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            CHAPTER ONE

            SPOKE ASSOCIATES MONDAY

         

         Spoke Associates was one of the top five leading theatrical agencies in the UK, and Shirley Morris had worked there for many years. She was familiar with the way her boss, Clive Spoke, liked things done, and had personally reserved a ticket in his name at the National Theatre for that night’s 1984 London premiere of the new musical Marilyn, making sure he had a very good seat in the stalls. Miss Morris had originally worked as a secretary for British Lion, one of England’s most important film companies. However, she soon became disenchanted with sitting behind a desk all day, where there was little opportunity for her to rub shoulders with glamorous film stars, let alone get to know the big names that mattered behind the scenes.

         She had decided therefore, to change tack and get herself a job in a theatrical agency, where she thought she would come into contact with leading actors on a daily basis. But her first job at the Bobbie Kelly Agency proved disappointing, since Shirley was only employed as a secretarial assistant. However, it was there that she first met Clive and, when he broke away from that establishment and formed his own business some five years later, Shirley decided to join Spoke Associates. There, she started off as the receptionist, but she was ambitious and soon worked her way up to becoming Clive’s personal assistant. In a way, they had both looked after each other, had developed more than just a professional relationship, and had finally become close friends. Some thought too close, but there was always bound to be a certain amount of jealousy in ‘the show business’ as Mr Spoke liked to call their line of work.

         Clive fully recognised that Shirley had contributed a great deal to the success of his agency and together they had become a formidable team, their professional life forcing them to spend a good deal of time together, working as well as socialising. True, Shirley was at times overprotective of Clive and although he usually benefited from this form of attention, he was perfectly capable of politely disengaging himself from her maternal clutches when he felt smothered, which of late did appear to happen with somewhat greater regularity.

         Spoke Associates now represented some very big names in the industry and Clive was enjoying the esteem in which he was now held. What infuriated him however, was how long it had taken him to get to where he was and how slow producers, directors and casting directors had been to recognise his ability to spot real acting skills, and be respected for what he had always believed was the obvious quality of the artists in his stable.

         He knew he could smell talent a mile off and liked to think of himself as a good judge of character, and other people in the business had slowly begun to realise that he had a particular nose for sniffing out a potential star. As well as assessing the artistic worth of his actors, he had a genuine flair for measuring the honesty of his clients as human beings, as well as their ability to own up to the pressures of the profession they had chosen.

         Clive loved the excitement of first nights and was particularly looking forward to the one he was off to that Wednesday evening. One of his most talented actors, the young and beautiful Miranda Martin, had landed the lead in the latest musical at the National. Having read the script, Clive openly announced that Marilyn would be a huge flop, although he also believed that Miranda would shine through, confirming her star quality, and demonstrating the calibre of the artists that Spoke Associates now represented.

         
             

         

         He had been on the verge of leaving the office when Michael’s call was switched through to him. Such was his tearing hurry to cross the Waterloo Bridge, take his seat before curtain-up and prove himself right by the end of the opening number, that he very nearly refused to take the call at all, and barely recognised the name Shirley had yelled through to him from her adjoining office. Michael’s news was brief: Dennis was dead. He’d developed AIDS.

         It had been ages since Clive had heard from either of those American friends, and truth to tell, he had simply drifted apart from them and lost touch. However, geographical distance was not the main reason: rather it was Clive’s obsession with Spoke Associates, and what Shirley and others had recognised as his delirious love affair with show business, coupled with the undoubted success of his clients and the growing reputation of his agency. This infatuation had caused him to drop many of his former friends and acquaintances, with whom he now had little in common, and that telephone call, coming from out of the blue, had really knocked him for six.

         In addition, the details of Dennis’s death made Clive feel uneasy about his own state of health. Only a couple of years before, in the early eighties, one or two of his New York friends had died of AIDS, and only last year, when he’d attended the premiere of Night for Day on Broadway, he’d bumped into his old friend, the American actor Morgan Fleming and barely recognised him. Shortly afterwards, he had not been surprised to read that the actor was dead. But an ex-lover was a much closer call and he knew that this relatively newly diagnosed disease was a killer. It made him feel more than a little fearful for his own life, as well as for Michael’s, who had sounded so distressed on the telephone. So after Clive’s diplomatic attempts at consolation, he assured Dennis’s partner that he would leave for Columbus the next morning and be with him as soon as possible.

         Clive replaced the receiver onto its cradle and slowly eased himself back into his chair, his own life of glittering first nights and star-making quickly receding into the background as he was suddenly overcome by an intense sense of loss. He buzzed through to Shirley and asked her to organise his travel arrangements to fly to the States the next day. Shirley was well aware that Columbus, Ohio did not feature anywhere in the Spoke Associates’ diary of engagements but was sensitive to how agitated that call from the USA had made her boss feel, and went straight ahead and did as instructed.

         She ordered a black cab to collect him from his home at ninefifteen the following morning, at least thirty minutes earlier than was really necessary. Clive’s views on punctuality were so engrained in her that she made premature arrangements as a matter of course. That way she knew he would arrive at Heathrow in good time to catch his plane, have some airport fruit juice if he liked, and make any last-minute phone calls before his flight was announced. Gone were the penny-pinching days when, in order to save on expenses, Clive would have carried his own bags down to the end of Ladbroke Terrace and picked up a cab at the corner of Holland Park Avenue. Taxis were relatively frequent along that stretch of the main road, so it was easy to hail one there and, living in the west side of London, his journey out to Heathrow Airport could be achieved in no time at all.

         But that was then and, let’s face it, Shirley knew all about the early days of Spoke Associates. Things were different now, and she had the authority to deal with what she feared might be her boss’s current crisis in a manner more appropriate to his present status. She was very well tuned in to Clive’s mood swings and had become a dab hand at smoothing the waters when the going got rough. Her sharp antennae had become expert in registering the least change of pitch in his voice and at moments such as these, Shirley had only one tactic. She would allow fifteen minutes for fallout, then would move in and commence the rescue operation.

