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As Good a Time as Any


O’Connell came back to the squat and went up to his room. The house was empty, so now was as good a time as any. He started to rifle through the papers on his desk. There were a few things to be sorted out. He was thinking ahead. Soon he would be dead, he mused. There were plans to be made for the promising future.


        He started to gather up all that was on the worktop and dump it into a plastic bag. He would get rid of everything, he decided. There was nothing that he wanted to leave behind. Should he write a note? What would be the point of that? Out of politeness perhaps, but that was never his style. He had never liked goodbyes, after all. He knew that if he delayed any longer he would lose his resolve. It was time to go. He knew that he should have said something to Pearson. Too late for that. He had treated him pretty shabbily but the poor fucker would have to fend for himself now. Pearson would be better off on his own.


        As he stacked up a pile of notes for the bin he came across a file that contained his last story. He picked it up and looked at it. It was an absurd and pretentious piece of work. Embarrassing. Everything was so bloody embarrassing, even his death. He wanted to get it over with. The sooner the better. The story, well, it said it all. There was some sort of meaning to it: humiliation. He would leave it behind, he decided; it might explain things. He lifted up his typewriter and put the file underneath it.


        O’Connell took the bag containing the other papers to put downstairs with the rubbish. There was a vague sense of relief in chucking it all away. Time for a new start, he thought with a grim satisfaction. So much to look forward to. So much.


        He went back upstairs and took out the wrap of heroin. There was enough here to do it properly. He fixed it up with a teaspoon and the little paraffin burner he had taken from a chemistry set that he had bought in a second-hand shop. Back when this habit was just an experiment in self-medication. He drew the hot liquid into a syringe, tied off his arm with his belt and tapped along his forearm for a vein. He broke into a sudden sweat. There was a moment of panic. He made himself concentrate. He needed to get all this done quickly. If he messed it up and was somehow resuscitated people might say that it was a ‘cry for help’. He couldn’t bear that. No. He would have to do this right. So many things he’d fucked up in life but please God not this. The sweat cooled on his brow and his hand steadied itself. The needle went in and he pressed the plunger slowly. The drug surged through the tired blood, seeping into the weary flesh. He felt the hit. Yeah. He sighed. It was going to be all right.


        He drew a bath and took off his clothes. He ran the water until it nearly reached the top of the tub then gently eased himself into its warmth. He felt the junk rush through him, enveloping him with a deep yawning drowsiness. He let his head slip under the surface and a little wave of bath water slopped noisily on to the floor. Eureka, he thought. Maybe it was his last thought, he thought. It wouldn’t be a bad last thought, but then he had another. Just at the moment that he was about to forget everything for ever, as his last breath bubbled out of him, he thought of something he had left behind.
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Monday, 29 May 1972


Nina couldn’t come.


        She reached down to gently push Jan’s face away from her cunt. Jan looked up from the end of the bed, her elfin face crowned with a shock of short feathery blonde hair, her green eyes wide with concern.


        ‘What’s the matter?’


        ‘It isn’t happening,’ Nina said.


        ‘What do you want me to do?’


        ‘It’s all right. It doesn’t matter.’


        ‘But I want it to be good for you.’


        ‘Look, it just doesn’t work, that’s all. It’s OK.’


        Jan sat up and looked away with a sullen pout.


        ‘It never has.’ She shrugged. ‘I’m not any good for you, am I?’


        Nina sighed. This was always the way. It was always her that had to do the reassuring. It didn’t seem fair that she had to worry about hurting other people’s feelings over sex. It was as though they felt that she was holding something back from them by not coming. But she couldn’t help it.


        ‘Look, it’s not you,’ she told Jan. ‘It’s me. We’ve been through this before, Jan. It just doesn’t happen for me, that’s all.’


        Nina couldn’t come. Not with Jan nor with anybody else. She could make herself come when she was alone but not with another person. When she masturbated by herself she would always imagine somebody else there. A woman or a man. She would even dream of lovers that she had had in the past and be able to orgasm to a fantasy that had never actually happened for her. When she was having sex with another person, she would try to block out their presence from her mind and desperately concentrate on her own solitary pleasure, but it didn’t work. It was ridiculous, she concluded. She had tried so hard to join in with life, to connect, but her own desires seemed to float out into an unsubstantial space, always out of reach.


