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‘The Bishop is out for blood, not tea.’


The Unrest Cure, Saki (1906)









.1.


The Minor Character


I went to dinner at the McCluskeys’ and the Brookmans were there, as usual – and the Vignoles as well. Bettina Haussmann had brought a panettone and a new boyfriend – Phil Szabo mixed cosmopolitans. Johnny Freedman was of course in attendance, and when we reached the figs and the cheese, he was still rambling on about his plan to farm vicuña in the Aylesbury Hundreds. He talked and talked, detailing forage requirements, wool yields, shearing techniques – I couldn’t believe how the others hung on his every word, when they’d heard Johnny describe scores of such schemes in the past, none of which ever amounted to more than tipsy social blether.


Tiring of it – and perhaps a little drunk myself – I went on to the back terrace to have a smoke. It was a close, damp night and the crab-apple trees that stood either side of the long narrow garden were shedding their fruit; the loud tapping noises these made as they struck the teak decking sounded like an idiot messing about with a tom-tom drum.


Cathy McCluskey came through the glass door and leant against me – she smelt of Arpège and ripe Camembert, in that order.


‘Giss a snog, Will,’ she slurred, insinuating an oddly chilly hand under and up my shirt.


‘C’mon, Cathy.’ I disengaged myself and holding her by her bare elbows looked down on the crown of her head and the protrusion of her dewy top lip. ‘You’re just drunk – you love Gerry.’


‘Love?’ She snorted. ‘He doesn’t know the meaning of the fucking word.’


Later Rob and Teddy Brookman drove me and Phil Szabo home in their Jaguar. There was the usual I’ll-driveno-I’ll-drive, then we were all sheathed in the cream-leather upholstery and humming past discount furniture warehouses. Teddy took her hands off the wheel at one point – and I remember this quite distinctly – in order to describe the shape of her friends’ sadness, saying, ‘I’m worried about the pair of them, aren’t you, Will?’ And I said, ‘Oh, I expect they’ll muddle through.’


It was the following winter that Teddy was diagnosed, and after she’d had the double mastectomy, she was determined to have a good time. In May she and Rob took a couple of boxes at Glyndebourne and invited the whole crowd down to see Werner Herzog’s production of Die Walküre. I remember standing in the rose garden – more than a little bored at the prospect of all that Wagner – and Teddy coming out of the rhododendrons brandishing a spear. She was wearing a winged helmet and a metallic corset equipped with conical breasts.


Dora Vignoles laughed so hard she had a coughing fit; Bettina Haussmann took photographs while Teddy and Rob – who was similarly attired – struck poses. The McCluskeys were late and looked like they’d been rowing – Phil Szabo went off to find a corkscrew. Johnny Freedman took me to one side and asked whether I had adequate insurance cover, but I didn’t let him get to me – it was a magical evening, and we all felt that with chutzpah like that Teddy must already be in remission.


It must have been a fortnight or so later that Gerry McCluskey called me up in tears.


‘Cathy’s left me, Will,’ he sobbed.


‘Oh, Jesus, Gerry, that’s dreadful.’ I mustered the necessary compassion, although I was preoccupied at the time by the suspicion that the builders who were converting my garage into a studio were ripping me off.


‘That’s not the worst of it,’ Gerry blubbed on.


‘No?’


‘No! It’s Johnny she’s gone off with!’


I was surprised – but pleasantly so – when I discovered how grown-up they were all being about it. Cathy and Johnny moved into a mansion block in town and the kids, who were six and eleven, spent weekends with them.


‘I didn’t want them uprooted,’ Cathy said, when I went round for Sunday lunch three months after the split.


‘I must say, it’s quite a view you guys have here,’ I said, standing looking out over the bronzed and golden crowns of the autumn trees in the park.


‘It was an investment originally,’ Johnny said, coming in with Phil Szabo who had a tray of sherry glasses. ‘But what with the way the market is, I thought we might as well make use of it. Still, there are opportunities to be had—’


‘Oh, shut up, Johnny,’ Cathy said, biting his neck in a way that was at once shockingly carnal and distinctly perverse.


I looked on open-mouthed, but said nothing – then the bell rang and we could hear the McCluskeys’ eleven-year-old shriek, ‘Dad-eee!’


‘You’ll be amused,’ Bettina Haussmann husked in my ear, ‘to see what Gerry’s been up to.’


‘Really, why’s that?’ I turned to face Bettina and saw that she had a bruise on her neck in exactly the place where Cathy had nipped Johnny.


‘He’s come out,’ Bettina husked, ‘a bit.’


It was one of those Sunday lunches that went on and on, then merged with tea. I didn’t leave until it was dark out, carrying with me the image of Gerry McCluskey stroking his new glossy-brown goatee while clicking his way through a carousel he had loaded with old-fashioned slides of their six-year-old, Reggie, whose birthday it was that week. Much hilarity had greeted the shots of the McCluskeys taking mud baths at Bartonon-Sea. Everyone was laughing – especially Teddy and Rob; everyone, that is, except Dora Vignoles, who was coming out of the bathroom as I opened the front door, an expression at once murderous and frightened on her swarthy, angular face.


I walked across the park with Phil Szabo, but we parted at the main gates – he said he was meeting a friend in a pub nearby.


Gerry said I should come down to the cottage at Barton for New Year’s Eve, and so I arranged to pick Bettina up from her flat in the Barbican and give her a lift. Clearly, she’d forgotten, because when I arrived, she didn’t answer the door for a long time; then, when it swung open, she was in her dressing gown, looking both furtive and hungover.


She was reluctant to let me come in while she got ready, but I barged past her, crying, ‘For Christ’s sake, Bettina, I’ve known you for twenty years – how many times have I crashed out on the bloody carpet here –?’


And would’ve continued, were it not for the sight of Cathy McCluskey, naked save for a flesh-coloured bra and sprawled across the double divan bed under the Venetian blinds, her feline body striped dark with shadows and clawed white with stretch marks.


‘OK,’ Bettina drawled, leaning against the taupe-papered wall, her arms crossed. ‘Had your fill, have you, Will?’


Cathy groaned and levered herself up by one elbow. ‘Who is it?’ she asked.


‘Only Peeping Will,’ Bettina said, then picking up the duvet from the floor she tossed it over Cathy, so that for a split second it hung in the air above her like a soft and amorphous ravager.


I was much less embarrassed than they thought I was – and much less intrigued as well. Nevertheless, the drive was spent mostly in silence. I’d never been to the McCluskeys’ ‘cottage’ before – and it turned out to be something of an ironic ascription, given that it was in fact a Victorian rectory with nine bedrooms.


I suppose Gerry had long since absorbed the blow, and he seemed genuinely pleased when Cathy pecked him on the cheek and then ambled off through the rather gloomy, damp-carpet-smelling rooms in search of their kids. There was a platoon of champagne bottles standing to attention on the scullery table, and Bettina picked one up and rolled it across her broad, freckled forehead, leaving behind a smear of watered-down foundation.


Upstairs, I found the Brookmans had the bedroom next to mine, and that we would be sharing a bathroom. Teddy already had a glass of champagne, and Rob was recumbent on the bed with the half-empty bottle beside him.


‘Shit, I know all about that,’ Teddy said when I told her about Cathy and Bettina. ‘It’s been going on for an age. Honestly, Will, sometimes I think you must be blind. Speaking of which, d’you wanna see my scars?’


