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  ROBERT FERRO


   

  Robert Ferro was born in Cranford, N.J., in 1941. He graduated from Rutgers University and earned a master’s degree from the University of Iowa. In late 1965 Ferro met Andrew Holleran at the Iowa Writer's Workshop. He later lectured at Adelphi University.

  With Michael Grumley, in 1970 he co-authored Atlantis: the Autobiography of a Search. It is for his fiction, and four novels, that he was most influential. The semi-autobiographical The Family of Max Desir brought him to wide notice and acclaim.

  He was a member of The Violet Quill, a group of influential post-Stonewall openly gay writers in New York which included Edmund White, Andrew Holleran, Felice Picano, Christopher Cox, George Whitmore, Ferro and Grumley.

  He died of AIDS a few months after his partner, Michael Grumley, in 1988.


  


  Praise for ROBERT FERRO


  One of my top five recommendations for lost gay novels is Robert Ferro’s The Family of Max Desir published thirty-five years ago, in 1983. Amazingly, it spans three generations and seventy years in the Desiderio family, from Sicily to Brooklyn to New Jersey, in a mere 240 pages. It works because the writing is so swift and right and alive. Reunited with distant relatives after decades apart: “Then he recognized certain faces, older and changed, like music played slower.” Pushing forty, the gay character Max worries when he cruises the Village: “People will no longer turn to look at him, will see nothing but themselves being seen.” Everything rings true about this family, including their complicated, shifting degrees of acceptance of Max’s actor boyfriend of fifteen years, Nick Flynn.

Ferro’s other novels are his debut The Others from 1977, his final book Second Son when he was dying of AIDS in 1988, and his third novel, The Blue Star, which Stephen Greco selected for Tom Cardamone’s The Lost Library: Gay Fiction Rediscovered.

   — blogger at Band of Thebes


  


  Praise for THE BLUE STAR


  
  “Incandescent angels of love … an electric voyage.”

  —The Advocate


  “Ferro is a born narrator.”

  —Ned Rorem


  “Stylishly told … page-turning impetus.”

  —American Library Association, Booklist


  “Enthralling … euphoric imagination … we can never forget the bliss we are allowed to share.”

  —Richard Howard


  “Authentic fiction … surprising, sad, funny, wise … communicating gay experience knowingly and sensitively … a treasure!”

  —The Advocate


  “A lush chronicle of the heart’s education … Ferro revels in life’s ups and downs in a prose rife with pleasures rich as those described.”

  —Village Voice


  “Shimmering … elegance, even if touched here and there by a measure of decadence, prevails … superb taste and style.”

  —Publisher's Weekly


  “Ferro does it again!”

  —Christopher Street
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  I am grateful to Laura Wood Roper for her estimable book, F-L-O, A Biography of Frederick Law Olmsted, Johns Hopkins University Press, 1973; and to Peter Partner for his sober history of the Knights Templar, The Murdered Magicians, the Templars and Their Myth, Oxford University Press, 1982.

  


  


  


  PART I

  


  


  The Bardolini

  



  


  


  One

  



  In June of 1963, when I arrived in Florence, the Pensione Bardolini was in its ninth decade. Seasoned boarders invariably made the claim that E. M. Forster had written there all or part of  A Room with a View, calling it the Bertolini. I had heard the name on the train from Rome. Ease of travel in those days, before the tourist boom, coupled with the confidence of a twenty-one-year-old whom life had scarcely noticed, seemed to lead me to it naturally. At the tourist agency in the train station they spoke to the Signora by phone, and a very low price was quoted: 1900 lire a day, meals included, which then was just over three dollars. The taxi left me at the portone of a red palazzo on the river. The room I was given looked up and down the Arno, at the Ponte Vecchio in the morning mist, at pink, atrocious sunsets in the evening. For symmetry’s sake within the frame of the window – and in an otherwise perfect situation – the Duomo might have been moved a foot or two to the left.


  Signora Zá-zá was an attractive, childless widow inclined to show affection for those she liked. She always used the formal Lei, but with varying degrees of intimacy, from friendly to cold and abrupt. As a result I think she seemed slightly different to all her guests, like a team of sisters who greatly resemble each other. She was a small woman, probably only about forty-five at the time, who did nothing to glamorize herself. She wore housecoats and flats that slapped the bottoms of her feet down the long corridors; this sound of her arrival preceded her, giving us a moment to collect ourselves for the padrona and precluding surprise, which is anathema in a hotel.