        She had faked it back in the sixties. It hadn’t been hard. The supposed ‘sexual revolution’ was really all about what men wanted while women would just lie back and pretend most of the time. It still seemed like it was a joke being played on her. She had been so optimistic when she had first arrived at college, with all the talk of liberation and permissiveness. She had met Kevin in her first term. He was good looking and had seemed so groovy in his shoulder-length hair and Chelsea boots. But he was a terrible disappointment. Kevin had thought of himself as a real hipster, brandishing Wilhelm Reich and talking loudly about ‘free love’, but in reality he just wanted hippy domesticity, for her to roll his joints and cook his brown rice. He wanted to be mothered, really – he even called her his ‘old lady’. Nina eventually gave up simulating climaxes when she made love with him. She’d had enough of it. It had made her feel false and empty and it was exhausting. But this became an affront to Kevin’s precious sense of his own sexual technique. His fucking prowess. She spent so much time and energy telling him that it was OK. When they finally split up at the end of the first year he accused her of being ‘hung up’ about sex. Whatever that was supposed to mean.


        She met an American called Martha at a party in Notting Hill Gate a week later and went home with her. It was her first time with a woman but she didn’t feel it changed her or gave her a new definition. It just made her more like herself, she thought. She had always known that she could love men and women, it had always seemed a natural thing to her. She didn’t feel she had to declare herself. But still she couldn’t come.


        She tried so many things yet nothing did the trick. She sometimes felt that there was a great party going on while she stood on the edge. Watching it all happen but unable to really be part of it. In her mind there was an orgy of desires and pleasure that she could imagine. She just could never attach these feelings to anything real.


        She thought that it might work with Jan. She had really fallen for her when they first met. It was at the Gateways club in 1970, and Jan was the shy student with long blonde hair shocked by the sight of women kissing each other openly. Nina rescued her from the attentions of a butch dyke who was clearly scaring her. She went over and asked her to dance. Jan had looked so innocent then. They started seeing each other and for a while Nina thought that they were in love. She didn’t worry so much about the sex, she thought that she had met a soulmate. But then Jan became serious – not about their relationship, but about herself. It wasn’t just love any more for her, it was a political act.


        She soon changed from the wide-eyed girl Nina had kissed on the dance floor. She became militant and cut her hair. A year later and she was picketing the Gateways with the Gay Liberation Front because they wouldn’t let them distribute GLF leaflets inside. She declared herself a lesbian separatist and went to live in a women-only commune.


        Nina could never be that determined about herself. She got involved with sexual politics but she had never been able to fit in, or feel comfortable with a fixed identity. What had once been liberation became just another orthodoxy. Her desires had always meant more than that. She had once considered herself to be bisexual, now she just felt ambivalent. Lesbian feminists accused her of betraying the cause. People on the scene called her ‘Betty Bothways’. Straight men just thought that she was weird or got some twisted thrill out of their surreal fantasies of women having sex with each other. Her polymorphous desire didn’t seem to give her much choice, just multiply the opportunities for failure.


        She had tried to make things work with Jan but it always came back to the same arguments. She wished that Jan didn’t have to be so serious. She had discovered radicalism later than Nina and had all the fervour of a convert. Nina had grown up with politics, she felt that she could be less strident about them.


        Today she had gone around to Jan’s to talk about the Women’s Liberation Street Theatre Group that they had both been involved in. Nina hadn’t been to their meetings for a while and wasn’t sure whether she was still interested. The fact was that she needed company. O’Connell was dead and she needed the warmth of a living body near her for a while. She hadn’t expected to end up in bed with Jan again but there was some comfort in it. She took pleasure in making Jan come even if she couldn’t make it herself. It was an act of protest against death, an affirmation of life.


        They got up and dressed. Jan looked beautiful, lit up by the noonday sunlight that strafed into the bedroom. She still loved Jan, even the newly serious and intense Jan. But Jan wanted her to commit to the cause, to be pure in mind and body. Nina had wanted their love to be something special, defined by its own terms, not collectivised into some sort of manifesto.


        ‘So how are you coping?’ Jan asked. ‘With O’Connell dying and everything.’


        ‘I’m OK.’


        ‘It must be awful.’


        It was Nina who had found O’Connell dead in the bathroom a fortnight earlier, and who had had to deal with it all. Pearson had been hopeless. She couldn’t blame him, he was in a state of shock. It was all too much for him. He had taken to wandering the streets for hours on end, leaving her to sort out the arrangements. O’Connell had family but he had broken all contact with them a long time ago. It had been a bloody time.


        Nina sighed. ‘Yeah.’


        ‘You want to talk about it?’


        ‘Not now. Tell me about the theatre group. What’s happening?’


