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Praise for Separate Rooms


 


 


‘An Italian novel of imperfect love and urgent grief’


New York Times


 


‘A novel of dignified beauty’


Observer


 


‘A masterly piece of writing, rich with insight and detail, and a curiously moving optimism’


Gay Times


 


‘Tondelli’s was a meticulous talent, precise and particular, his writing full of nicely observed detail and an almost microscopic view of everyday things and feelings’


Financial Times


 


‘A classic in Italy: a story of love and youth and pain that will have you clutching at your heart. I want everyone to read it; I want to press it into people’s hands. Surely one of the best novels I’ve ever read’


Andrew Sean Greer, author of Less


 


‘Separate Rooms is a stunning novel . . . If you ever need reminding why we run towards connection, even in the face of risk and loss, read this book, and prepare to be deeply moved’


Jack Parlett, author of Fire Island


 


‘A major work of queer literature . . . Bleak and harrowingly funny and eventually gloriously redemptive’


Will Tosh, author of Straight Acting


 


‘A discreet, lyrical meditation on the nature of male love’


Edmund White










Pier Vittorio Tondelli was born in Correggio in 1955 and died in 1991. He made his debut in 1980 with Altri libertini, which was followed in 1982 by Pao Pao. In 1995 he published the novel Rimini, followed by Biglietti agli amici in 1986 and Separate Rooms in 1989.
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INTRODUCTION


André Aciman


Soon after leaving Cambridge in my very early thirties, I realised how much I missed the friends I’d left behind there. Once I was settled in New York, I began writing to each one. Those were the days before email existed, so all I had outside of costly long-distance phone calls was writing letters – long, fastidiously elaborate letters where I related incidents and feelings that, in normal day-to-day conversations, I might have been reluctant to share. On paper, though, I found myself opening up with unsparing abandon, shamelessly writing how much their friendship had meant to me and how I missed our walks at night when we’d put aside our books to roam from bar to bar. To others, I wrote how I missed Sunday afternoons that could so easily morph into evenings as we drank wines of choice vintage before realising that dinner would never materialise unless someone started to cook something. I loved these friends who never left Cambridge and kept summoning me back to a rhythm of life that seemed far more amenable than New York’s rugged wake-up call.


My letters to them were effusive. I missed them. That was undeniable. But there were moments when, after signing my name and licking the envelope, a doubt would surge and make me wonder whether I’d been entirely sincere with them. Was I as homesick for Cambridge as I claimed to be? Were my yearnings the result of having moved to a city where I didn’t know a soul? Or, as I grew to suspect, did the act of writing and telling them how much I missed our bars and their gardens make me more nostalgic than I really was? In other words, did reminiscing cast a luminous aura that existed less in reality than in the lime-lit, cadenced sentences I put to paper? 


Language is always rhetorical – even when it doesn’t mean to be.


 


It is perhaps because of this, and after reading Mattia Mossali’s doctoral dissertation devoted in good part to the novel, that I instantly responded to Pier Vittorio Tondelli’s Separate Rooms. 


The story is about a visceral and indomitable attraction between two men – Leo is an Italian writer and thirty-two years old; Thomas, a pianist, is German and significantly younger – that soon enough morphs into a very powerful love. But one sentence in particular stood out and told me that I was in the hands, not of an occasional writer, but of one who had fathomed both himself and his true, complex, frequently unsortable emotions. His capacity to probe and articulate these contradictory strains arrested me and presaged a writer never pleased with easy answers. In that momentous sentence, Thomas knows he is Leo’s lifelong partner; but he feels stuck on the margins of their relationship each time Leo disappears, or needs to travel on a journalistic assignment, or retreats into his brooding, solitary life. ‘You want to keep me at a safe distance so you can write to me,’ he says. ‘If I lived with you . . . you wouldn’t be able to think of me like a character in your stage production’ (196). This was indeed the case with my friends in Cambridge. I needed them at a safe distance to convey my love for them. Nearby, speech would have served the purpose easily enough. But writing involved something far more complicated. Writing feeds on distance, but it could just as easily breed that distance. Writing, as I was finding out, is never about the obvious; it needs to excavate the obvious and give it new words.