I looked over at Rob, but he only raised his eyebrows with an expression somewhere between resigned, exasperated and amused. ‘I can hardly accuse you of ogling my wife’s tits,’ he said. ‘Not now she hasn’t got any.’


Teddy had shrugged off the top half of her dress and her chest was as smooth as a young boy’s, the tan nipples almost recessed. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘that devilishly clever surgeon hid the scar tissue under my rib bone.’ She took my finger in her hand and ran it along the hard rind of the scar, and somehow, in my mind, this was linked with Cathy’s splayed form on the bed at the Barbican – as if this were the foreplay that should, logically, have preceded it.


Installed in the linoleum drear of the rectory’s kitchen, Gerry’s boyfriend, Miguel, had conjured up enough tapas for twenty – even though we were only half that number. The dishes kept coming: chicken livers wrapped in bacon, squid soused in vinegar, potato croquettes, mini-paellas and boquerones. Everyone ate too much – everyone drank too much. It wasn’t until it was nearing midnight that we noticed Phil Szabo hadn’t arrived – and then he called: he was stranded in Christchurch, but unfortunately no one was sober enough to go and get him, so he had to walk the ten miles to the house and arrived, cold but exhilarated, at about 3 a.m.


‘I passed Dora and Johnny down on the beach,’ he said as he came into the drawing room. ‘I do believe they were stripping off for a swim!’


That summer I went out early each morning with Derek Vignoles, who kept a double scull at a boathouse on the Putney riverside. The first time I tipped up, Derek laughed at my blue canvas deck shoes.


‘You won’t be needing them, sport,’ he chuckled. ‘It’s much better if you row barefoot – that way you get to feel the heft of her.’


I discovered what he meant soon enough. The scull sat as lightly on the river as a water boatman, and our four sweeps pushed it scudding forward with scarcely a ripple. It felt as if the surface tension of the brown water were brushing against the bare soles of my feet.


I’d always been more friendly with Dora than Derek, and hadn’t spent much time alone with him in the past, yet it turned out that his superficially bluff – even prosaic – manner hid a keen intellect and a poetic sensibility. He was one of those men who’d read a great deal, yet wore his erudition extremely lightly. Most mornings we left Putney at 6.30 a.m. and were rounding Eel Pie Island an hour or so later. I wasn’t fit enough to row and talk; Derek, however, kept up a steady stream of observations, anecdotes and even lengthy quotations from the great poets, his words coming from behind me, as if fed through invisible earphones.


It sounds oppressive, put like that, but it was actually something of a revelation, and I realized towards the end of July that, in his funny gruff way, Derek had targeted me as someone in need of a little late re-parenting – and for that I was grateful. He was going to Spezia with Dora for a fortnight in August, to stay with Bettina Haussmann. And although I knew the Brookmans, the McCluskeys and Phil Szabo were going as well, for some reason Bettina hadn’t invited me.


I tried not to feel put out, and made arrangements to go on a watercolour-painting trip with Miguel. Then, on our last morning sculling together, Derek angled the prow towards Eel Pie Island and said: ‘I’ve got a little surprise for you. I didn’t say anything before, but I’ve a share in a business Johnny Freedman runs out of an old boathouse here, and I thought you might like to take a look-see.’


‘Really?’ I was nonplussed. ‘I wouldn’t’ve thought you and Johnny would get on… in a business sense.’


‘There’s more to Johnny than meets the eye – or ear,’ Derek said – and then I heard the tinkle of laughter from the veranda of the boathouse, and Cathy McCluskey cried, ‘Surprise!’ while Phil Szabo popped the cork of a Prosecco bottle.


‘It’s a little early in the day, isn’t it?’ I said to Derek, and he laughed.


‘It’s always too early, sport – and then it’s too late.’


They were all there – even Bettina, who apologized for her behaviour in a heartfelt way. ‘It’s stupid,’ she said, when, hours later, we were draped over the balustrade watching snags being carried downstream by the ebb tide. ‘But that day when you surprised me and Cathy at the Barbican, I sort of… well, it sounds crazy, but I blamed you for a lot of things that’ve gone wrong in my life.’


‘It doesn’t sound crazy to me,’ I replied – although of course it did.


I was hanging one of Miguel’s watercolours of Helvellyn in the studio when the phone rang – it was Dora Vignoles wanting to gossip about the Spezia trip. While she talked, I stared out the window: the dustmen were coming along my street chucking splitting black plastic bags into the filthy anus of their grunting truck. Perhaps sensing my disinterest, Dora said: ‘Are you coming to Rob’s fiftieth in October? Phil Szabo’s putting on an eighties disco.’ And when I admitted that I was, she took this as a cue to say her goodbyes.


*


It must have been in the early spring of the following year that Cathy McCluskey sent me a text message: ‘Phil Szabo has been found dead in his flat.’ And when I called her back she was in tears. ‘It’s dreadful,’ she cried, ‘apparently he’d had a stroke and been lying there for more than a fortnight – he’d started to r-r-r—’


‘Putrefy?’


‘No, rot. Honestly, Will, you seem quite disengaged about this – it turns out that Phil didn’t have any family.’


‘Well, I certainly never heard him talk about one – besides his old man. Had you been friends for long?’


‘Us? Friends?’ She sounded confused. ‘I mean, I s’pose he was a friend, but I rather thought you were closer to him – I mean, didn’t you introduce him to us?’


After I’d noted down the information about Phil’s funeral and hung up, I sat there thinking. It had seemed as if Phil Szabo had been around forever, yet when I cast my mind back, I couldn’t recall him being one of our crowd before the dinner party at the McCluskeys’ a couple of years before – the one when I first realized Cathy was being unfaithful to Gerry. Anyway, I’d always thought of Phil as a sort of minor character, not of any real significance, merely there to make up the numbers.


It would’ve been better not to pursue this uncomfortable thought, yet I couldn’t prevent myself, for when I considered Cathy and Gerry McCluskey, Dora and Derek Vignoles, Johnny Freedman, Teddy and Rob Brookman, Bettina Haussmann – and even Miguel, who I’d developed a fast and firm friendship with – they were all minor characters as well. As for me, although ostensibly the narrator, and so omniscient within this tale masquerading as a life – I was undoubtedly the most minor of all. After all, what did anyone know about me, besides the fact that I painted in watercolours, had a studio conversion and consorted with these ciphers?


At the crematorium, standing in front of Phil Szabo’s utilitarian coffin, as the conveyor belt bore it into the local inferno, I looked from one of my fellow mourners’ indistinct faces to the next and resolved never to see any of them ever again – not even Bettina or Rob, who I had a vague impression I’d known for years. And now you’ll never see me again either, while I’ve had all the mirrors removed from my house, for fear of inadvertently peeking into the void.









.2.


The Female Characters


I went to dinner at Gerry McCluskey’s (1.77m/11.43cm/10.2cm)* and Rob Brookman (1.85m/22.85cm/10.2cm) was there too – Derek Vignoles (1.80m/18.28cm/14.4cm) came as well. Baldur Haussmann (1.62m/1.5cm/1.1cm) turned up hotfoot from Zurich, fashionably late and bringing his habitual panettone, together with some colleague called Simon (1.91m/16.51cm/12.3cm), who none of us had ever met before – and who natürlich did, disappointingly, look like a typical wanker banker, what with his collar, cuffs and mush being pink and the rest of him blue-and-white striped, but we’re a convivial lot so soon made him feel at home.


