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My first act of civic vandalism wasn’t quite like that of other boys’. I shinned up a road sign that announced one’s arrival in Bermondsey and crayoned it with the travel advisory of Dante’s Inferno: “Lasciate Ogni Speranza.” Abandon All Hope. I had not read Dante but had eagerly swallowed Hubert Selby’s Last Exit To Brooklyn.


It wasn’t a mindless act, but it was rather pointless: in Bermondsey we speak West Indian Patois, Turkish, Amharic and even a dialect of English — but Florentine is thin on the ground. The people of Bermondsey may already have suspected they were living in purgatory, and possibly need not have been reminded of the fact by an alacritous fourteen-year-old.


I am of post-war working class stock and, therefore, designed to receive bad news. In what I like to think of as one of my more charming qualities, I continue to respond to disappointment as if it were an unusual aspect of life. My face is interesting to the degree that my mouth has not yet been disfigured into an inverted moue. That has been a triumph. On a daily basis I have seen constant anticlimax turn other people’s mouths inoperably upside down.


I am a commercially unsuccessful singer, although I was an inner city superstar of unwiped formica, enjoying a moderately lengthy run as the Ava Gardner of SE16.


In 1983 the late and celebrated clairvoyant Doris Stokes, on one of her frequent sorties to the Astral Plane, presented to me as unassailable fact that


I am related to the Spanish Armada. I accepted this information, nodding vigorously, which corroborates my instinctive flair for the staccato, relieved that I was not to be buried in yet more Wigan.


On Planet Earth, my family tree is a rhombus of clogmakers and disinterested fish gutters from Lancashire who moved to London after the Second World War.


Historically a dockers’ district, by the time I arrived on the stage Bermondsey was already nosediving towards economic obsolescence amid a utopian experiment of social realism. With the advance of globalisation came the death of old industries, presaging an uncertain future where one’s neighbours disappeared and where the streets in which one grew up became an increasingly volatile, Hogarthian rustbelt.


The severity of this depression was such that a Stalinist energy measure was introduced whereby television broadcasting stopped abruptly at 9 o’clock in the evening to encourage the nation to go to bed. Mid-1970s London was really Moscow with John Lewis.


I have always thought that energy was there to be wasted. A relentless flicker of light switches, to my parents’ annoyance I would pass from one room to another illuminating the house in broad daylight until one Thursday, and despite a clear warning, I plugged in a Hoover and was electrocuted. The shock threw me across a downstairs vestibule and into the bathroom. I never recovered. Electricity. I am at home stationed by a tower of Marshall amplifiers.


As trade swung away from Britain’s Commonwealth and towards Europe, the ships that would glide up the Thames like regiments to London’s Indian quays dwindled to single spies before vanishing altogether. I remember these modern galleons sailing into Rotherhithe carrying the cargo of rubber, bananas and timber.


Consequently, as the cranes stood idle and the warehouses and wharves lay abandoned, the docks were transformed into a forbidden place of ghost shadows and folk memory.


Immortalised in Charles Dickens’ Oliver Twist, Rotherhithe docks offered an ideal location in which to be robbed, raped or murdered. Now, in middle age, and driven by the fear of being pauperised by my own longevity, one is tempted to jump into a taxi and head straight there.


Too late, of course. It has reevolved, and today the London docklands once again hum with life. Developers have created a new and sterile zone of glass compounds, air conditioning and expansive coffee tables at which people discuss their investment portfolios in Montecatini.


I was fourteen in 1975. I remember a sultry August afternoon; the toxic oil drums and the vast echo chamber of an empty warehouse at Greenland Dock. And carried by a zephyr from Millwall, hearing a crystal clear female singing voice. I like to think it was Queenie Watts. Her saeta travelled across the befouled, russet river and that sonorous coda—a concord of dust and memories—filled me with an euphoric sadness. Yearning. Clearly, at that age


I was already nostalgic. From that moment, I decided that I wanted to be a singer.