        ‘Well, we’re calling ourselves Red Rag now,’ Jan had said.


        Nina laughed. ‘You’re kidding.’


        ‘Like a red rag to the bull of patriarchy.’


        Like a jam rag, Nina thought to herself, but kept quiet. She often felt the urge to make an inappropriate joke at the expense of some earnest proclamation but she didn’t want to goad Jan. Not just now.


        ‘We bleed,’ Jan went on. ‘But that is our strength. Men are jealous of that, you know? That’s why they make war. You know what war is?’


        ‘Go on,’ Nina said. ‘Tell me.’


        ‘War is menstruation envy.’


        Nina suppressed the urge to laugh again.


        ‘That’s a pretty good slogan,’ she offered.


        ‘It’s not just a slogan, Nina. You should get involved, you know. You have to decide which side you’re on.’


        ‘It’s not about sides, though, is it?’


        ‘Come on Nina. It’s about power.’


        ‘Yeah, of course.’


        ‘Well, men don’t just have the power. Men are the power. It’s as simple as that.’


        Nina shrugged. She wished that she could be that certain, that she could hold on, as Jan did, to a clear and unambiguous idea.


        ‘You can still move in, you know,’ Jan told her. ‘There’s space here.’


        ‘I wouldn’t fit in.’


        ‘Look, Nina, why don’t you make up your mind?’


        ‘What?’


        ‘Give up on men. They’re a waste of time. Come live with women.’


        ‘I’m happy where I am,’ Nina said, knowing that it wasn’t entirely true.


        ‘What, in that death house?’


        ‘Yeah, well, that’s one way of putting it.’


        ‘I’m sorry. But you see how self-destructive they are.’


        ‘I can’t just leave Pearson on his own.’


        ‘That’s just an excuse.’


        ‘Come on, Jan. That’s not fair.’


        ‘Look, Nina, I know you have a problem with sex—’


        ‘Please don’t start that again—’


        ‘But maybe the problem is that you won’t commit yourself.’


        ‘I can commit myself to you.’


        ‘But it has to be more than that.’


        ‘Does it?’


        ‘Of course. You need to commit yourself to being a lesbian.’


        ‘Really, Jan, I didn’t come here for a consciousness-raising session.’


        ‘Well, you should think about it. I do feel a bit exploited, to tell you the truth.’


        ‘I thought you enjoyed being with me.’


        ‘I do. But then you leave. You use lesbian space and then you desert it. It’s not enough for me.’


        ‘Can’t we just love other?’


        ‘You know it’s not as simple as that, Nina.’


        ‘Yeah,’ Nina sighed, ‘I know.’


        Jan was right in a way, she knew that. There had to be some sort of alternative to patriarchy. She was impressed by sisters who had strived to be apart from it. She liked the idea of living in a women-only space. In practice it seemed fine. It was the theory that worried her. There was so much of it, and she doubted that she could ever aspire to such high ideals.


        ‘And what about the theatre group?’ Jan asked. ‘Don’t you want to get involved in that?’


        ‘Well, I’m involved in something else at the moment.’


        ‘What?’


        ‘The Stoke Newington Eight Defence Committee. There’s a meeting tonight.’


        ‘Oh. Right.’ Jan shrugged. ‘Well, that’s a good thing, I suppose. One of the defendants is a lesbian.’


        ‘I’m not getting involved just for that, you know.’


        ‘Well, you should. It should be about supporting the sisterhood.’


        ‘Not everything has to be defined by that.’


        ‘Why not?’


        ‘Look, Jan, let’s not argue. Please?’


        ‘I just think—’


        ‘Please?’


        Jan sighed.


        ‘OK,’ she said. ‘But look, there’s a place for you here, you know that?’


        Nina looked at Jan’s serious little face and smiled.


        ‘Yeah,’ she said.


        ‘Then think about it. And let me know soon.’


        ‘Yeah,’ Nina nodded, ‘I will.’


        They hugged each other and Nina left and made her way home. It was already afternoon when she got back. Nobody was in. The house was cleaner and more well ordered than she had ever known it. She had gone through it from top to bottom after O’Connell’s death, mindlessly scrubbing away as Pearson stood for hours in his bedroom staring out of the window. Only O’Connell’s room was left untouched.


        The cat was mewling insistently, demanding to be fed. Nina found a half-empty tin of cat food in the fridge and spooned it out into a bowl. They had once called the cat Chairman Miaow. It had been O’Connell’s joke so naturally he had soon grown sick of it. Then they all did and everyone took to simply calling the cat ‘the cat’. The cat quickly finished its slimy meal and came and rubbed itself against Nina. Nina scratched its head. It purred expectantly, like a dialling tone.


