue of excrement that, coming out of Edward’s colon, besmirched his virile member. He felt he could not possibly allow himself to fall asleep and soil the bed sheets. Go to the bathroom and wash it, he must, exhausted or not. This unpleasant result of anal sex did not yet seem an objection against it, considering that it could be prevented by using enemas beforehand. In course of time, however, he came to believe that the existence of the anal function, though it is not, as Jonathan Swift tried to prove, a ground to indict human nature, provides some reason to condemn anal sex. In this connection Zeno was reminded of Proust’s strangler and his resuscitated victim, who “were taking a bath to wash away the traces of the crime.”


			In the morning they went out for a walk in Hyde Park, all the way to Kensington Gardens, where they sat on deck chairs for an hour or so; then, having had lunch in a pub, they returned to the hotel. Edward stayed in the room for a nap, while Zeno walked over to Foley’s Bookshop to purchase some books. In the evening they went to the Royal Festival Hall to hear a concert, and after that to the Italian restaurant again, which they had liked the previous night. Over their wine they discussed how and when to meet again, for they would part on the following morning. Zeno suggested a meeting in Canterbury, a city unknown to Edward, who, as a student of art history, would certainly enjoy a visit to the mediaeval cathedral and town. The project was accepted, and they set the date to the second weekend of the upcoming month. Monday morning they parted at the Leicester Square underground station; Edward headed to his parent’s house in Camden Town, and Zeno to Victoria station, there to take a train to Canterbury. 


			When Edward arrived in the town on the Saturday arranged for their reunion, he went straight to the County Hotel, in the heart of the old city, where Zeno had made a reservation for them. He was waiting for him at the lobby, and, having checked in, they went up the polished stairs to a well-appointed room on the second floor. Once inside, they flew into each other’s arms with intensity. If continued in this way, the encounter would quickly turn into sex and the consequent refractory period, or ‘postcoital dysphoria’, so called. Edward, who preferred to call it petite mort, warned that it was too early for them to feel that drop in vitality, it being but mid-afternoon. He wanted to see the town, and he could not do so with the right frame of mind, alert and interested, after such a weakening – after all, they had the whole night, as in London, to drain their libido and regain it by sleeping. This was another useful lesson in the art of love which Zeno learnt from his friend, who, though only one year older, was so much wiser. He calmed down and, with the exciting anticipation of having sex later on, they sallied out of the hotel and walked to the cathedral, five minutes away. Zeno, long familiar with the edifice, took his marvelling friend, after a stroll around it, to the spot inside it where Thomas Becket was murdered; then to the Black Prince’s tomb, the Cloisters, and King’s School (where Somerset Maugham had been an unhappy pupil). Edward, who had seen other great cathedrals in England and France, was interested in the visible features of the building, not in its accidental connections with people. For him it was a specimen of Romanesque and Gothic architecture, which he, as a student of art history, could appreciate in ways inaccessible to Zeno, whose sensitivity to the visual arts was, in fact, rather limited. But he enjoyed immensely to be his guide in the city, which he knew like the back of his hand, being an inveterate walker. Having shown him that sublime religious building, Zeno took him to the Westgate Towers to give him a sense of the town’s mediaeval civic architecture. Then they retraced their steps and stopped at The Old Weavers Restaurant, located right beside the River Stour, a historical spot, where Huguenot refugees had settled in the 16th century.


			Because it was early in the evening, they deliberately lengthened the meal, ordering their food in a leisurely sequence, with a second bottle of wine to help wash it down. Edward was curious about Zeno’s life as a student at the new University of Kent. Why had he not applied to the more ancient and prominent Oxbridge? Zeno answered that he did not do so for two reasons. One was that he feared it would be academically too difficult; the other was that he had a friend enrolled at Kent who had invited him to join him. This was not a gay affair, only a friendship formed in the United States when they were there as exchange students. Having returned to their countries, the friend to England and Zeno to Brazil, they had kept in contact via letters, and Zeno eventually accepted the invitation. But when, having been admitted to the university, he arrived in England, his friend, not liking academia, had left for Kuala Lumpur, where a relative of his owned a business. That was the end of their friendship. On the first days after his arrival, with no one to speak to, Zeno’s mind underwent a revolution that made him think he would go mad. Decades later, reading James Boswell’s letters written at twenty-three in Holland, he found a description of what seemed to him a very similar experience of utter estrangement and unreality, which made Boswell “frantically run up and down the streets, crying out, bursting into tears, groaning from his innermost heart.” Zeno had never been suddenly wafted from his familiar surroundings to a strange land in less than twenty-four hours without someone waiting for him at the airport. In order to get a hold of himself in the first days of his exile, he appealed to the philosophies of Epictetus and Schopenhauer, which helped to adjust him to his gloomy new life. Edward then wanted to know how Zeno was preparing for his final exams, to be taken in June, at the end of his third and last academic year in England. He answered it was a beastly affair but felt confident he would not fail the test (in fact, he easily passed it, being awarded the degree of Bachelor of Arts with honours). His confidence came, he explained, from the fact that in the last twelve months he had become very familiar with the philosophy of George Berkeley, which he intended to make the subject of his final dissertation. This familiarity resulted from having translated into his native language Berkeley’s A Treatise Concerning the Principles of Human Knowledge. He had started this work as a hobby, pursued alongside his academic studies, and planned to publish it when back in Brazil. Edward did not know much about that philosopher’s doctrine that there is no such thing as matter, but he knew, from Boswell’s Life, that Samuel Johnson had tried to prove that matter exists by “striking his foot with mighty force against a large stone”. Laughing, they agreed that this was a delightful example of typical Johnsonian logic. Dinner being over, they called it a day and withdrew to the hotel, a stone’s throw away. Like their first night of lovemaking in London, it was one to be remembered the rest of their lives. Happily, they were unaware that it would be their last.