         So, having made the necessary plane reservations for the following day – first class of course – she set about putting the coffee on and let the dust settle for a while before finally entering Clive’s inner sanctum. She checked herself in the mirror, applied a little more lipstick, straightened her pleated skirt and put her navy blue jacket back on.

         ‘Do you want to talk about it, Clive?’

         ‘No! Not really.’

         ‘And are you going to sit there all night in your overcoat?’

         ‘Shirley, I’d like some coffee.’

         That signalled the end of round one, but Shirley was by no means certain that round two would reveal the reason behind his sudden need to go to Columbus. Although they were close, Clive was curiously uncommunicative about the life he had led pre-Spoke Associates and had related absolutely nothing about his university days. Likewise, Shirley, although once married, had decided to use her maiden name professionally and had volunteered little information concerning her private life or upbringing, and Clive, discretion personified, had duly respected her need for privacy.

         When Shirley returned with the coffee, Clive had removed his bulky outer garment and was deep in thought and drawing on a Balkan Sobranie, something he only did when under stress. Shirley placed a small tray on his desk, poured a cup for Clive, adding milk and one sugar, then crossed to the drinks cabinet and helped herself to a large Scotch. She held out the bottle towards him, knowing full well he would take a shot in his coffee.

         ‘Not having seen them in ages, Shirley, makes it all seem somehow less real. Does that make sense?’

         ‘Of course it does,’ she replied, still not knowing who the ‘them’ were.

         ‘Dennis is dead, and I’m sure Michael could do with some moral support.’

         ‘It’s all taken care of, connecting flights and a taxi out to Heathrow.’

         ‘Shirley, darling, thank you. What more can I say?’

         That phrase usually heralded another silence, and Shirley consequently sat herself down opposite him, quietly nursing her drink. She wasn’t at all sure who Dennis and Michael actually were but understood Clive well enough to know that he would take advantage of the pause and come round to filling her in about them in his own good time. After a while, Clive stood up and stretched. ‘I don’t think I can face tonight.’

         ‘For goodness sake, don’t even think about it. I’ll stop by at the National and hang around till the show comes down. Miranda will understand when I explain that there’s been a death in the family. I am right, aren’t I? That is what’s happened?’

         ‘Yes, it’s Dennis, Michael’s lover. He’s dead. He had AIDS.’

         ‘Clive, I’m so very sorry. No wonder you’re so upset.’

         ‘Shirley, you can’t imagine how fit and strong he was. But I’ve seen this happen before. You remember the actor Morgan Fleming? Well, I saw what became of him last year when I was in New York. That young man had aged so much I hardly recognised him. He looked so ill, had to walk with a stick, and had enormous trouble breathing.’

         ‘Yes I remember you telling me. I suppose I know so little about AIDS.’

         ‘It seems to be getting closer and appears to be targeted just at gay males. In fact my very dear friend Susan Carlsberg told me last year, when I was staying with her in New York, that two of her closest hairdresser friends, Simon and Mike, were infected with it. She didn’t understand why it was attacking so many young gay men in America, causing so much suffering and so many deaths. Susan felt that there was something sinister about the whole business and when I pressed her further she said she’d heard a rumour that her government might be involved.’

         ‘Is that so? You haven’t mentioned that before, although I do remember how upset you were about Morgan Fleming.’

         ‘I was shocked!’

         ‘But it hasn’t really hit us over here yet, has it?’

         ‘Yes it has, but not to the same degree,’ Clive continued. And what about Alan Humphrey? He died of it this year following his season on Broadway … and Shirley … I’m scared for myself: it’s a killer and Dennis and I were an item long before he met Michael, you know.’

         Hearing this latest confessional made Shirley feel more than a little uncomfortable, to say the least, but she tried to hide her anxiety with: ‘You’ve not mentioned these American friends of yours much before.’

         ‘I met them a hell of a long time ago, Shirley.’

         ‘When, exactly?’

         ‘Actually, I met Dennis on my first trip to the USA, after I had completed my first year at university.’

         ‘How was that, then?’

         ‘I was hitchhiking around the States like a lot of English students back in the sixties; I set off for Chicago, then travelled around a bit, and finally ended up on Cape Cod in a resort called Provincetown.’

         Clive had found Chicago in total chaos. Thousands of young Americans were converging on the Windy City determined to disrupt the Democratic Convention which the city was hosting. Student solidarity encouraged him to join the protestors, but what had started off peacefully ended up in bloodshed. Mayor Daley’s thugs had tried to disperse the crowds and set upon the students who, of course, had retaliated. Clive got caught up in the rioting and witnessed at first hand the brutal beatings, which resulted in many casualties and even some fatalities. In all his twenty-two years he’d never been so scared, and it made him aware of his own impotence in the face of physical violence. However the summer of ‘68 was to present many new experiences, not least his visit to Provincetown, which was to provide him with a life- changing one.

         ‘So tell me … Provincetown is on Cape Cod?’ Shirley asked.

         ‘Yes, it’s the New England equivalent of Key West.’

         ‘Oh, I remember. The one claimed Sean O’Casey, the other Tennessee Williams,’ Shirley beamed back.

         Shirley certainly knew her playwrights, which was hardly surprising, since she came from quite a theatrical background herself. Most of her family had been in the film industry: her father Alfred had been a props master and had met her mother Mimi on a film set. Mimi had worked her way up to becoming a very successful continuity girl, while Shirley’s Auntie Flo, her mother’s sister, had been a Gainsborough Lady and a real beauty. The Morris family lived in Grange Road, opposite Ealing Studios, and very handy for work. Mimi’s mum and dad lived only two doors away, which made Grandma Lucie an ideal childminder and surrogate mum. It was Lucie who took great pleasure in parading her granddaughter Shirley around Ealing Studios from a very early age, much to the admiration of casts and crews alike. Shirley had started doing extra work when only five years old and so you could also say that ‘the show business’ ran through her veins too.