Books were my oxygen, providing escape in the recounting of journeys that I, too, might one day venture. Books are the playmates of those who cannot cut the mustard in the adventure playground of life. But what playmates: Genet, Gide and Swift. Those barbarian epistles of low life mirrored a world that I precociously aspired to lower to. Jean Genet’s prose inspired me with its Dionysian, rock star rawness and played a part in eviscerating the last of the boy-child within me. Not difficult.


It took me years to leave the departure lounge of life, and when I arrived at my destination not all my luggage was on the carousel.


A vicinity where brutality was routine, that delta—scorched by football club rivalries, the bouquet of boiled Spam, of creased men with nicotine fingernails and young women of dispensable charms—evinced a topography of casual rage and raucous laughter. Often simultaneously.


But, there existed a generosity and an almost winsome stoicism in its people that is borne of unplanned pregnancies and decades-long deep-fat frying. It wasn’t all menial melancholy. Parties were frequent and often disrupted by the arrival of the police. One could always rely upon the curtain up of street theatre, whose First Act opened with:


‘Fuck off.’


‘No. You fuck off.’


That was the birdsong of Southwark.


For people whose ambition is to survive without being sideswiped by the pandemic of margarine, the spiritual world is often an unaffordable resort. The churches of Bermondsey whistled with an empty fairground sinisterness.


One Sunday morning I went to St Andrew’s church, long since demolished, and knelt before everything, including its heavy fibre doormat. I felt nothing. Jesus meant nothing to me. Organised religion has made little impact on me because I resent authoritarianism. I think they’ve had a jolly good run for their money and it’s now time for them to fuck off, once and for all.


Christened in the Church of England, nevertheless I have been drawn to the architecture of the bespoke cassock, the romance of Mediterranean skin tone and the fresco vividity of Roman Catholicism. It’s purely visual: I like the pantone colours and the passion. But we also know that what once might have been attractively olive may turn sallow. Anglicanism, by contrast, is an airless sermon delivered in a draughty basilica by a pederast with a shrill voice and a centre-parting.


My father, an ex-Royal Marine, worked for The Times newspaper and my mother worked at the Saint Martin’s Theatre where Agatha Christie’s The Mousetrap still continues to run. They were both hard working and life was a roster of preparing for work when not actually at work. My father ceaselessly ironed trousers and polished shoes, ultimately amassing a collection that might have intimidated Imelda Marcos.


Now and then, I accompanied my mother to her workplace so that I could wander the theatre before putting my feet up in Marius Goring’s dressing room. Marius Goring was a famed British theatre actor of the time who, notably, played the part of Marianne Faithfull’s father in Girl On A Motorcycle. A box of greasepaint, a bottle of cognac and a girdle thrown over the back of a fauteuil; a lightbulbed mirror decoratively studded with exclamatory telegrams from Trieste and New York. The allure of the dressing room, and its vapours, are lethal. I knew it was for me.


I have not spoken with my sister for twenty-five years because of an accident involving a spilt cup of coffee and a white shagpile carpet. It sent her husband into an Olympian sulk, the legacy of which is a profile of pinched, vintage pique. She married young and left home taking her Johnny Mathis records with her. I purged our once-shared bedroom immediately. Later, when Johnny Mathis’ homosexuality was revealed in the British tabloid press, she and her husband went into deep mourning. I was ecstatic.


The most enduring, if not fondest, memory I have of my sister is when her husband took her to a West End cinema to see The Exorcist. They enjoyed a Chinese meal beforehand. On seeing the scene in the film where the character, Regan, repeatedly stabs at her vagina with a crucifix, my sister slid down in her seat and became violently ill. He escorted her from the auditorium to a London taxi, where she vomited copiously into her handbag.


On arriving at my parents’ home, she was laid out on the sofa next to a hurriedly brought bucket. He placed a cold, damp facecloth on her forehead, as she tried to banish the memory of Linda Blair and the sweet and sour pork at Wong’s restaurant. He had to fish the one pound notes from her handbag, carefully removing the contents of her meal under a running tap, before pegging them out on the washing line to dry. Is there a better definition of gallantry? I was behind the living room door, listening to them console each other.


‘Oh, love...’


‘I know, love.’


‘Oh, love...’


‘Don’t, love, don’t.’


I laughed like a drain.