Which is why Leo needs his privacy, his solitude, his space. Leo loves Thomas, but he cannot live with him. In Leo’s own words, theirs is ‘a relationship . . . that involved belonging to each other, but not possessing each other’ (187). This in effect spells the reason for the novel’s title, Separate Rooms.


 


This is not how Leo and Thomas’s relationship begins. It starts quite quickly when, after running into Thomas at a party in Paris and getting to know him slightly better at another party, also set in Paris, the two grow aware of their instant attraction, what with ‘their disguised nonchalant contact, [their] light skimming touches, and . . . silent glances’ (17). They haven’t spoken a word to each other, but they already know.


The two agree to meet at a rock concert. At first Leo has difficulty spotting Thomas in the crowd but eventually he finds him, and their connection is instantaneous. Their love, as Tondelli notes, is simply epic. They travel a great deal together, and Leo is constantly flying around the globe, but he always returns to seek out Thomas, and Thomas is always ready to welcome him. 


All Leo needs – to use my word again – is space.


The point can’t be made clearer when immediately after leaving by train one day, a bereft Thomas suddenly materialises and buzzes downstairs at Leo’s building. ‘I want to stay here and live with you,’ he says once Leo lets him in. To this Leo replies, ‘So you’ve decided to live in Italy?’ (181).


Thomas did not come to live in Italy. He came to live with Leo. And Leo knows it.


Eventually the two quarrel, as they frequently have in the past. But, as Tondelli writes, ‘They always ended up getting back together again’ (62). Thomas leaves Leo’s apartment. On the landing, as he waits for the elevator to arrive, he hears Leo shut and bolt the door behind him.


One might expect this to be a clean break. But it is not. Their love is limitless, though love, even when perfect, remains a dysfunctional bargain.


The problem with them is not only that Leo wants them to have their proverbial separate rooms, where Leo can ‘go on being a separate lover . . . [and dream] his love, and . . . not . . . get stuck in everyday life.’ The problem is that ‘if they lived together, they would become caricatures of each other, like two obscene, face-lifted twins in a Berlin cabaret’ (183).


What Leo can’t grapple with – and here it’s important to keep in mind that the novel was published in 1989 and therefore written in the late eighties – is that there existed a highly undefined template for a gay life. Leo ‘had no models to follow, no experience to recycle and fall back on in this stage of their relationship. He knew that the love he still felt for Thomas would not be enough on its own. They would tear each other to pieces and that was the last thing he wanted . . . Living together meant believing in values that neither of them was capable of recognising. How would their love end?’ (182)


This is why Tondelli’s novel, as much as it spoke to its readership in the early nineties, was also proposing a sort of relationship that the gay community might have regarded as highly unusual. For though there is no doubting their love and desire for each other, Leo and Thomas didn’t live together. And Tondelli not only resists established norms for gay couples but goes further yet to make light of ‘normalised’ gay couples:


 


Would they have no option but to normalise a relationship that society was in fact incapable of accepting as something normal? Would they not turn into the mirror image of those grotesque homosexual couples where one does all the cooking and the other always goes to the market to do the shopping? Where the two lovers resemble each other in their attitudes, in their way of doing things, even in their facial expressions, to the point where they become two pathetic replicas of one and the same unbearable imaginary male, emasculated and effeminate? In the course of time would they not become two hysterical androids, forever on the point of butting in every time the other spoke, with that facial skin that is a bit too smooth and taut and tanned, and that hair that is a bit too perfect the way it hides thinning spots? (182)


 


What Leo wants is entirely different. He wants intimacy, both physical and emotional, but he needs space. Can the world adjust to this? Can Thomas? Can Leo even?


One day, Thomas announces he is seeing a woman called Susann. This throws Leo completely off. His relationship with Thomas is hardly threatened by Susann, yet he resents her intrusion into their lives. What Leo leaves out of this equation is that his relationship with Thomas is itself already riddled by his need for privacy and solitude. Susann fills a void that was already partially empty.