Phil Szabo (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) mixed us all cosmopolitans – and did it sloppily, as usual, adding too much vodka. Of course, Johnny Freedman (1.93m/20.1cm/7.1cm) was in attendance, and when we reached the figs and the cheese, he was still rambling on about his plan to farm vicuña in the Aylesbury Hundreds. He talked and talked, detailing forage requirements, wool yields, shearing techniques – I couldn’t believe how the other guys hung on his every word, when they’d heard Johnny (1.93m/20.1cm/7.1cm) describe scores of such schemes in the past, none of which ever amounted to more than tipsy social blether.


Tiring of it – and perhaps a little drunk myself – I went on to the back terrace to have a smoke. It was a close, damp night and the crab-apple trees that stood either side of the long narrow garden were shedding their fruit; the loud, rhythmic reports these made as they struck the teak decking sounded like a martial idiot messing about with a Lambeg.


There was a peculiar smell of Arpège and ripe Camembert in the open air, and I was wondering whether I ought to start giving the wacky-baccy a swerve when I realized Gerry McCluskey (1.77m/11.43cm/10.2cm) was standing behind me: ‘Oh, it’s you, Gerry,’ I said, whirling stonedly around. ‘Are you wearing perfume?’ He smirked at me a little oddly, then put the big blob of runny Camembert he had, poised on the forked tip of a cheese knife, into his pink rosebud of a mouth.


Later Rob Brookman (1.85m/22.85cm/10.2cm) drove me and Phil Szabo (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) home in his Jag. There was the usual I’ll-drive-no-I’ll-drive, then we were all sheathed in the cream-leather upholstery and humming past discount furniture warehouses. I asked Phil Szabo (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) – who, being gay himself, ought surely to have better gaydar than the rest of us – if he thought Gerry (1.77m/11.43cm/10.2cm) might be too; and he laughed derisively. ‘For a novelist,’ he said, ‘you seem to be a pretty poor judge of character.’


Rob (1.85m/22.85cm/10.2cm) had an awful winter – in and out of hospital, tending to some troublesome invalid. In May he took a box at Glyndebourne and invited the gang down to see Ridley Scott’s (1.73m/19cm/16.4cm) production of Rienzi (1.57m/24.1cm/18cm). I remember standing in the rose garden – more than a little bored at the prospect of all that Scott (1.73m/19cm/16.4cm)… and Wagner (1.7m/10.2cm/12.4cm) – and Rob (1.85m/22.85cm/10.2cm) coming out of the rhododendrons, a halberd in one hand, wearing a doublet, and with his other hand down his voluminous leather breeches, where it was furiously agitating. He also wore particoloured tights in red and yellow.


I laughed so hard I had a coughing fit; we all let go of our own cocks, got our phones out and began taking dick pics of Rob (1.85m/22.85cm/10.2cm), while he struck poses and wanked. Phil Szabo (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) went off to find a corkscrew. Once we’d all had a couple of glasses, Johnny Freedman (1.93m/20.1cm/7.1cm) took me to one side and asked whether I would be interested in signing up for his new virility insurance company – the only one which pays out in Viagra. But I didn’t let him get to me – it was a magical evening, and we all felt that with balls like that Rob (1.85m/22.85cm/10.2cm) would soon pull through his troubles.


*


It must have been a fortnight or so later that Gerry McCluskey (1.77m/11.43cm/10.2cm) called me up. ‘There’s something I have to tell you, Will,’ he said, sounding weirdly aggressive about it.


‘I’m all ears, Gerry,’ I said – although the truth was I had become fixated, as soon as the words left my mouth, on this common enough English idiom, and was envisioning my own head transmogrified into a strange, globular growth of almost inconceivable imbrication, constituted as it now was by many, many scores of ears, of many different sizes and enormously varied in both hue and skin texture; some of the smaller ones (themselves dimpled with yet tinier lugholes) actually depending from the larger, as if they were subsidiary lobes – the whole giving the curious impression I had become the auricular equivalent of Emerson’s transparent eyeball.


‘I’ve… I’ve… I’ve come out,’ Gerry (1.77m/11.43cm/10.2cm) banged on.


‘No?’


‘Yes! I’ve come out!’ He howled through the ether with some passion: ‘And it’s Johnny I’ve come out with!’


Come out ‘with’? I was struck by the phrase – I didn’t think you could come out ‘with’ others. Still, I had earwax fluid remover and Q-tips to buy, so didn’t think much more about it until I went round to the mansion block by Battersea Park the new couple had moved into. Apparently, everyone was being very grown-up about it, and Reggie (1.06m/4.2cm/3.4cm), who was six, spent weekends with them.


‘I didn’t want him uprooted,’ Gerry (1.77m/11.43cm/10.2cm) said, when I arrived for Sunday lunch three months after his familial reconfiguration.


‘I must say, it’s quite a view you guys have here,’ I said, standing looking out over the bronzed and golden crowns of the autumnal trees in the park.


‘It was an investment originally,’ Johnny (1.93m/20.1cm/7.1cm) said, coming in with Phil Szabo (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) who had a tray of sherry glasses, and the glazed, furtive expression of a man who’s just masturbated in the toilet. ‘But what with the way the market is, I thought we might as well make use of it. Still, there are opportunities to be had—’


‘Oh, shut up, Johnny,’ Gerry (1.77m/11.43cm/10.2cm) said, biting his neck in a way that was at once shockingly carnal and distinctly perverse.


I looked on open-mouthed, but said nothing – then the bell rang and we heard Reggie (1.06m/4.2cm/3.4cm), in another room, cry out in a disturbingly deep voice: ‘Dadeee! The buzzer!’


‘You’ll be amused,’ Baldur Haussmann (1.62m/1.5cm/1.1cm) husked in my ear, ‘to see what Rob Brookman’s been up to.’


‘Really, why’s that?’ I turned to face Baldur (1.62m/1.5cm/1.1cm), and saw that he had a bruise on his flawlessly smooth, olive-skinned and elegant neck in exactly the place where Gerry (1.77m/11.43cm/10.2cm) had nipped Johnny.


‘He’s had some work done,’ Baldur (1.62m/1.5cm/1.1cm) husked still more sarcastically, ‘quite a bit.’


*


It was one of those Sunday lunches that went on and on, then merged with tea. I didn’t leave until it was dark out, carrying with me the image of Rob Brookman (1.85m/22.85cm/10.2cm) stroking his new glassily complexioned face while clicking his way through a carousel Gerry (1.77m/11.43cm/10.2cm) had loaded with old-fashioned slides of Reggie (1.06m/4.2cm/3.4cm), whose birthday it was that week. Much hilarity had greeted the shots of the McCluskeys (1.41m/7.8cm/6.8cm)* taking mud baths at Barton-on-Sea. Everyone was laughing – especially Derek (1.8m/18.2cm/14.4cm) and Rob (1.85m/22.85cm/10.2cm); everyone, that is, except Phil Szabo (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm), who was coming out of the bathroom as I opened the front door, an expression at once murderous and frightened on his otherwise timid, blanched, post-orgasmic face.


I suggested we leave together, with a view to asking Phil (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) what the fuck was going on. But although we walked across the park together, we parted at the main gates – he said he was meeting a mate in a pub nearby, but I realized the truth: monstrous, unrestrained onanism.


Gerry (1.77m/11.43cm/10.2cm) said I should come down to the cottage at Barton for New Year’s Eve, and so I arranged to pick Phil (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) up from his flat in Vauxhall and give him a lift. Clearly, he’d forgotten, because when I arrived, he didn’t answer the door for a long time; then, when it swung open, he was in a ratty old dressing gown, looking furtive and very hungover.