        She had been sharing Pearson and O’Connell’s squat for only a few months but had first met them at the Sombrero club in 1971. She could hardly recall what was said but she could clearly remember their demeanour. They had stood slightly apart from everything, making casual or intense comments to each other, finishing each other’s sentences. It seemed more like a conspiracy than a relationship. She couldn’t imagine how Pearson was going to cope without O’Connell. Things had been bad between them in the last few months but there had still been a deep bond right up until the end. Ever since, Pearson had been dazed, constantly going over reasons as to why his lover had killed himself. Nina didn’t know what to say – perhaps they would never know. And the fact was that she had found O’Connell easier to talk to, even though he could be a difficult bastard. She felt awkward with Pearson. She had found him hard to engage with at the best of times, and now he was completely dislocated. But she worried about him; he just kept wandering off.


        She would have to go out again soon, to the Stoke Newington Eight Defence Committee meeting. She would wait for a while: she had no idea what she could say or do but she wanted to know where he was.
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Playland


Pearson was in Playland.


        AMUSEMENTS, declared the sign above the door, inviting all in to a dissolute arcadia. Roll up. Amidst the cacophony of mechanical bells and electric buzzers, the clatter of the flippers on the pinball machines, Capital Radio distorted on a cheap PA system, Pearson noticed a seraphic boy tilting at a pin-table, thrusting his little body against the machine. Flashing lights, rattling scoreboard – there was a voluptuous Amazon on the painted display above, which announced fire queen in gaudy fairground calligraphy. The boy’s beatific wide eyes flickered as the tumblers clicked and the numbers rolled. Trying for the bonus ball. More than a game of chance – not the fruit machine or the one-armed bandit, there’s no solid currency to be gained, only the pleasure of winning. A rarefied skill that could only be developed in the inverse work ethic of Playland. An industrial trade of sorts, a mystery if you like. Like all skilled work it permits the human to imagine that he is working the machine, not the other way around. It’s more than sport and less than life but something is registered: the score. Numbers click away into oblivion when the next player sets up; but the score will add up to eternity. Roll up. Playland, the most notorious slot machine joint in the West End. Rent boys and runaways, strung-out junkies on the tap, the dirty-mac brigade leering. All drawn down the Dilly to Playland. But what was Pearson doing here?


        Pearson had walked along Regent’s Street down towards Piccadilly Circus. He was lost. He knew where he was going, all right, the direction he was headed, but it couldn’t matter now. Not now that O’Connell was dead. He walked aimlessly in a futile gesture of following. He always used to follow O’Connell. Pearson had looked to him as someone who could lead him through the world. Even near the end, when O’Connell cut himself off from Pearson, he still had an instinct to go after him. It was as if he was still following him now. Keeping on the move seemed the best way of coping with his grief. He felt it best not to be standing still for too long, not to present himself as a target for further calamity. Sorrow hovered somewhere above his head, ready to swoop down at any moment.


        He wanted to hold on to what was left. He still hadn’t cleared out his room. He was even wearing O’Connell’s jacket. He had put it on for comfort. It hung loosely around his thinner frame. He tugged at it and fished out a card from the top pocket.


 


Pearson & O’Connell


 


Funeral Directors


 


 


it read. It had been one of O’Connell’s jokes. They had always called each other by their surnames. They had become Pearson & O’Connell, a partnership expressed with an intimate formality, aloof from the fashionable casualness they encountered outside their folie à deux. ‘We sound like an undertaker’s,’ O’Connell had declared, and had ordered a set of business cards printed up. He had always liked to joke about his occupation. He would say that he was a gravedigger or a rat-catcher when asked what he did for a living. FAMILY BUTCHERS was a retail sign he always laughed at. ‘Like their speciality is butchering whole households, I can see the demand there.’ He made a point of not taking work seriously. The fact was that O’Connell had pursued a variety of peculiar jobs but had spent most of his adult life unemployed. He had been an artist’s life model when Pearson had first met him.


        Pearson looked at the battered card. Some joke now, he thought. He had once felt a little thrill at the sight of the ampersand that had bound them to each other with its delicate bow. Now the ‘&’ was untied for good. Cut through like the Gordian knot. Rendered apart for ever. He tore the card up and threw it in the gutter.