 


At the start of the novel, Thomas dies.


This leaves Leo not only grief-stricken, but totally rudderless and unable to move forward. In fact, there is no forward anything. Another relationship after Thomas is simply unthinkable. Leo’s hollowed out existence becomes his new mode of living. Friends criticise him, some even remind Leo that Thomas was just an insignificant somebody he hooked up with at a party in Paris but rarely spent much time with, and who was vowed to fail as a musician. Leo needs a wake-up call.


But Leo does not find another lover. He resurrects old friendships he might have unintentionally discarded or neglected. Eventually he forges newer ones, but the novel is a scatter of recollections of Thomas. Leo traipses around the world either seeking or escaping experiences he is unable to name or fathom. But then he’ll recall travels with Thomas that brought him so much joy and love. These belong to the past now.


The wake-up call his friends want him to heed never comes.


Until it does come, in an oblique, quiet, almost incidental manner. It’s a call that has been summoning him for ever so long, both from recollections of Thomas but also from deep within himself, going back to his earliest childhood. It has to do with his ability to say ‘in words what others are quite happy to remain silent about’ (226). It also explains the genius of Separate Rooms. For it’s a novel both exceptionally moving yet exceptionally lucid as it weaves its way through the twisted strands of what Leo is desperately trying to unearth and parse in himself. 


And this is when it hits him in the face. The reason for needing separate rooms couldn’t be simpler. Leo has always been cut off from the world around him because, unlike everyone else, he is a writer. Because he is different. ‘He has roots in no town. He has no family or children. He does not have a house that you could really call “home”.’ More importantly, his sexuality underscores that difference: ‘What he lacks most of all is a companion. He is single, and alone’ (3). Tondelli writes: ‘If he did not manage to function with Thomas, if his emotional life is a mess, if, deep down, he is restless and will never find peace, it is because he is different, because he must construct a set of values that starts from the very fact that he is different’ (226). His home is grounded on his ability to write about his and Thomas’s love and about the loss of that love. For him, writing and love are indissolubly fused. It just took him a few years after Thomas to see this.


What is truly sad is that Tondelli himself was to die on 16 December 1991, of complications related to AIDS. He was thirty-six years old.


 


My life in New York was not troubled by the death of a dear one, but I had lost people who were very dear to me and who were, as I knew they would be, irreplaceable. Years later the two souls who had invited me to their garden so many times on those glorious Sunday afternoons to drink Château Beychevelle and Château Cos d’Estournel with them did die two ignominious deaths: she in a fire that burned down their home; he in a hospital bed, while everyone who cherished him waited for news, knowing that the longer he stayed in a coma, the slimmer his chances. I never said farewell to either. But then I’d been saying farewell to them for years – though I never suspected they’d ever actually be gone from my life, the way Leo never believed Thomas would leave his. With the friends who died I might have been overstating my attachment to them and, perhaps, I was stylising how much I missed them, but I also knew that what writing made me say was more deliberate, more genuine, more heartfelt, and ultimately more enjoyable than what I might have said in a rushed phone call from New York.


In some instances, what one loves are not just people or places but the act of writing about our love for them. Writing finds love and stirs it when it is all but gone everywhere else. I was writing from love and with love, already sensing that when someone is gone from our life, all we are left with are words.


 


New York, 2024










FIRST MOVEMENT


Into Silence


One day, not so very long ago, he caught himself looking at his face mirrored in the window of a small plane flying from Paris to Munich.


Twenty-five thousand feet below, the Alps looked like ripples of sand, tinged with gold by the setting sun. The deep blue sky seemed fathomless, lit on the horizon by a bright saffron hem, the colour of Zen robes.


The landscape framed in the small oval window conjured up night and day, and the boundaries between two worlds: earth and air. Later, when a light went on in the cabin, reflecting his weary, fuller face on that northerly holographic screen, the landscape told him things about himself as well.