Regret is futile. It belongs to the realm of the romantic novelist, or to those who lack the stomach for consistency. The family member with whom one has little in common is a bond of bloodline and, sometimes, duty. Whereas friendship may be counted upon to hold your ponytail aloft as you vomit into the kerb under the flashing lights of a kebabcotheque.


As luck would have it, thirty years later a new sister, and a new opportunity arose by virtue of an affair my father had with a lady from the Isle of Man in 1965. The sole male offspring, I am more of my mother. I take the female line. Helene spent years trying to find me, which is a lavish compliment. She reminds me so much of my father: the bridge of the nose, the countenance, the resilience, the ready laugh. Unfortunately, it was to be a relatively short-lived reunion—we don’t speak, either—although this is not due to the accidental kicking over of a black coffee onto a shagpile carpet.


To revisit the Bermondsey of my youth is also to negotiate stark, overhead lighting. To endure relative poverty and urine-soaked pedestrian underpasses is enough, without additionally being lit from above.


A boy emerges callow, uppish and oversensitive who clung to dreams in place of experiences and whom cherished fantasy in place of reality. A dubious sense of humour that is not really humour, except perhaps in the sense of “disease”, and a devout antipathy towards both mackerel and my surroundings.


Nature abhors a vacuum and bedroom postering soon led to bedroom posturing. A practice deemed to be further proof of a migration towards the suburbs of human existence, I resisted all attempts to navigate me through the portal of a professional life. When asked by the school careers officer what my plans were, I answered, ‘I would like to retire.’ And I meant it.


A father with whom an unspoken truce threatened to tip into hostility at any minute—his hand and my smart-alecky tongue—and a mother whose love was demonstrative but whose emotional furniture had been stacked into a corner at my father’s infidelities, I was not so much unhappy but bored.


I loved my father, but never moreso than after he died. That is to say that I did not realise how much I loved him until after his death. When my father died of cancer in the June of 1995, I felt an inappropriate and inexplicable excitement and, when he drew his last breath, lost in the boundless cotton-wool sierras of morphine, it was a momentous yet almost beautiful moment.


I had never witnessed finality before. The unsettling stillness, the cancelled eyes that stare up at magnolia. Then someone appoints themselves to brew tea and grill bacon, and it’s over.


This may appear callous, but although in many respects he was a good man he was also an alcoholic prone to occasional violence. We were the recipients, my mother and I, of his internalised rage. Festivites such as Christmas and Easter always marked the onset of weeks of binge drinking. Similarly, we never went on family holidays.


Many of us have imperfect childhoods, and I abhor the confessional booth or the apportioning of blame to others at the diary. But, after years of growing up in an atmosphere of apprehension the experience does not engender fond reminiscence. To gloss over an inconvenient truth is a form of cheap sentimentality and dishonesty.


On the Old Kent Road, the two-mile avenue that characterises the successive waves of immigration in the spirit of all great and vibrant cities—Ethiopian phonecard shops, Somalian social centres, Vietnamese takeaways and Bert’s Pie & Mash shop still catering to the last of the white working class—the street signage that I once customised is still there. Except that my crayoned “inferno” has been removed and it now directs people to the Mabel Goldwin Community Centre. Which is possibly the same destination.
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Rock and Roll Susancide
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An inquisitive adolescent left alone in the house meddles with the telephone. The internet, of course, did not exist then and some of us were driven purely to alert the world to the actuality of our existence. It was either that or BBC1’s Grandstand. An exotic steam percolated into the room as the self-appointed, Sultana of Sodom spoke.


‘Yes?’


‘My name is James Maker...’


The artfully arranged pompadour positioned between a half-eaten cold collation and an undusted aspidistra interjected.


‘Yes?’


‘Well, you see, the thing is...’


‘Yes?’


The voice was high Edwardian and summoned up the image of Kaa, the Indian python of Kipling’s Jungle Book: uncoiling and solicitous, mesmerising you with a mantra before crushing you in its sibilance.


Courtesy of the Infernal Switchboard this was the first important telephone call I was ever to make. I was, in fact, calling the mothership. Feeling isolated and overlooked, I sought the counsel of Quentin Crisp, who was still living in a studio in London’s Chelsea with a published telephone number.