        What was he going to do? What did it matter, what could it matter? His own existence seemed determined only by an absence. He felt the dread that every move, every gesture he made, could merely be elegiac. Part of him hated O’Connell for having killed himself. For leaving him behind.


        He had first seen him as the subject of a life drawing class when he was a first-year student at the Slade School of Art. O’Connell told him later that he liked life modelling because he could become invisible. It would take about seven minutes, O’Connell reckoned, for the semicircle of art students to stop seeing him as a person at all and instead to concentrate on the form and proportion, the light and shade, of the space that he occupied. The crescent of heads would bow modestly, peeping up from behind the veil of the drawing boards. It was not his flesh that would then be exposed but the rectangles of white skin stretched out on the pads of the undergraduates. Then he would begin to vanish, transformed into graphite or charcoal, as they desperately tried to cover the nakedness of the paper in front of them.


        A studious calm would descend upon the room and O’Connell could then escape, slip away without anybody noticing. All he had to do was to stay still and he could disappear, leave his body behind and let his mind wander off. Occasionally he would notice a stare that was less than aesthetic in purpose. But he liked that too, it fed his narcissism, he was proud of his lean and tightly muscled body, which he exercised daily at the University Union swimming baths in Malet Street. He liked this excuse to show it off. He had caught Pearson at it that morning before Pearson had even realised that he was looking at him in that way. O’Connell held his gaze for a second and Pearson blushed, quickly looking down at his work then busying himself with his pencil once more.


        O’Connell had loved that blush but hadn’t imagined that the skinny little student would still be waiting in the room when he had dressed and come out from behind the screen after the class was over. He was perched on a stool, a portfolio under his arm. He looked distracted, watching the patterns of light on the floor in front of him. He had light brown hair and bright naive eyes, a nervous lack of focus that O’Connell found endearing. He went up to him and beckoned.


        ‘Let me see,’ he demanded softly.


        Pearson looked up with a start, nearly falling off his stool.


        ‘What?’ he replied.


        ‘What you’ve made of me.’


        ‘Oh,’ said Pearson, and gingerly handed over the drawing.


        O’Connell studied it. Pearson had tried to be bold, roughing out O’Connell’s form with thick lines of graphite. But here and there O’Connell detected tiny flecks of rubber that clung to the paper like dead skin on bath enamel. Erased lines still showed through and marred the shading that tried to cover them. Pearson had really wanted to sketch freely and spontaneously but had become too meticulous, too tentative. He had idealised his form too, O’Connell noticed, his musculature and features slightly too classical. That was promising, he thought to himself.


        He handed the portfolio back to Pearson and offered to take him for a drink. He told him that he knew a pub where Francis Bacon sometimes went and that he could introduce him. Pearson suspected that O’Connell was just trying to impress him, but he liked that. He wanted to be impressed.


        In the bright late afternoon of a nearly deserted pub on Tottenham Court Road, O’Connell held forth. He said things that sounded extraordinary and provocative to Pearson, who giggled as he started to get drunk on light and bitter.


        ‘Life is a practical joke,’ O’Connell declared.


        ‘What do you mean?’


        ‘It’s a trick that’s played on us. A dirty trick, if you ask me.’


        ‘Yeah?’


        ‘Yeah. And the only thing to do is to get your own back. Play a few tricks yourself.’


        Pearson wasn’t sure what this meant but it sounded interesting, exciting. He found out that O’Connell was only four years older than himself, but there seemed such a distance between them. A lifetime of discovery and adventure beckoned, and Pearson felt an intoxicating sense of anticipation in the slanting light of the saloon bar. He desired experience. O’Connell’s. And his own.


        He went back with him, to the squat where the older man lived in Somers Town, just to the north of the Euston Road. And O’Connell watched that beautiful blush once more. Later, as they lay together in the darkness, Pearson realised that although he had introduced himself as Stephen, he hadn’t caught O’Connell’s forename.


        ‘Declan,’ O’Connell told him. ‘But, please, call me O’Connell. In this modern age we’re all supposed to be on first-name terms with the whole fucking world so it strikes me that you’re only really intimate with someone when you know their surname. And I surely like being intimate with you.’


        He kissed Pearson on the cheek.


        ‘So?’ he went on.


        ‘What?’


        ‘What’s your name?’


        ‘Oh,’ said Pearson, ‘um, it’s Pearson.’


        ‘Pearson. Right, then. That’s fine. Pearson and O’Connell it is, then.’