His face, the one which others had for years recognised as ‘his’, once again struck him as foreign. Every day his face seemed more alien, because the image he retained of his own face was forever and eternally his face as a boy and as a younger man.


He still thought of himself and saw himself as an innocent, someone incapable of doing ill or going astray. But the image he saw against that illuminated backdrop was simply the face of someone no longer as young as he used to be: someone with fine, thinning hair, puffy eyes, full and slightly flabby lips, and the skin of the cheeks flecked with fine veins, just like his father’s livid cheeks. All in all a face suffering, like any other, the deterioration and the marks of time.


He turned thirty-two just a few months back. He is well aware that he is not of an age ordinarily defined as mature or, even less, old. But he also knows that he is not young any more. Most of his university friends have married and had children. Most of them own a home and have a fairly well paid profession. When he bumps into them, on those rare visits to his parents’ home – the house he was born in, and later fled from on the pretext of pursuing his studies – he senses that there is an ever deepening gulf between himself and them. His old friends pay taxes, just like he does. They take summer holidays and have to insure the car, just like he does. But on the odd occasion when they get to talking, he realises that they have altogether different responsibilities. He realises that in their respective lives they have roles that have absolutely nothing in common. As a result he feels more and more alone, or rather, more and more aloof and different. He has broken away from the surroundings where he grew up, and lives each day detached from the comforting day-to-day life of a small community. He has time on his hands that others do not have. This in itself makes him different. He is pursuing an artistic profession, but here, too, he has little in common with his so-called colleagues. This makes him feel all the more different. He has roots in no town. He has no family or children. He does not have a house that you could really call ‘home’. Yet another difference. But what he lacks most of all is a companion. He is single, and alone.


The plane suddenly loses altitude as it starts its descent towards Munich. He turns away from the window and gathers up his things. He puts away the book he had been leafing through, slips his glasses into their case, and puts out his cigarette. He leans his head back. They will be touching down in twenty minutes or so. He imagines Thomas pacing nervously back and forth in the international arrivals hall, checking his watch and the scheduled landing times. He sees his lanky form heading impatiently towards a row of shop-windows with displays of pipe tobacco and gaudy boxes of Havana cigars. He imagines his frayed sweater, his thick woollen jacket, his velvet trousers, his big, stout, red leather shoes. He sees the dark pools of his eyes, his broad, relaxed smile, his warm, bony arms that will hug him as they always do and steer him firmly to a beat-up Citroën or Renault, parked miles away. But he cannot hear his voice. He sees their embrace quite clearly, he picks up the sweet smell of his skin, he feels his cheek rough with its two-day growth, he sees his lips asking softly ‘How was your trip?’, but he cannot hear the sound or inflexion of that voice. He sees their embrace, but he cannot feel it.


He heaves a sigh, eyes closed, head still tipped against the lowered back of the seat. The stewardess leans over and says a few words to him. Slowly he emerges from his reverie and adjusts the back of his seat to the upright position, ready for landing. His eyes are open again now. With an inner shudder of horror, he is once more fully aware of what is tritely called reality, though he prefers to call it ‘the current state of this dream’. There will be no Thomas waiting to meet him at the airport with his dilapidated Citroën. Nor will there be any friend in his place. Because Thomas, or at least everything on this earth that bore this name and everything that had anything to do with this name, for himself and for those who loved him, Thomas is no more. Thomas is dead. Two years now. And he feels more and more alone. More alone and even more different.


A few years back, on the sort of grim, grey Sunday that only the skies of Northern Europe can come up with, Leo left a brasserie in Paris with Michael, an American jazz musician. Michael, if the truth be told, was just another of those expatriates who turn up in farflung corners of the world as a result of discontent or restlessness.


Michael is a man of forty, heavily built, with a full beard turning white on his chin. He is more bald than not, with a face that might be best likened to a potato field – full of growths, pimples and lumps. He usually wears military trousers held up by black leather braces, woollen shirts, and a black felt hat, Rainer Fassbinder-style. He chews on all kinds of cigars, especially when he gets involved in all-night jam sessions. By dawn, he is invariably the only member of the band still on his feet. Leo likes Michael. He likes the music he plays, too. He would never dream of talking about literature or philosophy with him, but they find plenty to say about Broadway music shows. And young men. One of those Sunday afternoons that seem so long ago, Michael and Leo left a brasserie in the Marais to go to a party. Leo met Thomas at that party. Or rather, Leo saw Thomas for the first time.


