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Sam Kenyon is a writer, composer, performer and teacher. He studied English Literature at Emmanuel College, Cambridge, before training in Musical Theatre at the Royal Academy of Music.
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After performing for twelve years, he developed a career as a composer and lyricist. At the Royal Shakespeare Company, he provided music and lyrics for The Christmas Truce (2014), A Midsummer Night’s Dream (2016) and Vice Versa (2017).  He wrote the book, music and lyrics for Miss Littlewood—a musical exploring the life of Joan Littlewood—which opened at the RSC in 2018, and which is published by Concord Theatricals. He is currently developing a musical about Gertrude Stein, Alice B. Toklas and Samuel Steward.


––––––––




[image: image]





As a voice teacher, he works across styles and genres, with theatre, film and recording artists. He teaches at the Royal Academy of Music, as well as running a private teaching practice.
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He lives in London with his partner, Mitch, and their daughter.
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I am not Raymond Wallace is his first novel.
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‘Raymond Wallace goes to New York and like thousands before, discovers and re-invents himself. But this is 1963, a time when every gay man has to have “something of the spy about him”. A sensual, moving story of masks and identities, across two continents and four decades. Sam Kenyon has the power to bring you up short with writing that captures all the contradiction of love and loneliness in a big city.


I am not Raymond Wallace is a strikingly confident debut novel; not just good considering, but good absolutely.’


SAMUEL WEST
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‘Taking as his starting-point a real-life moment of queer history from 1960's New York, Sam Kenyon spins a marvellously stylish and often unexpected story, bringing things to a final boil in one of the most romantic backstreets of contemporary Paris. His denouement is as tough as it is touching—and this is quite some debut for a very first novel.’


NEIL BARTLETT
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‘A triumph. A primer for all ages.’


MURRAY MELVIN
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‘In this exquisite novel about the breaking of a human heart, a sad young man carries a torch for his first love. It’s pre-Stonewall 1963. Men coming out come undone. Laws prevent giving consent to their own bodies. This daring love song of an anxious Prufrock wandering half-deserted streets embraces two generations of fathers, sons, and lovers yearning to find chosen family against all odds. A joyous literary triumph that moved me to tears. Shelve next to Michael Cunningham’s Pulitzer winner, The Hours.’


JACK FRITSCHER


author of Mapplethorpe: Assault with a Deadly Camera
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‘I bloody loved it. A poignant and evocative reminder of how recently our love was impossible, of the lives that were lost in hiding, as well as the unsung heroes who paved the way for our freedoms today. It’s also a beautifully told love story, deserving of a wide readership, not least because we all need more happily enough ever afters.’


STELLA DUFFY
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‘The masterstroke of the writer and composer Sam Kenyon is to tell this great theatrical figure’s story in the muscularly informal and informative manner of such Littlewood shows as Oh! What a Lovely War. A magnificent evening.’


DOMINIC MAXWELL, THE TIMES


on Miss Littlewood.
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'I felt the hairs stand on end at the back of my neck. An anarchic delight in the style of Miss Littlewood herself.'


CATHERINE VONDLEBUR, WHATSONSTAGE.COM on Miss Littlewood
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'The only problem with Sam Kenyon's delicately scored songs is that there aren't nearly enough of them.'


ALFRED HICKLING, THE GUARDIAN


on The Borrowers


Published by Inkandescent, 2022
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This book is a work of fiction. With the exception of one borrowed name of a journalist in this work, ‘Doty’ (see author’s note at the back), all the names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.
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While every precaution has been taken in the preparation of this book, the publisher assumes no responsibilities for errors or omissions, or for damages resulting from the information contained herein.
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Raymond Wallace sits on his freshly-made bunk at the Railroad YMCA—eyes dry with jetlag; palms firm on the rough blanket—and glances at his wristwatch. As the minute hand hits eight o’clock, he adjusts his tie, stands up and—as a matter of habit—brushes his trousers down. His suit feels oddly loose on him, as though he has somehow shed weight during the transatlantic flight. Passing a mirror in the corridor he licks a finger and dabs it on a shaving cut from a sleep-deprived hand. He smooths his hair, thinking as he does so how he prefers the colour when it is like this, still darkly damp from the shower. He tries to avoid the eyes everyone back home says remind them of his father’s, slips on his overcoat and heads out onto the street. The air is brisk, autumnal, and scented with yeast and iron: bakeries and brake dust. It is Monday October 14th, 1963, Raymond is twenty-one years old, and by the time he leaves Manhattan a mere three months later, on January 8th, 1964, he will have made the greatest mistake of his life.


