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Praise for London Triptych





Winner AUTHORS’ CLUB BEST FIRST NOVEL AWARD


Winner QRG BEST BOOK AWARD (FICTION)


Shortlisted GREEN CARNATION PRIZE


Shortlisted POLARI FIRST BOOK PRIZE


‘An ambitious work in which Kemp aims to give voice to the voiceless. Fast-moving and sharply written.’


Guardian


‘A thoroughly absorbing and pacy read. A fresh angle on gay life and on the oldest profession.’


Time Out


‘Astonishingly textured prose and wonderfully defined narrative voices. I recognised the characters immediately and wanted to follow them.’


Joanne Harris


‘Kemp’s language is beautiful, his characters carefully drawn and the dialogue engaging. The narratives overlap and are all the more moving for their subtlety. London Triptych is a touching and engrossing read.’


Attitude


‘An interestingly equivocal and quietly questioning debut.’


Financial Times


‘A thought-provoking enquiry into what changes in gay men’s lives as the decades pass – and what doesn’t. As the connections and reflections across the years reveal themselves, this is a book that will make you think – and make you feel.’


Neil Bartlett


‘By turns explicit and energetic, Kemp’s forceful prose uncompromisingly draws the reader in. A strange, squalid, rather interesting book.’


Metro


‘Every now and again a new voice appears, someone whose stories speak to us on many levels. This first novel by Jonathan Kemp is one of those books. I didn’t want this excellent book to end.’


Gscene


‘Above all, this is a story about the power of feeling and the hope and beauty that can be found in even the darkest places.’


Dissident Musings


‘London itself, in its relentless indifference, is as powerful a presence here as the three gay men whose lives it absorbs.’


Times Literary Supplement


‘What an amazing book. This is the best gay novel to be published in many years. It is literary fiction at its best.’


Clayton Littlewood


‘A dark novel about exploitation and betrayal that’s full of rent boys, aristos and artists. That’s got to beat the new Marian Keyes any day, right?’


Boyz Magazine


‘London Triptych might find itself nestled between other works of gay historical fiction on the bookshop shelves, but its central theme – freedom and the pursuit of it – is universal.’


Hackney Citizen


‘There is a deceptively relaxed quality to Kemp’s writing that is disarming, bewitching and, to be honest, more than a little sexy.’


Polari


‘Kemp has achieved what few writers ever will: a work that stands alone as a heartbreaking love letter not only to a vast and fascinating place, but also to the lives within that serve as its beating heart.’


gaydarnation
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For George Cayford



















‘A man’s very highest moment is, I have no doubt at all, when he kneels in the dust, and beats his breast, and tells all the sins of his life.’


Oscar Wilde, De Profundis
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Another arrest reported in the papers this morning. Some poor sod caught in a public toilet. Hardly a week goes by without one. Now, I can’t claim to know much about it, but it seems to me that when old men hang around public toilets while younger men are pissing, we aren’t out for a glimpse of cock, or even a grope. No, in truth what roots us to the spot is the most profound feeling of envy because we can’t piss like that any more. Respect, even. When you reach fifty, it trickles out.


He pisses like a horse. I can hear him through the whole house. A veritable Niagara. It’s not a big house – he calls it ‘the doll’s house’, to my chagrin. Tall as he is, he’s forever banging his head on my lampshades and doorjambs, as I totter behind him. He strides through my tiny rooms with such confidence and familiarity, as if it were a castle and he its prince, and I feel like the valet who can call nothing here my own.


He has so much life in him that it’s made me realise for the first time that I am old. And it’s not a feeling I’m happy with. Not at all. It’s not something I ruminated on and came to a calm decision about. Not something I’ve been refusing to accept and can no longer hold in abeyance. I simply looked at my face in the mirror and said aloud, ‘You are old.’ It’s not even the exterior that made me gasp with horror – the grey hair, the lined face, the tarnished eyes. These things I know. I see them every day. I can live with looking old, just about. Or at least I could, until recently. But I have met a boy whose youth makes me feel ancient to the very core, ossified and pointless. That’s what made me smart.


When I first saw him, a month or so ago, I thought him quite the handsomest boy I’d seen in a long time. He wears his hair slicked into a quiff, and sports the general attire of what a newspaper last year nicknamed Teddy Boys. But when he removed his clothing I realised for the first time what I’d been missing in a model: someone who shines more when they are nude than when clothed. Skin with light trapped beneath it. Skin that looks complete, rather than exposed; that looks painted, full of colour and life, blood blue and flesh pink. Yellows, purples, whites. Tints I don’t know I could ever reproduce. Strangely, he seems more relaxed when naked, more himself, more at home in his flesh than in his clothes. And because of that you don’t really notice that he is naked.


