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			to Michael in return for Italy

		

	
		
			
			
				There are some simply extraordinary people in Portofino—the place is rampant with the kind of Goings-on Jennifer never really believes Go-on. There is an Australian girl who ran away with her stepfather—and a Swedish mother and daughter who share a fisherman between them, etc. But these are very ordinary instances. Altogether, the place is fraught with peril.

				—TRUMAN CAPOTE, IN A LETTER TO DAVID O. SELZNICK, 23 JUNE 1953

				My name for him is Little Horse.

				I wish he had a name for me.

				—TENNESSEE WILLIAMS, Collected Poems

			

		

	
		
			1.

			THE LITTLE HORSE

			Truman was throwing a party in Portofino, and Frank wanted to go. The invitation came in mid-July, slipped between parentheses in the long, gossipy paragraphs of his letter to Tenn, as if daring him to acknowledge it. Frank read the letter in Tenn’s absence. He’d been stuck for weeks in their stuffy fourth-floor apartment on Via Firenze, waiting for him to get back from Spain, while, on the loud streets below, the real Romans escaped for the mountains. He replied to Truman with a brief telegram, and then he called the finest hotel in town, the Splendido, to book a room. He auditioned various linen jackets and swim trunks and hats in the mirror above the dresser, mended two pairs of Tenn’s socks, and walked their silks down to the cleaners. When Tenn returned home to find their bags lined up in the hall, packed for another trip, he didn’t protest. He was sweet on Frank again after three weeks apart. A drive in the Jag up the coast of Liguria, far from the melting heart of the centro, could only make things sweeter.

			They took one last walk through the Villa Borghese. They followed two boys, the dark one Tenn’s, the blond for Frank, down the Spanish steps and out the eastern side to the Corso, pulled along by the smoothness of their elbows. Not a hint of saggy skin on Tenn’s boy, his long arms tanned by lazy days on the beach at Ostia, or on Frank’s, a Swiss. Who could say where the Swiss got that scar, new and pink across the knob of the elbow, or where he spent his own empty afternoons? Who could say he was a Swiss at all and not from some disappointing place, like Minnesota? Who could say the scar didn’t come from an iron fence he’d tumbled over, running from a cuckold in Lugano, his wife in the doorway clutching her robe and pleading for mercy? They could say, Frank and Tenn, walking at a safe distance behind the boys, as they liked so very much to do evenings after dinner those summers they lived in Rome, inventing lives for the Italians, inventing lives for themselves. It’s what Tenn was famous for. It was one of the many happy ways they passed their time together.

			They brought back the dark one, Mario, to Via Firenze. A Sicilian, like Frank, it turned out, but at least he wasn’t American. As he hastily slipped on his espadrilles, color rising in his cheeks, Frank said to him, You’ve just slept with one of the world’s greatest writers, and because Mario had heard of Tennessee Williams, he stayed for the coffee and pastries Frank brought onto the terrace. Soon Mario grew tiresome, as they all did, talking of his mother, who expected him home, who worried—there was always a mother—and they watched with relief as he and his tight elbows descended the stairs.

			He wasn’t the first Mario, of course. Over the years, they forgot their names, but not their scars or their attitudes or the stories they told as they lay between them late into the night. Sometimes, on their evening walks, the streets sultry and flickering with shadows, they’d spot one of the Marios in a piazza with his pack of friends, laughing, his arm slung over a girl’s shoulder. If the Mario noticed them, he’d turn his face away or shoot back a look of defiance and shame and fear, which enlarged them.

			They left Rome like this, big as elephants, the heat and storms behind them, the top down on the Jag, for Portofino. Frank slept most of the way, his head on Tenn’s lap, and then again on the skiff from Rapallo, though Tenn kept nudging him awake to point out the houses on the cliffs. You like the orange? he asked. The yellow? No, that blue, up top! I’m shopping, Frankie. Any of these can be ours.

			Truman had rented an apartment a few steps from the harbor, above the Delfino Restaurant, which Frank and Tenn passed on their way up the hill to the Splendido. Tenn paid the boat guy to carry their luggage, and, when the hill got too steep, Frank grabbed the heavy case with the typewriter. He didn’t like it when another guy did work for him that he could do himself, a guy who would have been him if he’d never left Jersey. The Splendido was first a monastero, the boat guy told them, and now look at it, che spettacolo, the place Clark Gable drinks his brandy to a view. Tenn went straight to the desk as usual and Frank arranged their dress shirts on hangers and brought their shoes down for shining and stole another hour for a nap. He’d never felt so tired in the middle of the afternoon, and he chalked it up to being thirty, but it’s possible—no doctor was ever able to tell him for sure one way or the other—that the trouble had already started in his lungs. When he woke, Tenn offered him a pill. Tenn had as many pills as Italy had houses on the water. But Frank wasn’t taking pills, not then. Instead he smoked another cigarette and paid the boat guy to drive him over the mountain to Paraggi Beach, where he swam to find his strength and clear his head.

			They didn’t like Truman much, but Frank didn’t hate him the way Tenn did. Or maybe Tenn didn’t hate Truman. It was hard to know for sure with Tenn. It was a job in itself keeping track of who he was angry with, and who was jealous of him, whose parties he was looking forward to and whose they’d have to make up some excuse to get out of. Frank’s official job was as Tenn’s secretary, but even his secretary didn’t have a reason for being in Portofino other than to stop by Truman’s party, and he didn’t know when they’d be leaving. There wasn’t much Frank knew in the summer of 1953, least of all how long he and Tenn might last.

			In those years, there was no such thing as early, late, or on time. They went from place to place on a magic carpet. Dropped here, dropped there. Women in electric dresses, men in monkey suits and bow ties made of white silk. Cognac, cigars, wine. The sky turquoise even when it was gray. Because Tenn had no mind—and little use—for schedules and logistics and coordinates, he needed Frank to organize the day they woke, and the coming days, and even the days before. The dinner they’d had in London, Tenn swore on Mother Edwina’s grave they’d had in Chicago. The party for the Sweet Bird of Youth tryout in Philadelphia he remembered as the one in New Haven for Camino Real. The life of Tennessee Williams was a memory play in which memory was a jumble. It was bodies he remembered, bodies they remembered together. His body and Frank’s, the Southern Gentleman and the Little Horse. The bodies of all the Marios, from Key West to Marrakech. When it came to matters of the body, Frank and Tenn trusted each other like soldiers.

			At the Delfino, Frank lost track of him the first minute. Tenn couldn’t walk into a room without someone sweeping him up and into a crowd. How many times had Frank stood at the edge of the crowd as if on a shore, watching him drift farther and farther out, his head bobbing on the waves, glancing back just once to meet his eyes. How many times had Frank found himself in an overflowing room like this one, greeting guests as they arrived, recognizing their faces from movies and the backstages of theaters. How many times had these people walked in, looked around, saw Frank, saw nobody, spotted a somebody over his shoulder, and then headed upstairs.