As he crosses Lexington and looks left, his eye is drawn up and up and up to the zenith of what he recognises from his guide book as the Chrysler Building, its spire of concentric fans, shiny and elegant in the morning sunlight, accelerating and diminishing towards its peak. This fills his heart with twin senses of joy and ambition, senses which are assaulted almost immediately by the parps of determined traffic that send him dashing to the far kerb. His stomach still out of step with the time difference, Raymond stops at a diner on East 43rd Street, removing his coat as he enters. He is seated at a window table by a waitress who, handing him a menu stained with greasy fingerprints, immediately removes a pencil from her hair-wrap and licks the tip, studying his face as though for a portrait.


‘Mmm-hmm?’


‘Er...I would like some pancakes, please.’


Her lips curl into an appraising smile. She marks her pad without losing eye contact. ‘Bacon?’


‘Yes. And some eggs, please.’


‘Scrambled, over easy, sunny side up?’


Raymond feels overwhelmed by the number of options. He turns the menu over as though the answer he seeks might lie on the reverse side. It is blank. ‘I don’t mind.’


‘Over easy. Coffee?’


‘Please.’


‘Sugar?’


‘No. Thank you.’


‘Sweet enough. Cream?’


Raymond looks at her with unalloyed incredulity. ‘In my coffee?’


‘Accent like yours, Honey, you can pour it where you want.’


He eats ravenously, sipping at the coffee between bites, then—checking his watch once more—wipes his mouth, pays his bill and is back on the street. As he begins the final approach to his destination—the offices of The New York Times at 229 West 43rd Street—his heart begins to beat faster; out of confidence, he tells himself.


Once through the revolving doors he is directed upstairs to the vast third-floor newsroom, the capaciousness of which has been facilitated by numerous regimented columns; the centre of which is dominated by a series of densely populated, curved desks, and the population of which has already rolled up its sleeves for the day’s work. The curvilinear shape of the desks is echoed above the workers’ heads by a circular structure from which hang lamps, themselves made of concentric circles, so that—it seems to Raymond—the very layout of the room stands in stark counterpoint to the intrinsic angularity of type-set columns, photographs and folded papers. The scent of male bodies, of soap, coffee, and the tart perfume of printer’s ink; the sound of the woodpecker tapping of typewriters, the irritant scratch of nibs on notepads, the mutter of collaborative conversations and the roll and squeak of revolving chairs; the sight of lips moving silently as they rephrase sentences, and here and there the smoke signals of the day’s first cigarettes.


A lady—red hair, pale green dress tied at the waist, her coat—a fur—slung over her shoulder—walks briskly past Raymond, brushing his shoulder heedlessly as she does so, then crosses the vast room at a pace and knocks on the glass of a hitherto unnoticed door, the interior of which is obscured by a lowered blind. The door opens, but before Raymond can catch a glimpse of the figure inside, the lady has been ushered in and the door closed—and, for some reason, Raymond is convinced, locked—behind her.


He stands uncertainly, trying to catch someone’s—anyone’s—eye before realising that everyone is studiously avoiding him. He taps the nearest man on the shoulder.


‘Excuse me, I’m sorry to bother you, but I’m here to see Mr Bukowski. Could you tell me which is his office, please? I’m Raymond. Raymond Wallace.’


‘Bukowski? Office over there.’ He wags a finger. ‘But he’s busy right now. You saw the lady?’


‘I see. Do you know how long he will be?’


‘Anybody’s guess, pal, anybody’s guess.’


‘Ah. I’m here from England, and—’


‘No kidding.’ The man waves his hand vaguely over his desk which is empty except for a small pile of paper, printed with what seem to be adverts. ‘Sounds to me like it’s Dolores you need. Desk right outside Bukowski’s door. Get yourself a coffee. She’ll be in any minute.’