He was reluctant to let me come in while he got ready, but I barged past, crying, ‘For Christ’s sake, Phil, I’ve known you for twenty years – how many times have I crashed out on the bloody carpet here –?’


And would’ve continued, were it not for the appalling state of the room: a slew of dirty aluminium takeaway trays; piles of empty bottles and cans; all sorts of other rubbish all over the place: many, many semen-crusted tissues; old gay porn mags; cracked amyl nitrate vials; dimpled blister packs; cigarette butts and empty bottles – while on a dinner plate, under an anglepoise lamp that stooped on a side table, there was what looked to be an evilly gleaming pile of cocaine, with a credit card and a rolled-up tenner beside it.


‘OK,’ Phil (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) drawled, leaning against the rather grim old Lincrusta wallpaper, his arms crossed. ‘Had your fill have you, Will?’


I groaned. ‘What the fuck, Phil? I mean, you hardly ever see cash nowadays…’


And he said, ‘Yeah, what the fuck, Will – what the fucking fuck.’


‘C’mon… Phil…’ I chided him – although I hope gently, and with all the affection for him I felt. ‘Twenty-five years ago, maybe – but now? It’d be so bloody banal to die of a coke overdose at your age—’


‘Why’s it any worse than being a sixteen-year-old crackhead on Merseyside who has a heart attack after taking an especially big hit?’


I suppose he had every right to be aggrieved – after all, what business of mine was it, really. But I’ve always felt a little – I know, it sounds absurd – proprietorial about Phil (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm). I knew him when we were younger, and while we haven’t exactly aged together, he’s been there alongside, in the way people are who’ve been around for years.


But then habit, as Hume (1.75m/11.67cm/11cm) so sagely observed, forms most of the texture of human being – we freelance writers understand this better than most, ’cause for us it’s just againannagain, around and around, over and over; hit those keys, Sam-mule m’boy, file that copy, cash your cheque, againannagain; turn the wheel of the Barclay Brothers’ media mill, Mulie, or the Murdochs’, or the Rothermeres’, so’s to grind together blood, money, power and semen…


Existence – nay, very consciousness itself – is a mere orrery of such fixed gyres; all passion spent in a convulsion of auto-whoredom; for what is the hack, if not someone who sells himself again and again, in plain, good, ordinary, readily comprehended prose? No matter how exalted he may figure himself, the writer remains a sublunary creature for whom the Sun always rises: the news cycle is his life-one, and every story – no matter how rivetingly, humanely Shakespearean – can only hold popular attention for the time it takes to flick a finger.


And if that’s the fate of the narratives which carry them along in its flow, the same applies to their protagonists as well – no matter how vivid or vital. Surely it’s understandable that you… I don’t know, give up on revising your opinion of those you’ve known for a long time, and carry on behaving towards them as they were decades since, as if they were some sort of static and poorly drawn avatar in a computer game, rather than a real person, heart, lights, lungs, and the distinctly faecal odour of true male funkiness in Phil’s (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) case.


That did surprise me and, in turn, put me back in the mode of my own metier, which, in turn, led me to say, ‘And Phil, c’mon… aren’t you meant to be a spook or something of that sort? I can’t believe the powers-that-be look kindly on anyone who’s signed the OSA doing Class As—’


‘Cs or Bs, either,’ he sneered at me, ‘depending on which administration it is at the moment – so that includes your pissy-smelling poison as well.’


I began to lose patience: ‘So what. Everyone knows I smoke weed, Phil, I’ve never hid it – I couldn’t. Or my rather more problematic drug use in the past, and the views I’ve developed as a result of this experience.’


‘Hazy ones, for the most part,’ he remarked dryly.


‘Maybe, but that would sort of disqualify me from being an intelligence officer, wouldn’t it?’


He began moving around the flat, shedding balding bathrobe and faded-to-beige Calvin Kleins (1.75m/19.2cm/7.9cm) – albeit of decent quality – I could hear an old-fashioned shower faucet, together with its substructure of sonorous copper, honking and spluttering into life. Phil (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) carried on talking the while: ‘Not necessarily – besides: you were at Oxford, you had a tutor at St Antony’s, where the Service recruits: why not? After all, no one would bloody suspect you, would they.’


While he compulsively wanked in the shower, I nosed around a little. It was a mixed picture: on the one hand, this very scummy layer on top of debauchery’s detritus. However, once I’d excavated a trench in this midden, I found the evidence of Phil’s life when continent: books on Flemish textiles and Chinese porcelain; a battered clarinet sans case; a photograph of Phil (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) in a mortarboard standing outside the neoclassical chunk of Senate House, with Laszlo (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) looking proud but frail beside him.


Over many years of creating characters yourself, you become a sort of ethical super-recognizer, able to look not just at but through the thinning and drying skin of real-life ones, as time – and in most cases corruption – smooths their personalities into stereotypy, erodes their morals and leaves them as self-indulgent placemen and women of some sort or other.


This clearly wasn’t the case with Phil (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm): here the corruption was too obvious to be real – it felt more as if this three-bedroom flat, with its old fireplaces and sarcophagus bathroom, built in the 1900s for a clerk’s family, had been dressed as a set. Perhaps only minutes before I arrived, some Toby or Tristram, in saggy cargo pants with many pockets, and walkie-talkie and Leatherman dangling from a carabiner attached to his elasticated belt, had carefully positioned these spunk-crispy clouts around the room, before checking to see they were all within plausible tossing distance of the actor who would be playing the tosser in the recliner.


I was much less embarrassed than Phil (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) thought I was – and much less intrigued as well. Nevertheless, the drive was spent mostly in silence. I’d never been to Gerry McCluskey’s (1.77m/11.43cm/10.2cm) ‘cottage’ before, and it turned out to be something of an ironic ascription, given that it was in fact one of those 1930s seafront villas, of bewildering size and bulk, that appear entirely made – from the external rendering to the very interior of the vast commode – of hardened snot.


I suppose Gerry (1.77m/11.43cm/10.2cm) had inherited the ghastly pile, which sat, incongruously, like a squat old bachelor uncle, on the corner of a road lined with the sort of mini-McMansions that now bedizen the south coast and which, by contrast, are manifestly slotted together out of carports, solar panels, feature rocks and, yes, hardwood decking. Anyway, in his role as mine host he seemed genuinely pleased to see us. Phil (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) ambled off through the rather gloomy, damp-carpet-smelling rooms in search of Reggie (1.06m/4.2cm/3.4cm), with whom – or so he once claimed to me – he had an avuncular relationship. There was a platoon of champagne bottles standing to attention on the scullery table, and Gerry (1.77m/11.43cm/10.2cm) picked one up and rolled it across his broad freckled forehead, leaving behind a smear of watered-down foundation.


Upstairs, I found Rob Brookman (1.85m/22.85cm/10.2cm) had the bedroom next to mine, and that we would be sharing a bathroom. He’d already laid out his shaving kit on the cracked enamel sink surround, and together with razor, brush and soap, there were a pair of heavy antique brass knuckles and a vial of some greenish liquid.


When I went through the door to his room, I found Rob (1.85m/22.85cm/10.2cm) recumbent on the bed with a half-empty bottle of champagne beside him. He was buck naked, and I was struck by how lean, tanned and lithe he was for a man in his fifties – that, and by the enormous purple-red and engorged head of his penis, which shot out from his tightly clenched fist as he pumped his elbow rhythmically up and down, causing it to emerge with the uncanny suddenness of an entirely natural phenomenon – such as a bullfrog inflating its throat or a puff adder ejaculating its venom.