        This had all happened on the night of 3 June 1968. Pearson could always remember the date because when he crept back to his student digs in Gower Street the following morning he took out the journal he had been keeping since he had started college. He had looked at the blank page for that date. He leafed back through pages past. There were long entries for times where not much had really happened in his life and yet there seemed so much to record. He had once felt so proud of being accepted by the Slade, believed that he was on his way to becoming a real artist. He had meticulously jotted down interior thoughts, reflections on his own feelings, outpourings of angst and attempts at existentialism, opinions about art and culture. All useless now. Now something had really happened he didn’t have any idea what to write. His mind was numbed with this new knowledge. He realised that, up until that point, he had just been a suburban middle-class kid with a few clever ideas that he’d picked up on the way. He’d known hardly anything of the world, nor even of himself. Now life was going faster than his thoughts, he could not express the exhilaration that he felt. So he simply wrote Declan in his diary, then crossed it out and replaced it with O’Connell. And he never wrote in that journal ever again.


        And now he was in Playland. What the hell am I doing in Playland? he thought. Then he saw the boy at the pinball machine and he knew.


 


Sweet Thing knew how to play this machine. Fire Queen was his, his bitch. He had tickled her flipper buttons many times and was intimate with all her features and bonuses. He had habitually followed its shuddering labyrinth day by day, finding out its tricks and rewards. Fourth ball. He pulled back the spring with his right hand. Gently. Opening his hand in a hidden gesture, he let the steel ball catapult slowly around the table to bounce off the side bumpers back home to the flippers. He lowered his posture as he felt it slide down to the edge of the right open flipper and then clicked the button once to slingshot it out on to the targets at the top. If he hit them all he would get the bonus ball. Another goes down. Yes. But now the ball rolls down, chugs against the circular bumpers in the middle, bam-bam-bam, clugging up tens and hundreds. Not enough. His squint eye hoped for more, for thousands, for hundreds of thousands. The ball cannoned free, the metal sphere rolling quickly beneath the glass slope, straight down, between the flippers, between the hopelessly clattering rubberised electric limbs. Lost. The ball dropped into the guts of the machine and the relays began to clatter. Binary switchboard computation chattered away in a moronic algorithm, the machine code that he had learnt to understand instinctively. Figures appeared on the scoreboard, the tumblers rolling, a high score already but not enough yet. Their percussive rhythm his own anxious heartbeat. Da-da-da-da, di-di-di-di, da-da-da-da, di-di-di-di. The big numbers he had manipulated with his own nimble digits. He had one ball left. It appeared, clunking up from the bowels of the pin-table. Last ball on the plunger. Sweet Thing played with the stopper, teasing the spring as he glanced around. Looking to see whether anyone’s watching. Checking the trade. Not much business about today. He sees a guy in his twenties with long hair staring over at him. Hippy looking, doesn’t look much like trade, but then you get all kinds in Playland.


 


Pearson stared at the boy. He looked like a degenerate angel. Blond hair in a feather cut framed a smooth, cherubic face. Pale blue eyes dark-rimmed with kohl, a light dusting of glitter on his cheeks, a lipsticked pout. He wore a tight silver blouse over sequined jeans and a pair of red vinyl platform boots. Black varnished nails tapped nervously against the side of the machine.


        It should have seemed ridiculous but it worked. He looked dangerously beautiful. Far more effective than the radical-drag get-up that some of the Gay Liberation Front queens put on to try to shock the public. This was more provocative, more real.


        This was the sort of thing kids were wearing now, thought Pearson. Fashion had gone all queer again. Glam rock, they were calling it. It had started about the time that the Angry Brigade had bombed the Biba boutique in May 1971. That had blown things apart, split the scene right down the middle between popular and progressive, fashion and politics. This glam thing seemed to explode out of that with glitter ballistics of its own. The kids wanted glamour, and who could blame them? Dismal times needed some adornment, some sparkle.


        The boy noticed Pearson looking at him and the bright blue eyes pulsed automatically. Pattern recognition, the machine language of hustlers. He’s on the game, thought Pearson. But at least it was a sign of life, something bright amid his gloom. The kid looked beautiful, desirable. Pearson felt all his grief surge into a single stab of lust. There was a sad solitary impulse, a feeling of want, of need, a desolate hunger for contact. He found himself moving across the arcade. Another man approached the boy from the other side of the pinball machine.


        ‘Hello, Sweet Thing.’


        Sweet Thing turned to see Berkovitch at his elbow. A middle-aged man in a shabby plum-coloured mohair suit.


        ‘What do you want?’ Sweet Thing muttered.


        ‘Johnny wants to see you.’


        ‘So?’