         Clive hadn’t a clue that Shirley had grown up surrounded by a family who worked at Ealing Studios home to the famous Ealing Comedies and the Carry on Films. Shirley had not felt the need to volunteer any such information, and was most certainly not in the habit of bragging about her own life in the movies. She sat patiently as Clive continued to reminisce about Provincetown, explaining that as well as playwrights, it also attracted actors and directors, and stressed that it was a really beautiful seaside town, particularly after Labor Day, when all the crowds had gone back to work, leaving the sandy beaches almost deserted in the warm September sunshine.

         ‘It all sounds too perfect and rather romantic.’

         ‘Shirley, it absolutely was, but a lifetime ago, and my memory plays tricks and then I get rather confused about dates.’

         Shirley knew Clive well enough to realise that there was nothing wrong with his memory and allowed another silence to descend. Then he started up again.

         ‘You know, Shirley darling, I had no idea how old Provincetown was.’

         ‘Really?’ she replied, pouring herself another Scotch and checking her watch: it was only half past six, and she knew she had masses of time before the curtain came down on Marilyn.

         ‘Yes,’ Clive continued, ‘the American Indians used to summer there, long before the white man came. It got so hot inland that they moved out to the coast with their wigwams and cattle so as to enjoy the cooler air and sea breezes. They found the dunes tree-lined and that provided them with adequate fuel and shelter.’

         ‘Didn’t the Pilgrim Fathers land there too?’

         ‘Yes, that’s right … and the Vikings before them. I remember visiting the Viking Wall, at the west end of town, a sort of monument to the explorer Leif Erikson. But all those foreign invaders chopped the trees down to build shelters and soon the dunes began shifting and that changed the entire nature of the place.’

         ‘I suppose that’s what drove the Indians out?’

         ‘Yes, eventually, but what is fascinating is that the Pilgrims didn’t stay there long either. They went south and founded the settlement of Plymouth, but they continued their association with Provincetown by shipping their “deviants” back there. It became a refuge for criminals and pirates and anyone else who didn’t quite obey their rules or fit in with their ways … if you know what I mean?’

         ‘And I suppose you’re going to tell me there has been a gay community there for centuries.’

         ‘Yes, in a way that is probably the case. I was told that by 1680, two settlements had been established, and there were probably “deviants” living in both of them. One was at Long Point and the other was out at Herring Cove, where the gay beach is now located. That settlement was then known as Hell Town, and it’s certainly turned into one hell of a gay paradise now. It was in the thirties that the artistic set started to move in. In those days it was relatively inexpensive to live there, and the sort of place struggling creative folk could well afford. Nowadays, the holiday crowd tend to hang out at the rather posh, and I think somewhat overrated, Atlantic House.’

         ‘So where did you stay?’

         ‘Oh, back in the sixties I couldn’t afford anywhere there on Macmillan Wharf. So I wandered along the seafront and found a guesthouse called Reveller’s Den and booked a room.’

         Clive remembered it was cheap and cheerful, clean and comfortable enough for the student he was then. A typical New England affair, built in wood, with a veranda that seemed to encircle the entire building. The owner, a beanpole of a man who answered to the name of Ned, showed him to a room that looked right on to the beach. Ned told him that he had missed the crowds and that after Labor Day there wasn’t much action of an evening. As things transpired however, Clive was to prove him quite wrong.

         Ned suggested he stop by for a drink when he’d finished unpacking and have a beer on the house. Clive travelled light in those days and so in no time at all found his way back to the front door, where there was a bar just next to the office. Ned made him feel most welcome, poured him a glass of lager, and introduced him to the three men sitting on bar stools. However, one of them, a handsome blond who’d made an immediate impression, unfortunately announced that his lunch break was over, and that he had to get back to work. Clive bought a round of drinks for the two men remaining, but the absentee soon became the main topic of conversation. Needless to say, the fellow on his lunch break was Dennis, Provincetown’s resident lifeguard, and he was on duty.

         ‘Shirley, that’s where I saw my first lifeguard in the flesh, and he was such a handsome blond hunk. The sort of Adonis you know exists but whom you never actually meet in real life. I just couldn’t take my eyes off him, even though I knew it was rude to stare. Anyway, he didn’t stay long and nor did I, since I soon realised it was well past my lunchtime.’

         Clive had only eaten a muffin with his morning coffee before boarding the Greyhound Bus to Provincetown, and was absolutely starving. So off he trotted into town, found a sandwich bar, and ordered a triple-decker and another beer. The weather was nice and warm, so he sat outside to enjoy the New England sunshine, while munching his way through his enormous sandwich.

         ‘I must have been feeling a bit tipsy after so much to drink, so rather than explore the bars Ned had told me about, I made my way back to Reveller’s Den and decided to take a nap.’

         ‘So Dennis was a blond?’ asked Shirley.

         ‘We all had such long hair in the sixties, and his framed his bright blue eyes and button nose, and hung down the back of his thick bull of a neck.’

         In all the years Shirley had known Clive, she’d never heard him be so animated about another man’s sex appeal. Whether by choice or accident, Clive had now settled into a celibate lifestyle and, like so many gay men of his generation, was far too cautious to engage in any casual brief encounter. The same could be said about Shirley, whose first and only husband had been killed in a car crash some years ago. At work, she had kept quite quiet about that side of her life and, apart from Clive, Shirley was never known to be seen on the arm of another man and it was clear to everyone at Spoke Associates that Miss Morris had no intention of getting hitched again. So, in a way, they had much in common. The Clive Spoke she knew rarely got involved and neither did she, for that matter. Her boss was also too professional to allow any of the fine specimens currently on his books to impinge on his emotional radar. Consequently, Clive’s new display of total frankness was giving her a good deal of vicarious pleasure, so she urged him on further.