			A brass band started up. Frank danced with a French girl whose uncle watched from the bar. Girls liked to dance with Frank, and he with them; he had a way with a spin and a twirl and a catch and a bow, and this French girl, she could follow. That wasn’t always the case with girls, even the fancy brought-up girls, but dancing with the clomping ones—the Clydesdales, he called them—even that was better than dancing with a guy, which he and Tenn never did anyway, not with each other at least, not even in Provincetown. He saw the world like that a lot then: what he did with Tenn, what he’d done with girls.

			He had his hands all over the Frenchy—Martine—until he noticed the uncle giving him the stink-eye. He let her spin into some other man’s arms. He brought a whiskey over to the uncle, not bad looking himself once he relaxed and the stink left his eye, and they got to talking. They’d both been at Guadalcanal. They traded stories loud over the music. When it became clear to the uncle that there was no money in Frank for his precious Martine, he took off in a cloud of leathery cologne. It was then and there that Frank first saw Jack Burns.

			Frank knew a drunk when he saw one. In a few years, he’d have good reasons to become one himself, to crave that slow blurry kill. That night, he craved only a cigarette and the sea air, but for the air he had to get past the drunk slouched against the doorway of the Delfino. From across the room, in the low smoky light, with the band playing “Lazzarella,” he might have mistaken the man for handsome, but as he walked toward him from the bar, into clearer focus came his pink, bloated face, his world-hating mouth, his body heavy and lifeless as a sandbag. Frank stopped, looked him in the eyes, and asked if maybe he’d come to the wrong place.

			“This isn’t Portofino?”

			A man appeared behind him and put his hand on his shoulder, to steady him or claim him or both. “We are here for the party upstairs,” the man said to Frank in Italian. “It is privato.”

			“This is the party, downstairs and upstairs,” Frank said in English, using his hands for emphasis. He spoke enough of his parents’ native language to converse with the man, but there was no reason to make the effort. “Not as privato as you might expect.”

			Whatever the Italian then whispered into the drunk’s ear had no effect on his scowl. “We drove from Firenze,” he said to Frank. He put out his hand. “I am called Sandro. This is John Horne Burns. The novelist.”

			In just a single night in Portofino, Frank had met Rex Harrison the actor, kissed the cheek of Daisy Fellowes the heiress, eyed the not-so-secret boyfriend of Arturo Lopez-Willshaw the Chilean magnate, and posed for Cecil Beaton the photographer. He had never heard of John Horne Burns the novelist. From the looks of him, Frank doubted anyone else had, either. Truman’s parties drew all sorts of hangers-on, parasites, and wannabes, even in this remote little cove at the tip of the peninsula.

			“Nice to meet you, John Horne Burns the Novelist,” Frank said, more out of politeness to Sandro than affection for the surly fellow.

			“Jack,” he said.

			Frank looked around for Tenn. If he was already upstairs, he wouldn’t be down for hours. Upstairs was where the glitter was. The most glitter was hidden behind the closed doors of bedrooms. He and Tenn had once spent an entire party on Maureen Stapleton’s king-size bed, the three of them sprawled on the coverlet with their shoes still on passing around a liter of vodka, while her party clinked and boomed on the other side of the door and the glitter-hungry mob banged and shouted to be let in.

			“The Gallery,” Sandro said. “The great war novel. A great work of American fiction. And two just-as-great novels since.”

			“Quit it,” said Jack.

			“Great,” said Frank.

			“He is modesto,” Sandro said. “He is working now on his great fourth novel. I force him this weekend to take a break. I say, go to the party of Truman Capote. We meet him in Firenze in June and last week receive the telegram with this address. Everyone in Italy knows his book, so I say, we take the car and drive to see the little man with the funny voice. Our first time in questo bel posto.”

			“This place is lousy with writers,” Frank said to Jack. “You’ll be in good company. Clare Luce is over there. Jack Dunphy.” He paused. “Tennessee Williams.”

			At those glittering names Jack merely rolled his eyes and swayed. “We going in or not?” he said, and headed for the bar.

			Sandro turned to Frank. “Please forgive,” he said. “He has trouble with his book. He is a great man.” Then he rushed to the great man’s side.

			To get an uncluttered view of the water, Frank followed the stone sidewalk around the bend of the harbor. White yachts crammed the shallow cove, their lights blazing, tinny music pouring from their radios onto their crowded decks. In Portofino in midsummer, Truman’s was not the only invitation to be had. It was even possible that these people standing along the railings talking and dancing in pairs had never heard of Truman Capote or Tennessee Williams, not to mention John Horne Burns; that they’d never gone to the theater or finished a book or attended the symphony; that they were rich without culture. Frank would rather be poor. He might rather be dead.

			A dark-haired woman waved to him from one of the swankier yachts farther out, and for the delicious moment he mistook her for Anna Magnani, he brightened; he lifted his arm to wave back; but she wasn’t Anna at all, of course, just another overflowing signora in an evening dress and a smile too big for her face. They’d just left Anna in Rome, and even she in her fierceness didn’t pick up and leave without a plan unless she had a new lover, and if she had a new lover she’d have made sure Frank knew. Frank missed Anna. He could talk to her and she would at least make a show of listening before she brought the subject back to herself. In Rome, she called their apartment every morning first thing. “Ciao ciao,” she’d say, already in a hurry. “What’s the program, ragazzi?” Frank often forgot she was an actress in the big time and not one of his sisters in Peterstown, busting out of her brassiere and squeezing his face with her hands when she needed to get a point through his thick skull.

			The buildings in the harbor glowed like giant jewel boxes, pink and yellow and orange. The archways along the curve shone down their own lights, making little stages where people stood on their tiptoes staring back at the boats for a glimpse of the rich and famous. Frank could have rooms in one of the jewel boxes if he wanted. Did he want jewel box rooms? Did he want to stay here, stay anywhere? What was the program?

			No matter how most of Tenn’s friends treated him, Frank was anything but a hanger-on. Did a hanger-on earn his keep as a personal secretary, managing the ledger and booking passages and choosing jackets and ties? Did he hold Tenn’s shaking body against his long into the nights he lay sleepless and terrified, pressing tight against him to keep the demons out? Would the great Tennessee Williams dedicate The Rose Tattoo, his most beautiful play, his opera of a play, his love play, to a parasite? “To Frank in return for Sicily,” Tenn wrote for the dedication, which would stay printed forever in bookstores and libraries all over the world.