His body is not exceptional, but he has tremendous definition, and a masculine grace that is best expressed by the word ‘noble’, if that doesn’t sound too grand. When he speaks, however, it is with the jagged edges of simplicity. And, while that is not without its charm, it is clear that the sophistication of his being is concentrated on the surface. All his grace lies there, beautiful and richly visible. Within is merely an embryonic soul, his speech suggesting nothing but the workings of a half-grown heart.


In the presence of such concentrated beauty, I feel inspired for the first time in aeons: inspired to capture it in all its complexity and texture, all its pale beauty. I fill acres of paper with his crouched figure, his legs bent and twisted beyond recognition, his spine an abacus, a string of pearls arching impossibly as he nearly swallows himself like Ouroboros. The damp, dark caves of his armpits. The hairless plateau of his belly, tight and contoured. The planed edges of his muscular buttocks, carved to Hellenic perfection. If I placed my tongue there, I should expect them to be cold and hard as marble. The masculine sweep from his hairline to the right angle of his shoulder as fluid and mesmerising as any waterfall; the line of gravity that runs the length of his torso, from the hollow of his throat to the jewel of his navel, cruciformed by the stigmata of his nut-brown nipples blurred with hair; the pucker of his anus like a knot in a tree.


I can’t help but wonder what it must feel like to be so exposed to the gaze of another, to know that you are being stared at and scrutinised. We seem to be obsessed with doing everything in our power to deny or avoid the thorny question of the body unclothed, except perhaps in art. All we have now is shame, and fig leaves, and sniggering like schoolgirls. All we have is prudery. How then does this young man feel, spread out before me? How can he not feel shame? I wonder.


After he left today, I walked into the bathroom and looked at myself in the mirror, and it was then that I muttered like an incantation the words, You are old, the second-person address granting a distance that in no way diminished the painful truth. His presence diminishes me. And it is more than feeling too old to interest him sexually, and more than wanting my own youth back again: I am racked with envy that I am not him. They say desire and identification are almost indistinguishable, but I never understood it till I saw him in all his luminescence – a thing I have certainly never possessed. I removed my clothes and stood naked before the mirror, something I haven’t done for at least forty years. It shocked me, suddenly, to reflect that at no point in my life, beyond that curiosity which adolescence precipitates, have I paid any attention to my body. I looked at my reflection, at my rounded, narrow shoulders with their tufts of grey hair, my rotund belly, my shrivelled privates, my stick-white legs, and I felt nothing but a deep, vertiginous sadness.


There comes a time in life when youth becomes just a word; a word whose meaning you almost feel impelled to look up in a dictionary, so strangely does it sit upon the tongue. I think it was Oscar Wilde – or was it George Bernard Shaw? – who said that youth is wasted on the young. And he was right. You look back on your own youth and view it with the eyes of another person, and it seems as foreign as another country, as distant as a star.


But sometimes, if you are lucky, you are allowed to view another’s youth up close and scrutinise the glory and the invincibility of that infallible state. Perhaps that is why people have children. And, by the same token, that must be why childless old men like myself feel it all the more brutally, and crave it in others. I cannot now recall what it felt like to be young. I suppose that is because I was too busy being young to think about it. Or perhaps because my youth does not in truth warrant recollection. But I must have been a youth, at some stage in my life, all things considered! Must have been in some sense flawless and innocent – but again these are words whose definition evades me. Photographs must supply some clue. Almost another face entirely stares back at me though, from the few I do possess, never having liked to have my picture taken. I see in them a stranger, whose ways and wiles I no longer recollect; whose passions and fears are irretrievable now.


Christ, and I’m only fifty-four.


This young man has awoken me not to the value of my own youth, but to its tarnished loss and frivolous and unforgivable waste. He is a free spirit, as free a spirit as I have ever known, whereas I have never felt free. So, while his presence is a source of joy, it is also a source of incredible pain, throwing into stark relief the woeful inadequacies of my life.
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This night is the place from which I must move forward. I’m to be released tomorrow and resume my life, yet there are so many questions crowding my thoughts as I recall the events that led me here. When I walk out of here tomorrow morning, I would like to feel I’d left it all behind, but I brought it all in here with me and I’ll take it with me when I go. The past has a crushing substance. I’m on a tightrope, high above the ground, assailed by fear and panic, no safety net beneath me. I daren’t look down and I daren’t look back. I don’t know what tomorrow looks like. But I need to try, at least, to understand. I need you, of all people, to understand me. It’s because of you, after all, that I ended up in prison. But one of the many lessons I learnt in here is that things are what they are and will be what they will be.