         ‘And the bod?’

         ‘Your classic “V” shape. Muscular arms with broad, tanned shoulders tapering down to a tiny waist, and narrow hips that stood firmly on good strong legs.’

         ‘Not at all like your average lifeguard then,’ she chuckled.

         ‘In a place like “P”-Town, I suppose showing off the beauty of your maleness was an everyday occurrence in the daily routine of a lifeguard. I figured that anyone who worked out that much must have wanted to be admired and, for once in my life, I conquered my English lower-middle-class sense of guilt and simply enjoyed staring at him.’

         ‘Clive, you’re such a Brit!’

         ‘To us in the sixties, working out seemed rather ridiculous and besides, I was such a weed myself: barely five foot eight, with no muscle definition to speak of. Seeing Dennis look like that made me realise that I had to get myself into shape and do something about my skinny little self.’

         ‘So Dennis is responsible for your regular visits to the gym?’

         ‘Absolutely, and I have to thank him for the Mr Muscles you now see standing here before you.’

         ‘You’re a caution!’ giggled Shirley.

         ‘Oh, you may laugh, but working out did improve my chances on a Saturday night back in London, in the good old days of the Huntsman. That basement Soho club was a really popular meeting place for us gays after the law changed in ‘67, and it provided me with a regular supply of admirers, I can tell you.’

         They both burst into uncontrollable laughter. Then Clive sat upright and what had appeared to be laughter evolved into what Shirley took to be a coughing fit, until she realised that actually he was quietly sobbing. Shirley simply took Clive’s cup out of his hands, stood behind him and put her arms around his shoulders, comforting him as best she could.

         ‘I think you need a Scotch and I need the loo,’ she said, and briefly bade leave of him.

         It struck Clive how deeply he regretted having lost touch with his ‘Columbus boys’ and the rift that he had largely engineered. He had been devastated by the death of his mother two years previously, but suddenly discovering that the man who had played such an important part in his emotional development had died of AIDS made him realise that he had lost a dear old friend and that his own life could now also be in the balance.

         Shirley interrupted his reverie, and as they embraced Clive volunteered: ‘Listen, Shirl, I think I’ll head home.’

         ‘Do you want me to call you a cab?’

         ‘No, I need to walk for a bit. I’ll pick one up in Saint Martin’s Lane.’

         ‘Are you sure you don’t want to go to Joe’s for a bite?’

         ‘Now, Mummy dearest, I’ll have some soup when I get in … then it’s early to bed for me. I’ll be fine, really; I just need to clear my head a little and think things through before the morning. This awful news has really knocked the stuffing out of me.’

         Then, almost out of the door, Clive turned back, blew Shirley a kiss and whispered: ‘Don’t worry. I’ll call you from the airport.’

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER TWO

            PROVINCETOWN REMINISCENCE

         

         Clive left his office in Cecil Court, and as he turned into Saint Martin’s Lane he hailed a taxi and was back home in Ladbroke Terrace in no time at all. The shock of losing his ex had affected him badly and, try as he might, he just couldn’t drop off to sleep. Memories of his first encounter with Dennis in Provincetown kept going round and round in his head and so he decided to get out of bed and fix himself a cup of cocoa. As he sat nursing his hot drink, his mind went racing back to the summer of ‘68. What a time he’d had on that first visit to the United States, when he had found the country in such turmoil.

         He had gone out West on the pretext of visiting relatives, but in Chicago he’d got involved in a big student rally. Thousands of young Americans had converged on the Windy City, determined to disrupt the important Democratic Convention which the city was hosting. At the time, the war in Vietnam was polarising so many U.S citizens, and the youth of America had galvanised itself and come in their thousands to protest against the war and hold a demonstration there.

         President Lyndon B. Johnson had become so besieged by the anti-war movement, he had encouraged the CIA to launch Operation Chaos, a domestic surveillance scheme devised to investigate any expected protest meeting and enable city police to receive several days’ advance training from the US government’s Clandestine Services Division, which equipped them to deal with rallying protestors. The emergence of the Black Panthers and the upset caused by the two Kennedy assassinations had contributed to the breakdown the sense of idealism that had existed in the States during the early sixties. Then, to cap it all, there was the murder of Martin Luther King Jr., which had led to rioting in many American cities, adding racial unrest to the general mood of disenchantment.

         But back in Ladbroke Terrace, it was his memories of Provincetown that held his attention, and he soon pictured himself back in his room at Reveller’s Den. He remembered that from his open window there was an excellent view of the sea in two directions and, as he looked along the beach that day, he found it almost deserted, and the cool sea breeze on his cheeks helped sober him up a little. The details of his first afternoon came back to him so vividly, he felt he could actually see the chair on stilts where Dennis was perched on lifeguard duty. It was an easily recognisable landmark, and with the surrounding flags flapping vigorously and the sea getting a lot rougher, it occurred to Clive that Dennis should be keeping a watchful eye just in case any of the last few remaining bathers got into difficulty. However, Clive did notice that although on duty, it didn’t prevent said fellow from being deep in conversation with one of the guys Clive had met in Ned’s bar at lunchtime: a well-built, good-looking man, about thirty, with a rather charming smile.

         Clive reflected that in those days he’d been rather timid and so, after taking a quick shower and attempting to conquer that Englishman’s self-consciousness of his, he finally decided to pluck up the courage and take a closer look at the two men. He soon packed a canvas bag, left through the door that led directly out onto the veranda and, skipping down the wooden staircase adjacent, he jumped onto the pure white sand that stretched down to the sea. Turning south along the beach, he headed towards the lookout post but walked along the water’s edge, in order to maintain a safe distance and avoid giving the impression that he was interested in joining the two men he’d just spied.

