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En Espagne, on orne la rue


Avec des loges d’opéra.


Quelle est cette belle inconnue?


C’est la mort. Don Juan l’aura.


 


(In Spain, they deck the streets


With opera seats.


Who is this beautiful senorita?


It’s death. Don Juan will meet her.)


 


Jean Cocteau

























The account which I’m about to write





The account which I’m about to write and you’re about to read, an account, half calendar, half collage, of certain events in my past, which I’m typing out on a small olive-green Olivetti typewriter, is likely to be the last opportunity I’m ever going to have, before the brackets of my life are closed, to ask myself who I am, who I’ve been these past twenty-four years. Except for Dennis, I’ve never told anybody what happened to me and it will be his decision and his alone whether and when to publish – to try to publish, I should say – this text. If you, whoever you are, are now reading what I’m now writing, then it must mean that it has been published. So be it. I want you to understand, however, that whatever it may say on the cover this is not a novel, not even one of the so-called playfully postmodern type. Everything you read in the next hundred and fifty pages is true. Absolutely everything and absolutely true. This is a true story.
















It was on the second of January, in 1980, that I settled in Paris





It was on the second of January, in 1980, that I settled in Paris. At the end of the previous year I had already made a four-day trip to the city to attend an interview for a teaching post at the Berlitz School on the boulevard des Italiens and, if the interview prove successful, which it was, to prebook for myself accommodation on the Left Bank. I chose a top-floor attic room in the Hôtel Voltaire, overlooking the Seine. Baudelaire had not only once lived in it – above the hotel’s entrance there’s an impressive brass plaque to that effect – but had written some of the poems of Les Fleurs du mal there. I was, as you can imagine, over the moon with Paris, with my new job, my attic. I purchased a copy of Les Fleurs du mal to read on the ferry taking me back to England and, when the boat-train steamed into Victoria, I used as a bookmark the embossed business card given me by Madame Müller, the hotel’s owner, inserting it between its seventeenth and eighteenth pages. And there, so far as I know, for I must still possess the book even if I haven’t set eyes on it for years, that bookmark is to this day.


My parents, who live in a pleasant two-storey house in Oxford – the Siamese twin, joined at the spine, of that to which it’s semi-detached – neither approved nor disapproved of my leaving England. Frankly, they seemed little to care. The only thing we had in common was our blood kinship.


Did we even have that? I wondered. From my early adolescence on, I’d catch them peering at me as though they literally didn’t know where I could have sprung from. (And, yes, I’m using the word ‘literally’ figuratively.) For them, as for their set of acquaintances, I was a real maverick, not bad-looking, it’s true, and never downright unpopular, but a bit too ungiving and old beyond my years. Even my teachers, desperate as they all claimed to be for a spark of life from their lethargically sprawling pupils, probably felt I erred in the opposite direction. They found me too opinionated, aloof and judgmental for their own peace of mind, and I’m pretty sure they were secretly more comfortable with the loutish elements in the school who disturbed only the peace of their classrooms. (The fortnightly essays I would hand in to my English master, eccentrically punctuated and footnoted in Latin, Greek and Sanskrit, à la The Waste Land, never got the high marks I felt their originality deserved.) I was a throwback, said my father – but to what? A loner, said my mother – yet I did have a fair number of friends, though I was conscious I sometimes alienated even them. A timid soul, was my report card’s conclusion, an appraisal that had me spluttering with rage. Something of a poseur, was the overall view. Which I suppose I was, except that, if you imitate something for long enough, you eventually turn into it.


In fact, that smart-alecky standoffishness of mine, the irreconcilability in my public persona of a brittle carapace with the runny soft centre only I seemed to know lurked within it – all I wanted was to like and be liked – was the source of most of my subsequent troubles. But I’m getting ahead of myself.
















My father is a solicitor by profession





My father is a solicitor by profession; so I have to suppose he isn’t a stupid man. Mark Twain wrote that, when he was sixteen, he was appalled by his father’s ignorance and, when he was twenty, he couldn’t help but marvel at how much knowledge that same father had succeeded in acquiring in just four years. When I reached twenty, I regarded my father as no less an ignoramus than ever, not to mention – it’s a cliché, I know, for the younger generation to think so of its elders – a sexless, emotionless robot. An only child, I was amazed that this man who spoke so softly and so seldom I can now barely conjure up the sound of his voice, who read one book a year (which is, I liked to say to my pals, why he joined the Book-of-the-Month Club) yet spent whole Sundays poring over the Sunday Express from the first to the last page, news, sports, advertisements, Gambols and all, had even just the once aroused himself into the requisite state of physical excitation to produce me.