This is for you, Jake. I never told you much about my past during the brief time I knew you. One of the great things about our time together is how in-the-moment it all was, how little we actually shared about our lives outside of the here and now of our bodies together. Not that we didn’t speak, but somehow our childhoods, our pasts, never surfaced much as a topic of conversation. I’ve tried my best to erase mine, and not to have to speak of it to you was something I cherished. So this is for you, whether you read these words or not.


It’s for me too, of course, though for completely different reasons.






 








As children, my elder brother and I, together with a group of other kids, would play on a nearby railway track, by a tunnel through which goods trains would occasionally pass – great rusting hulks of metal following one another in single file. We played chicken, standing on the tracks for as long as we dared as the train hurtled towards us. I always won, was always the last one standing there as the train rammed its way nearer. Every time, the others would flee to the sides of the track, leaving me alone, my heart racing. I can still remember watching the front of the train darken as it passed from sunlight into the black mouth of the tunnel. Only then would I run to the sidings. This wasn’t an act of bravery. It took no courage on my part, because I didn’t care that the train might pulverise me. I just wanted the rush that came from imagining my flesh spread across the front of that train. Even then, at that age, I used danger as a way of escaping boredom.


Growing up, I wanted for nothing. I had any toy I desired. I had affection, security, I never went hungry, my parents never missed a birthday, never neglected or beat me. In fact, they gave every sign of loving me – or if they didn’t love me they certainly knew their duty and performed it well. They were good parents, and I was a good boy, an angel – never getting into trouble, never offending, always polite. Not because I wanted to be good, particularly, but because it was easier than doing anything else. Nothing existed for me – nothing real anyway. Fuelled by television, books and, most importantly, music, I constructed another place, a place I could value. In that tiny village I was cursed to endure, life was a thing with no value. The people around me seemed to live their lives like a person with one foot nailed to the floor, inscribing a perfect circle in the rotten earth and calling it home. Not only were the houses where we lived semidetached, so were most of the lives. I longed to escape.






 








The lights have just been put out. I can hear my cellmate, Tony, beneath me, beginning to snore as he slides into sleep. Before long he’ll be snoring louder than a sow in labour, and I envy him that sweet release into oblivion. He’s from Hornchurch. In for stealing a car. He’s not been here long and no real friendship has developed between us. I’ve struggled to find some common ground but every conversation gets beached by our differences, and our inability to communicate. I’ll probably never see him again. And I probably won’t sleep tonight. Too many memories crowding in, vying for attention.


As if that ever did any good, raking over the past.






 








Because I’d spent my childhood doing more or less exactly as I was told, it was assumed that I would continue to do so. On the night before I had to confirm my O-level options, my father mapped out the entire geography of my future. I was told what I would do with the rest of my life. And the flatness of the terrain he described made me despair. He wanted me to have a secure future. He wanted me to become an accountant, or at least ‘in business’ at some level. Something secure, something steady and lucrative. My father, who was a bank manager, not just by profession but also by nature, spoke to me that night as if he were turning me down for a loan. The subjects I loved – art and English literature – were not considered at all, while the subjects I hated – mathematics and economics, physics and chemistry – were attached to me like shackles. I nodded as he spoke, and the narrowness of my future oppressed me.


When my father was a baby, his mother taped his ears back onto his head while he slept in his cot, in order to prevent them folding forward and sticking out permanently. Sometimes, it seemed to me as if that tape had never been removed, and it prevented him from hearing anything I said. Each morning the same routine: he’d slice twenty discs of banana onto his cereal, and if, after twenty, he had a stump of fruit left, he would look up forlornly, unsure what to do with the excess. My mother would hold out her hand for him to drop it into her cupped palm. If he were ever to articulate what he feels about life, I’m certain he would claim that habit is the only route to happiness, or at least success.