  It was not apparent at first but the clientele of the Bardolini was hardly orthodox sexually. I recall one or two elderly English couples, but everyone else was younger and single; not surprisingly, since Zá-zá did not bother with transients and preferred long-term boarders, and who else but young loners would be abroad for months at a time? When someone new rang the bell unannounced, which was common, Zá-zá would size him or her up according to some inner, hosteler’s instinct that had nothing to do with the availability of rooms. In the year I was there a few troublemakers slipped through her net but these, when they declared themselves – a theft, rudeness, a pregnancy – were sent packing without a qualm. I wonder now if this instinct of hers wasn’t basically sexual. I once asked how she had made up her mind about me, by telephone, and she said she had asked the agency at the station to describe my footwear. She said she always looked at the feet. But I think she looked into our eyes and judged us by the degree to which we knew what we longed for.


  In the dining room she always seated a new arrival at a table alone, at least for the first few nights. Then a group table was selected according to her choice. This period of adjustment, as if the new people were divers coming to the surface in stages, might last days or weeks.


  The June nights, like the days, were hot, even excruciating. This and something else drew me into the streets around midnight. It seemed I was too excited for sleep, too warm, too young. After a few hours of writing in my room, I told myself a walk would calm me, and that Florence was beautiful at night. But the walking was like the writing. I didn’t understand the purpose of either – only the mechanics. Putting the words down on paper was the same as putting one foot in front of the other in the empty streets.


  These night walks were soon ritualized. After a few hours of work, on countless beginnings and fragments, I would go out. It wasn’t clear to me that the writing was a preamble to the walks, an excuse, rather than the walks being a decompressing coda to the writing. Gradually the work interval was shortened. The moment of departure, like a decree, came earlier, and the walks lasted later into the night. By the beginning of July, I no longer wrote after dinner, and only prepared for the night.


    



  THE FIFTEEN-FOOT PORTONE downstairs, which lay open all day, was closed and locked at night. Beside it a stone lion face gradually smiled as the sun went down. The sound of the heavy door closing behind me, with its stony reverberations, meant freedom. Each time I felt I was turning suddenly to face a new life – all at once, a fresh, different existence in a new place nearly out of time.


  At that hour you would have thought the years had flown away. Except for the streets along the river, or perhaps in Piazza Repubblica, no cars went by, and scarcely a carriage. In the narrow, cobbled streets of the perpetual past, in the shadows down a long, unlighted vicolo, it seemed whole centuries melted away in dark theatrical gloom. I was as if transported to a vague, operatic past, within elaborate tableaux – lifelike but unreal. And my impulse was to picture a role for myself within the spectacle in which these convincing street-sets and cleverly lit night skies might have some personal use. Florence and me. It seemed that at night the place was abandoned to sensation and a whole new set of inchoate longings I scarcely recognized. Nothing was clear; nor did I suspect any motive behind the walks other than appreciation for the city and the formation of a new, unorthodox but sophisticated pattern – so different from life at school – that now suddenly was open to me. I felt some compunction to be in bed by dawn – when anyway the magic stopped – or at least before breakfast was brought in; but sleep was a matter of indifference, while the exquisite disregard of all previous patterns and rules gave me for the first time the impression of an inner life; as if, each night, as I slipped silently down the darkened stairs and through the vaulted hall, counter to all of life’s currents, I was hurrying to a meeting with a new self – someone like me, but different.


  This naiveté as to what I was doing lasted about a week. I remember the exact moment when the balance was tipped. It came in my second week there, as a kind of retrospective revelation that swept everything away. I had been looking at the river from the Ponte Vecchio. It was very late. A man walked toward me across the length of the bridge. He approached and in Italian asked the hour. I wasn’t wearing a watch, and realized, as I looked at him, that he was not interested in the time. He had stopped in the light, and I saw in his luminous eyes, or thought I did, the two of us embracing – two sets of figures so tiny that only he and I would have recognized them as ourselves. He smiled, with what I understand now was a smile of self-congratulation: his instinct, even at fifty feet and in the dark, had not failed him. He had seen at a distance what I had not yet perceived within myself.


  He might as well have struck me. Instead he said, “Thank you just the same, and good night,” and walked on down Por Santa Maria. I pretended to look again at the river, the while listening to the sound of his receding footsteps.


  Wandering at random through the streets, one after another, I think I wanted to walk until something happened. I walked along the Arno and into the park. I approached the train station as if to leave the city, or as if meeting a lover’s train. I took a bus to the outskirts up the valley and walked back. At other times on other nights, I set up a circuit of visits to cafés in order to see the faces of men well lighted and close at hand. In these places I would try to blend in, to speak minimally but convincingly as a Florentine. I bought other clothes and cut my hair, fitting myself out in the manner, perhaps, of a young Italian student. This meant looking less American, less middle-class, less white, less male, less of everything I was – and more of this other thing.