My mother I could still recall as youthful – relative, at least, to my own age – a living tree to whose warm tweedy bark I would cling like a koala bear while she chatted to some acquaintance of hers at a bus stop or else whisked me along the dazzling aisles of our local new mini-supermarket. (I had no matching memories of my father.) But the years had taken their toll, and she now appeared to me if anything the more melancholy of the two. It was almost as though she were relieved no longer to be young. (But she was only fifty-one or two at the time.) My callow conjecture was that, like most of her contemporaries, she had no sex life whatever, whereas, two decades before, they had had one – and she hadn’t even then. Now that everything was levelling out, and would level out further as they all got older still, her jealousy of these contemporaries, of which as an adolescent I’d been aware, had started to subside. There are advantages to being old – and even dead.


I was to learn, in my late teens, from one of my two terrible twin cousins, Lex and Rex – obscene names I’ve ever after detested – who, eavesdropping on their own parents’ conversations, would gleefully pass on any secrets which concerned me, that my father and mother had recently come close to divorcing but had decided to postpone the separation till my grandmother’s death. (For some years now she’s been what is called a ‘vegetable’, and I was once smacked at table for refusing to eat courgettes which, I protested, couldn’t be good for you if vegetables were also wrinkly, smelly old people who wet their knickers.) It would be nice and novelettish to report that the marriage was to gain a new intensity from the enforced delay of an ancient parent’s demise, for, as I write this, grandma continues to hang on in there; alas, it was not to be.


My father, I know, had no double life. But one day in the kitchen a tennis ball I was bouncing hit a join in the tiled floor and skittered off behind the refrigerator. Lying flat out on the linoleum, extending my arm as far as it would go between the fridge and the kitchen wall, I felt my groping fingertips graze some scrunched-up sheets of paper. I pulled them free, unfolded them (there were three of them) and found myself reading a misspelt photocopied text whose filthiness took my breath away. The author credited was one ‘Onanymous’, a joke I didn’t get at the time, and the text itself was all ‘big jugs’ and ‘throbbing cocks’ and ‘bouncy balls’ and ‘moist cunts’ and ‘yawning arseholes’, an incredible verbal orgy that didn’t shy from golden showers and outright scatology. I read the first page line after line, just glanced at the others, nearly fainted and hastily folded them up again (exactly as once, a dozy child, I had tiptoed downstairs for a glass of water in the middle of Christmas night, had caught sight of a pile of gift-wrapped packages beneath the tree and, well-brought-up middle-class little boy that I was – the presents were not to be unwrapped, not to be seen, until next morning – shut my eyes so quickly I lost my balance on the stairs).


I shoved the papers back behind the fridge, abandoned my tennis ball for good and, days later, would stammer whenever I had to make direct eye-contact with my mother.


There was one other factor, probably the most crucial, which prompted my decision to live in Paris. In my mid-teens I had a girlfriend, Carla, the youngest daughter of my English master, a prettier girl than everybody felt a weirdo like me deserved, of whom what I most vividly remember was her general redness. Her knuckles were red, her fingers were red, her hair was red, even her nose, which she would pick in public with the vigour of a chimney sweep endeavouring to dislodge an awkwardly located build-up of soot, had its reddish tip. I liked Carla, I enjoyed being seen with her, I thought her sexy, I thought her straggly sweater sleeves sexy – sleeves so long they obscured her hands right up to the knuckles – I even thought her redness sexy. (I never got used to the nosepicking, though.) I would take her to the Wimpy Bar on Friday nights, to the cinema on Saturdays and to an occasional school dance.


In the seventies, being a virgin at sixteen, which we both were – I mean that we were both sixteen and we were both virgins – was nothing special, nothing to be ashamed of. Nobody our age ‘did it’. Or so I believed. Except that, in the light of what I now know about myself, I remember dates with Carla when she would look at me, after I’d kissed her goodnight, with an expression that seemed to say, ‘You know, Gideon, you’re a funny boy.’ Oh, I didn’t have to be told she expected more of me than that kiss, but I couldn’t screw her on her own front doorstep, could I, so what was it she was waiting for?


The moment of truth came one evening when we were smooching on the sofa in her living-room. Her parents were out and I was allegedly helping her gen up for the following morning’s French test. After little more than five minutes of lip-fumbling, she took my hand, insinuated it into the gap between two top blouse-buttons and left it clamped to her bra. Though I was shocked by her boldness, I dutifully poked about (her breasts felt both soft and hard, both cool and hot, to my touch); and when I realised I was actually toying with her naked nipples, I got as nearly erect as was possible in my tight underpants. But I realised something else as well. We had both fallen deathly quiet and what I realised, half-consciously, was that it wasn’t just Carla’s nipples that were exciting me but the lyrics of a number on a Chordettes’ LP she had put on the record-player before we lay down on the sofa. ‘Mr Sandman,’ it suddenly chimed in, ‘bring me a dream,/ Make him the cutest that I’ve ever seen,/ Give him two lips like roses and clover/ Then tell him that his lonesome nights are over.’


‘Make him the cutest that I’ve ever seen …’ I all at once knew, I knew, something about myself which I’d always known but had to be shown that I’d always known. I knew I couldn’t conceal from myself any longer that I wasn’t passing through the famous ‘phase’. The phase was my life.