			Frank was too young to be almost thirty-one. His body was still tight, but from what he saw of men in their bathing trunks or less, in every country Tenn took him to, all those beaches and saunas and walks in the park, it wouldn’t be long before his skin came loose from his legs and upper arms and his face dried to a prune. Who’ll want him then? He had no money in the bank. Tenn signed his meager paychecks, which barely lasted him until the end of each month. Though he’d gifted Frank a fat percentage of the profits from The Rose Tattoo in perpetuity, if Frank had learned anything in their six years together, it was that plays had shaky legs and that perpetuity wasn’t so long in the end.

			If he stayed in New York for more than a few weeks at a time, he could start going to auditions again. He’d had ten walk-ons in movies in the forties, but nothing since he’d met Tenn. If he worked up the nerve, he could use Tenn or Audrey Wood or Kazan to get him through the door on Broadway or in LA. He’d set his sights on a leading man role, but he’d settle for a speaking part, or even a spot in a dance company, something—anything—to build on. He wasn’t a bad dancer. He was just getting started in ballet back in ’49. He missed how dancing made his body electric and numb at the same time, how he used to swim through the air, and how the swimming turned his head calm and clean as a fishbowl.

			He looked around. Tossed his cigarette into the water. Alone in the darkness of the pier, facing the twinkling harbor, he stood on the tips of his white loafers and stretched out his arms. Held the pose. His middle wasn’t as strong as it once was, but his legs had the same power. The muscles in his chest strained his shirt buttons. He lifted his head to the sky, drank in the stars. He wished he could see himself.

			When I’m gone, Frank thought, Tenn will have his pick. There was never not some starry-eyed wannabe trying to elbow him out of Tenn’s light. If he could see from here on his tiptoes into Truman’s apartment, surely he’d find one of the wannabes with his head thrown back in laughter at one of Tenn’s wicked remarks. “Oh Mr. Williams!” the boy was saying now, his thin wrists going limp. “Oh Mr. Williams, you are too much!” Half the men they met at those parties wanted to be Tenn; the other half wanted to be Frank; the difference was that none of them remembered Frank’s name the moment after hearing it. Why bother, they figured, a new one will be along soon.

			“What do you do?” Jack Warner had asked him, four summers ago now, almost to the day. Tenn had brought him on the Menagerie trip to LA. They’d been lovers for close to a year.

			“I sleep with Mr. Williams,” Frank had said, straight into the producer’s shocked eyes. He’d rehearsed the line, if not for Jack Warner then for the next person who asked. He’d intended to get a rise. To make an impression. He meant: I do that, yes, and I do it well, but I do much more. He meant business. When he’d rehearsed the line, the meaning seemed obvious, but it came off wrong. Nobody, Warner especially, took it for anything but a punch line. Tenn told that story a thousand times. It was one of his favorites. Just last week, in Anna’s kitchen, it came up again. Tenn leaned over and whispered something in her ear, and they both laughed and laughed. Then he slapped Frank on the back. “Isn’t that right, baby?” he said. The slap shrank him to the size of the dog. But Tenn and Anna were right to laugh. Other than sleep with Mr. Williams, what had Frank Merlo done with his life?

			Tomorrow he’d come up with a plan. Tonight, maybe he’d have a drink after all. See how Tenn was making out upstairs. Take Martine for another spin, squeeze her ass when he dipped her, put a real scare in the uncle. Frank liked to play games. To perform. To be watched. He’d do more of all that, starting tomorrow. He figured he had one good decade of youth left in him. On the walk down the hill to the party that evening, Tenn had mentioned visiting the set of Visconti’s Senso back in Rome sometime in the next couple months, before they sailed to Barcelona, before they sailed to Tangier. Visconti was making two versions of the film, one in Italian and one in English, with Tenn and Paul Bowles contracted to write the American script. If they needed a speaking part from an equine Italian-American man at the last minute, then square in their sights the Horse would be, found money, a revelation.

			Back inside the Delfino, the crowd had thickened. You could tell the crashing tourists from their day clothes and stiff guilty postures and darting eyes. They took up precious space in the corner and giggled at their luck. Why wasn’t there someone to give them the boot? It was past eleven; by midnight it would be anyone’s party, with the uninvited pouring in from the square, smelling the rich blood. If Frank had Truman’s fame and fortune, he’d run a tighter show. A quality show. He’d invite Maria Callas to sing for them, if only so he could finally see her in person. He’d clear a space for the dancers he’d studied with in Manhattan. The best parties didn’t skimp on the entertainment.

			He took the stairs to the apartment, which should have been kept more privato, but the door was wide open and the room just as packed. The only faces he recognized belonged to Jack, passed out in a rocking chair, and Sandro, the Sentinel, standing beside him with his hands in his pockets. When he finally found Tenn, he was in the doorway of Truman’s bedroom, talking to the two palest, blondest women Frank had ever seen, one of whom was holding a white Maltese the size of a football.

			“There’s the Horse!” Tenn said, and grabbed Frank by the elbow. “And just in time! These gorgeous ladies have me spellbound with the most delicious tale. A scandal if I ever heard one, and I’ve heard them all.” He pulled them into a tight circle. To Frankie he said, “One of these women is the mother and one is the daughter. I dare you to tell me which is which.”

			It was obvious, but Frank politely shook his head all the same. “Impossible,” he said, and introduced himself with his broadest, toothiest smile and a wink for the daughter. Already, these fierce and delicate greyhounds, with their taut slender necks and their blue-gray marbled eyes set wide apart, had him spellbound, too. They wore identical white iridescent shift dresses and pearl chokers, the shorter one (the mother) in silver high heels that brought her up to her daughter’s exact height. They’d pulled their hair back in the same au courant style, which had the effect of tightening the mother’s skin almost enough to hide the telltale signs of age. A ringlet of the daughter’s hair had come loose and stuck out from the side of her head like an antenna.

			“Bitte Blomgren,” said the mother.

			“Anja Blomgren,” said the daughter.

			“And this is Maja,” Bitte said, lifting the Maltese up to Frank’s lips as if he’d asked to kiss her. He scratched the back of her neck.

			The presence of Maja irritated Frank. Truman had not extended his party invitation to Mr. Moon, Frank and Tenn’s black bulldog; he had his own bulldog, Bunky, currently waddling through the crowd, shining shoes with his mess of slobbers. Bunky didn’t much like the company of other canines, Truman had explained to Frank on the phone, least of all those of the same breed, and so Frank had been forced to abandon Mr. Moon to Anna’s divided attentions and the company of her vicious German shepherd. What made these ice queens so special that they were allowed to smuggle her in?