  A few weeks after I arrived, a Moroccan homosexual checked into the Bardolini, exotic and effeminate, the first such person I had seen at close range. In the evenings Rashid appeared at dinner wearing kohl on his eyes, discreet but discernible, and belladonna in them, he subsequently explained, which gave them a bright, bluish, myopic, doll-like gleam that was quite unnatural and mystifying. He wore also scent, and the kind of fine silk tops one’s mother would wear in the 1970s. Rashid too was seated at a table alone but came over to mine at the first opportunity, choosing me out of all the others naturally and automatically, as though attracted I feared by a spoor, a sign, a physical invitation. This was embarrassing. What had he seen, I wondered, to choose me? What did it mean to the other diners that we sat, nightclub fashion, as in the whirling vortex of scandal?


  I knew I was not like Rashid, but I knew I was not completely unlike him. I knew I would never wear eye makeup, but I was already conscious of the fact that I had appealing eyes, meaning they were a sexual tool I might use, if not to the same exaggerated degree.


  Rashid’s faulty English provided a screen behind which I managed to hide. When he asked what one did of an evening in Florence, I suggested the opera. When he asked if there weren’t certi posti – certain places – where one could find da fare – things to do – I gazed blankly into his crystalline eyes. But the next night we encountered each other in the street. Rashid looked at me strangely and said, “Are you drugged?”


  “No,” I said firmly.


  Then what was it, Rashid wanted to know. “Are you in love? Are you with child? I can always tell.”


  “I’m free,” I said rather simply.


  “Well, you have the strangest look in your eyes,” Rashid said. “I suppose it might be freeness.”


  “Freedom,” I corrected.


  “You mean, of course, freedom to chase men,” he went on, with a great cheap wryness. He looked at me and raised his chin. Regarding me speculatively, he said, “In Morocco they would take you like a ripe melon. Wait ... they will come to you.”


    



  AS LATE AS THE NIGHTS WERE, I would rise when Zá-zá or her niece Rosa brought in the breakfast tray. One or the other of them would knock briefly and come in, setting the tray down on the desk. Zá-zá always said something when she opened the shutters – “Che bella giornata!” or, as the days wore on, “Che bel caldo!” She would take the desk chair by its back, set it beside the bed, seat first, and remove the tray from the desk to the chair. I lay back against the pillows and looked through the open window at the sky. You could hear the city outside, and the pensione through the door.


  Zá-zá’s niece Rosa was a big-breasted, short girl with a beautiful face obscured and distorted by thick glasses. It was impossible to tell if she was eighteen or twenty-eight. Occasionally she released the bun of dark hair behind her neck and removed the eyeglasses, and like a lovely blind girl at home, would deftly navigate the halls, avoiding the furniture by memory.


  Alvaro, the houseboy, was someone’s cousin. He was also short, but slight and birdlike. From his manner with everyone he seemed to maintain a strangely low opinion of himself and was given to little fits of subservience. He cocked his head to one side to make himself shorter, kept silent, did his work; and two nights a week drank himself to sleep, so that on the following mornings he looked green and ill and miserable.


  Beside these three – Zá-zá, Rosa and Alvaro – four others made up the Bardolini household. Babbo, Zá-zá’s father, was old, rheumy, obese, but still quick and humorous, and was cared for in the kitchen and treasured like a rare, dear pet. Rosa-mama, who was in fact Rosa’s mother, was Zá-zá’s sister-in-law. Orazio, Zá-zá’s brother, was a laborer, a dark, thick man seldom seen, and then only in the kitchen like Babbo at mealtime, when you came in after lunch to say you would or would not be in for dinner. Their son Lorenzo was fifteen and had, through some trick of fate or ecstatic pact between Rosa-mama and her saints, been lifted from Caravaggio’s erotic dreams and given to them all to worship. His beauty, of the heart-stopping variety, was something even the family could not get used to. Under its cover Lorenzo came and went unfathomed, unknown, but like visiting royalty indulged to the edge of belief.


  Zá-zá’s husband had been killed in the war. One afternoon as lunch was ending and a few of us sat at a table by the open window over the river, someone asked her what it had been like during the war, when the city was spared but many of the bridges were blown out of the water by the retreating Germans.