My mother, in her own way, was equally taped down. Her overwhelming desire for an easy life rendered her incapable of contradicting anything he said. A more repressed human being I’ve yet to meet. She died three months after I was sent here. Cancer. I still haven’t cried about it. I’ve cried about lots of things, myself mostly, but not her. I’ve had one visitor. An old client, now more of a friend – Gregory. Over the past year or so he’s come here regularly, almost like my confessor. I told him I hadn’t kept in touch with my family at all, and he said I should write. I did, knowing they wouldn’t have moved address since I left. The first letter from my father told me about my mother.


It didn’t occur to me at the time that I had any other option than to accept – or at least to give the appearance of accepting – their terms. From that point until I completed my O-levels two years later, I began a life of duplicity in order to survive. Lies became my way of cheating boredom, the portal I would crawl through to reach a world in which I could breathe.


To the outside world – and, most importantly, to my parents – I was the perfect scholar. Though I hated the subjects they foisted upon me, I knew the secret to an easy life lay in doing well at school, for the time being at least. So I spent my days studying maths and economics, and I spent my nights with my friends – and they were not the sort of people of whom my parents would have approved. A schoolfriend of mine, Phil, was working at the time in a small bistro in a posh part of town, washing dishes from seven till midnight, seven nights a week. Under the pretext of working there I was able to stay out every night till late. Dad liked the idea that I was willing to work. In reality, far from spending my time elbow-deep in boiling suds and grease, I cycled each night to the local golf course, to meet a crowd with whom I could smoke and drink myself into oblivion. There was Spike, with his skinhead and boxer’s brawn, whose stepfather was forever in and out of prison and whose mother was too pissed to care what he got up to. Sometimes he would steal a car and drive us up to Saddleworth Moor. He was related to one of the victims of the murders that had taken place in the city in the mid-’60s, and he would take us to the spot he claimed the dead girl had been buried. Johnny, Spike’s cousin, had long hair and wore AC/DC T-shirts. His elder brother was a dealer and he always had what seemed like an endless supply of dope and acid. The lights of the city hummed the colour of radioactivity as we drove back home. Heather, Johnny’s girlfriend, was all shaggy hair and denim. They both head-banged along to the loud rock music that was played in the car. But Julie was my favourite. Julie never head-banged. Julie looked like Marilyn Monroe, or so we thought. She confided in me once that she was actually trying her best to look like Mike Monroe, from Hanoi Rocks, but no one seemed to care much. She wore her hair impeccably bleached and her skirts explicitly short, and was known as the village bike because she let most boys do pretty much anything with her. Most of the time, though, she was Spike’s girlfriend.


I thought that only drugs or music could supply me with the transgressive thrill I sought. I never gave sex much thought. I had had a lacklustre and lustless grope with Julie one night before she and Spike started what my grandmother would quaintly call ‘courting’, but on the whole I knew even then that I preferred boys – knew that I would rather be kissing Spike. I hid this desire beneath a smog of drugs, claiming a cynical lack of interest in anything sexual, even though I imagined Spike naked and tied to my bed each time I masturbated. Spike and the others mockingly called me the Poet because books and the lyrics to songs – and the thoughts they inspired – were more important to me than trying to get laid. Whenever we got stoned they would all sink into torpor around me while I grew more and more animated by my own fucked-up monologue, till one of them would shout, ‘Hey, Poet, fuckin’ can it, will ya?’


Then I discovered whoring.


I wanted more than anything to leave this world behind, but not in order to destroy myself; only in order to find another world, one in which bodies glowed and danced like flames. Such a world is not found, however, but must be created anew each time we want to live in it. I know that much at least.
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The name’s Jack Rose, or Rosy Jack as the gents like to call me, on account of that soft pink bud nestling between me rosy arse cheeks. I’m a Maryanne, see, and gentlemen pays me handsomely to do things I should likely enough do for free, though the cash definitely helps, make no mistake. Steamers, we call ’em, the gents what come around; or swells or swanks: moneyed geezers, well-mannered, classy, not like the lowlife I knew before I started in this game. But they all, to a man, love that arse of mine, love watching it pucker and pout, the filthy bastards – love to poke it, finger it, sniff it, lick it, fill it, fuck it. And I love them to do it, I’m not ashamed to admit. But I love too the gifts and cash what they show their appreciation of my little rosy star with – my asterisk of flesh, my puckered pal. This hole of mine has turned out to be a right little golden goose.