			Weeks ago, Bitte was saying, the three of them had come to Portofino from their aunt’s cramped Vienna apartment, by way of a sightseeing trip in Paris and the Loire, by way of their home in Malmö, to stay with a widower of obscene and obscure wealth who’d set his sights on making Bitte his third wife. He’d set up mother and daughter in separate rooms above the kitchen on the eastern side of his villa. The widower slept until noon, due either to his advanced age or to late-night carousing or a combination of the two, but the girls were early risers. Each morning, a local fisherman, a brute with a smashed nose and hook-shaped scars on his bulging forearms, dropped off the day’s prime catch in the widower’s kitchen. From their shared terrace, Anja, sipping coffee and reading a novel while her mother wrote postcards inside, gave the beau laid fellow a little wave as he came up the walk; then, another day, Bitte, leaning over the railing to admire the view while Anja bathed, wished him a buon giorno. His subsequent visits to their respective rooms were quick and rough and wordless. They had yet to determine which of them had him first. In fact, they were still unsure whether he was aware they were not the same woman.

			She would leave her door slightly ajar so that he’d find her sitting up in bed, pretending to be caught by surprise (that was Anja); or she’d stand in the doorway in her white silk robe, pull him in from the hallway and rarely make it as far as the bed (that was Bitte). Bitte recounted the details with matter-of-fact directness: the briny smell that lingered on her skin, his oily sunburnt chest covered in black hair coarse as wires, the filthy boots he never removed. His callused hands that sometimes bled. His animal grunts. She was bragging. Trying to impress them. This happened all the time around Tenn. Auditioning. Frank believed little of it, least of all that this insatiable sea-wolf couldn’t tell the two apart. We men are connoisseurs of bodies, he wanted to inform these Blomgren girls. No matter how many we’ve tasted, they are as distinct to us as species of flowers.

			“Our new friends have gone native,” Tenn said to Frank.

			Anja remained quiet and perfectly still during the story, embarrassed, maybe, by her mother’s gaucherie. Yet she kept her head up, regarding Frank and Tenn with a neutral radiance, and with a tranquility rare among the women in Tenn’s set. Starlets, agents, hangers-on, socialites, Mother Edwina, and even poor Rose Williams; Frank always sensed in them, as he did in Tenn, anxiety churning like a motor in their throats. The motor was at a constant whir, warping their voices into a tremulousness everyone but them could hear. It kept Frank on alert. Next to them, he was as steady and plush as a child’s toy. He was the man they turned to for comfort, or to confess, or simply to rest. Was this because he had no motor, or because he had no significance? Or did the absence of the motor confirm his insignificance? Whichever it was, Frank was the reliable kind, and he sensed that Anja was, too.

			The widower was no longer in the picture, according to Bitte. He’d turned out his guests upon hearing of the sea-wolf’s visits. (But did he keep bringing the fish? Frank wondered.) It was the cook, the loyal cook, who’d betrayed them. The Blomgrens then befriended Truman, who found them an apartment in town until they could determine their next move. Money was a concern, but not an immediate one. For Bitte, the most pressing question was, Who will we be? The longer they stayed away from Sweden, the louder this question echoed in her dreams, and the more possibilities opened up before them. No one waited for them in Malmö, and she had no desire to see it again, especially during the dark months. Anja was a model who aspired to act; Bitte an artist who aspired to marry. For herself, Bitte wanted love and money in equal measure, by which she meant she wanted to swim in them, to drip with them. For her daughter, she wanted fame in proportion to her astonishing talent. But how? Where? Much of what they wanted they might find in Italy and certainly in the States, and possibly Spain or the south of France, but never in Sweden, not at the intensity they craved.

			“Our country is dull, dull, dull,” said Bitte. “To live we require brightness. We are mad for it.”

			Bitte spoke for Anja the way Tenn spoke for his lobotomized sister, Rose, as if Anja were too precious or too limited to choose her own words. Frank wondered if brightness was indeed what Anja required, and if anyone had asked her, and what exactly it meant. In the hour or so that Frank stood in the corner listening to her mother, fending off the parasites trying to break into their tight circle, the only words Anja had spoken had been her name.

			That is, until Bunky, Truman’s prince of a bulldog, toddled into their field of vision, her head bowed to lick up crumbs, and Maja leapt suddenly from Bitte’s arms to greet her. The white puffball falling like a bomb startled Bunky, and his first instinct was to bite. Maja, fierce Blomgren girl that she was, bit back, but she was no match. In the span of a moment, Bunky went stiff, bared his teeth, lunged, and took another chunk out of Maja’s side. In a single motion, Bitte scooped her into her arms, turned her back to Bunky, and rushed across the room and down the stairs, her little dog whimpering and yelping and smearing her dress with blood.

			Sandro rushed over and dropped to his knees. “Sono un veterinario!” he said, and “I will help!” as he cradled the still-raging Bunky at his side. He turned his head away from the direction in which Bitte and Maja had escaped.

			“Why help this dog when our Maja is the one who is hurt?” Anja said to Sandro, which is when Truman appeared, hysterical, pushed Sandro out of the way, and sank to the floor. He lifted Bunky above him to inspect him, twisting him this way and that. Truman was so slight, so much a tiny creature himself in his round glasses and floppy hair and flailing skinny wings. Not yet thirty, he seemed far younger than Frank, a gawky child with practiced refinement and an alien brain. “Where’d she get you?” he cooed to Bunky in that impossible voice. His eyes and ears were all for him, as Frank’s and Tenn’s would have been had Mr. Moon initiated such a brawl, which of course he never would.

			“She should be fine, Signor Capote,” said Sandro, standing over him. “There is no break of the skin. Thank you for this nice party.”

			“Who the fuck are you?” said Truman.

			Sandro opened his mouth to answer, but, before he could, Anja grabbed him by the arm and pulled him across the room.

			Through all this, Jack remained out cold in the armchair.

			An assortment of twittering parasites crouched down beside Truman and Bunky, rubbing Truman’s back, scratching Bunky behind the ears. “We saw it all,” they said. “We got here as soon as we could. Poor little Bunky! Poor Truman!”

			Frank and Tenn rolled their eyes at each other, smiling. This was how it always was: after a night apart, lost in a parade of strangers and giddy acquaintances, they reunited in the final hours, faded into a corner, the faces and lights and music and clinking glasses becoming a silent blur around them. A brief intermezzo, scripted for them alone. Soon someone would interrupt, lure Tenn away, ask Frank to dance; or they’d stumble home together too drunk and tired to do much but collapse on the bed still in their clothes; or they’d argue over some perceived slight, and one of them, more often Tenn these days, would storm off; but until then, for the brief time after they found each other at the ends of these parties, they held one another’s attention entirely, hungry for stories and kisses and gossip, as enraptured as they’d been on the porch of the Atlantic House in Provincetown the night they met, their mutual rediscovery a reminder of who really belonged to whom, and of the falsity of both the gods of glitter and the demons of anxiety fighting that very moment to come between them. Two lovers locking eyes across a room: this was theater, yes, but it was something else, too. Brightness, maybe.