‘Of course. I’m sorry to have bothered you.’


A column obscures Raymond’s perspective so that it is only once he is halfway across the room that he sees the desk outside Bukowski’s office.


A nasalised drawl comes from behind him. ‘Can I help you, sir?’


Raymond turns and drops his eye level to a short bald man wearing thickly-rimmed glasses, waistcoat and matching trousers; his belly pulls his watch-chain taut.


‘Oh. I’m waiting for Dolores. And Mr Bukowski. I’m Raymond. Wallace.’


‘Nice accent, Wallace.’ The man is panting as though he’s jogged across the office. ‘You are from England, I take it?’


‘That’s right. I’m here on a bursary. Three months.’


‘Fancy. I’m Kleinmann. Photography.’ He emphasises this last word as though divulging something of note.


‘Wow. Pleased to meet you, Mr Kleinmann.’


‘Call me Sam. My name’s Samuel, but people call me Sam.’


‘Alright, Sam. My name’s Raymond. People call me—Raymond.’


And although he didn’t mean to make a joke, Raymond is delighted when Sam laughs and slaps him on the shoulder.


‘That’s funny,’ says Sam, ‘you’re a funny guy. Hey: I’ll show you where you can get a coffee. You know,’ he says conspiratorially as he leads the way past a series of office doors, ‘Bukowski...well, he can take some getting used to, especially if you’re new, like, he barely smiles, for example. But don’t take any notice of that. And if you’re in any doubt about anything—anything at all—then Dolores has the answers. She’s his personal secretary? Look after Dolores, and she’ll look after you.’


Sam leaves him shortly after this exchange, and Raymond stands, mug of coffee in hand, surveying the activity of the room. A few minutes later the slam of a door sends a shiver down Raymond’s spine and he turns to see the woman in the green dress once more. Fur now across her shoulders, head sunk low, she darts defiant glances at the men she passes—each of whom studiously avoids her eyes—and strides towards the exit. A few minutes pass and then the man Raymond assumes is Bukowski steps out of his office and walks towards him. Late forties, his face inscrutable as a primed canvas, his thinning hair is parted to the left. As he approaches Raymond, he cocks his head and squints, eyeing him up like a pigeon.


‘You here to see me?’


Something in Bukowski’s manner makes Raymond feel as though he’s in the presence of a Headmaster. ‘Yes. I’m Raymond. Raymond Wallace.’


‘Ah.’ Bukowski sounds almost disappointed. ‘I’ve been expecting you. You’ve got a coffee; I’ll grab one for myself and then we can get down to it.’


Unlike the dull brown of the main newsroom, Bukowski’s carpet is a dark green. A large, rather formal mahogany desk sits at an angle in one corner with a green-glass and brass lamp atop it that reminds Raymond of the lamps in the University Library at Cambridge. Next to the desk is a large filing cabinet that is so dark a green it appears almost black. In the corner opposite Bukowski’s desk there is a second, smaller desk with a typewriter on top. In contrast to the bustle and activity of the main room, the office feels cool, like a sanctuary of sorts.


Two windows overlook the street. Raymond looks out to see the windowless brick walls of the building opposite.


‘It’s not what you’d call a view,’ says Bukowski. ‘Take a seat.’


Raymond sits in a small wooden chair against which a rather elegant umbrella is leaning, and puts his hands on his knees.


‘So: Professor Hurt, huh?’


‘Yes. My Director of Studies.’


‘Fancy.’


‘Ha. He told me you had studied together.’


‘Years ago.’ Bukowski waves his hand as though the details are either sad, irrelevant, or both. ‘But he tells me that you’re quite the talent, which is why you’re here, of course.’


‘That’s awfully nice of him.’


‘Niceness is a luxury few people can afford, when it comes to bursaries. It’s about talent, and it’s about ambition. You ambitious, Wallace?’


Raymond nods, smiling broadly.


‘Arthur mentioned an article about night climbers?’


Raymond flushes with pride. ‘Yes. He—Professor Hurt—was particularly pleased with that one. I’ve got a copy if you’d like—’


‘No. Tell me about it.’