			 After breakfast the next morning, they went for a walk to the university campus, which is spread out on a hill outside the city. Following Whitstable Road, about halfway to their destination, they made a short detour to Canterbury Cemetery. Zeno wanted Edward to see a house located on a street bordering the burial ground, and a certain grave in it. The house was the dwelling where he rented a room, having rejected the possibility of residing in college (unable to endure the likely lack of privacy in those sorts of quarters). Standing in front of the house, he pointed out the window of his room upstairs and said that it had a fine, soothing view of the many trees in the cemetery. Entering this peaceful and silent enclosure, Zeno led his friend to the grave of Joseph Conrad, one of his favourite authors. Sitting on a bench in front of the grey granite gravestone, they read the beautiful verses of Spenser, the 16th century poet, inscribed upon it: “Sleep after toyle, port after stormie seas, ease after warre, death after life, doth greatly please”. Zeno frequently sat here, it being so close to the house where he lodged. Edward then said that Conrad, in his books, described things excessively, purporting to “make people see”, but often achieving only a sort of darkness visible, caused by the verbiage. How, he asked, could the common reader visualise the storm-battered ship in Typhoon when so many of its components and functions are referred to by words known only to sailors? Photography makes us see, not verbal language. The far fewer words used by Shakespeare in the storm scene of King Lear perform a far better job than Conrad’s myriad in his story. Thus spoke Edward, discoursing critically in the presence of Conrad’s buried corpse. Zeno did not disagree, saying only that readers, to enjoy his books, should be prepared to practise the art of skipping. Back on Whitstable Road, they continued their uphill excursion. At the campus, Zeno showed Edward around, naming the colleges and buildings, the modern style of which could not impress an art student acquainted with the “dreaming spires” of Oxford; but he admired the vista of the town and cathedral below.


			Because Edward had promised his parents to see them that evening in London, they went back to the hotel and checked out. It was mid-afternoon when, having had lunch, the host accompanied the visitor to the railway station. There they parted with mutual good wishes, expecting to meet again soon. They never did, for Zeno, when his final examinations were over, immediately returned to Brazil and, though hoping to be back some time in the future, never saw Edward nor England again.


			Zeno’s three years as a student in Kent, excepting the final weeks in which he knew Edward, were not happy. His soul had accumulated a lot of black clouds, which he deemed would be dispelled if instead of being whisked back to his homeland in a few hours by air, he should do so on board of a slow-moving ship. Having heard that Hamburg-Sud, the well-known German shipping line operating between Europe and South America, accepted a limited number of paying passengers on their freighters, he wrote to his father to buy him a ticket at the company’s branch in Porto Alegre. A rather expensive one, from Antwerp to Santos, was purchased, and Zeno, having crossed the English Channel at the end of June, went on board a freighter that, coming from Hamburg, made a stopover in Belgium. It had a dozen very comfortable passenger cabins, and it offered superlative meals, elaborated daily by a consummate chef. It made sense for the ship to have this service, for there was nothing to do on board except lounge by the small pool and chat with fellow travellers – mealtimes gave them something to do and look forward to. In his cabin Zeno occupied himself with his translation of Berkeley, which was almost finished. One of the passengers, a clever middle-aged lady from São Paulo’s high society, who had a fear of flying, on learning that Zeno had studied philosophy, asked him what he thought of Schopenhauer, a thinker she deeply agreed with. He answered that when he arrived in Europe, three years back, he had found great consolation in reading him and accepting his doctrine that happiness is an illusion, but that now, having read Nietzsche, he doubted its truth. She said she was not acquainted with the latter’s philosophy and so could make no comment on this point. Zeno reflected that not knowing Nietzsche was probably good for her, as it might save her from suffering an intellectual revolution that would disturb her achieved equanimity. He believed that the philosophy of the sage of Sils-Maria was too heady for most people, himself included. He had had his youthful enthusiasm for it, but when it was over, it was over for good.