  “Ah, cari miei ...” she began, waving away the memories, the experience, the shattered windows and bullet-riddled walls. At the window she leaned pensively against the railing. “They fired from Fiesole,” she said and pointed across the city to the hills beyond. “We were serving lunch. What did we know? These little popping sounds in the distance, and the window glass broke, the chandelier shattered and my poor husband fell, there ...” She indicated a spot beside me on the floor. “After that we had terrible times, tempi duri ...”


    



  IN THE LATE MORNING, having carefully shaved and dressed, I rushed down the hundred steps to the street, carrying my notebook of fragments. I had formally asked the owners of various cafés if I could sit at their tables by the hour, writing. Some refused, some thought me eccentric and possibly dangerous, some claimed to be honored. One owner near the pensione thought me an improvement over his regular trade, which included an unusual number of amputees from the war, cripples and deficients. There being no social programs for them, these types had chosen the bar as a place where, as a group, they would not be interfered with. I did not understand this until one morning, while at a table in the corner, I was seized by a feeling of anxiety and looked around to see a quartet of deaf-mutes engaged in a vicious but silent argument. Red-faced and gesticulating, they cursed each other with swooping hands and enraged looks. The bartender was required to calm them. It was then I noticed the man with no legs in the makeshift wheelchair, the man with the bandage covering what had been his nose, the woman with two eyes on the one side of her face, the blind man with the tiny, white, vigilant dog, the little men shorter than the backs of chairs who held up their coffee cups for sugar from the bar.


    



  IN THE AFTERNOONS I took naps, as did the rest of the population except the tourists, if for different reasons. Wandering all night, with only a few hours’ sleep in the early morning, the day’s felling heat gave me an excuse to sleep from after lunch until just before dinner at eight. I felt this new schedule qualified me for the life I knew must exist in Florence, as I imagined it existed in cities everywhere: an underworld, the back half, the obverse, the hidden part of life. My writing attempts during the day – intended as cover as much as an occupation or self-expression – were miserable little failures that went nowhere. You would have thought from these fragments that I was luxuriating in some nineteenth-century way in the glories of Florence and the freedom of youth unfettered, youth released. Perhaps I was, or was at times. But inside I was crazed by a dilemma I was at last allowing myself to face. At the same time, as I sat staring in the cafés, I realized how dull and uneventful, how banal life had been until then; or at least how usual and common. It seemed to me, suddenly, that the only aspect of my nature worth pursuing was this new, horrifying urge. Poverty of experience – so galling, so embarrassing to the young writer – caused me to change my mind, again in an instant, about all of it.


  I was sitting on a marble bench in Piazza della Signoria. It was well after midnight. The little cars came along one edge of the piazza, outlining the square with bright red dashes of light. I felt certain – in the way you are sometimes certain of the inevitability of the next move, as if you had already taken it – that now was the moment, the end of avoiding the issue, and that the next man who presented himself would, within reason, as in a kind of lottery, be accepted.


  I looked across the square and saw a figure leaning against the railing of the fountain of Tritone, which the Florentines call Il Brutto, for Neptune’s ugly face. The body however is glorious and the face only streaked by weather. The man leaning against the railing with his arms crossed over his chest was watching me, as well he might, since for the moment we were the only two people in the piazza.


  I stood up, with the same sudden deliberateness with which one leaps from a great height, and started toward him across the cobbles. It seemed, in this walk of perhaps fifty yards, that the whole piazza was tipped in his direction and that I fell toward him lightly, according to a natural gravity.


  As I drew near him he smiled a little smile, without which, who knows, I might have faltered and changed directions, and on account of which I give him credit for the seduction, such as it was. I find it ironic to think I didn’t recognize him, having searched for his eyes in each passing face for two weeks: the man from the Ponte Vecchio.


  But he remembered me, and with a kindly, a sweet, indulgent smile, he said, “Sa l’ora?” Do you know the time? This in spite of the thirty-foot clock face just over our heads in the Arnati tower.


  “It’s you,” I said, blushing and wondering at the coincidence.


  “It’s been me a few times,” he replied. “It seemed to me you knew that, no?”


  By which he meant, he later said, that several times he had been just across the street, or on the other side of the nave of a church, or passing the door of a café in which I sat gazing distractedly into the street.


  I do not now remember his name. He was perhaps thirty-five, which then I considered middle-aged but which, now that I am myself past forty, seems simply mature. I was fortunate in choosing him, for he was gentle; he less so in accepting me, because I didn’t know how to act. In the end, after two confusing weeks, we both gave up, as two people do who face each other over a torrent that would sweep them both away. He was an artist; all of this was beyond me. My Italian was rudimentary and dim; my expectations, as I followed him home that first night and the nights thereafter, were based on the tribal nonsense of high-school and college sweethearts, and on the marital confusions and humiliations of my parents. His antidote for this was minimal conversation, with nothing beyond pleasantries, and the simple directives and questions necessary for logistics. His eyes soon mocked me, or so I thought.