I don’t suppose boys are any different from girls in liking to take presents from those what are fond of us. There isn’t much wrong in gents showing their appreciation of the finer things in life with a trinket or a few shillings, is there now? I wasn’t the first and I doubt very much I’ll be the last, that much I do know. I know too that it is a harsh world, and harder still in this bloody shithole city of London I was pushed into. Fuckin’ impossible if the jaws of poverty hold you as they hold me ma and pa and the other seven miserable brats he sired. If that’s your lot you’d do well to keep your eyes shut and crawl right back into the cunt you came from, if only that was an option. Instead we open our eyes and crawl forward, lambs to the slaughter every last one of us. A smack on the arse and you’ve no bloody choice is the truth of the matter. Every day a fuckin’ battle. So if you can claw back a little happiness, a little pleasure, a little laughter and joy, it’s no crime. It’ll come as no surprise then when I confess that I feel like the king of the world when a coin is pressed into my palm after being pleasured. It’s bleedin’ hilarious to be making money so easily, isn’t it? And this line of work takes me places I’d never have seen otherwise, that’s for sure. When you have nothing to begin with you only stand to gain, and the way of life most rich gents take for granted seems to me to be the trappings of heaven itself. And the police are kind to me after their fashion. They shut their eyes for the most part – but then they’ve shut their eyes to worse than me and no mistake. The things I’ve seen in this town would make even old Queen Vic crack a smile.


Odd the way I fell into the whole business, really. By accident, you might say. I certainly never planned it, but then again I don’t suppose anyone ever sets out to become a whore, do they? It was a bollock-numbing January in ’93 and I was several months past my fifteenth birthday, though I looked much younger. Skinny as a runt and no trace of a beard as yet, though I had sprouted a soft dark down on my privates which thrilled me. I was running telegrams. Fuckin’ awful, it was. Perhaps you’ve known it yourself, that horror when you realise all your time is being given over to others, all your thoughts are about day-to-day survival. Perhaps like me you’ve felt yourself chained to a fa’te you detest. I don’t know. Where I grew up, ugliness was the one and only reality; joy was unheard of except for the odd booze-up or street fight. I was working about fifteen hours a day running around in all weathers.


I was born and raised in Bethnal Green, a stinkin’ hole of a place with a cesspit the size of a small lake down the road from our home that filled the air with the stench of shit the whole time. We shared the house with three other families. We had no running water so going for a piss or a crap meant finding a space that hadn’t already been used – in or outside the house. We were all of us permanently sick and two of my sisters died before even learning to walk. My pa is a useless alcoholic crook. Never done a day’s work in his life. Robs to get his beer money and we never saw a penny of it. He’s violent and spiteful, too, to all of us. One day I came home to find my two little sisters, Millie and Flossie, crying something awful, and, when I could finally get some sense out of them, it seems Pa’d got them to pull on a piece of string threaded through a keyhole in the front door. ‘Pull it hard, girls,’ he’d said, so they did, eager to please their pa, not knowing that on the other side of the door the string was tied around the neck of a stray cat. He swung the door open to show them the poor strangled beast hanging there, dead by their own fair hands. That amused him no end. The cunt.


He beats Ma all the time. She always puts up a fight but she always comes off worst, poor cow. He’s a big fucker. I got good at cleaning her up afterwards. We were scared shitless, the little ones crying and screaming every time he was around. I’ll never understand why Ma married him in the first place. I asked her once and all she said was, ‘He used to treat me like gold.’ Sure, it’s good to be treated like gold, but I can hardly believe that ole bastard even knows how. She’s deaf in one ear after he thought it a lark to smash two cupboard doors closed on her head one day.


It was all Ma could do to feed us proper once a week, let alone once a day. Then at the age of fourteen a stroke of luck landed me a job as a messenger for the Post Office in Charing Cross. True, I was delivering grams in storm and snow, frozen to the bone, miserable as sin and tired as a dog. But being a thick bastard I considered myself fuckin’ lucky. All my friends, my elder brothers too, had turned to crime, for where we lived it was steal or starve. I come from a fine line of criminals – though not very good ones. Pa was always behind bars. If we ever needed to find him, we knew he’d be in the pub or in the clink. But for some reason I couldn’t bring myself to do it. My one and only joy was handing my wages to Ma once a week and seeing her face light up from the glow of the coins, both of us knowing I’d earned them honestly. But I was soon to discover another much greater source of both money and pleasure, a way of life that would show me things beyond that narrow horizon of poverty and survival.