They walk side by side through the Place des Vosges, staring at the ground and talking as if they were addressing the cobblestone pavement. Both have their hands thrust deep in their pockets and their necks wrapped in long scarves. The November chill is like dry, invisible snow melted in the air. They reach the building where the party is. They can hear music and hubbub wafting down into the street. Other party-goers run past and reach the doorway ahead of them. Leo smiles and slips his arm through Michael’s. They climb to the fourth floor. They have to avoid stepping on people who have spilled out on to the landing and stairway. Empty champagne bottles are rolling about on the wooden floorboards covered with confetti and cigarette butts. Inside there is crush and confusion, people dancing, people smoking dope, people drinking whisky straight from the bottle. Leo pulls Michael over to the drinks table. A young punk girl with a plume of iridescent hair dazzles him taking flash photos with her polaroid. Further in, images of the party fill the TV screens scattered around the apartment. Some young men are filming the party with a video camera. They push through the throng, spotlighting the guests like some night-fishing expedition: in the beam of the powerful light, small darting fish, confident and quick, suddenly turn phosphorescent, as do handsome lobsters – elderly and inebriated, sharks, pink prawns, garish tropical fish, whales, dolphins and the odd bream. Leo steps back out of their way. He says hello to various people he knows, with kisses, hugs and handshakes. Then he finally reaches the room where the food is. Two round tables littered with torn paper plates and napkins, ashtrays overflowing with cigarette stubs, and leftovers. Beyond the tables, the drinks. He pours himself a glass of champagne, then another and a third, to get himself into the swing of things. The wild disco music has a vaguely African beat. Everyone is moving. Leo sways, uncorks another bottle and offers Michael a drink.


‘Leo, Leo!’ shouts the host, edging his way towards him, hands high above the heads of the crowd. He is dressed up like a geisha. ‘My dear, thanks for coming! Some party, isn’t it? We’ve been at it since last night. I showed the movie, you know. It was a great hit!’


Leo hugs Bernard and compliments him on his fiery red kimono. He introduces Michael to him. He makes small talk for a moment or two, until Bernard is whisked off by other friends, all singing his praises, and shouting his name. Someone thrusts the camera into his hand. Bernard climbs on to a table, looks through the viewfinder and pretends to shoot Leo. Everybody cheers. Leo giggles. Bernard yells something, then passes the camera to someone else and disappears, engulfed by the crush of admirers. ‘Let’s have a look at the crazy old queen’s film,’ Leo says to Michael after a while.


In the throng, they elbow their way through Bernard’s apartment. Each room is a mixture of styles: papier mâché columns, Second Empire mirrors and pier glasses, here and there a Bauhaus armchair, a Renaissance confessional fitted with bookshelves, rugs, damask hangings, tapestries, spray-painted Moorish cupolas made of polystyrene, rejects and remains from all Bernard’s past sets: reminders of his irrepressible kitsch style and his dreamlike zaniness. White statues of demigods sporting gigantic copper-coloured phalluses; capitals and columns; coloured plaster of Paris figures of St Sebastian, imploring or sublimely absent in the hour of his martyrdom; in the windows, figures of Mary Magdalene, Christ on the cross, Angels and Archangels, and Thrones. They pass through four reception rooms until the chattering, tipsy party fauna thins out. They still have to cross the exercise room and the bathroom before they eventually reach Bernard’s large bedroom where his latest video is being shown on multiple screens.


In this room people are sprawled on rugs and the bed, some asleep in front of the screen. Leo and Michael lean against a corner of the four-poster bed and watch the video. After a while Michael leaves in search of more alcohol.