         As they came into sharper focus, Clive could see that the taller of the two appeared to be grinning and shuffling sand from one foot to the other, while the lifeguard, now down from his perch, had begun to swing his left arm backwards into ever-increasing circles, keeping his right hand firmly attached to one leg of that high chair of his. His arm-swinging grew more and more energetic until it suddenly propelled his body up into the air, culminating in a graceful descent, which climaxed in an acrobatic finale of deep knee squats. Clive’s vivid imagination led him to believe that the athletic display had been intended for his benefit alone, such was his continued captive rapture. It certainly could not have been idle conversation that held the other man’s attention, any more than it was that tall chair holding Clive’s.

         Even though he was back in his bedroom in Ladbroke Terrace, that great Spoke visual memory enabled him to relive his afternoon in Provincetown, and he felt as though he was fast-forwarding a film. In it, he could see himself keeping close to the waves breaking along the beach, and finally pitching his site on a raised dry sandy mound a fair distance away from the lookout post. He emptied the contents of his bag onto the towel he’d spread out and stripped down to his red and white swimming trunks. The ritual of smothering his puny body in suntan oil over, he collapsed onto his knees, turned onto one side and faced directly into the sun, benefiting from the last of the day’s rays, which most people believe gives the best tan. To read or not to read, that was his dilemma, and he finally cast his copy of Last Exit to Brooklyn to one side and sat up again. It was then he noticed that his two men had split up and the darker of the two was walking away along the beach in the opposite direction.

         Then the lifeguard suddenly threw himself down from his chair, broke into a fast run and made straight for the sea, his great thighs cutting through the waves, and galloping over them before hurling himself headlong into the ocean. At first, Clive had thought the lifeguard’s sudden action heralded the likelihood of a swimmer in distress. Then, through his binoculars, he could see that was indeed not the case and, with his aided field of vision, he began to focus on the powerful overarm action of the chap who had captured his admiration. He could see that Dennis was now racing far out to sea, and had become a mere speck on the horizon in no time at all. As a result of all this excitement, Clive felt he needed to cool himself down, and although not really at home in the sea and consequently not a strong swimmer, he nonetheless decided he would take a dip. The water was warm and inviting and after splashing around for a token five minutes, he dried off, felt refreshed and was able to return to his Last Exit.

         He soon realised the sun had shifted and so had to alter his position in order to acquire the maximum benefit of its dying rays. It was then he noticed his lifeguard coming along the beach in his direction, now wearing a faded pair of denims, a white T-shirt, and had a duffle bag slung over one shoulder. Because the chap sported a pair of reflector sunglasses, Clive found it difficult to determine whether he’d been spotted or not; however, as Dennis approached he gave a friendly wave, and Clive’s reciprocal wave back encouraged the lifeguard to change direction and make straight for him. To this day, Clive had never forgotten the exchange that followed.

         ‘Hi! How are ya?’ the lifeguard asked.

         ‘I’m very well, thank you.’ Clive replied. ‘It’s just lovely here.’

         ‘So you really are English.’

         ‘Yes, from London. Where are you from?’

         ‘Columbus … Ohio.’ And without prompting, he threw his towel down onto the sand, right up against Clive and sprawled out, clearly enjoying soaking up the last of the warm September sunshine. ‘You know, I’ve never been to London.’

         ‘And I’m ashamed to say, I don’t know exactly where in the USA Columbus is. I mean, geographically speaking.’

         ‘Oh, it’s due south of Detroit, about seven hundred miles or so. I’m only here lifeguarding during my summer vacation.’

         ‘So you’re a teacher?’

         ‘Close! I’m studying to be an elementary school teacher … You’re probably thinking I’m too old to be a college student, but I only quit the military last year.’

         In fact, other thoughts were occupying Clive’s mind, while at the same time he fought hard not to brush up against Dennis’s powerful shoulder.

         ‘In England we call that primary school. We have an excellent approach called the Montessori method, which I know a little bit about,’ added Clive, in an attempt to keep his mind focused on educational issues.

         ‘Oh yeah! I’ve heard about that system. You know, we may speak the same language, but we sure as hell don’t use the same terminology … I suppose I always wanted to teach, but for personal reasons I decided to join the marines and then went ahead and signed up for six years. Crazy, I know, but it seemed right at the time. Anyway, that’s enough about me. What do you do?’

         ‘I’m still at university too. I don’t really know what I’m going to do when I leave. I’ve still got one more year to go. Sometimes I think I’d like to be an actor, but doesn’t everybody? If I had the talent, I suppose I’d try to get into RADA – the Royal Academy of Dramatic Art.’

         ‘You Brits with your royal this and that,’ Dennis smiled.

         ‘Look here, I’m very proud of our royal family!’ Clive responded with what he hoped came across as mock indignation. He didn’t want to spoil their first meeting by having an argument; it would have been terrible to have fallen out over the Queen.

         Fortunately, Dennis didn’t seem to want to be drawn into a political discussion either. ‘Say, what’s your name again? Oh yes, of course, it’s Clive.’

         ‘Yes, Clive Spoke. And you’re Dennis, I remember.’

         ‘That’s right, Dennis Montrose,’ he said rather formally and they both shook hands.

         Then, looking up and down the beach, he observed, ‘It gets pretty quiet out here now after Labor Day. In fact, I finish my duties the day after tomorrow.’

         ‘I suppose there can’t be too many stragglers left to save right now,’ Clive agreed jokingly and changed his position in an attempt to avoid contact with that well-formed torso, which had brushed up against him.

         ‘I plan staying out here till my money runs out. I need a vacation too, y’know, and school doesn’t start up again until October tenth. How long are you staying for?’

         ‘A couple of weeks I think. This is my first day.’ And Clive put his T-shirt back on.

         ‘Once the sun goes down, it does begin to get a little chilly. I suppose it’s time to make a move.’ And with that, Dennis sprang to his feet.