Strangely enough, I never thought it a crime, becoming a renter.
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He came over again today. I should stop saying ‘he’. He has a name. But it is such a grotesque name that I fail to link it with him, with his beauty: Gregory. How can a parent burden a child with such a monstrous name? There’s no nobility in it, no grace. It sounds like the death rattle of an ancient bullfrog. He told me some of his friends call him Gore, and, since this is the name of a novelist whose books I enjoy, I feel happier calling him that.


Gore’s not shy at all and strips off as soon as he’s in the studio without having to be asked. Just stands there and disrobes. I usually offer models the use of a bathrobe and get them to undress in the bedroom before coming into the studio, but he’ll have none of that. It’s as if he can’t wait to be naked, as if wearing clothes is an encumbrance he escapes at the first opportunity. We start off with a few short poses to warm up and then move to longer ones. He’s very good and doesn’t fidget like some of the models I’ve had.


We often chat as I sketch, and he is pleasant enough company, at ease talking about his life. His parents are gypsies – or, as he prefers to call them, travelling people. His mother is French and his father Italian, and he’s fluent in both languages, as well as English. He was born outside Brighton but they moved all over the country while he was growing up, never settling anywhere more than a couple of months, always being moved on, made unwelcome, and sometimes hounded out. Since he left his parents at the age of sixteen he has been travelling all over the world, mainly on merchant ships, doing all sorts of jobs, working in circuses, working on building sites, gardening, occasionally whoring. Dodged national service by going abroad, spent most of the war years wandering across Europe, often ending up imprisoned for vagrancy. Seemingly immune to the social imperatives to forge a career, to settle down, he has lived off his wits, working with bands of actors or street performers, doing mime, juggling, fire-eating and the like, or, when that dried up or bored him, selling his body. He has studied yoga and meditation in Tibet, rope work in North Africa and Noh theatre in Japan, picked grapes in Italy, smuggled drugs in and out of just about everywhere. It seems incredible that he could have done so much in his twenty-nine years. I have never met anyone quite like him before in my entire life.


He told me a rather fascinating story about spending an evening with a group of young Arab boys in the middle of a desert somewhere outside Morocco, conversing through the only youth who spoke French. Having chatted underneath a star-flecked sky on myriad topics, smoking hashish and drinking wine with them all evening, he was told that they were all about to indulge in a homosexual orgy, and he was welcome to stay or be taken to the nearest town. He chose to stay. He described in detail the combinations of bodies and pleasures he enjoyed that night.


His stories provoke such profound inadequacies in me, just as his presence works such magic on my art. The drawings I produce disturb and excite me, as I try to capture not just his likeness but his energy, his charge. I feel this peculiar mixture of desire and regret, and these feelings seem to spill into the images that appear when I draw, images that both disgust and fascinate me. Even as he makes me recognise the narrowness of my life, I still feel freer than I have felt for years – perhaps ever. There’s an urgency in the way I am working now that there has never been before, a tension that expresses itself in the most ambiguous and intriguing ways. These new sketches look like nothing I’ve ever seen before.


He has only been back in London eight months, lodging in a house in Islington. It’s the longest he’s ever spent anywhere, he told me. I’ve never been any further from London than Hampshire, and I find this lifestyle almost incomprehensible, though fascinating. I responded to the revelation that he is a renter with a worldly nod, as if I meet them every day, though inside I was rather shocked and excited. I wanted to bombard him with questions, but underneath his apparent openness he is remarkably guarded so I restrained myself, saying only, ‘And do you find your work interesting?’ What a pompous bore I must have appeared. Or perhaps am.


He said, ‘Whoring isn’t a job, it’s a world view. It’s an art form, even a kind of philosophy. It contours the way you see everything. Nothing is important. Except money. And the only way you can get money is by whoring. So you end up on a treadmill that formulates your entire outlook. What makes a whore anyway? I sell my time. My labour. My body. Whether I get my cock sucked or whether I work at a job I hate for a pittance, it amounts to the same thing. I let my boss suck me off, that’s all. It takes less time to earn the same money. Prostitution is the apotheosis of capitalism. But with the added advantage that, finding I rather like it, it keeps me free.’


Of course he didn’t say that.


But his whole life said it. His whole body said it. What he actually said was that it was an easy job that gave him plenty of money and sex and saved him from having to work.