  But all that came later. The first night was magical, a delicate, polite dance; he treating me like the alien species I was –  young, wild and liable to bolt – and I regarding him with devotional awe, as teacher, expert and master of these new mysteries and sensations.


  I see him differently now – now that I have become him, and have again become what I was. He is demystified. Even the fact that he lived nearby, in a street just behind the piazza, reduces him somewhat, to a kind of provincial boy-chaser preying on tourists just outside his door. This maybe was cheap and easy. The conflict that developed between us came out of my need for some real connection – which, from his point of view, would only have served to complicate the purpose of our meeting: sex. I see now how right he was. But I remember standing in the doorway of his bedroom saying loudly that I was not an animal, nor yet a piece of meat, but an artist too, like him.


  The patience he showed in his lovemaking easily carried over to handle these outbursts; but it was in turn this stoicism that drove me away. I raged at the spongy depths of his dark, eloquent eyes. After several scenes, he made no effort to stop me from leaving, and I left.


  But that first night he gently took me to bed and caressed and kissed me – not the approximation or imitation of lovemaking, but the real thing, ending in a physical connection that I had had no inkling was possible between men.


    



  I LEFT HIS BED with the palpable feeling of pride and discovery, and the next day could not wait to tell Rashid, who listened raptly, a knowing half-smile on his lips.


  “Che debutto!” he kept saying. What a debut. And, “Troppo puro” – too pure, too pure. Rashid’s doctored eyes glistened with envy, I saw, and quickly I was asked a succession of questions – How old? How tall? How big? Who was he? Did he have money? Did he have hair? – which made me realize that after a full night together I could not remember the man’s face. It was gone.


  “But Rashid,” I said, whispering unnecessarily in the dining room din, “I had no idea that ... you could ...”


  “Could what?” Rashid asked, fascinated.


  “... that men could fuck each other,” I whispered.


  Rashid said nothing and only stared at me with something like distrust, not believing me. Then looking again and deciding I meant it, he said, “Ah, this is excellent.” He leaned closer, across the table, pausing for me to lean in as well. “It is the wonder of Europe,” he said, “that American boys can all be so stupid, and so good with their mouths.”


    


  THE NIGHT AFTER THE ARTIST affair ended, like a jockey under different colors, I was out on the street looking for another mount. This new and powerful mode of expression – cruising with intent –  which seems now to be nothing like it was, distracted me completely, like a rich, jaded gambler in the salle privée, so that my feelings for the artist – my indignation, confusion and frustration, all of which obscured the deeper, larger issue of coming out –  were themselves replaced by a sense of excitement tinged with danger, glamour, romance, sexual longing. Before I knew it the artist had been replaced by a man who stopped his car by the river to ask directions with his fly open and his cock out. You did not resist such directness, for why then have put yourself in front of it in the first place? Why walk along the river at night unless you were a whore or wanting to act like one? Why say no to anything that was not plainly repulsive? By whose standards did it attract or repel?


  I roamed the streets and parks, as far removed from the idea of art and pretense as I could take myself, discovering there the kind of truth I was supposed to be setting down on paper; and setting down on paper a rendition of life in Florence that might please professors and critics; and in the end not even that.


  


  


  Two

  



  The Bardolini occupied the top floor of a palazzo on the river. The rest of the house below was a grand private residence. The top floor, divided into two irregular stories, was connected here and there by narrow staircases, and over the years parts of an additional story had been added on the tile roof, so that the impression was of a warren on many levels.


  Signora Zá-zá had about twenty rooms for rent, perhaps twenty-five, although one day I counted forty-four. Six or eight of these were for family use, others for laundry and storage. Several were too large to heat in winter, too hot in summer, or too remote; some of them lugubrious and dark. Also, I think Zá-zá let only those rooms that she, Rosa and Alvaro could comfortably handle, twenty being the approximate limit. The Bardolini had two public rooms, the ingresso and the dining room, which were connected. The ingresso, about thirty feet across, had a refectory table in the middle and over it a skylight through which a net of sunlight fell upon a bowl of flowers. Our mail was arranged on this table each morning. The ochre plaster walls of the ingresso and the dining room, indeed the walls of the corridors as well as of all the rooms, were hung with bad paintings given in lieu of rent by a long line of artists who had stayed there over the years.