			Though the twelve passenger cabins of the freighter were occupied, none was inhabited by a young man of Zeno’s generation – the passengers were all over forty, every one of them. Because of this, there was no chance for him to have a transatlantic sexual fling on that vessel, for he felt not the slightest attraction to men over thirty. But he was himself, he suspected, an object of erotic interest to a man in his thirties; not a passenger, but an officer of the crew. The suspicion arose on the night of the day when the ship crossed the equator. After a celebratory dinner, Zeno and some passengers and members of the crew sat in the lounge attached to the dining room for coffee and liqueurs. The officer, seated next to Zeno, began to tell him of a grave incident that happened on that very boat, a fire on the main deck which the crew could not control. It had started in the rough seas of the Bay of Biscay and forced them to put into the nearest port, where they succeeded in extinguishing it. He had taken many photos of the fire, which he invited Zeno to see in his cabin. The latter did not care to see them, as the narrative he heard had been interesting enough. The man insisted, however, with an ingratiating tone that gave Zeno a funny feeling that he would be propositioned in that cabin. Yet he did not want to appear to be rude in rejecting the friendly invitation, so he accepted it in the hope that the premonition was mistaken. Though nothing happened, he believed that the officer had really wished to make love to him but desisted on perceiving his frigid and distant demeanour whilst looking at the photos of the fire. This kind of situation – being desired by older men without reciprocation on his part – occurred many times in his life, always leaving a bitter taste in the mouth, because of the inevitable awkwardness involved.


			So neither among the passengers nor the crew could he hope to get a partner. It was because he had known Edward that at present he was always thinking about having sex. Yet there was a young man on the ship, who belonged neither to the crew nor to the group of paying passengers. He was a German stableman accompanying and tending a number of pure-bred cattle that were being transported to Brazil to be exhibited at an international livestock show. The animals were housed in two rows of temporary boxes on the main deck, which could be viewed from the higher-up passenger deck. From this vantage point Zeno, seeing the young man at his work, felt attracted to him. But he did not think it likely that this worker was a gay man open to solicitation. A platonic relationship was probably all he could hope for. (Not for him the fate of the poet Hart Crane, who, perhaps out of humiliation, committed suicide by jumping off a ship into the sea, after having got into trouble with a member of the crew whom he had sexually approached.) When the vessel arrived in the tropics, he did his work shirtless, exhibiting a torso that Zeno desired to touch. Admiring the half-naked man from above, he thought his situation was similar to that of Walt Whitman’s lady, who, hiding behind the blinds of a window, watched “twenty-eight young men bathing naked by the shore” and yearned to be with them and touch them. One day Zeno, on the way to the silent foredeck of the ship, where he liked to stand alone and look out upon the waters and the sky, ran into the object of his admiration, who had just finished his daily task of feeding the cattle and cleaning the boxes. He took the opportunity and started a conversation, in his broken German, which revealed that the destination of the animals was the agricultural fair Expointer, in Zeno’s own state of Rio Grande do Sul. They would be removed from the ship in the seaport city of Rio Grande and from there taken by land to Porto Alegre, the locality of the fair (the freighter would proceed to its final destination in Buenos Aires). The fact that both young men would presently be in the same city, though Walter would get there earlier (he would leave the ship at Santos and fly the rest of the way), struck him as possibly conducive to the transformation of his merely platonic relationship into a proper carnal one – in the big city they could get together inconspicuously. However, the anticipation of this satisfactory result did not endure very long, for the next day the conversation revealed that his German interlocutor was a husband and a father. That was the end of the hoped-for affair, for unwittingly the fellow, in disclosing these facts, poured a bucketful of cold water over Zeno’s desire, quite enough to snuff it out. The bare chest still remained an object of aesthetic contemplation, but as if it were a thorax of marble and not of flesh and blood. The desire to touch it was gone, for he regarded the bodies of heterosexuals, then and ever, as forbidden ground for erotic exploration. He would not lewdly touch them for anything, even if they tried to seduce him with the argument that they were bisexuals. From that day to the end of the voyage, the conversation between them, when they happened to meet on the deck, was reduced to casual words about the weather and the cattle.
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