I was so taken by this vision of a middle-aged middle-class white man masturbating – at once so ordinary, yet so emblematic, one feels, of the very zeitgeist – that I failed to notice there was someone else in the room. A slim figure, with close-cropped white-blond hair, also naked, who stood by the window, in the faint grey winter light that strained through the old net curtains. It turned, and I saw boyish hips, a flat stomach taut between them – and dangling somewhat incongruously below this, what can only be described as a schlong.


For it requires the slurpy semi-onomatopoeia of Yiddish, with, in this instance, its serendipitous evocation of both sucking-off and schnitzel, to capture the edible – rather than tangible – heft of this massive flaccid cock, which dangled almost to the slim figure’s charming knock-knees.


Withal the maturity of his member, his pubic hair was sparse and wispy – while his testes were scarcely developed at all. I felt just a smidgen uneasy, and stuttered Englishly out, ‘Oh, I’m—I’m sorry…’


‘Don’t be, sport,’ Rob drawled, ‘it’s about time you met Teddy – we’ve actually been an item for… well… long enough—’


‘Long enough, he means,’ Teddy (1.62m/35.5cm/45.72cm) cut in, advancing from the window towards me, hand outstretched, ‘for us to get married. Will, I’m Teddy Brookman, I’ve heard such a lot about you – obviously – and… well… you must get this all the time…’


I made the appropriate moue, and prepared to deliver the falsely modest, self-effacing homily appropriate for these scenes.


‘… but I, well – I’m a psychotherapist by, huh, day…’ Teddy (1.62m/35.5cm/45.72cm) ploughed on, the head of his oversized member knocking about near our knees, ‘still, I found the time somehow, and did a part-time creative writing degree, an incredibly worthwhile experience… and I’ve written a novel… I really believe in it… Trust me, Will – this is from the heart, and not just some amateurish nonsense either… I’ve written it and rewritten it… I’ve worked it over to the very fundamentals, again and again; doing this according to expert methods… ones that teach the tyro how to balance all the requirements of plot, character and setting so as to produce Valuable Reader Satisfaction in the contemporary info-and-entertainment sphere…’


Teddy (1.62m/35.5cm/45.72cm) was getting pretty worked up – I noticed foamy-white flecks appearing at the corners of his rather sharkish downturned lips, and felt something very lightly spattering my trouser legs, but forbore from looking down to see if this were some sort of meat juice squirting from that impressive pork sword – ‘I myself have synthesized a number of the most prominent and successful guides on how to write,’ he ploughed on – in the background I could hear the slapping noise of Rob’s wanking grow yet more spirited – ‘ones written by writers who’ve actually had one – possibly two – novels published themselves… Guides that have consistently received fivestar ratings on Trustpilot… as well as being widely read by specialist book groups established online to read guides on how to write novels…


‘Anyway, I’ve analysed these guides and their methodologies, then applied the most effective of them to my own text, thereby massively intensifying potential VRS… I know this is as good as anything anyone has ever written… Yet, I’ve sent it to so many agents and even directly to publishers that I’ve lost count… Actually, I haven’t lost count…’ He held up a shaky, pale hand and pulled back its digits, like a child counting: ‘it’s 427 agents and 1,785 publishers…


‘I’ve only received, so far, one actual rejection – from the Uzbek house, Kutaphanasy – a two-line email written in a mixture of Yañalif and Cyrillic, which I’ve nonetheless printed out and had mounted in an antique gilt frame, behind non-reflective glass – while no one else has responded at all…


‘So far! is my watchword, Will – and if you’ll forgive the pun: my will is indomitable, so will you please read it, recommend the right agent, endorse it again for the auction that’s sure to ensue, give me quotes for the hardback and paperback editions, before appearing at the launch party, jumping naked out of a giant Melton Mowbray pork pie…’


‘Why a Melton Mowbray pork pie?’ I queried – perhaps a little sharply, because Teddy (1.62m/35.5cm/45.7cm) appeared instantly so offended – his high blond eyebrows elevating on his pink furrowed forehead – that I retreated into saying, ‘not that it matters – and yes, of course, happy to give your thing a look and see what’s what… I mean – that’s what a New Year’s Eve break is all about isn’t it…’


‘What, what,’ Rob (1.85m/22.8cm/10.2cm) remarked dryly from the bed.


He’d come.


I looked over at him, but he only raised his eyebrows with an expression somewhere between resigned, exasperated and amused. ‘I can hardly accuse you of ogling my husband’s tits,’ he said, ‘given he hasn’t got any.’


And verily, Teddy’s (1.62m/35.5cm/45.7cm) chest was as smooth as a young boy’s, the tan nipples almost recessed. ‘Look,’ he said, ‘that devilishly clever surgeon hid the scar tissue under my rib bone.’ He took my finger in his hand and ran it along the hard rind of the scar, and somehow, in my mind, this was linked with Phil (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) wanking in the shower of his Vauxhall flat – as if this were the foreplay that should, logically, have preceded it.


Installed in the linoleum drear of the rectory’s kitchen, I found Baldur Haussmann (1.62m/1.5cm/1.1cm), who said, ‘Shit, I know all about that’ when I told him about Rob (1.85m/22.8cm/10.2cm) and Teddy (1.62m/35.5cm/45.7cm) – then continued a little breathlessly: ‘It’s been going on for an age. Honestly, Will, sometimes I think you must be blind. Speaking of which, d’you wanna see my own scars?’


‘It’s just… it’s just…’ I looked Baldur (1.62m/1.5cm/1.1cm) in his rather dewy eye, in a straightforward, manly fashion: ‘It’s just… I don’t know… All these new relationships… Guys with other guys I’ve known for years… guys I never suspected even liked… guys… and new guys… really new guys…’


‘What, Will,’ Baldur (1.62m/1.5cm/1.1cm) sounded even dryer than Rob had, ‘could you possibly have imagined all of us were doing for sex all these years?’


‘I… well… I… well – what you’re doing right now, I s’pose… sort of perving and wanking.’


Far from being remotely abashed, he sat and goggled at me, while just beneath the edge of the old scrubbed-pine kitchen table I could clearly see his crabbed little hand scratching away beneath the tented corduroy of his trousers… A willow-pattern teacup rattled on its willow-pattern saucer… Gratter, in French – to scratch, but to an English ear it sounds as if they’re talking about cheese that’s become horribly sensate…


Miguel (1.72m/15.2cm/13.2cm) – who Phil (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) had met in a Barcelona nightclub, but who’d somehow attached himself to Gerry (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) and Johnny (1.93m/20.1cm/7.1cm) as the third leg of their thrupple – had already been introduced to me: a sweet, dreamy fellow, it was a wonder how he’d managed to conjure up enough tapas for twenty. Given we were only half that number, including sleepy, disoriented Reggie (1.06m/4.2cm/3.4cm), this would’ve been excessive, were it not for my mates’ compelling greed. Except for a few pro forma remarks, simply to establish – in their own minds at least – that they weren’t mere hogs at the trough, the men’s Adam’s apples kept bobbing, and the dishes kept coming: chicken livers wrapped in bacon, squid soused in vinegar, potato croquettes, mini-paellas and boquerones.