What could I say, who have bartered my life away for a respectability that now mocks my timidity? Haven’t I survived (don’t we all, in some sense, survive) through a more subtle form of prostitution? We may think that prostitution is something that only prostitutes do – that it names only the selling of one’s body – but what of the selling of one’s soul, or one’s freedom, one’s individual spirit? Doesn’t one’s life also have a price? How much am I worth? How much is he worth? I wonder. I daren’t ask. Not yet.


He seems to know exactly what he’s doing, and why; and I for one cannot stand in judgement. I am, however, plagued with questions, having had so little physical pleasure and placed so little value on it in my own life. I want to know what it is like to give and take pleasure in that way, to live outside normal society so gleefully and shamelessly. When he told me, I asked none of those questions that rose so urgently within me, however, but simply continued to draw in silence.


‘Most of the models who pose for the group do it,’ he said at last, and I knew that I was expected to pick this up as a topic of conversation.


‘And does it pay well?’ I asked.


‘I made ten bob from one fella last week.’


‘Good lord. He must have been well off.’


‘He’s a don from Cambridge. You know what he wanted me to do?’


‘What?’


‘He wanted me to sit down on his face.’


I looked up at him. He was grinning.


‘Clothed or unclothed?’ I asked. I could hardly believe the conversation was for real. I had never spoken of such things with another human being in my life.


He looked at me as if the question were preposterous, which I suppose it probably was.


‘Unclothed! He wanted me to rub my arse in his face while he played with my cock. And the whole time he’s trying to speak, but his words are being muffled as I crush down further onto his mouth. Then I spilt onto his fat belly.’


I was looking at him by now, my hand stilled, struck dumb by this image he had conjured. I was not at all certain what I might say at this point. I am utterly ill-equipped for this. He, of course, was grinning like the Cheshire cat, amused by my discomfort.


‘It was all over in ten minutes and he hands me the bread.’


‘The bread?’


‘The money! That’s the most I ever had.’


‘And will you see him again?’ I asked, sounding like a maiden aunt discussing courtship prospects.


‘I fuckin’ ’ope so,’ he said with a smile that seemed to invite something I could barely recognise. I pulled myself together and continued to sketch, but still, long after he has gone, I continue to be plagued by the image of him crushing his behind into a man’s face – and find myself imagining what it must feel like to have Gore do that.


I cannot sleep for imagining it.
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One night, I left Spike and the others on the golf course and went to meet Phil at the bistro where I’d told my parents I was working. It was New Year’s Eve, the full stop to 1985. I was fifteen. As I arrived at the kitchen door at the back of the bistro, Phil was just finishing. We went through to the bar, where the rest of the kitchen staff and the owners, plus some regulars, were gathered, celebrating. Phil and I got chatting to one of the regular customers, a musician in his late twenties who talked fast and intensely. He announced at one point that he was off to the toilets to do some coke, and did we want some? I’d never tried cocaine before, Johnny’s brother didn’t deal in it, so of course I was curious. Cocaine represented wealth, glamour, debauchery, decadence, rock’n’roll. I knew this much already, knew that there were other worlds. Phil declined but I agreed. I followed this man up the spiral staircase that led to the toilets, and into a cubicle in the gents’. I watched him unwrap the little pouch of paper and tip the white powder onto the flat ceramic surface of the cistern. Every move he made was observed and recorded. The chopping of the powder and scraping it into two fat white lines with a credit card, the licking of the card’s powdery edge, the rolling of the crisp £10 note, the finger closing off one nostril while the other one hoovered up the trail of white grains, the tipping back of the head. Then the furious sniffing, the licking of the finger to gather up the loose granules from the cistern, the squeaking of the dusted fingertip against the gums. I took it all in, like an actor preparing for his role. He handed me the note like a gauntlet while he continued to hold one nostril closed and sniff hard with the other. I bent over, the note up my nose, and chased the length of my line with the sort of enthusiasm I had not applied to anything for a long time. I looked at him. He was beaming, and the rush I felt expressed itself in a return of that smile. ‘Good, huh?’ he said. I nodded. Another vista opened up before me, glistering with possibilities.


As Phil and I were leaving that night we ran into a local eccentric who used to come and hang around the kitchen. We’d nicknamed him the Count because he looked like Bela Lugosi. No one who worked there liked him, or even knew him, and I’m not really sure why he used to come in. There were rumours that he was a paedophile, a pervert. He was certainly sinister, dressed in black, his dark hair Brylcreemed back across his scalp, a widow’s peak pointing down towards his gaunt face. He would usually engage us in mindless chitchat, his voice reedy and slow. His nails were long and grubby and turned my stomach.