I had, in fact, confused the real Quentin Crisp with John Hurt’s portrayal of him in The Naked Civil Servant which had been broadcast on television the evening before. The latter was a vermilion, lyrical creature addicted to large statements, striding gaily through Bloomsbury while tossing a slipper into the face of ration book convention. The original version was a study in inertia.


Anti-Hero or Expert Loafer: anyone whose singularity of purpose experiments with a new eye shadow while the night sky rains Luftwaffe bombs is always worthy of attention. Advanced self-absorption requires an effort not only of sustained negligence but also a steel-like composure.


‘I’m being ignored.’


I could hear the talons rapidly fanning through the revolving blades of a rolodex of aphorisms and bon mots in search of a suitable card.


Tick-tick-tick-tick-tick-tick-tick.


Pause.


Tick-tick-tick.


‘Faint.’


‘Faint?’


‘FAINT.’


‘Thanks, Quentin.’


I followed this advice with diligence, “fainting” whenever it took my fancy; in the queue of the school’s canteen, on buses and once in the local public library, until it led to concern for my heart. Not unnaturally, my parents thought I might be epileptic, and on the afternoon of a looming hospital appointment I dug my fingers into the door jamb and confessed:


‘I can explain everything.’


Which were also Mussolini’s last words.


Two local girls, council estate Lolitas already inescapably doomed, were both involved in seemingly related incidents that amounted to a rash of teenage suicides.


Kneeling on a kitchen work surface and craning my head out of the window, I saw a crowd collect around the star casualties. As Helen Shapiro’s ‘Keep Away from Other Girls’ perkily wafted over the radio they wheeled out Lesley Laycock’s toenails, lifelessly poking from beneath a sheet of Irish linen. Swiftly, those toenails glided from view and into the back of an ambulance bound for the borough morgue.


Someone formed the cross, a woman in a headscarf cried with Sicilian relish and Jean, my mother’s best friend—and the biggest beehive in Bermondsey—finished off a fish paste bap, folded her arms and announced:


‘That Alice Cooper’s at the bottom of all this.’


My only thought was: I’ve just been upstaged.


Jean was the modern Cassandra of our postcode whose predictions were often uncannily accurate. She had correctly foretold both the Ugandan uprising of 1974 and the coming of the boiler suit as a utilitarian fashion statement. Sadly, she did not foresee her husband’s infidelity with his shorthand secretary and their eventual relocation to a flat above an off licence. Visionaries often see everything, apart from what’s happening on their own bingo cards.


She was once overcome by a prophetic vision in the ladies’ toilets of the Gaumont bingo hall. She temporarily lost consciousness while in the middle of a motion. She was rescued by the assistant manager, who was obliged to climb into the locked cubicle with her. Unceremoniously, she was dragged by the arms through a packed lobby to a waiting taxi.


‘Oh, look at the state of her, shit all up the back of her tights.’


It was the first and last time that a Scotch egg ever passed her lips on an empty digestive system.


Progressive rock and suicide were all the rage in the mid-1970s. I think one gives rise directly to the other. The entire district broke out in a virus of bumper sticker optimism and slogan patches pressed to denim. I lived to loathe. When you’re a teenager you define yourself by that which you hate, because your personality has yet to accommodate anything except an attention deficit disorder and bedtime resistance. It’s the natural progress of puberty and adolescence, but my fledgling seclusion evolved into a self-imposed retreat: Exile on Redlaw Way.


I craved the possibility that the Baader-Meinhof organisation might recruit me, giving me the weapon with which I would assassinate Emerson, Lake and Palmer before quickly moving on to Rick Wakeman.


During high school, and in a gesture towards assimilation, I invited a school friend to visit me at home. Unbidden, he proceeded to play a Van der Graaf Generator album. I had never heard, until the techno boom of the 1990s, vinyl so crammed with proficient pointlessness. I realise it is a question of taste but I fail to see what progressive rock is for, apart from making life seem to last much longer than it actually is. Even its name is an oxymoron.