  The dining room had a fireplace, or rather a mantle out of which a cast-iron potbelly stove took root. An enormous gilt mirror, too tall to go straight up the wall, leaned out over the stove and duplicated half the room at a slant. At one end two tall French windows were filled with views of the city, the sky and river, lending the room all the credentials of a great and gifted interior. More paintings – portraits and still lifes, in courses à la Palazzo Pitti – lined the walls. Twelve or fifteen tables of varying sizes had white cloths, and chairs that did not match. The chandelier, damaged the day Zá-zá’s husband was shot through the window, was a blue Murano and something of a treasure.


  Among the other guests I preferred vestigial anonymity and the automatic formality of Italian hotel life – which gives you a free hand between meals and at night – although Rashid was increasingly avid for details. And it was a relief to have someone in this part of my life who knew something of the other, growing, mysterious part.


  “Puttana,” Rashid said softly as we sat down to lunch.


  Rashid claimed kinship to the nobility of Morocco, a country where, it seemed, you were either destitute or rich beyond measure. I took this to mean that his family no longer kept goats in the lounge, that they had reached a level of sophistication at which it embarrassed them to have spawned a hermaphrodite –  at any rate a creature unable to ride a horse or bear a child – and whom they thought it to their social advantage to maintain in Europe. Rashid was not yet thirty, although he took these few years between us as a measure of difference that, when added to my inexperience, gave him the upper hand in all our conversations. Nothing could I say or claim I had done the night before that he had not already done or seen earlier. And for all the information I gave out, he gave little in return, or little that was believable. I doubted he spent all his evenings in the lap of a great Florentine lord, as he claimed, and imagined him instead, like St Genet, sitting backwards in a tall urinal doing piecework, to while away the time between penises. His favorite subject at meals was speculation on the possible tastes and habits of new arrivals. He would not discuss women “over food.” The appearance of a new young man would send him into a loop of automatic mating responses – hand to hair, lips pursed – which, as I came to know him better, was drawn out or abbreviated depending on his opinion or state of heat. Or he could be disdainful of an old favorite, with cruel, cynical comments muttered under his breath.


  “Puttana,” he repeated in salutation as we settled into our chairs, and then looked past me in open-mouthed wonder at the person entering the room. It was the first either of us saw of Chase Walker.


    


  IN THOSE DAYS ANYONE as fine as Chase was automatically taken for a model, as in an earlier period he might have been thought a saint or later on a rock star. He smiled, at everyone and the room in general, and – looking out the window from the desirable table Zá-zá had automatically assigned him as his due – at the view in particular.


  Rashid had colored. “Mai visto,” he said two or three times, trying to catch Chase’s long-lashed bright blue eye.


  The white tablecloth before him took light from the window and threw a soft glow up under Chase’s chin. Direct sunlight lit his shining blond hair. He was twenty-one. He was perfect. Before I could stop Rashid, he half rose from his chair and asked in French if Chase would join us for lunch – an incredible impropriety, to which Chase responded with a graceful, priestlike gesture that described, using both hands, the entire circle of the world, saying, “Mais c’est tellement beau ici, devant la fenêtre ...”


  And after a moment’s pause – a long moment to show that his heart was not in the invitation – Chase asked if, instead, we would join him there, “pour ne dissiper pas la vue.”


  He and Rashid spoke French, he and I English, the effect being that of a genteel, rather aimless conversation about arrivals and departures punctuated with flat footnotes in English. He was from New York and might stay the summer. How had he heard about the Bardolini? One knew about the Bardolini, he replied, from friends.


  My reaction to Chase was unequivocal enough for me to dismiss him initially. His opening remark was the most affected I had ever heard, and in the ensuing conversation I detected such smugness and condescension as to put me off completely. After lunch we had coffee, minus Rashid, in the amputees’ bar downstairs. This change of venue seemed to encourage an additional frankness between us – some remark was made about men – and he said he had thought at lunch that I was flirting with him with my eyes. “It’s a trick,” he said, “of looking at the forehead, which widens the eyes most becomingly.”


  Any reply would have been rude, or perhaps flattering, and I let it all go. I thought this façade of gentility, by which we were all meant to be charmed, must hide the wreckage of his real personality, whatever that was. I had never met anyone who had gone to the trouble of erecting a façade – in fact the idea of such a thing came new to me with Chase – and it took some time to discover I was wrong about him.