It is just at that moment that Leo becomes aware of someone brushing past him. From his slightly precarious position against the spiral bedpost, all he catches is a glimpse of someone’s legs passing the mirror on the door  –  just jeans and a pair of black shoes. But an irresistible urge makes him get to his feet. He leaves the bedroom, following the young man with his gaze. He stops in his tracks momentarily, not sure whether to keep up his pursuit or go back and watch the video. Then Michael comes back, saying he has found a horn to play. Making their way through the guests they reach a dimly lit room filled with smoke. Somebody is playing the piano. Michael picks up an old sax and starts to blow. Leo’s eyes linger softly on the young man at the piano. He examines him intently. He is seeing Thomas for the first time. And as if Thomas can feel the charge of Leo’s gaze, he raises his head and stares back for a split second. Then his eyes return just as fast to the keyboard and he starts rocking to and fro, in time to Michael’s rhythm. Leo refills his glass.


Some time later Leo is slumped in an enormous damasked armchair, answering a Spanish journalist’s questions in that overly polite manner that tipsiness sometimes brings out in him. He sees Thomas leaving the apartment with a girl. He feels like getting up and following him. He braces his legs, gripping the arms of the chair. But his strength fails him and he topples heavily backwards. The journalist asks him if he’s writing anything at the moment. A smile flickers across Leo’s face and he carries on chatting about this and that.


A few evenings later Rodolfo phones from Milan. He asks how things are going in Paris, if the apartment is all right, and if there is anything he can do for him. Leo answers a little testily. He has known Rodolfo for the best part of ten years. They are the same age. They know more or less everything there is to know about each other’s lives. It was Rodolfo who found Leo a place to live in Paris. Rodolfo is a handsome man about to turn thirty. He is an architect, specialising in 1950s decor. He has designed select bars from Milan to Florence, and earned quite a name for himself. He contributes to an international furniture magazine. He combines the necessary worldliness with intelligence and a sense of irony. He loves Leo, as one might love one’s own gay brother.


‘I’m getting the hang of things,’ Leo replies. ‘Don’t worry yourself. I’m seeing Michael. I told you about him, didn’t I? I get about, and I sleep . . .’ He is already keen to get off the phone, fill his glass with ice and drown it with rum. Rodolfo picks up on this kind of mood. So he slowly lets slip the only topic that might keep Leo on the line. ‘I saw Hermann the other night. He’s getting on fine, you know.’


Leo leans close to the mouthpiece: ‘Hermann?’


‘He’s living fifteen miles north of Rome. He asked me for your address. I pretended I didn’t know it. We were in a bar . . . I was on the point of giving it to him. Then I thought I’d better ask you first.’


Leo sighs. ‘You did the right thing. Ever since we split up—’


‘I just wanted to tell you he seems to be doing fine,’ Rodolfo interrupts. ‘His work’s going well. He’s having a show or two. Nothing big, but for him . . . I think it’s important, don’t you?’


‘I’m glad you called first,’ Leo repeats frostily.


‘I couldn’t make up my mind . . . You were both so happy together, I mean . . . Believe me, Leo, I really don’t want to interfere in your love life, but I thought you should know he asked me about you, and I’m sure he meant it.’


‘I met someone the other night,’ Leo says quietly.


Rodolfo’s voice stiffens: ‘Are you serious?’


‘It’s all over with Hermann. I wouldn’t be here if there’d been the slightest chance of getting back together. I’ll probably always love him. He knows it, too. But I want to get away from him. Only a lunatic would try to get a divorced couple back together again. A lot of people just won’t understand. But it’s just the same for two men.’


‘Unless one of the two queens goes by the name of Liz Taylor,’ Rodolfo adds.


Silence for a moment, then a burst of laughter. Leo loves Rodolfo, loves him dearly.


‘So what’s with this new boy?’ Rodolfo asks between guffaws. ‘Another Chez Maxim’s? No, no . . . I hope he’s not a “wrong blonde”. Everybody hopes that, after Hermann. Or maybe he’s . . . Leo, don’t tell me you’ve found . . .’