        ‘Come on. Don’t fuck me about. I’m parked around the corner.’


        ‘If Johnny wants to see me why doesn’t Johnny come down here?’


        ‘Don’t be fucking stupid. Johnny’s a household name now. He’s recognisable. He can’t come down here.’


        ‘So he sent you to do his dirty work?’


        ‘That’s what a manager’s for.’


        ‘Well, I’m busy.’


        ‘You what?’


        ‘I ain’t finished my game, have I?’


        Sweet Thing had learnt from his time on the street to always try to keep the upper hand with a punter. Not to let them push you about if you could help it. To be a good rent boy you had to exploit your clients and not let it go the other way. He turned away from Berkovitch and launched his final ball up the alley of the machine.


        Joe Berkovitch was short and fat but he was still tough. As a teenager in Stamford Hill in the late forties he had joined the 43 Group, a Jewish street-fighting gang that attacked fascist meetings in Whitechapel, Kilburn and the West End. He’d also spivved around spielers and kalooki games and had learnt to hold his own. Through the late fifties and early sixties he had set himself up on the cheap end of Tin Pan Alley, managing second-division rock ’n’ roll acts and beat groups, sending them off to Hamburg, holiday camps and the working-men’s club circuit. He had had to deal with no end of shirty little snot-nosed kids. And he had developed a very firm policy: never to take shit from any of them.


        He gently pushed Sweet Thing from the machine and slammed the end of the table hard enough for the tilt sign to light up and the power to cut out in penalty. Fire Queen died on him. The last ball trickled down to the bottom. Game over.


        ‘There,’ said Berkovitch. ‘You’re done. Now let’s go.’


        ‘You cunt!’ Sweet Thing spat out at him. ‘I nearly had the bonus ball!’


        ‘Come on,’ Berkovitch tried to insist, taking the boy’s arm.


        ‘Get your fucking hands—’


        ‘Don’t make a scene,’ Berkovitch sing-songed through gritted teeth.


        ‘Leave him alone!’ came a command from nowhere.


        Sweet Thing and Berkovitch looked up to see Pearson standing on the other side of the pinball machine. There was a furious look in his eyes. He glared at Berkovitch. The older man shrugged.


        ‘Who’s this, then?’ he asked Sweet Thing, all the time sneering at Pearson. ‘Your ponce or something? Doesn’t look the type to me.’


        Sweet Thing frowned at Pearson.


        ‘Never seen him before in my life,’ he said.


        ‘Well then,’ said Berkovitch, cocking his head. ‘What’s all this about?’


        ‘Fuck off, you!’ Pearson declared sharply.


        Berkovitch gave a flat little laugh and a dismissive huff.


        ‘Oh, right, then.’ He shrugged and started to turn away.


        ‘Wait a minute, Joe,’ Sweet Thing began, suddenly realising that he was losing much-needed business.


        ‘No, you forget it, son,’ said Berkovitch, looking briefly over his shoulder. ‘I’ll tell Johnny you’re too much fucking trouble. I ain’t being fucked around in Playland by some bit of trash and his hippy boyfriend.’


        And he walked out of the arcade.


        ‘What did you want to go and do that for?’ Sweet Thing demanded when Berkovitch had gone.


        ‘He was hassling you.’


        ‘It was fucking trade, mate. That’s fifty quid down the drain.’


        ‘I’m sorry.’


        ‘Well, that doesn’t help, does it?’


        ‘He was pushing you around.’


        ‘Look,’ Sweet Thing suddenly announced, looking fierce, black-traced eyes a blaze of blue. ‘I can look after myself, all right?’


        ‘Yeah, all right.’ Pearson shrugged. ‘I was only trying to help.’


        He turned to go, and once again Sweet Thing felt an opportunity slipping away from him, but he wasn’t quite sure what this one was. Not a regular punter but there was always an opportunity. Always something you could work if someone showed an interest. Trying to help, he had said. Maybe there was something there. There were the ones you could tap for money with guilt rather than sex. The ones that wanted just to talk. The ones that wanted to save you, they were the easiest to fool, and you would never have to do a bloody thing. Maybe he was one of them. These hippies looked scruffy but most of them were middle class and some were drop-out kids from rich families with some confused sense of social conscience. Sweet Thing made a quick scan of Playland. A couple of young tourists on the shooting range, that Chinese guy who was always playing the one-armed bandits, a nasty-looking old bloke in a grubby raincoat. The place was dead.


        ‘Wait a minute,’ he called after Pearson.


        Pearson turned around.