			On that particular night, it was Jack Burns who came between them. “You see that guy I came with? Sandro?” he asked Frank. Sleep had sobered him up some, but he still wobbled. He had a bright pink crease across the side of his face from the piping in the armchair.

			“There was some excitement,” Tenn said to Jack. “Of which the party was in sore need.”

			“He’s helping out a lady’s dog,” said Frank.

			“That sounds like him,” he said bitterly.

			They led Jack through the crowd and down the narrow stairs, eager to rid themselves of him but also wanting to make sure he didn’t cause trouble, and that he found his . . . lover? Patron? They owed Truman that much. But Sandro and the Blomgrens were nowhere to be found. The bartender hadn’t seen them. Martine and her “uncle,” his hand on the small of her back, her neck arched as he touched his lips to it, stood dreamily at the edge of the dance floor. The trombonist, on a smoke break, shook his head. The kitchen was dark. Only the crashers, on the lookout always, had answers: first the old blonde lady came down crying with the little dog and then the younger one that looked like her in the same dress and the man in the blue suit with the curly hair met her and calmed her down, and then the three of them ran out in the piazza and see, there they are, on the beach.

			They looked up, and out of the windows of the Delfino they saw Sandro holding Maja above the water. Anja and Bitte stood watching on the sand, two shadows, one with arms outstretched, one with arms folded, as Sandro dunked Maja in the salty water and held her in it up to her neck. He then wrapped her in a large white towel—a tablecloth from the restaurant, Frank guessed—and handed her to Bitte. Maja continued to wail, a carnival baby in a Baptism gown, as Sandro dried her and applied pressure to her wounds in the floodlight of a moored yacht. He’d rolled up his pants to his ankles, but his shirt was soaked to the skin. He looked like a fisherman himself, trudging out of the sea with a curious catch.

			You couldn’t call what Maja was doing barking or even crying; what came from the creature’s mouth was more like the mournful and knowing fade of a siren. Only when Bitte handed her back to Sandro did she go calm again. He cradled the dog to his chest, gently cupped her left cheek with his right hand, and rested his chin on the top of her head. It’s possible she fell instantly asleep to the beating of his heart. When Sandro saw Jack approach with Frank and Tenn, he said, “Are you OK?” to which Jack shrugged and looked away.

			“The little monster will live,” Sandro whispered, with a smile for the Swedes. “But bring her to me in the morning. I have things in my bag to help her. Things not for dogs, but won’t hurt dogs. Will stop the infection.”

			“Sandro and his potions,” said Jack. “Just your luck you meet a warlock.”

			The women ignored him. Sandro said that when they came to visit in the morning, he could introduce Maja—gently—to Jack’s dog, Lucky, who was currently under the care of their cook in their small hotel up the hill, on the Via del Fondaco. They were staying tonight only. By noon tomorrow, they planned to be on the road to Marina di Cecina, where they’d rented a bungalow for a much-needed holiday. They came to Portofino on a whim, not deciding for sure on the detour until minutes before they turned north at Livorno.

			When Sandro handed Maja back to Bitte, she clawed for him and wailed again until he took her back in his arms. Her little chest heaved under the white tablecloth, her eyes wild and afraid. Bitte cocked her head at the dog and sneered.

			“We give her a few minutes more,” he said to Bitte. “She is still very scared.”

			Bitte walked off, producing a cigarette from some mysterious pocket inside her dress. Jack provided the lighter. It was a dry windless night, the waves not so much crashing as crinkling at their feet, then shyly retreating, as if embarrassed to have appeared at all.

			“Smart girl, that dog,” Anja said to Frank. “She sees an escape and she makes it.”

			“Who can resist a strong set of arms?” said Tenn. He came up behind Frank and squeezed his biceps. “She’s not the only smart beast in this menagerie.”

			“She’s afraid of your mother,” Frank said.

			“I was hoping to leave them both here with old Signor Ricciardi,” said Anja, watching Bitte remove her shoes with one hand and maintain her cigarette in the other. “The fisherman she told you about? Vittorio? He was not the disease, he was the symptom, if you understand me. And he was mine first.”

			She had begged Vittorio not to make so much noise, Anja told them, her mother now far out of earshot. She had been fully aware what could happen if they were discovered. If the fisherman couldn’t be silent and quick, he shouldn’t come to her at all. He liked to say Anja’s name, over and over, but she forbade it. The first few mornings, he followed her instructions, but they went out of their heads a few times, and they were lucky nobody heard. For her he removed his boots, though it was unwise and took up precious minutes. They had the timing down to the second Bitte stepped into her long bath. But then one morning Bitte woke early, which was unlike her, and threw off their timing. She saw him from her terrace and waved. He understood her wave, and that she was like Anja but not Anja. Vittorio was not picky. The idea appealed to him. He must have had a good laugh about it with his friends. But not with Anja, not in her presence. She never let Vittorio in her room again. Her mother misled them on that score. It was not a share, but a theft. The disease, not the symptom. Anja had learned a long time ago how Bitte fashioned her life stories to make herself bigger than she was, and that it was not only pointless to contradict or even clarify them, it was a betrayal.

			“And you loved this man, Vittorio?” Frank asked.

			Anja laughed at the question. “How old are you, Signor?”

			“Our Frankie is a romantic thirty and a half,” Tenn said, now squeezing his shoulders. “A young man with the heart of a schoolboy.”

			It was how most people, not just Tenn, knew Frank then: dreamy, fun-loving, the cutup easily seduced by the promise of a good party—all of which he was—and carefree, which he was not. Sincere and instinctively honest, he expected the same of others. He rarely questioned their intentions. As a result, Frank had been taken advantage of; he’d had his schoolboy heart broken again and again by girls who sniffed out the weakness in him. He’d always gone for the hard, inscrutable ones like Anja. He’d ask one on a date and then, when she didn’t show up, he’d spend countless hours waiting around for her, his resentment quickly turning to worry she’d come to some harm, then to the certainty he’d gotten the time or place wrong, and then ultimately to disappointment. If Frank had the talent to paint a self-portrait, he’d paint his face looking out a window at that moment hopefulness gave way to concern.

			Though he hated when people failed him, he forgave easily, except when he had to forgive himself for failing someone else. So he made it a point not to fail anyone. To always agree. To say yes to every adventure, especially of the romantic sort. Of all the people in Frank’s life, Tenn was the only one who knew how tightly he clenched his fists over his hours in the window, through his adventures of love. Only Tenn knew how Frank braced himself at all times for disaster, and to fight off whoever stood in his way. Tenn once said that, yes, Frank was a little horse, the name fit the shape of his body, but that he wondered sometimes if the horse was made of porcelain. Frank preferred to think of himself not as a horse at all, but as a fine but common instrument, a mandola or a chittara battente, carved from dense solid wood, banged up from night after night of being lugged around to parties. No one expected much from this dented common thing. When played, though, how sweet it sounded. What pleasure it gave. What comfort.