‘Well, pretty much by accident I came across a copy of a book, originally published in 1937, in a second-hand bookshop, called The Night Climbers of Cambridge: it’s about undergraduates, mainly, who scale the walls and heights of the various college buildings in Cambridge—at night, of course. And I realised that last year was to be the twenty-fifth anniversary of the original publication date, and it’s a rather notorious book, so I figured it was appropriate to mark this in some way.’


‘You climb?’


‘Oh. No. Fear of heights.’ Raymond laughs shyly. ‘It caught my imagination for different reasons: the surprising amount of collusion with authority figures, for instance. You see, the real peril of climbing Kings’ College Chapel is the getting caught; the actual climb—according to this book, at least—is the easy bit. Meet a policeman on your way back from an ascent, he’ll happily swap climbing stories with you and you sleep a free man, whereas a bobby waiting for you at the bottom of a drainpipe? Rustication—expulsion—pure and simple. Dons are doing it, too, though of course they’d get the sack if they were found out. So it’s a kind of secret, rebellious fraternity, and there is evidently a covert thrill that comes with that.’ He pauses. ‘But aside from all that, I think the thing that attracts me most of all is the perspective you must get. I can’t think of many things that can be both literal and metaphorical, but climbing is one of them. The perspective you must get, being above it all. Alone, but not exactly lonely. Part of a highly-skilled, knowledgeable elite. And whilst I couldn’t achieve the climbs themselves, I could appreciate them, metaphorically: so the simple fact of this book and its photographs gave me some escape—however momentary—some sense of a different set of possibilities outside what I described as the gravitational pull of the establishment.’ Raymond realises he’s glaring at the floor. ‘So I wrote about that,’ he adds, trying to sound casual and urbane, and looks up to find Bukowski is looking directly at him.


Bukowski’s impassive face breaks so abruptly into a broad smile that it makes Raymond laugh. ‘How old are you, Raymond?’


‘I was twenty-one in June. I’m sorry; I can be terribly intense on subjects that captivate me.’


‘An excellent quality in a writer, and utterly admirable in a young one. I can see why Hurt recommended you. What a pleasure, Raymond. I’d love to talk more, but I have much to be getting on with.’


‘Of course, Mr Bukowski, and I’m sorry if my meanderings have taken up too much of your morning.’


‘Bukowski. No Mr; just Bukowski. Listen: I’m going to introduce you to Dolores, my secretary, who will give you everything you need. I’ll have a think and try to find you something which—what was the word you used?—captivates you, here, and I’ll look forward to reading the results.’


As Raymond steps out of Bukowski’s office that first time he feels vivid and valued in a way he hasn’t felt for months. His return home after graduation; working the long, slow days in the sub post office: in his darker moments, these things had seemed so virulently and—though he can’t put his finger on why—somehow deliberately anti-climactic that he’d felt practically cannibalised by his surroundings, whereas here he can be the person he knows he is at heart, and doesn’t need—for the time being—to concern himself with anyone else’s fears or ambitions for his life and times. Nobody here sees his father’s eyes when they look into his.


‘Well, good morning to you.’


He turns to find a woman—fifties, dark red hair drawn back into a neat pleat—reaching up to hang her coat on a hook behind Bukowski’s door. In the other hand she holds a compact. The mirror refracts erratically as she moves, sending spangles of light across the ceiling.


‘Dolores?’


‘All day long. You must be Raymond Wallace. We’ve been expecting you.’ She brushes a shoulder clothed in a deep blue wool before shaking his hand.


‘I’m very pleased to meet you,’ he says. ‘Everyone tells me you’re the only person I need to know, here.’


‘Oh, I don’t know about that, Mr Wallace.’


‘Raymond.’


‘Raymond. Indeed. I’m, um,’ she presses her lips together whilst checking in the mirror that her lipstick is even, ‘sure we’ll get along just fine.’ She snaps the compact shut and slides it onto her desk. ‘You’re with us until the beginning of January: correct?’


Raymond nods.


‘Good. Now then. I’m going to have a quick talk with Mr Bukowski, so you wait here; I’ll be right back.’