Everyone ate too much – everyone drank too much: so much wine was spilled we were all stippled burgundy. It wasn’t until it was nearing midnight, and we were on to the Scotch and brandy that we noticed Phil (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) hadn’t arrived – and then he called: he was stranded in Christchurch, but unfortunately no one was sober enough to go and get him, so he had to walk the ten miles to the house and arrived, cold but exhilarated, at about 3 a.m.


‘I passed Johnny and some random guy down on the beach,’ he said as he came into the reeking drawing room, with its visible swirls of staling smoke and the stink of male afflatus blended with amyl. ‘I do believe they were stripping off for a swim!’


This was the first any of us heard about Don (1.9m/20.7cm/27.9cm), who so very quickly became Derek Vignoles’s (1.80m/18.28cm/14.4cm) husband – that is, until they two were also agglutinated on that fatal Spezia villa holiday, during which the McCluskeys (1.8m/15.6m/10.4cm) incorporated almost all the members of our little milieu into a new sort of socio-familial people-grouping they called… a mupple.


That same summer, for a magical while I went out early each morning with Derek (1.80m/18.28cm/14.4cm), who kept a double scull at a boathouse on the Putney riverside. The first time I tripped up he laughed at my blue canvas deck shoes and blue M&S cargo shorts.


‘You won’t be needing them, sport!’ he boomed. ‘It’s much better if you row barefoot and bare-arsed, that way you get to feel the heft of him, while your very todger is being wanked by the current!’


I discovered what he meant soon enough. The scull sat as lightly on the river as a water boatman,* and our four sweeps pushed it scudding forward with scarcely a ripple. The sensation made me feel ever so queer, as if the surface tension of the brown water were brushing against the bare soles of my feet and my scrotum. I came almost immediately, my spunk spattering on this deceptively smooth swell.


I’d always been friendly with Derek (1.80m/18.28cm/14.4cm), but hadn’t spent much time alone with him in the past, and was pretty disturbed on discovering that his superficially bluff–even prosaic – manner hid a romantic – if not to say hysterical – sensibility. He was one of those men who scarcely read anything, yet disguised his total ignorance with a curious sort of erudition – as if he’d studied stupidity past postgraduate levels.


Most mornings we left Putney at 6.30 a.m., passed under the A3 road bridge, shot by the Hurlingham, the Fulham stadium, passed Mortlake cemetery, Kew and Richmond Riverside, and were rounding Eel Pie Island an hour or so later. I wasn’t fit enough to row and talk; Derek (1.80m/18.28cm/14.4cm), however, kept up a steady stream of commonplace observations, hoary old anecdotes and even lengthy – and rather poor – glosses of the sort of dumpty-dumpty-dumb Victorian ballads and pseudo-ancient lays with which Quiller-Couch (1.65m/11cm/7.3cm) filled the Oxford anthology, his words coming from behind me as if fed through invisible earphones.


All this, and Derek (1.80m/18.28cm/14.4cm) also managed to give his impressively large cock at least two or three strokes for every one he did with his oars.


It sounds oppressive, put like that; but it was actually something of a revelation that anyone that fucking thick could row, wank and talk utter shit simultaneously. I realized towards the end of July that, in his funny gruff way, Derek had targeted me as someone in need of some late – yet for all that, pretty stiff – re-parenting; and for that I was grateful.


He was going to Spezia with Don (1.9m/20.7cm/27.9cm) for all of August, to stay with Baldur Haussmann (1.62m/1.5cm/1.1cm). And although I knew the Brookmans (1.73m/29.2cm/27.96cm),* the McCluskeys (1.8m/15.6m/10.4cm) and Phil Szabo (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) were going as well, for some reason Baldur (1.62m/1.5cm/1.1cm) hadn’t seen fit, in his infinite discrimination, to include moi.


I tried not to feel I was missing out, and made provisional arrangements to take a watercolour-painting trip with Miguel (1.72m/15.24cm/13.4cm), who wasn’t able to go on the villa holiday after all, since he might – might – get the opportunity to do the catering at the inauguration of Monty Don’s (1.82m/0.809ha/0.37ha)* memorial garden for dogs. Then, on our last morning sculling together, Derek (1.80m/18.28cm/14.4cm) angled the pink, bulbous prow, which left a frothy, white wake, towards Eel Pie Island and said: ‘I’ve got a little surprise for you. I didn’t say anything before, but I’ve a share in a bathhouse Johnny Freedman (1.93m/20.1cm/7.1cm) runs here, and I thought you might like to check out some strange cock.’


‘Really?’ I was bewildered. ‘I wouldn’t’ve thought you and Johnny would get on… in a business sense.’


‘There’s more to Johnny than meets the eye – or ear,’ Derek (1.80m/18.28cm/14.4cm) said – and then I heard the tinkle of laughter from the veranda of the bathhouse, and Gerry McCluskey (1.77m/11.43cm/10.2cm) cried, ‘Surprise!’ while Phil Szabo (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) popped an amp’ of amyl beneath his nose.


‘It’s a little early in the day, isn’t it?’ I said to Derek (1.80m/18.28cm/14.4cm), as he made fast the painter, and he laughed.


‘It’s always too early, sport – and then it’s too late, ’cause your manhood’s shrivelled up like a button-bloody-mushroom in the bottom of that chiller cabinet of entropy: the cosmos.’


They were all there – Derek’s hefty playmate, Don (1.9m/20.7cm/27.9cm); Rob (1.85m/22.85cm/10.2cm), together with his low-hung man, Teddy (1.62m/35.5cm/45.72cm); even Baldur (1.62m/1.5cm/1.1cm), who apologized for his behaviour in a heartfelt way. ‘It’s stupid…’ he said, when, hours later, exhausted by the booze and the aggression it – together with the pharmaceuticals – had fomented among all us penised individuals, we were draped over the bathhouse roof’s balustrade watching driftwood and other detritus being carried downstream by the ebb tide; plastic milk crates wreathed in excremental toilet paper, and tree boughs with used condoms mysteriously sheathing their erect twiggy-fingers. ‘But on New Year’s Eve, when you called me out for rubbing my clit in the kitchen, I sort of… well, it sounds crazy, but I blamed you for a lot of things that’ve gone wrong in my life.’


‘It doesn’t sound crazy to me,’ I replied – although of course I thought to myself ‘he’s Dagenham’; meaning, two stops short of fucking Barking!


I was hanging one of Miguel’s (1.72m/15.24cm/13.4cm) watercolours of Helvellyn in the studio when the phone rang; it was Don Vignoles (1.94m/30.7cm/27.9cm) wanting to gossip about the Spezia trip. Don’t you just loathe the way how, in some couples (thrupples, mupples), there’s a nominated gossiper… actually, scratch that: in most if not all; it’s almost as if they were some miniature and corrupt corporate entity, with a spokesman put up to establish plausible deniability.


While he talked on about how they’d all decided to form a mupple – with the sole exception of Phil Szabo – I was scarcely listening and stared out the window: the dustmen (1.82m/17.4cm/13.4cm) were coming along my street chucking splitting black plastic bags into the well-lubricated anus of their grunting truck. Perhaps sensing my disinterest, Don (1.94m/30.7cm/27.9cm) bridled: ‘Are you coming to Rob’s fiftieth in October, or what? Phil Szabo’s putting on an eighties disco.’ And when I admitted that I was, he took this as a cue to say goodbye. None too soon either, I mean, soldier this for a game of fucks…


It must have been in the early spring of the following year that Gerry McCluskey (1.77m/11.43cm/10.3cm) pinged me: ‘Phil Szabo has been found dead in his flat.’ And when I – after admittedly some hesitation: I’d never done this before – called him back, he was in tears. ‘It’s dreadful,’ he cried, ‘apparently he’d had a stroke and been lying there for more than a fortnight – he’d started to p-p-p—’


‘Rot?’