			Love and affection is what I got to offer on hot or cold days in this lonely old world, says Alvaro Mangiacavallo, the hero of The Rose Tattoo, the leading man Tenn based on him. Had Frank once said as much about himself, about their affiliation, or did Tenn simply understand Frank’s purpose on earth better than he did?

			Tenn’s hands on Frank’s shoulders, there on the sand in Portofino, soothed him. The muscles in his neck and upper back were like rubber bands stretched at all times to the point of snapping. Sometimes—at parties, on a stroll, even at the breakfast table across from Tenn or Anna—Frank caught himself with his shoulders tensely hunched and realized, again, that he’d been going through the world like that for hours, for days, for years. Relaxing the muscles was like telling himself very good news; his lungs filled with nourishing air; his eyes closed in sweet relief; but then moments later the bands pulled tight again. He did not consider himself an anxious person; he was simply on alert. Something terrible could happen at any moment, and for that inevitability he needed to be ready.

			“You see, Frank,” said Tenn, “the Scandinavians age at a faster rate than the men and women of the sunburnt countries. The difference is in dog years. When were you last a romantic, Miss Blomgren? Age . . . ten?”

			“Fourteen,” she said quickly.

			“What happened at fourteen?” Frank asked.

			She blinked. “Here she is,” she said, as Bitte rejoined them.

			It was long past midnight, and crowds were still pouring steadily down into the square from the hilly streets. In this way, Portofino was like the dozens of other port towns Tenn had taken Frank to on their summerlong stays in Italy. People stood around with their ice cream cones telling jokes and flirting and swaying to the music. Every once in a while, a startling burst of fireworks filled the sky over the fleet of boats. A car appeared out of nowhere and honked its way through the square, the driver shouting and pumping his arm angrily out the window. Then, slowly, as the ashes fluttered away and the eggy firework smell wore off and the yachts cut their radios, couple by couple staggered back up the steep narrow inclines, men in each other’s arms, men with women, packs of friends, their songs and shouts and laughter bouncing off the stone in hollow echoes. The colored lights strung from the lampposts blurred in the mist. The lights stayed on until dawn, when the guys setting up the fruit stands and fish stalls and flower markets unplugged them, and the mist burned off, and the boats whirred to life. That’s how it was the night the six of them and the patched-up dog crossed the square to a nameless bar for a nightcap that none of them needed, and stayed so long talking, dreaming, planning—one nightcap turning into three, to four—that the owner, whom Tenn paid a handful of lire not to kick them out, fell asleep slumped in a chair waiting for them to release each other. They emerged, squinting, into the second day of August, 1953.

			Ten years ago.

			Jack was gone now, of course, and Sandro lived blameless and cozy and unreachable in some Tuscan hill town. Anja’s most recent letter came posted from Madrid, where she’d been filming. She couldn’t get to New York until the fall, she wrote, but surely Frank would be out of the hospital long before then; the cobalt treatments would do the trick this time. She’d enclosed a Polaroid from a recent shoot in Marrakech, her head wrapped in one of those Moslem scarves, looking bored and triumphant astride a camel. She insisted on seeing him—“and Tenn?”—in Spain for the holidays. She loved Madrid so much that she’d purchased a floor-through apartment in a ramshackle building in La Latina, though she rarely spent more than a few nights in a row there. Sometimes Frank imagined this apartment, which he’d seen only in Anja’s exuberant descriptions, as his next home: the sloping stucco butter-yellow walls, the tall windows dripping with flowers, the wrought-iron balcony that overlooked the tight oppressed streets of the Plaza de San Andrés. He’d roam these streets in the evenings on his way to late-night resistance meetings. He’d provide aid to the artists. He’d run money, arms, whatever the Movement found necessary. In this next life, he is put to good use.

			He set the photo on the little table next to the vases of flowers. With the last of the day’s strength, he turned a page of the letter over and scribbled Come now please I need you, one word per line, like a madman’s ransom note. He tucked the page back in the envelope, sealed it with a little spit and what was left of the glue, wrote RETURN TO SENDER on the front, and handed it to the nurse. For the rest of the day, a thousand hollow hours, he slept. He had no trouble nodding off, though he woke often and couldn’t dream. The men in his ward, their sudden shouts and strangled gurgles, kept him in that shallow pool of sleep. He didn’t mind the men. Their bodies and voices and breath kept him company, as they had in his Navy days. You couldn’t convince him he wasn’t back with his squadron, that they weren’t sailing out first thing. Quit clowning, Merlo, one of them said. Nicky? Sea Hawk? Get some shut-eye. We need your legs.

			When the night nurse woke him, she told him that he’d had a few visitors: Al and Dan, his sister Connie, the priest. There was always a priest. To the priest Frank was carrion. He’d be back. The others, too. Vivien Leigh, who’d thrown a party in his honor weeks before. Irene Selznick had dropped off an expensive tin of sweets. Someone else had called on the phone, the nurse said, but didn’t leave a name or a message.

			“Man or woman?” Frank asked her.

			“Woman.”

			“Woman,” Frank repeated. What was it this time, he wondered. A crisis of staging? Some diva actress pitching a fit? Was his precious Angel reading from a book of poems? No, Tenn had sent Angel back to Key West. This time it was the premiere of Milk Train, down in Virginia. Frank pulled the sheets up to his chin and turned on his side, wincing at the pressure of his ribs on the mattress. The nurse’s shadow disappeared from the wall. He pushed the button to get her back. He needed a blanket. He needed two blankets, and the oxygen. Every shiver turned the vise tighter on his chest’s tender bones. He could feel the necrosis in his lips, blue as ice, his skin cracking. He pushed the button again. This place couldn’t hold him. He would get to Spain. Anja would come and smuggle him out.

			Tenn used to tease Frank about his daydreams, his giddy contemplations, how he always jumped ahead to the happy ending, a different way of ending happy each time. Even that night in Portofino, in the nameless bar, drunk to high heaven, Tenn had proclaimed to their new friends, with pride, There are roses tattooed in my Frankie’s eyes. And he was right. Never, not for one moment, did Frank fear what Tenn feared—what most men feared—which was that he’d die alone. It was funny how it had all turned out, wasn’t it, Tenn? Wasn’t it almost funny?

		

	
		
			2.