  I suppose Rashid should thus be credited with the confluence in the dining room of its three principal sexual inverts. Subsequently a young and very pretty American girl named Margi was added to give the table balance – important in Zá-zá’s view – and who acted as chaperone and frequently caused Rashid’s eyes to roll. Between Chase and Margi the sexual line was blurred. All here was blondness, beauty and good manners, the brother-sister version of the same Wasp ideal, as similar as they were separate. It was Margi – for whom all of life’s institutions and customs were invented, for whom life’s wishes and hopes seemed translated into reality with such apparent ease – who happened one day to meet a young, dark Florentine of good family, who dated, delighted and married him, a kind of prince, and who moved into a kind of palace, just as Rashid or Chase or I thought we might like to do.


    


  WE CAME AND WENT, each of us pursuing our new life in Florence like a game, meeting back at the pensione, usually for lunch and always for dinner. Chase spent the next few weeks in museums and churches, and I recognized in his brand of thorough, guidebook tourism – so different from my own system of untutored emotionalism – the fact-finding scholarly approach of the “A” student, a large difference between us, and one that caused me to see him as other than a pretty fop. I was impressed too by many of the things that at first had put me off – the precise manners, the blue blazer, slacks and fat necktie, the crisp click of his heel on the tiles. His choices of costume, props and stage business – for each of us new things of our own devising – seemed most apt for a situation and schedule that, at heart, were still essentially Edwardian. I had seen the Bardolini as merely Italian; Chase made me realize it had been invented for foreigners, specifically the English, and that hardly any of it had been altered in eighty years.


  He collected stamps, he wore fat ties, he whistled the love aria from Samson et Dalila. He lavished loving respect on the bindings of books and the collars of his shirts. I see him in the tradition of Sebastian Flyte, of whom I had not then heard; but less overbred, less outrageous and perhaps more handsome – the sort of boy a girl’s mother might see at a country club or smart day-school dance and think of as It, and be as wrong and foolish in her choice as if she had selected for her delicate daughter a bum from the streets or a maniac out of Bedlam. For it was in this mold – of the perfect young man for the perfect young lady – that Chase had been bred and raised, first by his parents and then, after the age of fifteen, by himself – as camouflage. This was the façade behind which there hid something, as Rashid would have said, inattendu.


  I have before me a large portrait photograph of him as he was the year after Florence, when we had both returned to the United States, he to Harvard for his final year and I to a writer’s workshop in the Midwest. In it he looks as he did the day I first saw him – just beyond being a boy, not quite a man, practically an angel. Though the picture is black and white, you can see that his eyes are blue, the left in shadow, the right iris catching a point of light at the edge of the pupil like the moon of a planet; and that his hair is a shiny light brown, tending to “summer blond,” he said. It is a high square forehead; a short straight nose, fleshy bottom lip and the beginning of a cleft; a square jaw. The side of his face in shadow is a soft, dunelike line that rises past the cheekbone into the delicate gold confusion of a sideburn. The directness of his gaze, from the point of his eye, extends outward and inward along the perfect alignment of two mirrors set up to reflect infinity. This seems to mean he sees precisely into the center of the lens, the young animal attracted to a sound there that has just caught its attention.


    


  IN AUGUST THE BARDOLINI emptied out. Rashid went to Switzerland, Margi to Greece, Chase to Rome, to see the churches, he said. The dining-room shutters stood closed to the stuporous heat and flannel wind.


  “Tutto solo,” Zá-zá said compassionately, and set a plate of pasta before me.


  At night the streets were empty. But always, one way or another, something happened, with men I had never seen before and never saw again, whose lives were merely interrupted, in the moments I knew them, by desire, but whose lives afterward returned to normal, as if for them nothing had happened.


  In the mornings when she brought in the breakfast tray, Zá-zá would say, “Why don’t you go somewhere, Piero? Get out of this heat.”


  “Where?” I asked, wishing now I had gone to Rome with Chase, not that he had invited me.


  “Does it matter? Away from this!” She gestured toward the gorgeous view. “Go and see something,” she said, in the way my mother had suggested I turn off the TV on a beautiful afternoon and find the others. But I stayed, held by the habit I was acquiring, this frantic preoccupation, and by the same heat that had driven everyone else off; by inertia; by the patterns I had devised for myself: the daily and nightly repetitions and rituals. I wondered if any of this would travel, or if it would be there when I returned.


    


  CHASE CAME BACK AT the end of August. I was in the ingresso and he invited me into his room while he unpacked. He threw his dirty clothes into a corner for Zá-zá.


  “Number five,” he said to himself wearily.


  “Number five?” I repeated.


  “Number five means, ‘Where will it all lead us?’ These are statements one makes so often that numbers are easier.”


  “What’s number one?”