        ‘What?’ he asked.


        Sweet Thing flashed a smile.


        ‘Buy us a cup of tea,’ he suggested.
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Pearson watched as the boy shovelled four heaped spoonfuls of sugar into the steaming mug and then took a bite out of a big sticky cake.


        ‘What’s your name?’ he asked.


        Sweet Thing swallowed and smacked his lips.


        ‘Sweet Thing,’ he mumbled.


        Pearson chuckled.


        ‘That figures.’


        The boy took a slurp of tea, frowned and nodded.


        ‘Yours?’


        Pearson wanted to say ‘Pearson’ but he knew it wouldn’t make sense any more. Certainly not to this kid. It would seem trivial to someone with a street name, an alias, a real nom de guerre. He was condemned to be on first-name terms with the rest of the world once again. He sighed. It was a brutal intimacy.


        ‘Stephen,’ he admitted.


        ‘Right,’ said Sweet Thing.


        He eyed up Pearson, trying to work out what advantage he could take of him. The day had started badly. He had lost the bonus ball, that was a bad omen. Now he needed to score something back.


        There was a dab of cream on the corner of Sweet Thing’s delicate lips. Pearson watched as a pink tongue snaked out and licked it off. The kid smacked his mouth provocatively, his milky blue eyes widened into an alert stare. Pearson looked away. He didn’t really have any idea what to do or what to say. He felt awkward but he didn’t care. A moment of distraction in having an abstract sense of desire for the strange-looking kid. That he could feel anything to do with life was hopeful.


 


The first few weeks that he had been seeing O’Connell had been filled with promise and possibility. He had been glad that O’Connell was older than him. It made him feel special, chosen. Before O’Connell, Pearson had been frightened of what he was, but it suddenly became sophisticated for him, romantic.


        It was two o’clock in the morning of a hot, muggy Midsummer’s Day, after a party in Hampstead, when O’Connell took Pearson up to the Heath. He led him to the men’s swimming pond and began stripping off by a wooden jetty.


        ‘Come on,’ he told Pearson.


        O’Connell’s naked body glowed pale with moonshine. Beneath his shock of black hair a grin flashed and green eyes sparkled.


        ‘Come on,’ O’Connell said again, and turned to run along the wooden boards.


        Pearson looked on as O’Connell loped along the jetty, jumping up to land on both feet at its far edge and launching himself into the air with his arms stretched out towards the purple sky. His body piked and he dived headlong into the water. As he watched O’Connell’s legs disappear beneath the surface, Pearson began to take off his own clothes. He padded gently up the walkway, feeling the coolness of the night air on his skin. O’Connell emerged with a splash and an exultant exhalation a few yards out. Treading water, he panted and looked up at Pearson expectantly.


        Pearson couldn’t dive; he could hardly swim beyond an inelegant thrashing stroke. For a second he wasn’t sure what to do, knew just that he wanted to follow O’Connell in. Then he laughed and ran. He leapt up, gathered his knees in his arms and bombed into the pool.


        Later they stood on the bank in an embrace. Their glistening bodies shivered together, finding warmth in each other. Pearson’s teeth chattered slightly as he kissed O’Connell on the mouth.


        ‘I . . . I . . .,’ he trembled. ‘I really  . . .’


        ‘What?’


        ‘. . . love you,’ Pearson whispered.


        ‘Mmm.’ O’Connell nodded and stared at him through the gloom. ‘Do you now?’


        Pearson suddenly felt vulnerable. His flesh tensed slightly with the chill.


        ‘Yes,’ he hissed, certain of it, frightened of it.


        O’Connell gave a soft laugh.


        ‘Then why don’t you do something about it?’ he demanded.


        ‘What?’


        ‘Why don’t you move in with me?’


        ‘You?’ Pearson mumbled.


        ‘Yeah, me. Come live with me.’


        ‘Yeah?’


        ‘Yeah. If you want to.’


        Pearson kissed him again.


        ‘Yeah, I do,’ he said.


        They made love beneath a gnarled oak tree. Pearson remembered the fecund woodland scent, the taste of pond water on O’Connell’s skin. It felt pure, stark, elemental.


        He moved in with O’Connell the same week. There was protest and agitation in the air. A lot of clever talk at art school about ‘liberation’, ‘revolution’, ‘free love’. Pearson felt that he was really doing these things, not just talking about them. Their love was a rebellion in itself and he felt free for the first time in his life. Not completely free. He belonged to O’Connell, O’Connell belonged to him. It was a conspiracy of two.
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