			THE MUSE IN WINTER

			For thirty years, Anja has lived in his city. Now that he is gone, it turns to her an unfamiliar face. From the safety of the train, behind the thick-paned window, she recoils from its lopsided mouth, its filthy eyes. When she steps off the platform, it looks away in recrimination. Hatching a plan. Lying in wait. She would apologize or confess if she had cause, but she has no cause. What is the old saying? The heart takes no commands. She loved him, but she has never loved where he brought her.

			She climbs the hill toward the house they shared. She is coming from a meeting at the university, which has taken the last of his papers. In her bag is a letter on heavy paper signed by the chairman of the board of trustees, explaining the terms of the transaction. It has taken three weeks to pack up his effects, and now his books are all that remain of him in their house. To Goodwill went his clothes, to his daughter in Leiden the few letters and photographs he’d saved at Anja’s insistence. Pieter Meisner was a man entirely devoid of sentiment, and she was, if not his wife, the partner of his mind. Vacated by his body, she and their rooms have suffered little substantive change. The house had no claim on his body, and so it does not register the absence of his breath or his excretions or the touch of his tremulous fingers. They miss his ferocious brain, that generator humming all the days and nights, emitting its invisible vibrating vectors. She would vibrate, too, and return her own waves, the two of them hurling energy back and forth at each other even as they slept. Mornings they woke already buzzing.

			How still she feels now.

			But the city. The city grieves all of him, and has shifted from its halfhearted attempt to woo her to its campaign for revenge. The brick buildings narrow wrathfully as she walks between them on her way up the hill. If she does not quicken her pace, reach the square at the end of the block, the walls will squeeze her last breath out of her. Already she has slipped once and fallen on the cobblestones, spilling her bag of oranges, where they sizzled and foamed in the burning snow until, stumbling to her feet, she stuffed them back in the bag. She hurries on, her gaze fixed on the broad square, asking humbly, silently, for the protection of the dogs and the Jamaican nannies and their shrieking charges, but they cannot register her plea. She is just another rich old white lady carrying her groceries in a neighborhood of rich old white ladies busy with their projects.

			The little peace in her life Anja has found in only two places: a crowd, or with him. Everything else—all that in-between—has bedeviled her since Italy brought her into being. Now she dreads the party of two, being seated across from any person who is not him, a woman especially, her hand clasped clammily in hers, her face beseeching, besieging, digging her hollow. There is equal terror in the party of three, in negotiating the conversation, steering it one way or the other, trying to ensure that no one stays too long in the cold. If she must choose, give her a movie set or a stage. Give her an audience of eager nameless strangers drinking her in. Or, best of all, these days, give her her empty rooms—two blocks past the square, one block north, almost there almost there—where she will be, if not admired, then, at the very least, safe.

			She sees the young man on her front steps the moment she turns the corner, before he sees her. He rises at her approach. “You are Anja Bloom?” he asks.

			Without meeting his eyes, she sets down the grocery bag and reaches into her purse for a pen. “You have something for me to sign?”

			For this reason alone, she should have kept her name out of the newspapers after Pieter’s death. Apparently, it has not been enough to answer by hand the letters her manager forwards her each quarter, to autograph head shots and film stills, to, once, in a rare flare-up of sentimentality, walk to the hospital on the other side of the hill to grant the dying wish of a man in his fifties wasting away in his bed. Now, because she was too weak to believe Pieter would ever die, and prepared not at all for the aftermath of his going, she will be compelled to entertain in her front yard actors and film students and all other manner of the curious and needy, until she decides on her next and final city.

			But this young man produces no yellowing playbill, no decades-old glossy photo bought from one of those vintage shops at the bottom of the hill. “I am not a regular celebrity fan,” he says, with an attitude and affect she recognizes but cannot quite place. The most she can identify is that unmistakable mark of the Italian man: bold imperiousness shot through with shame. “Le mie condoglianze per la perdita di suo marito,” he says, with careful formality. Not a Sicilian, for sure. A Florentine, maybe. Educated. Or a skilled impostor.

			“Common-law,” she says, studying his face.

			“My father was Sandro Nencini,” he says in English. “That is my name also.”

			The lone tree in her yard shakes its fists at her. She picks up her bag and shoves it into the arms of the young man. “We can talk upstairs,” she says, and, as soon as they are inside, she slams the front door and turns the lock. Breathes deeply. Here, finally, in the stairwell, her back against the solid wall, she can gulp the sweet life-giving air.

			His boots drip brown salt on the living room rug. “Please,” she says, motioning to remove them. The west-facing windows drown him in light. His large and ungainly feet, sheathed in multiple pairs of multicolored woolen socks, are incongruous with his slender body. He unwraps his scarf to reveal a pleasing mutation of his father’s face, one made kinder by a softened Roman nose and blunted cheekbones. His mother must have been a girl from the country, plump and sweet and adoring. Likely against her wishes, he has decorated himself with a beard and mustache and the feminizing long hair favored by the youth of film departments since her day.

			He is very sorry to bother her, he says, helping himself to Pieter’s leather chair. The last thing he wants to do is to trouble her in her grief, especially given its recent onset, but he has come because he hopes he might be of some comfort, or at least an agreeable distraction, or maybe even a happy walk down what he calls—with no apparent discomfort with the cliché—“Memory Lane.” He couldn’t resist the chance to see her in person, he says, once he read the name Anja Bloom in Professor Meisner’s obituary in his university’s newspaper. Who would expect to find such a name in such a place, dropped into the history of the great astronomer’s life as casually and matter-of-factly as one of his distant stars? But of course, he says, in a phrase he must have scripted, she was one of Meisner’s stars, too. Did people tell her that all the time?

			Once, yes.

			“No,” she says.

			“Do you mind talking about him? About your life before him?”

			“What I mind are your television questions,” she says, coldly, though she likes him, and liked him immediately, even after he spoke his name. Italians have always won her over without effort. (If this were an Italian city, she would have been in its throes from the first.) It is obvious that he is using his father’s connection to her to seek wisdom and instruction, so she might as well get on with the lesson. “On television they say ‘Memory Lane,’” she explains. “Or in People magazine. The serious filmmaker does not let such a sentimental concept enter his head. He despises sentimentality. Nostalgia is his mortal enemy. What he seeks is disharmony, friction, the conflict of heart and mind. Not connection. The viewers make the connections if they wish.”

			In other words: Square One. And yet the boy seems to pay no attention to her lesson. His films will be schlock.

			“I am in graduate school for neuroscience, Signora,” he says, interrupting her, as if in apology. “On the medical side. I have seen many of your movies—most of them, I think, the ones that came to the theater. The library has a large collection, too, some even on the reel-to-reel—but I am not in the business of movies. I have much respect for them, of course, for work like yours. Artistic work. Film. And your husband’s contributions to his field.”