As Dolores sidesteps her way past Raymond, knocks and disappears behind the door of Bukowski’s office, she leaves behind her the scent of jasmine and roses, but also of something dryer, woodier; like nothing Raymond has ever smelt. He turns to her desk. Before him is a pale blue typewriter with cream-coloured keys behind which, hiding the machinery, a black screen bears a badge of cursive lettering spelling out the word Olympia. As his finger traces the lettering, he finds himself wondering how long Dolores will be, and whether—in fact—Bukowski mightn’t already have changed his mind about Raymond’s placement.


‘Very good, Mr Bukowski,’ says Dolores over her shoulder as she draws the door closed once more. She looks at Raymond’s hand, still hovering over her keyboard. ‘Everyone else uses an Underwood, here, but where I go, my Olympia goes. Call it a woman’s prerogative. Now then, Raymond,’ she says, smiling and looking kindly at him, ‘I’ll give you a tour, then I have a task for you this afternoon, and then tomorrow I’m to introduce you to a Mr Doty. Veteran. Celebrated. Spent time in Paris, now on the metropolitan staff here. He’s got a new project which we’d like you to be involved in, though it’s currently top secret,’ she whispers, raising a sardonic eyebrow, ‘so little people like me aren’t supposed to know anything about it. But—well—he’s an excellent journalist, Raymond. Excellent. Shall we?’


By lunchtime, Raymond’s mind is whirring with scoops, scandals and op eds; with the hierarchy of reporters, copy editors and backfielders—such as Bukowski—whose role it is to assign and edit stories; with the extensive, correctional route to approval, and he has had his sense of scale shattered by the cavernous basement and its monstrous machines which—come printing time, he is told—make the entire building judder and quake in a quotidian reminder of the god they all serve.


By five o’clock he has witnessed the earthquake first-hand and—armed with a red pencil—completed the task of proofreading the previous day’s paper. To his inestimable satisfaction he has found a series of errors in both spelling and grammar.


Dolores takes his marked-up pages from him and smiles. ‘Nice work, Raymond. Home time. We’re putting you up at the Railroad Y, right?’


‘Yes.’ He stifles a yawn, then grins like a child. ‘I get to walk back the scenic route. The Chrysler’s my favourite.’


‘Best building in town.’ Dolores smiles approvingly. ‘You know, when I was a girl you could visit the very top for fifty cents.‘ She sighs. ‘Still, at least they cleaned up the outside in time for your arrival.’


That night he sleeps heavily, his dreams full of hard-won footholds amongst shiny curved lines; of obscure, nocturnal adventures, and of not looking down.
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The following morning Raymond arrives at the offices to find a man waiting outside reading a book, a bookmark between his teeth. As Raymond approaches, the man takes the bookmark out of his mouth, slips it between the pages, closes his book and smiles. ‘Wallace.’


‘Yes. Mr Doty, I presume?’


‘Correct.’


Raymond waits for Doty to proffer a first name, but he does not do so. Raymond laughs as though at a congenial joke, and offers his hand.


‘I thought we could grab a coffee—you had breakfast, Wallace?’


‘Yes, but I can happily have another coffee.’


‘This suit. Love it. They said you looked unequivocally British. And they were right. Bukowski was uncharacteristically enthusiastic, which is like a medal, trust me.’


Doty wears a dark-grey single-breasted suit, a white shirt and a neatly-tied tie of the darkest blue. In his late fifties, he has a kindly, patrician face and wears a short stubby moustache the width of his nose. He ushers Raymond along the street until they arrive at a small café, its entrance concealed by scaffolding. The space is dominated by a polished wooden bar that curves from the entrance and glides along the length of the café; in the centre of the wall behind the bar there’s a doorway obscured by a chain curtain, and attached to the floor all along the length of the bar are podium stools like wooden mushrooms. Doty perches on one, indicating for Raymond to join him. A head bobs up from behind the bar, shoulders rocking with the drying of crockery.


‘Hey Charles,’ says Doty, ‘two coffees, please.’


‘Coming right up,’ says Charles, glancing and smiling briefly at Raymond before dropping his dishcloth on the countertop, turning and collecting two mugs from a shelf behind the bar.