         ‘Yes, it is getting a bit nippy … actually, I saw you earlier on in the bar at Reveller’s Den. That’s where I’m staying, by the way.’ And then Clive plucked up the courage to ask: ‘Would you like to come back for a drink?’

         ‘Sure.’ Dennis’s reply came back without hesitation.

         As they walked along the beach, Clive tried to steer the conversation towards the many differences that exist between the British and American educational systems. The temperature had dropped quite a bit, and a shiver went through his body, which Dennis was quick to pick up on.

         ‘Now, you should take a hot shower as soon as we get there. In fact, I wouldn’t mind one myself.’

         Clive remembered thinking that he couldn’t get over how easy it had been to get his new acquaintance back to his room. At the time, he admitted that he was also entertaining other thoughts about his new friend, such as getting him under that hot shower and then into bed.

         However, he also recalled that the cold seemed to have taken over his senses and by the time they finally reached their destination and climbed the stairs up to the veranda, he was actually shivering.

         ‘Yes, I do feel rather cold.’

         ‘That’s only natural. In the daytime, your body temperature builds up a good deal, and that’s why you now feel the cold more keenly. In future you should remember to pack a sweater. Now, just get straight under the hot water. Go on – and that’s an order!’

         ‘There’s a bottle of whisky on the dressing table,’ Clive yelled out from the bathroom. ‘I wouldn’t mind one myself,’ he said, thinking that it might help steady his nerves.

         ‘That’s a great idea,’ Dennis shouted back, then after a moment he arrived with a glass of whisky in his hand and pulled the shower curtain gently to one side. ‘Here, this should warm you up.’

         Clive laughed as the water streamed down into the glass.

         ‘Better drink it quickly before you drown it,’ Dennis advised.

         ‘Where’s yours?’

         ‘I couldn’t find another glass.’

         ‘It’s over there by the washbasin.’

         With such vivid memories of that first encounter flashing past him, Clive sat up in bed and was now wide awake. He could visualise Dennis letting go of the shower curtain and walking away. However he also remembered how aroused he had become, and, on reflection, he wondered whether it would have been better to have taken a cold shower instead, to cool his ardour. Dennis, on the other hand, appeared not to be in the slightest bit interested, removed the extra glass, went back into the bedroom and poured himself a Scotch.

         ‘I feel a lot better for that. It’s your turn now.’ And Clive handed Dennis a spare towel as he breezed back into the bedroom.

         ‘No worries, I’ll use this one,’ and Dennis waved his beach towel as he disappeared round the bathroom door.

         Clive had tried hard to contain his excitement that day, because in less than twenty-four hours of arriving in Provincetown, he had pulled, and he just couldn’t quite believe his luck. With someone who was almost the embodiment of a gay myth; a nude Adonis who could have walked right out of one of those physical culture magazines he’d always been too uptight to buy. Now fiction was fact and this sexy ex-marine had come back with him to his room, and was now in the bathroom. However, Dennis didn’t seem to want to spend long under the spray, unlike the Englishman for whom a hot shower was still something of a real treat, if not an indulgence.

         ‘Now I feel all warmed up too,’ said Dennis as he re-entered the bedroom, sat on the only chair in the room and was more than happy to receive a top-up. ‘Say, what are you doing about dinner?’

         ‘No plans,’ said Clive. ‘I hadn’t thought about it.’

         ‘Why don’t we have a bite together?’

         ‘That’s a splendid idea.’

         ‘Then we can go to Vanessa’s.’

         ‘What’s Vanessa’s?’

         ‘It’s a gay bar that’s still open after Labor Day. My girlfriend Marianne knows Vee, the owner, real well. We always go there. You’ll love it.’

         ‘Is Marianne from Columbus too?’

         ‘No. I just met her last summer. Marianne has a house out here, but she packs up after Labor Day like most folk in ‘P’-Town, and she went back to New York a few days ago.’

         Then Clive remembered how confused he’d been at the time: the chap wasn’t gay after all and this Marianne was his girlfriend. Suddenly the thought entered Clive’s head that Dennis might be bisexual. Clive had never been able to decide whether men like that were simply queer but were unable to come out of the closet completely. Consequently, it had crossed his mind that if that really were to be the case, it meant that the American was in the fortunate position of being able to enjoy the best of both worlds, and that made him appear even more desirable to Clive.

         ‘Tell me Dennis, why did Marianne buy a house here? Everyone knows that Provincetown’s a well-known gay resort.’

         ‘She bought it after she divorced her husband. She has a lot of gay friends in ‘P’-Town. They’re a great laugh, and I guess she likes being around them. For that matter, so do I!’

         The conversation had now become thoroughly ambiguous and Clive didn’t know where he stood with his ex-marine. He just couldn’t decide whether he was being led up the garden path or whether Marianne was just another fag hag.

         ‘Look Clive, I need to get back to my rooming house, change into something warmer and pick up some dough.’

         ‘That’s fine … I don’t feel like eating too early.’

         ‘Me neither.’

         There then followed the first uneasy pause between them since they had met, and Clive wondered whether Dennis was wavering under pressure. On the other hand, he felt the lifeguard was big enough and more than able to extricate himself from what might have become an uncomfortable situation. Clive averted his gaze towards the window, noticed that the light outside had been fading and, realising that they had almost been sitting in the dark, he reached across and switched on the bedside lamp in an attempt to ease the atmosphere.

         ‘Look Dennis, I’ll understand if you change your mind about dinner. Anyway, I’ll see you on the beach tomorrow.’

         ‘No worries! I’ll be back .– I’ll see you in an hour.’

         Dennis picked up his bag, and as he went to say goodbye, Clive wasn’t at all sure whether he was going to take him in his muscular arms, or shake him by the hand. In fact he did neither, and gently tapped him on the shoulder, swiftly turned and walked out of the veranda door, leaving Clive in a mild state of shock.