I was trapped in a manufactured universe of sonic dross where binary replaces spontaneity; where synthesizer players are the feudal lords of the musical landscape, tackling epic and overarching themes in a macrame choker and a scoop neck smock.


Compared to a forced listening of progressive rock music, the victims of Torquemada’s exquisite sadism had it somewhat cushier, I feel. Although the Spanish Inquisition, admittedly, was an exercise in taking masochists far beyond their limits.


But Prog Rock was everywhere and it filled me to the nostrils with semi-sophisticated nihilism. I calmly accepted the whole of Side One while staring at the bedroom door handle in an anguished concentration of telekinesis. When he got up off the bed to play Side Two, I floored him with a desperate rugby tackle, scratched the stylus across the record and asked him to leave.


This he did, and the next day he advertised to the class that I was “unhinged”. Unhinged, a curious choice of word for a fourteen-year-old, it made me sound like Flora Robson in Poison Pen.


This was one of my better reviews and it worked because people left me alone. I was never bulled at school, which is remarkable considering what


I used to turn up in. I wasn’t particularly aggrieved at not being popular because, to my mind, almost everybody else was a cunt in any case. Besides,


I was already formulating other plans.


Suicide. In a distorted idea of romanticism, I believed that if you had not attempted suicide at least once, you were probably not going to be a terribly interesting person when you grew up.


Conversely, a pumped stomach of barbiturates identified you as someone whom I’d like to meet. Without entering the dominion of lofty notions, suicide is an unpleasant and serious business but it can also be the ultimate manifestation or protest act; not of frustration and ennui, but of control and even arrogance.


Complex people with a tendency towards self-destruction can be fascinating in a way that someone who is abundant in cheer may never be. In any case, too much cheer in a person is so fatiguing on a practical level alone, because it constantly barrages you with buoyancy.


From an artistic standpoint, we know that inner demons and mortal struggle can produce exceptional creativity. Or to rephrase: no one who ever particularly minded whether they were served peas or beans with their oven chips ever galvanised an art movement, or antagonised the public with a small yet vital detail in their daily dress.


I like arrogance in its pure form, which should not be mistook for obnoxiousness. Obnoxiousness is cheap, unbearable and available to anyone. Arrogance can be exciting and infectious; pour charisma into the mélange and you have pure sex. Arrogance misplaced is unattractive, and tends to produce itself in people who are physically too short for the gesture.


I think that the incandescence of self-belief, or at least its appearance, is a necessary ingredient to a certain success. In my case, its form is the execution of the perfect omelette which, in its way, is just as important as Patricia Highsmith.


The evening following the teenage suicides I picked idly at the body of a dead cod and returned to my bedroom.


My sanctum was an amethyst daubed cell decorated with a map of metropolitan New York, which I was determined to use one day, posters of male rock stars dressed in “female apparel”, and a sepia newspaper clipping of the Houston mass murder, Dean Corll. My parents saw it as the building of a shrine to an evident and burgeoning perversity. Obviously, they knew me.


I was forever rearranging what little furniture there was to achieve the effect of a fully self-contained private apartment. There was a balcony that offered an aspect to the surrounding concrete dream of Finnish brutalism, and which remained an unvisited Amazon due to my morbid fear of insects.


After seeing the swish mid-century glamour of North by Northwest


I bought a battery-operated telephone. Its wire trailed out under the door and up the stairs to another receiver by the kitchen. My mother could telephone my extension when meals were served. I would collect it on a tray and eat in privacy.


The introduction of this room service arrangement was not precipitated because I felt that I was superior to anybody. It was a civilised form of evasion. Mealtimes were flashpoints that signified parental interrogation over the communal buttering of sliced bread. I cannot take any pleasure in Lancashire Hotpot when I’m being questioned over my toiletry.


‘You were in the bathroom for a full hour this afternoon. What were you doing?’


I had been chain-smoking Consulates, feverishly trying to flush them down the lavatory. Only a week lapsed before the telephone vanished with no explanation offered.


Even the witless instinctively knew to reverse gear and avoid a merging miscalculation with a sociopath in training. A few years earlier, the local kids played Cowboys and Indians only yards from where I played my own adaptation of what is essentially serialised killing, Cable Car Crashes. I would like to have joined them, but even at that tender age I knew that the game was not worth the candle unless there was a bit of rape and pillage involved.