Doty puts his book down on the counter between them in such a way that its title is obscured from view. ‘Tell me, Wallace, what do you know about homosexuals?’


Raymond squints at Doty. ‘Homosexuals,’ he says after a pause, as though trying to remember what the word means.


‘Inverts, deviants, degenerates: what do you know?’


Beneath the counter Raymond’s right thumb finds a hangnail on his left hand. ‘There was a chap at my college who was rusticated—sorry; expelled—for it,’ he says. ‘I had only ever thought of him as rather—I suppose the word is flamboyant—but then it transpired that there was rather more going on than that. A scandal. But I wasn’t in his circle, so I wasn’t privy to the gory details. Just that he—name of Stephen Bennett—disappeared to France. Paris, I think.’


‘Paris is a fashionable choice for that type,’ says Doty. ‘The overt ones—the continent’s lower moral standards allowing for greater freedom of expression. Characteristics?’


‘Well, like I said: a kind of flamboyance. Confidence, really, that he was...who he was. Some found him to be defiant, which I can understand; I simply saw a man being himself to an extravagant degree.’ His thumbnail finds some purchase on the piece of skin.


‘You’re not a homosexual, I take it.’


Raymond blinks slowly. ‘I am a virgin, but that’s not the same thing.’


Doty laughs like he’s been punched, then pats Raymond on the arm. ‘You’re funny,’ he says.


‘Do you mind my asking what this is all about?’


‘It’s a tactical journalistic habit, non-disclosure. A terrific way of getting someone’s truth out of them before they know it. An essential tool. I recommend it. Look: there’s what many psychiatrists and medical experts are describing as an epidemic in this city, Wallace. And the thing is, I feel sorry for them. I mean, books like this,’ Doty flicks the pages of the book before him, ‘tell us the very latest in psychiatric and therapeutic understandings,’ he taps his temple, ‘and they’re sick, you know? The result of inadequate parenting; absent or detached fathers, overbearing mothers; lack of a significant masculine figure in the household, et cetera, et cetera. And it can be cured. But if left untreated; when allowed to fester, untrammelled...’ He trails off as Charles arrives with their coffees before disappearing behind the chain curtain. From the inside pocket of his jacket, Doty withdraws a chestnut-brown leather wallet, removes a few coins which he tosses onto the counter, then replaces his wallet. ‘And in this city right now the saturation is such that a homosexual can basically live entirely amongst his own, so that he doesn’t need to interact with normal society. I mean, on one hand, it’s fascinating. It’s like, well they say you can live a year in New York only speaking Spanish, you know? When you think of it like that—a foreign language—it’s kind of sad, isn’t it? Homeless, rudderless guys—like refugees—unable to lay down roots or get the benefits of the straight life.’


‘So you’re writing a piece on homosexuality in New York City.’


‘On the growth of the overt homosexual. Front-page.’ Doty smiles. ‘Big deal, not just for a rising star like yourself, but me, too. What do you say?’


Raymond nods. ‘Of course.’ In a swift move, he yanks the hangnail off. A sting.


‘Milton Bracker did a piece back in—oh, I want to say 1960?—but that was really more about the decline of the theatre district and suchlike. Only a half column specifically on queers, and it was almost comedic, you know? Talked about deviants in mascara who walk with a swish: that sort of thing.  Between you and me,’ he says, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper, ‘it kind of made me wonder whether Bracker himself wasn’t one, you know? I mean: what kind of red-blooded journalist uses the word swish?’ He sips his coffee and looks thoughtfully at Raymond. ‘You know, Wallace, there’s a thing they do, in the police. They’re called “actors”. They choose guys—let’s say, a guy of around your age, your build, your looks—and they get him to visit places. Places...frequented by men of a certain persuasion.’


‘Entrapment?’


‘Ha! Jesus, no! Investigative journalism, Wallace. Immersive journalism. It’s my specialty. Though you’ll get much more traction than I would, for this particular investigation. Think of yourself as a decoy.’


‘Who’s the enemy?’