By this time, I’d had several trips to the toilet with the coke-head and was feeling pretty wired. The Count began asking us questions that soon moved from the inane (‘Where do you live?’) to the obscene (‘What kind of sex do you like?’). He asked us what we would be prepared to do for money. Would we, for example, have sex with a fat, ugly woman, or an old woman, or a man, even an animal? I knew that, like me, Phil was a virgin. He’d confessed to me once that he used binoculars to spy on a teenage girl in a house opposite his, watching her undressing, or parading around with a handbag. Throughout the Count’s interrogation, Phil laughed like an embarrassed child, clearly terrified; but I was fascinated. Here was someone totally unlike anyone I had ever met before. Someone strange and dangerous.


We reached Phil’s house and he went indoors. I remember he gave me this look of victory, that he’d escaped while I was still held prisoner by this weirdo. There was still some way to go before we reached my home. The Count and I continued to walk, and he continued his questioning. I was pretty much saying yes to everything – yes I would do that, why not, if I was being paid. My heart was racing. My cock was hard. He asked if I had ever had sex with a man, and I said no. He said, would you let someone – a man, for example – suck your dick for £20? I said, sure, why not? We were by now walking by the golf course, and he suggested we go into some bushes. I held my hand out for the money, and he took out a fat wad of notes from the inside pocket of his grimy suit jacket and peeled off a twenty and placed it in my hand. I screwed it up and thrust it in my pocket as I followed him.


Perhaps I can return to that moment and find in it something that makes sense of my life. Perhaps, like Phil, I could have retreated from the situation – what if my house had been first on that journey home that night and I had left Phil with the Count? But the encounter thrilled me, and then sickened me, and that was a pattern with which I was to become only too familiar. I had several more encounters with the Count, and over the next few months he introduced me to some of his friends. First, he took me around to meet an enormously fat man whose large front room was always curtained, and whose pet budgie would fly around in a frenzy of feathers and noise, shitting everywhere. I made him cage it when I was there, wary of its erratic flight. He wanted me to fuck him. He called it rooting. ‘I want you to root me,’ he’d say as he lay on his side, this mound of white flesh that pooled against the mattress. I learned to function somewhere beyond desire.


Later, he took me to this tiny, skeletally thin man who had a pinball machine in his front room and would get me to stand and play pinball in a pair of tight green shorts while he crept underneath and pulled my cock out. He lived in a cul-de-sac in a quiet middle-class suburb, and his house stood out from the rest because it was so dishevelled, his front garden manically overgrown, a rusting bike upturned in the long grass like a giant insect caught on its back. The paint puckered and peeled on the front door. I had heard from Mr Root that Mr Pinball had served time for molesting young boys, and once when I was there a car pulled up outside and a huge slab of paving came crashing through the front window, scaring the shit out of both of us.


One of the Count’s friends lived in a flat that was cluttered with piles of old newspapers and stacks of empty champagne boxes. His pale, loose flesh, revealed by an unbuttoned shirt, stank of stale sweat, and his dentures clicked and whistled as he spoke. Judging from his accent, he was clearly educated, though I have no idea about his profession (even if he had one). He seemed far from destitute, while somehow at the same time appearing utterly penniless. He offered to take me on a cruise around the Mediterranean as I stood there masturbating in a pair of Lycra knickers he’d provided. Every time I went there he would say the same thing, make the same promise, but a year went by and the cruise had still not materialised. Not that I wanted to go. I had other plans, for I’d saved up those £20 notes and now had enough to get away. On the day after sitting my last O-level exam I left home and came to London. I told my parents I was going with Phil for a weekend. Instead I went on my own and I never returned home. I’d acquired a taste for adoration and the power it gave me. I wanted imposture, anonymity and lies, and prostitution provided all three. Most of my clients wanted to believe I was straight, wanted to believe I had girlfriends (and many of the rent boys I met did, though even that may have been a reluctance to drop the act). Clients wanted to imagine that we only did what we did for the money. I was only too happy to act the part. Distance is my tendency.


After arriving in London, I wrote to my parents telling them that I would not be coming home and not to worry about me, but I never gave a contact address. Being a dutiful son wasn’t part of my plan. I was beginning to formulate a way of life radically at odds with what was expected of me.
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‘Vivid and visceral, London Triptych cuts deep to reveal

the hidden layers of a secret history." Jake Arnott