‘No, putrefy. Honestly, Will, you seem quite disengaged about this – it turns out that Phil didn’t have any family.’


‘Well, I certainly never heard him talk about one except for his muppet of an old man, Laszlo. Anyway, I’m not surprised he’s died, the way he’d been hitting the ket, pissing everyone off and generally misbehaving… Don’t you remember, Gerry, it was Phil who kicked it all off at Rob’s birthday-bloody-disco, complaining about the way you and your mupple excluded him, ranting up and down on the dancefloor; while you lot, instead of dealing with the little shit, at first drunkenly wheeled around and around in a sort of musk-oxen huddle, and then – then! – started mixing it with each-bloody-other… Anyway, more to the point: had you been mates for long?’


‘Us? Mates?’ He sounded confused. ‘I mean, I s’pose he was a mate… and he must’ve been a… good bloke,’ his bouche mused stupidly, ‘or he couldn’t’ve been our… mate, but I rather thought you were closer to him – I mean, didn’t you introduce him to us?’


After I’d noted down the information about Phil’s (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) funeral and hung up, I sat there thinking. I realized that while I’d always thought about him with a sense of warm familiarity – whatever that kind of bullshit means – the truth was I’d only the sketchiest sense of his backstory; a mere outline, in point of fact. As to laying claim to some possessiveness – this was patently absurd: we had no familial tie; no friends in common except the ones already noted; neither could I place Phil (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) at any of the institutions – correctional, educational or simply carceral – I’ve, erm, attended over the years.


So what? Moreover, as I’ve said, we often fail to revise our opinions and perceptions, especially of our intimates, and particularly at the most essential levels – for example, by neglecting to transfer our willingness to sacrifice ourselves for them to our country instead, or, more likely, vice versa. It’s perfectly plausible that you can forget how long you’ve known someone, given the frigid intimacy of failed coupledom the vast majority live in is itself a timeless and nightmarish realm.


As to Szabo’s fantasy (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) that he was an SIS officer, rather than an ordinary Foreign Office desk wallah (and surely, I use the imperialist epithet aptly here), it would have hardly constituted a plausible occupation for a close friend of mine. Not that I flatter myself that the Service (as the British Secret Intelligence Service illeisticly styles itself, like some megalomaniacal pre-op trans prostitute) gives a flying fuck about what I get up to, on to or even into me – let alone what I put out words-wise; but over the decades it certainly would’ve had misgivings about any of their own who was anywhere in me or my vicinity when I was in, on and up, while outing.


And although the espionage red herring might lead to the assumption that my involvement with the man – irrespective of his reality or ideality – was a business matter; by which I mean the serious-state one of writing, which is also that of protecting the only secrets that ever have or can matter – those concerned with the alchemical transformation of the trace elements of truth, beauty and understanding present in all languages into their at once evanescent and transcendent form – let me say this for the record:


If I’d conceived of our rude bureaucratic mechanical as a fictional character, rest assured, I’d’ve made a better fist of it, and equipped him with a believable idiolect, as well as psychology with greater depth than a fucking birdbath – shit! I might even have thrown in an appearance for the schmuck – of a sort – while not overdrawing him, so as to leave just an itty-bitty wiggle-room for my reader’s imagination.


Let’s say, for the sake of argument, Phil was slightly less than medium height, scrawny but not unshapely; pale in winter, olive-tan in summer, puce when pissed* (i.e. most of the time); dark-haired, with sensitive features – well-drawn, even; one would’ve said Jewish more than Hungarian, were it not for the almost comically large nose that, in the split second it took to apprehend, annulled such ethno-nationalist speculations before they could start a really brave and savage pogrom…


… only to return the second anyone heard his nasal, honking tones – at once oddly low-pitched and buzzing in a mucosal manner – and witnessed his ghastly, sly, shit-eating moue, which flickered across his face in the characteristic twitch, which, in my all too rich and varied experience (see above), always betokens a… snitch.


So, while it may’ve appeared as if Phil Szabo (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) had been around forever, like Harry Potter (1.65m/22cm/16cm), when I cast my mind back, I couldn’t recall him being one of our crowd before the dinner party at Gerry McCluskey’s (1.77m/11.43cm/10.2cm) a couple of years before – the one when I first realized Phil (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) was a little prick not just in a literal but in a deeply metaphoric manner: a stirrer of others’ shit even as he churned his own – full of rancid resentment and festering facetiousness: ‘Oh, for a novelist you certainly are a poor judge of character… blah, blah…’


Not to speak ill of the dead, but I’d always thought of Phil (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) as a sort of minor character himself, not of any real significance, an ambulatory supernumerary, a walk-on.


It would’ve been better not to pursue this uncomfortable thought – yet I couldn’t prevent myself, for when I considered Gerry, Miguel and Johnny McCluskey (1.8m/15.6cm/10.4cm), Don and Derek Vignoles (1.87m/24.49cm/21.15), Teddy and Rob Brookman (1.73m/29.2cm/27.96cm), Baldur Haussmann (1.62m/1.5cm/1.1cm) – and even Reggie (1.06m/4.2cm/3.4cm), who I’d developed a fast and firm friendship with – they were all arrant little pricks as well. As for me, although ostensibly the narrator, and so omniscient within this tale – I was undoubtedly the littlest and most arrant of us all: like an obese Sumo wrestler who’s tucked his genitals inside his abdominal cavity. After all, what did anyone know about me, besides the fact that I painted in watercolours, had a studio conversion and consorted with these minor characters?


Their only salient features, when it came to the ultimate and sticking plot point, were their dicks, so frequently tipped with quick-drying, weakly bonding spunk; while as for me, I have to grope inside myself, just to see if I have one at all: I can appreciate now, possibly for the first time, quite how arrogant it’s been of me to assume the position of narrator, with its supporting right to somehow imagine myself the representative member of the human species: the exemplary self-consciousness. Whereas the truth is it all depends on this squidgy scrag-end I hope – with a monstrously futile pride – is still tucked between my thighs (11cm); gristle which – for all I know – may well be a phalloplasty.


At the crematorium on Hoop Lane in the Hampstead Garden Suburb, there was an utterly unforeseen hiatus: everyone who was expected had arrived – at least according to Dave Laszlo (1.64m/22.4/19.7cm), the thin, nervous-looking second cousin with thick, black hair on the backs of his hands, and a pornographer’s twist to his own, sensitive lips, who’d had to handle Phil’s (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) aftermath.


I looked around the chapel of rest from one of my fellow mourners’ middle-aged, middle-class faces to the next, and resolved never to see any of them ever again – not even Don (1.94m/30.7cm/27.9cm), who I’d quickly come to appreciate as a really, really good bloke, or, it goes without saying, Phil (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) himself, who, as I think I mentioned, I had known for years.


The rump original three members of Gerry’s mupple were occupying the front pew as the undertakers carried the deceased’s notably cheap and unadorned coffin into the chapel. After the ruck at Rob’s birthday party, Derek had to spend two days in the Portland Clinic; inevitably, the mupple had split up, with the most aggrieved parties claiming it’d been nothing but a holiday fling. A great shame – heartbreaking would not be an understatement at all.