‘Isn’t that obvious? Though perhaps it’s not “who”, but “what”. That is to say: a culture in which there are behaviours which run counter to societal norms is one thing, but when those behaviours are routinely criminal in nature, and when those behaviours result in vulnerability to other forms of criminal behaviour the picture shifts and the whole narrative needs adjustment. Good question, though. In the sense that one of the main tenets of psychiatric and therapeutic medicine is to understand the homosexual as a victim of his predilections, rather than a perpetrator.’


‘Hate the sin; love the sinner,’ says Raymond, slipping the side of his thumb into his mouth. A ferrous tang.


‘Precisely. Victims of their own chronic obliquity.’


‘Obliquity?’


Doty looks at Raymond’s puzzled face with evident satisfaction. ‘Indeed. Divergence from the norm, from moral rectitude...I guess that’s why they call us guys the straight ones. Sexual inversion is, after all, a diversion from natural—normal—psychological and sexual development. Alcoholics are, similarly, victims of an addiction to self-destructive behaviours. And shame thrives in the dark, you know? One of the greatest transformational gifts you can give to a disease is to name it and give it room for open and frank discussion. Hence the front page.’


Raymond nods.


Doty covers his tie. ‘What colour is my tie?’


Raymond smiles. ‘Navy,’ he says, without hesitation.


‘My wallet?’


‘Brown. Chestnut, I guess I’d call it.’


Doty smiles, evidently impressed. ‘It might seem trite, but observational skills—and speed—are essential to a life in journalism. Listen,’ he says, sliding down from his stool, ‘I’ll give you a bunch of reading to do, so that you can catch up—and if there’s anything in addition you come across, bring it directly to me. Not Bukowski, and not Dolores; me. Got it?’ He looks Raymond up and down. ‘Now that is a quality suit.’


Raymond laughs. ‘Thank you. For my twenty-first birthday present, my mother had three of my father’s best ones tailored to fit me.’


‘The man of the house.’


Raymond feels a knot clench his stomach.


‘They’re rather old-fashioned.’ Doty reaches for his wallet once more and counts out four ten-dollar bills which he slides across the counter to Raymond. ‘Ask Dolores for a recommendation. A clothing store. I imagine it’ll be somewhere in the Village. A boutique,’ he adds wryly, all the while holding Raymond’s gaze. ‘It’s not a sartorial judgment, Wallace. It’s the sort of place these guys work. Fashion. And a good-looking guy like yourself...I want you to spend some time there. Be an observant customer, then come tell me what you see. And along the way, get yourself something...’ he waves his fingers as though filtering vocabulary. ‘Trust me: with your accent and a hip outfit, the New York girls will fall at your feet.’


‘This is a lot of money,’ says Raymond, blushing.


‘Expenses. Just bring me receipts,’ Doty says, heading towards the exit. ‘Meanwhile, let’s reconvene November 1st and see how the land lies. Deadline November 26, so we have a while. Wallace? A pleasure.’


‘Indeed,’ says Raymond, slipping the bills into his inside pocket as Doty waves over his shoulder and is gone.


When Raymond returns to the office that morning Dolores looks at him over the top of a pair of spectacles the shape of which puts him in mind of a cat’s eyes. ‘Well?’ she says, raising an eyebrow. ‘How’d it go with Mr Doty?’


‘Fine,’ he says, looking unblinkingly at her, his lips twitching in mischief, ‘if rather like being interviewed by my own mother for the role of her son.’


The peal of laughter that escapes Dolores’ mouth takes everyone in the office—including her—by surprise. Waving nonchalantly to the heads turned in her direction, she smothers her laughter with a manicured hand, takes off her glasses and dabs at the corners of her eyes with the fourth finger of her free hand. Once she has her amusement under control, she shakes her head in contented disbelief. ‘That is so much the perfect description of what it is to engage with that man, Raymond. Write it down now before either you forget it, or I steal it.’


That Saturday—Raymond’s second in the city—he follows Dolores’ instructions and takes the subway to Christopher Street. As he emerges from his subterranean journey he is at once astonished and relieved to find roads no longer in regimental grids, but fanning out at diagonals from the intersection. Consulting Dolores’ hand-drawn map he makes his way West along Christopher Street itself until he finds his destination: a men’s clothing store called, simply, Threads. In the window are three mannequins: one posed as though checking his watch, another with his arm around a third, who appears to be lighting a cigarette. Raymond thinks back on Doty’s instructions. He notices his heart beating faster, once again. A bell rings as he pushes the door open, and a young man—perhaps just a little younger than Raymond himself—turns from his task of neatening a display of neckties and smiles.