			“Your father was a doctor,” she says, not because it will be news to him but because she has just remembered.

			“Yes, he was. A veterinarian. But he helped people, too, with ailments not as serious. Fevers, asthma. He wrote prescriptions and set bones. He could even fix teeth. The last few years of his life, he also sold antiques out of a little shop. My mother used to joke, ‘I don’t worry when the fresh young girls come in. Your father likes only what is old and broken.’”

			She looks at the boy more closely: the smooth skin in the corners of his eyes, the faint rouge of acne on his cheeks. “He must have had you when he was very old.”

			“Is sixty-two very old?” he asks, and there is Sandro’s smile coming for her all the way from Portofino in 1953, the smile of the doctor, the weak-willed lover, the murderer. Sixty years, and still she recognizes it. How much of his father’s history does he know? “When he died I was seventeen,” the boy says. “He went to sleep after lunch and never woke up. The phone rang, an emergency at the clinic, and my sister tried to wake him. My mother and I were on the terrace smoking when we heard her scream. He didn’t like us to smoke. Every day we waited for him to sleep, and then we’d sit outside with a pack of Embassies and gossip about the neighborhood and the girls in my school and what my life was going to be.”

			Though she knows from his breath, she asks anyway, “Do you still smoke?” When he nods, she produces a pack of Camels from her purse. “I will join you.”

			“Inside?”

			“Why not?”

			She flicks the lighter and draws in the first earthy breath, more delicious than the purity of the stairway air, craving the poison of it. She has given up on her body. She wants to punish it for keeping on so stubbornly, as if out of spite.

			“I’d like to stop,” Sandro says, not stopping.

			Until his father died, he tells her, he had no interest in medicine. He was a young man already drifting. His job after school was to make deliveries for a family friend who owned a flower shop. When school ended, he planned to work full time making deliveries. If he had any ambition at all, it was to open a second flower shop in the next town, or to wait until the death of the family friend, who was childless, and take over his shop under his own name. But the day his father died, he said, it was like a switch turned on. As for the antiques, they’d never appealed to him; it was the potential for life, what you could do with it, the more-ness of it, that suddenly became the puzzle he must solve. The shell of life, what had been done and could not be undone—he was talking about history, about chipped figurines and grandfather clocks and handmade lace—held significance, but, for him, no romance.

			“Let me guess, then,” says Anja. She does not have to hear any more. “You discovered your calling was to save people. To help them. To give them that potential for life you speak of. So that they would not die before their time, like your father.” She has heard this story, or versions of it, a hundred times, an individual history presented to her as if it were singular, an original invention. She longs for a new story, for someone to convince her that his life has not already been led by a thousand men just like him in the years that have just passed. She longs for someone to surprise her. It is one of the many reasons she stopped making films; not only does she know the ending from the first page of the script, she knows the middle and the music and the minor characters as well. There is always a mother, and always a bed on which a loved one has died. There is always a decision resisted and then embraced. There is always a striking out on one’s own.

			“That would be the television reason, no?” he says, and there again is Sandro’s smile, except this time accompanied by the pulling back of his hair over his ears. A kind face, framed by soft waves, will get you only so far, she could tell him. As will charm. As will youth, and the privileges of your sex. And those eyes. If she were cruel, she would say: you will not be as lucky as he was, to die in peace in your bed after decades of sins, your country wife and dutiful children tiptoeing around the house in deference to your sleep. The Fates are less forgiving now. The century has beaten them down.

			“To help people wasn’t my reason,” he continues. “I don’t know if I had a reason. I know only that the switch turned on and filled with me light. But my education is taking a long time. Just after I started, a year into the university program in Perugia, my mother became sick. Lung cancer. Another reason to quit these. She went fast, but not so fast to save her the terrible suffering. It is her money that brought me to America. Here I have a better chance. The Italian university system—” He waves his hand as if swatting a fly. “It is full of superstition still. Hard science comes second to them. I want to be at the edge of the research—the cutting edge, as the expression goes. If you can’t be at the cutting edge, why bother to be anything at all? Open a flower shop. Make movies for Hollywood, and not the black-and-white kind they study in film school.” He sits tall against the back of the chair. “Can I ask you to guess what I have made my specialization?”

			“Why? Will it surprise me?”

			He shrugs. “I am interested, what you think I would choose to study. I feel that you know me, and that I know you. Is that strange? All I have are some pictures of you, and a few letters of my father’s that mention you by name, and this hour, so far, of conversation.” He picks up his knapsack, as if he is about to pull the memorabilia from it. Instead, he rests it on his lap. “And your movies, of course. Films, I apologize. I have seen more of your films than I pretended to see. My favorite is Echo.”

			“Your feelings of connection to me—if we can agree on that word—do follow,” Anja says. “You have watched me on screen. You have seen my body without clothes, a version of my body at least, with the light in all the right places. You have watched me live many lives and die each time. Did you notice I died in every film I made with Martin Hovland? It was a joke, almost, between us. To Hovland, there was no peaceful death. Your grandmother who passed with grace into the next life holding your hand, inside she was screaming. To make it otherwise on film was to perpetuate a dishonest myth. And so I screamed and clawed and won awards for the effort. I can show you stacks of letters from men and women who have written to me claiming to know me better than I know myself, just from how I have screamed and clawed. My Greek chorus with their unsolicited misinformed advice, trying to convince me that they alone saw what Hovland’s camera did not capture. That is your connection to me, Sandro; it is logical, but it is still an illusion. My connection to you, though—you say, ‘I feel that you know me’—has no logic. It is just your fancy.”

			“I don’t know that word,” he says.

			“It means your whim.”

			He considers this. “Maybe,” he says. “But I felt it the moment you recognized my father in me. I was nervous to come here, and to show you the things I have to show you.” He turns the bag over in his lap. “But as soon as you saw Papa’s face in mine, my nerves dried up.”

			“Because you are a homosexual, too?”

			Without hesitation, he says, “That’s a word I know.” He smiles, holding her gaze. “But it’s not the one I use.”

			“Which one do you use?”

			“We say queer now, Signora.”

			“We said queer then.”

			He gives her an uncomprehending look, which may or may not be for show. Anja has always had trouble distinguishing genuine naïveté from the kind put forth as a bluff to buy time or to force the

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	

OEBPS/images/9780525559061_cover.jpg
‘Blazing . . . casts a spell right from the start’
NEW YORK TIMES

LEADING
MEN

CHRISTOPHER
CASTELLANI

‘A novel of rare insight and beauty’

 GARTH GREENWELL, author of What Belongs fo You

‘Extraordinary’
LAUREN GROFF,
author of Florida






OEBPS/images/9780525559061_title_page.jpg
WCEN

WEIDENFELD ¢ NICOLSON