It sometimes seems as if there cannot possibly be enough room in the world’s hearts for all the pathos that needs to be contained there: and on this rainy weekday afternoon in late February, in particular, it flowed from out of the grey area above Golders Green, down on to the tiled grooves of the crematorium’s Italianate buildings’ roofs, and then gurgled fallaciously in their gutters.


The six men waddled towards the front, their burden giving them the gait of wind-up toys; expertly, if stiffly, dropped the casket from shoulders to arms, and slid it on to the plinth, equipped with its recessed rollers, for that final freewheel into the flames. They stood back, removed their hats, bowed to the coffin and one – a dumpy fellow with a bull neck – very conspicuously twitched to one side the bottom of his black tailcoat and scratched the wrinkled grey and sagging arse of his herringbone trousers.


‘Oh, for fuck’s sake!’ Johnny Freedman (1.93m/20.1cm/7.1cm) involuntarily ejaculated. Or so I thought, until he followed this up by rising, walking up to the front, then clouting the undertaker around the head: a big, openhanded blow, the sound of which resounded throughout the chapel, as if it were the tocsin announcing Round 1.


Which it had been, because as the other undertakers moved to restrain Johnny – and their colleague, who was already swinging – the two further members of the reduced McCluskey mupple came running. I couldn’t’ve said which stray kick, punch or gouge it was that summoned my own inevitable and violent reaction – but suffice to say, Baldur Haussmann (1.62m/1.5cm/1.1cm), the Vignoles and Brookmans were no deafer to this, the catarrhal, bubbling howl of the midwinter urban wild, than I was.


And need I say, dear, and hopefully puissant, reader – I feel a warm certitude, had you been there, shoulder-to-shoulder with me, you would’ve been thrilled to the core, as I was; roused to this battle royale on the very brink of hell’s pit – as I was – and delighted that what was otherwise clearly going to be the most embarrassing (we are English, after all), miserable and insipid of affairs, confirming us all in the lovelessness of our sublunary, carpet-tiled existence, was instead becoming the most devilishly woven Dionysian denial of death imaginable, as our queer quindecem began ripping each other to pieces in an – and for once, given the raping that rapidly ensued the expression is warranted – orgy of violence.


When it was done, suits, underclothes and shirts were in tatters, ties had been utilized, first as garottes, latterly as tourniquets – one of the older undertakers looked as if he might well have died on the job: some sort of brass collection plate lay near him on the stone tiles, beside a clotting patch of blood, while there was a deep wound curving across his forehead. Johnny Freedman (1.93m/20.1cm/7.1cm) stood by, looking a little abashed.


Albeit not sufficiently contrite to forbear from joining the rest of us – that is, the four undertakers and eight mourners still left standing, as we performed this post-match ritual: like the fictional Toby or Tristram, I always carry a Leatherman, the Phillips screwdriver of which I used to unscrew the lid of Phil Szabo’s (1.7m/11.2cm/11.1cm) casket. Wordlessly, and in perfect harmony, as it were a chorus of psychopomps, we removed his own mid-price, made-to-measure suit, together with those all-too-familiar Calvin Kleins (1.75m/19.2cm/7.9cm), so making our friend ready for his final, three-metre journey.


With another handy Leatherman tool – the penknife with the saw blade – we cut Phil’s (11.1cm) flaccid little nubbin of cock off and stuck it under the blackened tongue that already protruded from his yellowing teeth and swollen lips. It was – we all felt – a nice touch: the pathetic loser could suck on this, as he doggie-paddled across the Acheron.


After that, you can appreciate, we had little appetite for the jolly wake we’d planned: a weekend at a country house hotel happy to indulge its wealthy patrons’ high spirits. Gerry (1.77m/11.43cm/10.2cm) was nominated organizer; and he’d already told the rest of us, via the Phil WakesApp group, to expect naked mud-sliding, strippers and Penistini cocktails. Now, the poor fellow had to call up and try and cancel without landing us with a huge-fucking-cancellation fee. Thanks for nothing, Phil (0/0/0).


The undertakers had stayed behind in the chapel to clear up; it was, they said, the least they could do after starting the fight. The rest of us loitered in Hoop Lane in a desultory fashion, overcoats and puffa jackets tightly clasped over our own tattered clothes, while Gerry made the call. What a bunch of fucking tightwads, I thought, looking at these men – several of whom, I knew for a fact, had multiple millions in capital, while their partners had really big cocks.


A cold northerly wind was gusting over the mausoleums and headstones of the Jewish graveyard opposite. On this side of the road, there was an air of sullen defiance – Don Vignoles (1.94/30.7cm/27.9cm) said the pubs would be open now, why didn’t we find one and get a much-needed drink? But Rob (1.85m/22.85cm/10.2cm), Baldur (1.62m/1.5cm/1.1cm) and I, who’d grown up in the neighbourhood, laughingly said there weren’t any good ones nearer than… Manchester: so, we all went our separate ways.


And now no one will ever see me again either, while I’ve had all the mirrors removed from my house; I mean, you don’t want to look at a violent, sexually sadistic psychopath every day, do you?


Or should I say, they – only too aware, as I am, that it’s your preferred pronoun.





*   Height; penis size, erect and flaccid.


*   Penis size and height averaged.


*   Corixa punctata mostly attracts the interest of entomologists because of its unusual air-bubble-modulated stridulation; its length is anything from 5–15mm, but while sexually dimorphic, penis size could not be verified by the author.


*   As before: height/erect penis/flaccid penis, averaged as per number in couple/thrupple/mupple.


*   Height/cultivated area/uncultivated area.


*   In the English sense – although the North American sense does provide further colouration in some cases; albeit not this one: Szabo was notably diffident (English phlegm’s puny little brother); played cricket enthusiastically, at one time, for one of the FCO’s many amateur teams; and confessed to me when pissed-pissed, more than once that he was so overawed on being introduced to Prince Philip (1.83m/23.1cm/13.1cm) at a royal garden party held in the grounds of Buckingham Palace that he pissed himself.


The then monarch’s consort (1.83m/23.1cm/13.1cm) appeared not to notice the dark stain pulsing out from the crotch of Phil’s (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) pale-tan linen summer suit – apparel which still makes the average Marylebone Cricket Club members’ stand, once their moly, liver-spotted and cancerous old pates are surmounted by panamas, closely resemble colonists in their own country. And displaying perhaps the greatest sang froid in his diffident life, ever, Phil-the-Greek’s namesake (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) also kept chatting blithely, even as the air between them grew tangy.


In a scant two minutes Szabo was provided by a sharp-sighted footman with an out – and a crotch-masking damask serving cloth – but it was long enough for the acrid scent of pusillanimity to infiltrate the deep nasal cavities of Kurt Hahn’s (1.83m/23.1cm/13.1cm) greatest protégé, and there to agitate his never-that-latent awareness of the necessity placed on him of – in his mentor’s ringing phrase – promoting the public interest by self-effacement. Fixing Other Phil (1.75m/11.2cm/11.1cm) right in his mild, pretty, dark-chestnut eyes, from the greater elevation afforded him, His Highness (1.83m/23.1cm/13.1cm) aimed a piercing gaze from his blue-grey eyes down the length of his own ethno-nationalist nose, sniffed once pointedly and said sotto voce: ‘You fucking stink of piss.’


All of which goes some way – although, I concede, not far – towards excusing my own propensity for being potty-mouthed. I’m not proud: I blame all us postmodern posturers quite as much as I do the posh profaners and plutocratic epigones who from the top of their stepped-pyramid schemes and corporate headquarters bemerd the world with their effing, blinding and epithets, in place of any eloquence.
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