         It still struck Clive that it had been one of the most exciting encounters he’d had that summer. Such typical understatement: it had been the most exciting.

         Nevertheless, there was a possibility that Clive might be dining alone that evening, such was his uncertainty about his new beach buddy. He recalled that this line of thinking led him to take his time and dress slowly for dinner, and, after a while, he made his way to the bar for another Scotch and invited the owner to join him. So. deciding to steer the conversation away from lifeguards and the like, he asked Ned: ‘What other tales do you have to tell me about Herring Cove Beach?’

         ‘Say, did I mention the Mooncussers?’

         ‘The what?’ spluttered Clive, almost choking on his drink.

         ‘The who, actually. It was the name given to the folk who lived here when it was called the Province Land. The Mooncussers used to go out at night carrying lanterns up and down the coastline, in an attempt to lure ships to their doom. Some stupid ship’s captains would think that these lights signified that they had found a safe harbour and then they would steer their boats in that direction, only to flounder and perish on the rocks. These local guys were no amateurs, you know. They were brilliant at stealing floating cargo while watching the ships go down and sink with their crews still on board.’

         ‘But I still don’t understand why they were called “Mooncussers”.’

         ‘That’s because whenever there was a full moon, it was bad for business and the Mooncussers could be seen swinging their lanterns to no avail and cursing at the moon as its beams guided the ships away from the rocks.’

         ‘It sure wasn’t known as Hell Town for nothing!’ Clive laughed.

         Then, as he entered the bar, Dennis interrupted Ned’s tale with: ‘It sure as hell wasn’t.’

         ‘So Dennis is your date! You English may come across as all shy and retiring, but when push comes to shove, you sure do know how to get your act together.’

         ‘Honestly Ned, I’m only trying to do my bit for Anglo-American relations,’ Clive responded in his poshest English accent.

         It was well after nine and Clive was starving, so he was relieved when Dennis declined Ned’s kind offer of a drink. They were thus able to beat a polite but hasty retreat from Reveller’s Den, leaving Ned to think whatever he damn well liked and not be too offended that they had declined his hospitality. Clive remembered that, once outside, he began to take in the local architecture as they made their way along Town Beach towards Macmillan Wharf.

         ‘I love those turrets you see on top of a lot of the houses along here.’

         ‘Yes, they’re quite a feature in New England,’ Dennis replied. ‘They’re called “widows’ walks”.’

         ‘Oh, really! How did they get to be called that?’

         ‘The story goes that they were built for the wives of the ship’s captains, so that they could get a good view of the sea while keeping watch and waiting for their husbands’ boats to return. All too often they didn’t come home and many of the wives were left widowed, and that’s how these lookout turrets got their name.’

         ‘Well Professor Montrose, you certainly know your local history.’ To which Dennis, sensing that Clive was sending him up, changed the subject and pointed to a restaurant.

         ‘Say, why don’t we go there. Do you do fish?’

         ‘I love fish, and it must be good here on the Cape.’

         ‘It sure as hell is. There’s been fishing on Cape Cod since the American War of Independence. They used to salt the catches and ship them out to Europe.’ Now Dennis was clearly playing Clive along, and enjoying the role of Professor Montrose.

         ‘So please mister teacher sir, what else can you tell me about the Province Land?’

         ‘Well, that all depends on whether you allow me to give you an examination later. Of course, I mean in order to test your knowledge of local history.’

         ‘Please sir, can we eat first? I’m ravenous.’

         ‘Certainly, my boy. I hoped you’d say that.’

         As they tucked into a delicious dish of roast cod and baked potatoes, Dennis refilled their glasses, and continued his history lesson. ‘By 1840, the inhabitants here became rich and very respectable. They exported salt, whale oil and dried and salted fish all round the world and the Town Beach was used as a road, and this became a very busy and prosperous port. Then a most mysterious thing happened.’

         ‘I say, the plot thickens!’

         ‘Yes, as a matter of fact, it did. The town records suddenly disappeared without trace.’

         ‘How extraordinary! But why?’

         ‘It was suspected, but never proven, that the old families that had become so rich and powerful from the whaling industry wanted to cover up their criminal ancestry. So they conspired to get the town records stolen so that they could never have their respectability challenged. Anyway,’ Dennis’s lesson continued,’by the end of the nineteenth century, the so-called leading families took a slide because the kerosene lamp had been invented; the whalers went out of business and the town became very run down.

         ‘So when did the faggots start coming here?’

         Clive had caught Dennis in the middle of a mouthful and he almost choked on his food. He took a large sip of wine and fixed Clive with his piercing steel-blue eyes. ‘Why did you use that word? Surely you must know how coarse it is. And, besides, aren’t you gay yourself?’

         ‘Yes of course I am. Aren’t you?’

         ‘No, Clive … I’m sorry to disappoint you, but I’m not!’

      

   


   
      
         
            CHAPTER THREE

            PAN AM FLIGHT 101 TUESDAY

         

         In Ladbroke Terrace, Clive woke early, he had breakfasted on tea and toast, and was ready and waiting to go with his luggage all packed. Despite several nightcaps before turning in, he had not slept at all well and it showed. Memories of Provincetown had been swirling round in his head, preventing him from having that good night’s sleep he so cherished. Without his habitual eight hours, he could be thrown into a foul temper, which was known to upset him for the rest of the day.

         Shirley had become very practised at reading such sleep-deprivation signals, and often, on arriving at the office and having taken stock of the state her boss was in, would make herself scarce after a quick cup of coffee, and leave the rest of the staff to deal with Clive. After all, Spoke Associates had by now assigned a number of artists to her guardianship and her occasional disappearances were consequently a matter of course, although, truth to tell, on a really bad Clive day she was more likely to be found at the hairdressers. Not that her gorgeous auburn locks needed too much help, you understand, although she was in the habit of encouraging her French coiffeur, Olivier, to liven up the colour from time to time.

