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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.

Thomas is here, close to him, and for the time being this is all that matters. He feels that Thomas is showing him that he is available, even if rather naively and awkwardly – possibly even unawares. Thomas is still treating him superficially and casually. Leo will have to move things on to a deeper level. He will have to get closer to him, but discreetly, and show him that he is serious and interested. He will have to make Thomas understand that it may be his body and his intimacy that he passionately longs for at this moment, but he will also want his company if everything turns out right. He will want Thomas to become his friend. The partner to be with for the rest of his life.

Thomas is bent over the case of wine. Michael asks him if he is okay, if he needs a hand. Thomas answers with a snort: what’s so difficult about opening a case of Bordeaux? Leo turns round from the sink and looks at him tenderly. They take the bottles from the box and set them on the white marble kitchen table, making sure that their bodies touch as they do so. Throughout the rest of the evening, whenever they happen to be close to one another, they brush hands, arms, shoulders and legs, but no one else is remotely aware of their contact. At one point, Leo lays a hand on Thomas’s shoulder and asks him to make a path through the milling guests. Then Thomas puts a hand on Leo’s hips, pushing him a little bit off course. As the party proceeds, so the two of them gradually create a language between their bodies, a code that nobody can yet decipher, because nobody knows the keyword: attraction. But things are stirring between Leo and Thomas, things are starting to move by the minute. The power behind it all lies in its very momentum. It comes from their disguised nonchalant contact, from those light skimming touches, and from those silent glances. They have not said a word to each other yet. There is no question of words being spoken in this shared moment that is so elemental and time-honoured. It is a moment when life summons life from the very depths of the species’ energy. The sophistication of words would merely blur a moment that cannot be expressed by any language, except, perhaps, the language of life’s struggle, implanted within the farthest recesses of the brain.

By about midnight there are only half a dozen people left. The duty guests are saying their goodbyes, and thanking Leo for his food and hospitality. Leo wanders downstairs with them to the street, where there is more handshaking. He waits in the doorway for the cars to drive off. He does this a couple of times. When at last he closes the apartment door behind him, panting a little from fatigue, he sees what a mess everything is. Tables covered with bottles, ashtrays brimful, scraps of food on plates piled high on shelves and windowsills and radiators. In a corner, the murmur of four guests drinking brandy. Someone is changing the music on the stereo. The records he has used for the party have not been put back in their sleeves. To his horror, Leo sees them heaped any old how in a corner, inviting dust and cigarette ash and spray from champagne.

Thomas is chatting with Michael in the other room. He suggests they pay a quick visit to Les Halles for a beer, and then maybe take in some music at the ‘Baiser Salé’. Leo is game, but he wants ten minutes to get ready. He goes to his bedroom and flings himself on to the bed. His arm reaches out to the bedside table and his fingertips search for his box of hashish. He picks it up, opens it, chooses a little lump and fills a pipe. He wants to be alone with that young man. He wonders if tonight will be the right night. It depends on him, on his energy, and how well he seduces him. It depends on how available Thomas is. Too many things. Better to let everything drift, like the smoke that is starting to take effect, filling out his lungs like an ethereal, euphoric hit of being high.

The following evening Leo calls Thomas at home. A girl answers, and asks him to hang on for a moment. Leo starts circling the table in his study, telephone in hand. Eventually he recognises Thomas’s voice. When they have said their hellos, Thomas tells him how the night ended, and Leo apologises for dropping off to sleep. But there is something odd about the tone of Thomas’s voice and possibly about the pauses in his version of things, too. Neither of them is averse to resorting to polite clichés, for they are not familiar enough yet to have an unadorned conversation. They are two people in search of each other, two individuals who still do not really know anything about one another, apart from the visible aspects of their personalities, or the kind of details you find in any passport: height, profession, place of birth, and age.

‘I’d like to have an evening just with you,’ Leo says in the end, lowering his voice. ‘We could go to the theatre, or a movie . . .’

‘When?’

‘Tonight if you’re free.’

Thomas stalls. ‘There’s a concert at the Zenith next Friday. I’m going with a few friends. We could meet there.’

Leo is not thrilled at the idea. He did say ‘. . . an evening just with you’, and here is Thomas proposing a package tour. He does not answer.

‘See you on Friday then?’ Thomas asks, insistent.

‘I’m really not sure,’ Leo blurts out. He does not like it when things don’t turn out the way he has planned.

Thomas realises what is going on. ‘I want to see you too,’ he says softly. ‘Try and make it on Friday.’

The night of the concert Leo gets to the Zenith late. He took too long buying drugs from a dealer at the café where he hangs out. He bought five grammes of marijuana in a small packet that is now flattened in the inside pocket of his jacket. He wants to try some right away. In mid-street he fills the bowl of his pipe, hardly slowing his pace as he does so. It’s good dope, perhaps just a little too sweet. Best to add another twist of tobacco.

By the time he reaches the auditorium, the group has already played a couple of numbers. He recognises the start of a song, which is met by a roar. A shower of pink carnations pours down on to the audience from the middle of the roof. The singer comes on stage with a ‘Bonsoir Paris.’ The stage lights flash on and off, dozens and dozens of flashes in every colour imaginable: pastel pink, pale green, light blue, orange, flame red, yellow, and finally climaxing with the blinding white of the arc lights.