Leo says nothing. He would rather arouse Rodolfo’s curiosity. Rodolfo has never committed himself to anyone and may be totally incapable of being in love. He likes people courting him, and he often switches partners. He reckons there’s something pathetic about two men living together: one of them invariably ends up being like a housemaid. Rodolfo lives quite happily with his filofax packed with addresses from all round the world.


‘Don’t tell me you’ve found a Vondel Park! That would be too much!’


‘I haven’t talked to him yet. You know how I am in this sort of situation. You’d have ended up in bed already.’


‘Leo, I’m just hoping he’s not a Whitman. You’re in Paris to get yourself back together a bit, and what d’you go and do? Fall for a Whitman.’


‘I can’t tell you anything more for now,’ Leo rejoins laughing.


‘But have you found out where he lives? Why not throw a little party in your place. Invite him along. Maybe I’ll pop up to Paris to give you a hand.’


Leo straightaway changes the subject. Then he says his goodbyes to Rodolfo. He does not ask anything about Hermann. He hangs up the receiver, goes to the kitchen, and fills a glass with ice. He looks at his collection of favourite rums: a Barbancourt five star, a Myers’s, a nameless Venezuelan rum, an Indian Old Monk. He chooses the right one for the occasion: the Haitian. It is lighter and at the same time more perfumed. His passion for rum is possibly the only passion he ever managed to pass on to Hermann.


The Parisian sky appears in the pane of the bathroom window. The other rooms look out on to an inner courtyard. Leo sits on the edge of the bathtub and thinks of Thomas. Thomas is definitely not a Chez Maxim’s. At first sight, he does not look like everybody’s ideal man, the sort of person who welcomes the world with open arms, without taking a close look first, and testing the water. As Christopher Isherwood would put it, people who go to Chez Maxim’s are already fair game. If it’s Chez Maxim’s, it’s the best. People do not bother to ask if it is really any good. You see some rugged, suntanned man, well-built, with chiselled features, his body bristling with muscles. All of a sudden you are identifying with your own dream ticket; you are saying how fabulous everything is – here is the man of my life, the one and only. But things are not like that. The meeting is just a symbol, and when all is said and done it has no meaning at all. People just keep on looking for Chez Maxim’s – even in Anatolia when it would be a lot easier to have a quick picnic with goat’s cheese and lettuce. This is the Chez Maxim’s type. But Thomas has an inner quality, a way of looking that definitely gives people an impression that there is more to come.


He is probably not a Whitman either, Leo thinks to himself. Not the way Allen Ginsberg defined it. When Ginsberg reflected about his own partners and related them to previous relationships, he said he could copulate his way right back to Walt Whitman’s lover as if making his way back through a noble family tree. The Whitman type is very common in the gay ghetto. If you scratch the surface a little you soon find out that they have all been to bed with everybody. Ginsberg adopts the theory that there is just one sodomite embrace: universal and parallel to Adam and Eve’s. But for Leo, Thomas is neither a Chez Maxim’s nor, from what he can tell right now, a Whitman.


He is not a ‘wrong blonde’ either – the definition that Wystan Auden gave to Chester Kallmann, who became his lifelong companion. The story goes that just after Auden arrived in the United States, he was infatuated by a fair-haired student at Brooklyn College called Walter Miller. He met him after a poetry reading at the League of American Writers. Miller was writing for the Observer, the College literary review. Chester, then eighteen, was the editor. So Auden arranged an appointment with Chester, quite sure that he would turn up for the interview with Miller in tow. When the blonde-haired Chester turned up alone on the doorstep, Auden went into the other room and whispered to Isherwood, who was sharing the apartment: ‘It’s the wrong blonde.’


Within a matter of hours, if we are to believe the biographers, Chester Kallmann became ‘the only possible blonde’ for Auden. Thomas is not a wrong blonde, in other words, not the only possible blonde. That person in Leo’s life was definitely Hermann. Besides, Thomas does not have blonde hair.