         Clive could go on and on about the problem of lack of sleep to the point of obsession and, such was his self-control, he was even known to drag himself away from an event he was particularly enjoying once the clock had struck one, thus creating his own brand of Cinderella vanishing trick. Mr Spoke maintained that an orderly lifestyle produced healthy results and believed that his youthful forty-year-old appearance was due to self-discipline, exercise and moisturiser, but not necessarily in that order of importance. He also freely admitted that Shirley’s strict attention to his dietary needs, as well as her shopping tactics, ensured that he ate well and regularly, and this, combined with his daily visits to the gym, resulted in his keeping in such very good shape.

         The black cab that Shirley had ordered pulled up outside 18 Ladbroke Terrace slightly ahead of time and, as Clive opened his front door to the smiling cabbie, he could smell the fresh spring morning air and noticed that early rain had left a fine patina of glossy moisture on the road surface outside. He was travelling fairly light that day but still couldn’t get everything into one case, so the London taxi driver helped him get his large suitcase up front, into the driver’s area, while Clive boarded the large passenger compartment behind with some hand luggage, and stretched out along the roomy back seat. Hours of travel lay ahead: first to New York, then changing planes at Kennedy Airport for Columbus, Ohio. The traffic out to Heathrow was reasonably light that morning and he was more than confident that he would arrive in good time to catch his plane. Such was not always his experience, since only ten days previously, he’d nearly missed his flight to Los Angeles because of a bottleneck on the Hammersmith flyover.

         Lately, he’d got to know the West Coast well and he really enjoyed the laid-back atmosphere he found in California. His frequent LA visits were largely due to Anthony Pollard, one of Spoke Associates’ most cherished clients, who’d become the toast of Hollywood that year following his Oscar-winning performance in The Butler. This had clearly boosted Clive’s own reputation no end and so, once again, that Spoke nose had paid big dividends. This resulted in what some of his colleagues admitted was the beginning of a burgeoning international career for both him and Mr Pollard. In addition to this, recent Broadway seasons had recognised the success of several West End plays, and, due to a healthy reciprocal agreement between British Equity and its American counterpart, it was now quite commonplace for London productions to transfer to New York, and this had proved quite lucrative for Spoke Associates and several of Clive’s clients.

         The English had landed.

         However, at present, Clive was much more preoccupied with the notion of take-offs. No matter how many flights he’d taken, he still experienced minor panic attacks as his plane raced for levitation and he felt his own life was in the balance. He had to will himself to relax, and lessened the tension in his fingers by forcibly releasing his grip on the armrest of his seat. There was that terrible moment when he seemed to leave his stomach behind him and had to wait for it to return to its rightful place once the aircraft had levelled out and attained the horizontal. It wasn’t until the seat-belt sign had been switched off and the first dry martini was safely in his hand that he felt he could tell himself that, provided there was no turbulence, the worst was over.

         As his taxi swung past the Hogarth Roundabout, fears of flying were replaced by thoughts of Dennis and his first visit to Columbus in ‘76. Although it was eight years since they’d last met, Dennis had invited Clive to his home town and even paid for his airfare. He also remembered now that it was on the pretext of Clive meeting Michael Poledri, who had become Dennis’s partner. Then he recalled the time when Dennis had invited him to join a skiing trip to Aspen, but that had been in the spring of ‘79, some three years later. Up till then, there had been almost no communication between them whatsoever, and at the time, Clive had been really surprised to hear from Dennis, who was apparently travelling without Michael.

         So it was decided that Clive would join his Columbus buddy in Colorado and, because the pressure of work at Spoke Associates had been building up, Shirley encouraged her boss to take a break. However, she had absolutely no idea that he was meeting up with his Dennis and had just assumed that he had gone on a skiing holiday on his own.

         Clive remembered that in Aspen he had found Dennis in a rather agitated state. It transpired that his life had got rather out of control of late, and that he had got mixed up with a very fast crowd. After they had finished dinner, Dennis told Clive that there was a very important matter he wanted to discuss with him, but that he didn’t want to spoil their first evening together and said it could wait till the following morning. However, by the next day, the American seemed much more relaxed and when Clive reminded him that he thought he had something pressing to tell him, Dennis laughed the whole thing off, said he was just feeling a little depressed and left it at that. Nevertheless, before Clive flew back to London, Dennis did ask him to promise that should anything untoward happen to him, Clive would always keep an eye out for Michael. Now in retrospect, the thought crossed Clive’s mind that Dennis must have got into some sort of trouble but, at the time, Clive never found out what it might have been. He was sure his chum could not possibly have anticipated that he would develop AIDS, since the health problem didn’t really begin to spread until well into the eighties. At any rate, a promise was a promise and he was determined to keep his to Dennis: in a crisis, he would always be there for either him or Michael.

         As his taxi headed out to Heathrow, Clive recalled that his first visit to Columbus had also been in the month of April, only at that time, he was already in the States, visiting his dear friends the Carlsbergs, who lived in New York on West 89th Street. He had known Susan and Martin for years, and like so many New Yorkers, they were great fun to stay with, most generous and very hospitable. The fact that they lived in a very glamorous penthouse on the Upper West Side may also have contributed to how much he relished staying with them. On that occasion, he was flying to Columbus from La Guardia Airport, and although crossing town had been quite straightforward, the moment he reached the Hudson Freeway, he had hit thick traffic all along the East River and his taxi was reduced to a snail’s pace. True, it was the Easter weekend, but according to the yellow cab driver, the hold-up was due to the Jewish holidays. He explained to Clive that thousands of folk were making their way down from Queens and heading out to Long Island in time to celebrate Passover. For the moment, it had slipped Clive’s memory that these two religious events often coincided, but he was even more surprised to learn that the ‘Paschal Feast’, as his driver called it, was what was almost bringing the highway to a complete standstill.
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