Now what I needed was a full-frontal collision with an express truck loaded with the facts of life.


Am I Einstein or Frankenstein?


I asked myself this same question a decade later in the Raymonde song, ‘No One Can Hold a Candle to You’.


One chilly February evening I made my debut as a virgin suicide. I was not about to be upstaged by Mademoiselle Laycock’s toenails. I left no note, yet could have said so much. Wrapping myself in a purple, polka dot dressing gown that was, in fact, a silk smoking jacket and arranging my more treasured records around the bed like a collage wreath, I swallowed an entire bottle of Aspirin. Arms crossed I awaited The End to T Rex through the headphones.


I yearned to be in Manhattan sipping cocktails in the backroom at Max’s Kansas City. The party that I wished to gate-crash was in full Mandrax swing—beret knocked at a rakish angle—several time zones to the east while I was uselessly kicking my heels at the Bricklayer’s Arms.


Death, you may be surprised to hear, did not come.


During the track, ‘Lady’, which is far from my favourite song, and quite possibly because of it, I began to feel nauseous. I staggered to the bathroom, opened a bottle of bleach and inhaled deeply to evacuate the pills. It is stressful to survive a suicide attempt least to have to recover secretly. The next morning I awoke with a headache that would have felled a baby hippopotamus.


All that set dressing that went to waste. My suicide attempt was Waiting for Godot without the car chase sequence. My error was a lack of etiquette. If you’re going to commit suicide, issue notice because engagements, pedicures and other people’s experiments with pesto can get in the way of your Final Act. Moreover, if you fail to inform them and you survive, they might simply think you have become sloppy in your personal grooming. That may be worse than actual death.


I was alive. A budding putannesca liberally awash with testosterone and lip balm; the arms uselessly and imploringly outstretched; the hair a vaguely coordinated mess of studied chic, I could no longer skirt the question:


‘Who will have sex with me?’


An idea popped into my head: speeding motorcyclists. I will throw myself into the path of oncoming motorcyclists. It’s not exactly dating, but it’s the only option open to me.


The following week, I flung myself in front of a Yamaha RT3 outside the North Peckham Civic Library. I lay in the road, “lapsing in and out of consciousness”, until I heard the wail of an ambulance siren. But two things went wrong. The driver was extremely upset, which I had not estimated, and when he took off his helmet he was clearly over sixty. Realising that my plan had gone awry,


I begged the paramedics not to cart me away.


‘I don’t want any fuss’, I pleaded.


The sexagenarian motorcyclist then proceeded to visit me at home, daily, to assure himself that I was unharmed. Finally, by the fourth visit, I managed to convince him to go away by doing a handstand in the living room. To our mutual relief, he seemed happy with this and stopped coming.


I couldn’t even plan a road accident without unwanted complications.
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A Leonard Short of a Trio
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I was not a complete recluse. I did have one friend, a bespectacled girl who lived only five doors away. We were Freaks Reunited. Cherelle. Surprisingly, she was neither black nor French but did harbour a genuine and deep-seated desire to become Jewish at some point.


While other girls were hospitalising themselves in the synchronised hysteria of a gate stampede at David Cassidy concerts, Cherelle did things differently. She instead fell in love with the composer Leonard Bernstein. There then followed an infatuation with the singer and poet Leonard Cohen before transferring her affections back to Mr Bernstein, presumably because the only other Leonard available was Leonard Nimoy of Star Trek. She didn’t feel quite ready for that.


Her ambition was to be constantly mistaken in a crowded shopping precinct for the American singer, Cher. In this respect, it should be said that her reach was a little shorter than her grasp because she bore an almost unnecessary resemblance to the Greek singer, Nana Mouskouri. I once called her Nana during a childish argument and she sent me a formal letter that stated: I will never dance in your presence again.


Her mother, certainly, would have felt relieved; Cherelle’s dancing technique was energetic, and she had already contrived to break not one, but two family heirlooms including a vase that had survived the Siege of Mafeking. I replied to her: I are dismayed at your comportment.
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