Maybe he is more a Vondel Park. Physically, in fact, something of the Nordic type of the seventies lives on in him. A physical throwback that has nothing to do with what is worn, that is not imitated by fashions or reflected in clothes. Rather, it immediately summons up soul and background. Unlike the Chez Maxim’s, you would never find a Vondel in fashion magazines. The Vondel always has an elusive quality, something slightly contaminated and worn, a whiff of dilapidation. Just to give an example: fingertips blackened from rolling cigarettes.


So what type is Thomas? Leo goes back to the kitchen. He pours himself another tumblerful of rum. He goes to the bedroom, puts on some music and undresses. Thomas is nobody, Leo says to himself, right now Thomas is absolutely nobody.


 


Leo’s apartment is full of light and people now. There are never enough glasses, even though he and Michael have been at the sink washing dirty ones for a good half-hour. The smoked salmon is almost gone. The Lorum trout vanished in seconds. There are still a couple of platters of charcuterie left, some pears with Camembert and walnuts, and some cheese puffs. In the kitchen Thomas is opening a case of Bordeaux with a serrated knife. Leo is drying glasses and eyeing Thomas bent over the box. The atmosphere smacks of manly, domestic intimacy. Leo finds it pleasing. It gives him a sense of satisfaction. Every two or three minutes someone comes into the kitchen asking for a glass, or a plate, or a clean ashtray, or a bottle of Sancerre. Instead of saying anything, the three of them just snicker. The intruder realises that he could spend an hour asking the three gents to lend an ear, and still no one would help. He leaves thwarted, which prompts other remarks from them.


Michael has brought half a dozen guests along to the party, among them a Women’s Journal correspondent, a sculptress from New Zealand on a scholarship to the Ecole des Beaux-Arts, a couple of musicians from his band, and Thomas, of course, invited deliberately for Leo. Those few hours they spent together jamming at Bernard’s party serve as a letter of introduction. Leo, for his part, has invited people from the Parisian publishing scene, a few Italian journalists whom he is on good terms with, and an Argentine writer who lives in the neighbourhood. These are the people Leo knows, or who have been introduced to him. The rest of the human fauna filling his apartment, including the duty guests, is a hotch-potch, like so many bits of candied fruit in the icing on a cake. Leo does not know who they are. The party started at nine. Between nine and ten all he did was answer the doorbell, shake hands, and throw in a few polite words in three or four languages. A little later, as soon as he realised that the party had taken off and could happily carry on under its own steam, he disappeared into the kitchen to wash glasses and smoke a cigarette in peace. Thomas was at the piano again. Leo brushed against his back and gave him a thank-you-for-coming smile. No words passed between them. Not long after, Michael brought Thomas into the kitchen. And now, with a chuckle every so often, they were quietly together, in perfect unison.


Leo can sense Thomas’s presence, close to, like an aura of tenderness which he wants to be part of at the earliest opportunity. He feels like caressing Thomas’s face and holding him tightly in his arms. He has nothing to say to him, though he feels that Thomas has already started to get to know him. When Leo makes a quip at Michael, he senses that Thomas understands. He knows that Thomas is watching him. Here and now he is not quite sure how the night will end, or what their next meeting might be like, but he knows that Thomas is right for him, and feels that he might become important for Thomas, too. Leo cannot tell how it all might turn out in the end. He has often wasted time pursuing someone who was not right for him. A tricky business. Wearisome phone-calls, meetings forever being put off, seduction strategies, making sure you are seen in certain places, train journeys, and meals with people with whom you would otherwise never ever have passed the time of day. Leo was younger then. He needed a partner, and he had to go looking for one. Then, one day, there was Hermann, and nothing was ever the same again.


Leo knows now that with this sort of thing you have to bide your time and be patient. You have to prepare yourself, and be aware that, in so doing, it will be easier to fall into step with the other person when he does appear. This is what is happening with Thomas. As soon as Leo saw him and felt his presence, he knew every part of him was involved. Even without Michael’s help, he would have seen Thomas again somewhere. He knew that would not have been a problem. No one can keep two people apart when those two people belong to one another, when they have been seeking each other out, possibly for a very long time, and from a considerable distance.
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