‘Good afternoon,’ he says, stepping out from behind the low glass cabinet of the counter. ‘My name is Joshua. Please let me know if I can be of any help.’


Raymond nods politely. In his tweed jacket and heavy woollen trousers, he feels as though he is dressed for another era. Joshua is slight and slim, and looks not unlike a mannequin himself, in a tailored shirt of the palest lilac and fitted black trousers. He looks Raymond up and down as though appraising him.


‘I’d like to buy some clothes, please,’ says Raymond. ‘For myself. I’ve been told I look a little old-fashioned,’ he adds, with a smile.


‘How rude,’ says Joshua, raising his hands towards Raymond’s lapels. Raymond twitches and Joshua immediately drops his hands and takes a step back. ‘Good fabric, good tailoring, good taste: these things are never out of fashion,’ he says kindly, interlacing his slender fingers, ‘but I can certainly recommend some items that might add a little...freshness to your wardrobe.’ He leads Raymond towards a corner of the shop where shelves hold neatly-folded piles of cotton drill trousers in various shades, then scrutinises his build with a professional eye before selecting two pairs: one dark grey; the other, beige. ‘These are of a lighter weight than your current pair, and a slightly slimmer cut, but they have some give in them which should prevent them from feeling at all constraining.’ He smiles at this last word. ‘And then for the top,’ he adds, looking at Raymond’s chest and shoulders before pulling open a drawer beneath the shelves, ‘these have just arrived.’ He withdraws two items—jumpers: one a dark, plummy red; the other a dull grey-blue—which he unfolds. ‘They’re called sweater shirts, and I have to say, they are a beautiful fit. Italian wool. They’re lighter than a sweater, heavier than a shirt. Collared, buttoned and—like the pants—to be worn fitted, so they follow the contours of the body. They are both casual and smart.’


He pauses, looking at Raymond, who has almost forgotten his task of purchasing the clothing, so captivated is he by Joshua’s demeanour and deportment. He wonders what it might be to move through the world as Joshua—with such elegant, understated confidence—and feels clumsy in comparison.


‘Would you be interested in trying these on, sir?’


‘Yes, of course. Please,’ says Raymond, observing within himself an encroaching sense of guilt as he considers betraying this man to Doty.


‘The changing room is here.’ Joshua draws back a curtain beside the shop counter to reveal a small cubicle with a chair inside. He carefully places the two pairs of trousers and the sweaters on the chair then nimbly withdraws, holding out an arm for Raymond to enter. ‘I’ll be right outside should you need any further help, or perhaps another size. But I think these should fit nicely,’ he adds encouragingly. ‘There’s a full-length mirror out here, when you’re ready for the grand reveal.’


Raymond glances at his reflection almost shamefully before ducking into the changing room. Joshua draws the curtain and Raymond is alone. He finds the relative quiet somewhat disconcerting, then hears the scratch of a record needle, a piano arpeggio, and a haunting voice sings about sad young men. Raymond unties and removes his shoes as the song continues, and hears Joshua humming along, every now and then joining in with the words. Raymond hangs his jacket on a hook, slips out of his braces and lets his trousers drop to the floor as he unbuttons his shirt. Scenes of drinking and drifting through bars come to his ears from the record player. Standing there in his vest and underpants he feels terribly shy, and is grateful for the curtain. He lifts the blue sweater shirt and slips it over his head. It fits snugly, cosily; he reaches for the beige trousers and pulls them on, too. They are indeed narrower in all areas, with a fit closer to a sports kit than anything else he has ever worn, and the fabric feels smooth and soft against his skin. He feels immediately transformed, and imagines that this is how an actor might feel when trying on a brilliant new costume. When he hears Joshua clearing his throat and asking whether he needs any help, Raymond takes a deep breath and draws back the curtain. As he does so he realises with a coy kind of giddiness that he longs for Joshua’s approval.
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