  “Number one is, ‘If I don’t have Chinese food in an hour I’ll die.’ Number two is, ‘If I never see Chinese food again it will be too soon.’ Number three,” he said, carefully removing a new camel’s-hair jacket from his suitcase and spreading it over the bed, “is, ‘Do you love it?’ Via Condotti, twenty-three thousand lire ... Number four is, ‘Which of us isn’t/wouldn’t/doesn’t?’ And the most profound and often asked, Number five – ‘Where will it all lead us?’”


  I asked about Rome.


  “Rome,” he said, “is very adult, very grown-up. The Devil lives in Rome. He only spends weekends here.”


  “Then why don’t you move to Rome?” I asked.


  “Because I’ve already ordered stationery.” He looked at his watch. “Come,” he said. “It’s supposed to be ready today.” 


  Pineider was then right across the river. Chase’s stationery was cream stock with light blue ink. He and the salesperson thought I must have some too and the three of us designed it like a small room. Afterward we went to the American Express to see about renegade mail; Chase was handed a letter from New York. Over coffee at Doney’s he read parts of it aloud.


  ‘I would say it’s safe to come back,’ the letter said. ‘The manager understands you’re not coming in temporarily but can’t see why you should want to quit over something like that, and be upset enough to leave the country and all.’ Chase put the letter down and looked sadly across Piazza Repubblica. “It all happened in the space of two days,” he said. “I had a summer job at Brentano’s. Someone from the Times came in about the Best Seller List. I said Giovanni’s Room was doing very well. The next day in the paper it said, ‘The pretty blond at Brentano’s said it was our best mover.’ In the Times, you understand ... Meanwhile two truckers picked me up on an overnight haul to Montauk and back. The next day someone called and asked Mother if she knew her son was a faggot.”


  I said this was awful.


  “Awful, yes.”


  “Did your mother know?”


  “When I was a child she once asked why I didn’t bounce like other little boys – but no, I don’t think she did ... People don’t, you know, unless you rub their faces in it. Anyway, I took her to lunch in the Park, at the zoo, and told her it was true. She said she was sorry because it would be a lonely life.”


  We walked back along the river; he asked if my parents knew about me, and I said that until my arrival in Florence there had been nothing to know. From this angle the river looped along the waist of the city through belt-buckle bridges.


  “You came out here?” Chase said excitedly.


  “More or less.”


  “I came out when I was fifteen,” he said. “I was watching a parade on Fifth Avenue and a man winked at me. I still see him sometimes downtown, getting older and older. Paul was one of the original twelve homosexuals of New York.”


  We went back to the pensione, and in his room, killing time before dinner, Chase whisked the chenille spread from the bed and wrapped it around his waist. He flounced the ends of it into a bustle at the back and tied a black ribbon in the collar of his white shirt. He brushed up his hair and held it at the back of his neck with one hand, a cigarette in the other.


  “Consuelo Vanderbilt, on the point of becoming the Duchess of Marlborough,” he said; then added, “Outside I am a man, inside a woman. But inside her is another man, hard as nails. That’s who I am, should anybody ask.”


    


  ABRUPTLY THE WEATHER WENT from high summer one moment to fall the next, the switch coming simply as a change in the direction of the wind. The fresh air brought with it an escalation of Chase’s Edwardian bent and of our friendship, these two things being linked in my mind. His stylishness attracted me, not sex. The engraved stationery, for instance, was a tool that formed only part of an extensive philosophy about letters and letter-writing – together with his beautiful handwriting, a bound Pineider notebook in which he copied all letters sent and received, special boxes with ribbons to store the letters in, and attractive modern stamps, themselves an adjunct of his own stamp collection, inherited from his grandfather and to which he constantly added; all this, plus of course the content of his letters, many of which he read to me, seemed powerfully sophisticated and smart, the letters just daring and brittle enough, and always wonderfully funny and fresh. His correspondents were his schoolmates at Harvard, now in the final year he was putting off. I think that what he was doing at the Bardolini – which was what I so liked about it – was recreating the patterns of his life in Adams House. It was as if, in coming to Florence, he had returned to the anglophile dream of Englishmen abroad, which over the years has inspired and informed American Ivy League life. And I’m sure his letters struck the same chord in Cambridge that they did in me – a fine, high note of comic androgyny and disrespect, as if one’s smart grandmother, who happened to know all about sex and everything else, had written them.


  The woman whom Chase spoke of as being within him and who often emerged in the witty and genteel pronouncements he liked to make, was patterned on an actual person – his father’s mother, Anne Starkweather Chase, for whose family he was named and from whom he had already inherited the first of two fifty-thousand dollar trusts. It had never occurred to him that she was not the perfect model to emulate, and though she had been dead for several years she was
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