Leo is feeling euphoric. His legs are shaking a little from running to the show, from the loud shrieking all around him, and from the fact of being plunged into a crowd, something which always gives him an immediate feeling of suffocating, be it in a concert stadium or a sports arena. Then it all passes, as long as he realises that he himself is no longer merely a lone individual, but part of a collective whole. So he starts looking at the show with the crowd’s eyes rather than his own. He lets the music take him over, abandoning himself to the gyrations of the people around him – a sea of fair hair and very young faces, dancing, pushing and screaming. The boom of the music is deafening. Several thousand people packed into the hall, sweating, smoking, shouting, dancing, kissing and hugging, tossing clothes into the air, jostling with each other to get close to the stage, way over there. Leo sticks to the edge of the crowd, by a makeshift stand where they are selling bottles of beer. He tries to get his bearings, and looks upwards scanning the two balconies bursting with fans. He will never find Thomas. It would be a miracle, even though he has always sincerely believed in miracles. He downs one beer after another until he really feels part of the collective surge, singing and dancing. He sways with the music, lights a cigarette and shakes his head. The band plays on for a good half-hour. Then during a frenzied drum solo a spotlight starts to zigzag through the audience, capturing it in a narrow, dazzling cone of light. Leo suddenly switches off from the music and follows the pool of light straying among the heads of the spectators, winding between the pillars in the auditorium, lingering on the roof, and then lighting up the crowd below like a spotter plane. And as Leo follows the light he suddenly spots Thomas.

He sees him for a split second up in the balcony to the left, close to the stage, sitting on the floor with his feet dangling in space. He is not shouting. He is almost motionless, except for his legs swinging to and fro. His head is resting on his arms crossed on the railing, like a small boy absent-mindedly watching a film. Leo feels a surge of tenderness rise up within him. He tries to join Thomas. He leaves the hall and climbs the stairway leading to the balconies. But when he finds himself up against a solid wall of people, on the other side of the doors, he realises he will never reach Thomas this way. He goes back down to the auditorium. He wants to attract Thomas’s attention. Make a rendezvous, at least in sign language, outside the theatre so that they will not both get lost in the crowd. So he starts pushing past people, squeezing his way through groups of fans, kicking over cans of beer, rubbing against sweating shoulders and backs, slowly edging his way inch by inch to the middle of the auditorium. He moves as if he is in a maze, a few steps in one direction, a few feet further in another, then back on his tracks again, endlessly shifting course. He makes the most of the invisible spaces between people. When he feels he has reached a dead end, he thrusts his way forward again. Now and then he looks up. Thomas is still there, not more than twenty yards away, but impossible to reach.

The music drives to a crescendo. The electronic drumbeats pounding out several thousand watts make the whole dome vibrate. The lighting onstage is bright red. The spectators twist and writhe, turning this way and that, swaying in fits and starts, but in perfect time to the music. People are jumping up and down, others are shouting, frenzied heads of hair shaking, arms stretching upward, long and straight, black curly hair, necks dripping with sweat, backs and legs and chests all shaking and moving. Leo suddenly finds himself in the middle of a group of five or six fans dancing in a circle, defending their space like wild animals. They have thrown their jackets, coats, bags, pullovers and scarves into a heap on the floor. The girls in the group come all round him laughing, pushing him and bumping him with quick flicks of their hips, luring him into their dance. Leo smiles and yells something. A girl throws her arms round him and kisses him, trying to pull him closer to her. Leo manages to escape her clutches and makes headway until he is right underneath the balcony. He starts to call Thomas’s name, waving his arms and gesticulating to catch his eye. But to no avail. The music suddenly stops. The lights go out, leaving just the rotating sphere of mirrors bouncing its reflections round and round the walls of the auditorium and over the bodies of the fans. The concert is over. The crowd whistles, shrieks and shouts. People call for an encore. Leo keeps calling out to Thomas, but in vain. All of a sudden a different rhythm starts to fill the large hall. At first it is quite faint, then it becomes clearer and more

































































































Read another dazzling masterpiece of contemporary fiction by Pier Vittorio Tondelli
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An electrifying portrait of the simmering world of grifters, hedonists, dreamers and crooks who set the Italian Riviera of the 1980s alight, now translated into English for the first time.

Buy Rimini here




[image: Raising Readers. Books build bright futures.]

Dear Reader,

We’d love your attention for one more page to tell you about the crisis in children’s reading, and what we can all do.

Studies have shown that reading for fun is the single biggest predictor of a child’s future life chances – more than family circumstance, parents’ educational background or income. It improves academic results, mental health, wealth, communication skills, ambition and happiness.1


The number of children reading for fun is in rapid decline. Young people have a lot of competition for their time. In 2024, 1 in 10 children and young people in the UK aged 5 to 18 did not own a single book at home.2

Hachette works extensively with schools, libraries and literacy charities, but here are some ways we can all raise more readers:


	Reading to children for just 10 minutes a day makes a difference

	Don’t give up if children aren’t regular readers – there will be books for them!

	Visit bookshops and libraries to get recommendations 

	Encourage them to listen to audiobooks

	Support school libraries

	Give books as gifts



There’s a lot more information about how to encourage children to read on our website: www.RaisingReaders.co.uk

Thank you for reading.
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1 OECD, ‘21st-Century Readers: Developing Literacy Skills in a Digital World’, 2021, https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/21st-century-readers_a83d84cb-en.html


2 National Literacy Trust, ‘Book Ownership in 2024’, November 2024, https://literacytrust.org.uk/research-services/research-reports/book-ownership-in-2024
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Ready for your next read?

Join BookDrop and get the best e-book offers, available for a limited time only, on authors you’ll love direct to your inbox. Discover new favourites and great hand-picked offers across a host of genres, tailored to you by our team of expert publishers. Whatever you’re in the mood for, we’ve got you covered.

Join today at bookdropdeals.com

Or follow us on social:
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