Like the Chordettes, I too wanted a boy with lips like roses and clover, a boy like blond, skinny, skinny-eyed, slightly dumb Gary, whom I’d seen one never-to-be-forgotten soccer practice day, wearing only white boxer shorts, hands cupped behind his head, stretched out the full length of a narrow wooden bench in the sports-ground changing room. I had been idly drying myself when another boy came marching up to him and, like a magician whipping a tablecloth off a dinner table without disturbing either crockery or cutlery, pulled Gary’s shorts down about his ankles then yanked them off altogether. It all happened so swiftly I gasped. I couldn’t believe my good fortune. Liberated like a genie from a bottle, his penis, which I had never seen before and which I observed was fat (far fatter than mine) and café-au-lait in colour, leapt up into the air and flopped back on to the delta of his abdomen like a trout slapped down on a fishmonger’s chopping-board.


The moment it happened, Gary gawped at his exposed genitalia as though he were noticing them for the first time. He gawped, as well, at all of us boys gawping at him. Then he leapt to his feet, snatched a grubby towel from off the floor, wrapped it round his torso and only then – only when his big, fat, uncircumcised, adorably dopey cock, as thick as two planks, was no more than a shadowy protuberance on the towel’s surface – was his lunkish confidence restored.


I had an erection then, too, I remember – it was a couple of weeks before my evening with Carla – but I told myself that, considering the fascination of nakedness, of anybody’s nakedness, there wasn’t a soul (or, rather, body) in that changing room, whether straight or secretly gay, that hadn’t. I told myself, just as the others had probably told themselves, that if I were a girl Gary was the kind of boy I’d fancy. Listening to ‘Mr Sandman’, though, I understood at long last that I truly did fancy him. There were no ifs about it.


I certainly wasn’t about to assume there and then the implications of my new self-knowledge. I was confused, fearful of what it would all mean for me. I knew homosexuals existed. I was not so naive as to believe that nobody before me had ever lusted after somebody of his own sex. But the idea that I might one day exploit my desire, that I might actually touch what I’d seen (touching was as high as I dared to aspire), struck me as belonging almost to the domain of the miraculous.


Carla and I went on seeing one another, but a spell had been broken, a fact of which she seemed aware without, I hoped, tumbling to its source. There were to be, by mutual and tacit accord, no more smooching sessions on the sofa and fewer and fewer dates; until, just a month later, they petered out altogether without either of us openly confessing to being glad of it.
















For the next few years I had three types of sex





For the next few years I had three types of sex.


The first was masturbation. With the realisation of my true nature the floodgates were opened. I masturbated night and day until my penis’s blood vessels felt tender and sore and ready to burst. Even if I did buy the odd magazine (always on a day-trip up to London, never at home, as though Oxford, with its God knows how many thousands of inhabitants, were a village so tiny that, no matter in which newsagent’s I procured some sordid rag, news of my disgrace would fatally be relayed back to my mortified parents), the images that worked best for me were those culled from my own memory and imagination. The best of all, the image to which I would consistently return, was Gary stretched out on his narrow bench, his penis popping up into the air and, just as important for the satisfactory climax to my fantasy (why, though?), the look on his lovely face of disbelief that his sprouting animality had abruptly become public property. While feverishly tugging away at myself, I would revive that image of him as regularly as a theatre in need of a quick profit will revive some creaky but infallible old warhorse. It never let me down.


The second type was contemplation of Gary himself, on whom I had a crush for as long as we were at school together. Since, on his side, there was absolutely nothing, zero, zilch, nada, there was eventually, on mine, not much more than vulgar voyeurism. Though I had never been what anybody would call sporty, I suddenly took up – to the amazement, I must say, of my friends, all of them like me bookish sorts – soccer, rugby and swimming, not because I enjoyed them or was good at them (I didn’t and I wasn’t), but for the thrill of finding myself next to Gary in the changing room, since watching him put his clothes on aroused me now as much as having seen them being pulled off. It’s strange – on the day I wrote about above, he dressed very guardedly after emerging from his shower, wearing a towel throughout his toilette, wriggling his underpants up under that towel and, like a bather on a public beach, removing it only when his trousers had already been drawn halfway up his thighs. Later, however, perhaps because he rather liked the idea that his body no longer held any secrets for us, he would become much more cavalier in the matter of dressing and undressing, cavalier to the point of exhibitionism. He would walk into the showers with a towel about his waist but unabashedly re-emerge with it slung over his shoulder. And there were times, ecstatic times for me, when, standing near me in his white undervest and nothing else, he would nonchalantly loosen up his genitalia with his right hand, jingling them like a pocketful of small change, before slipping into his soccer gear. In no more than a matter of weeks his privates had become his publics.


What most excited me about watching him dress was not just how he would put his clothes on – like everybody else, I realise – in uncannily the way you play a game of solitaire (blue shirt on white vest, brown leather boots on red socks) but also how the upper portion of those clothes (vest, shirt, school tie, braided school jacket) would be draped downward from the upper half of his body, over his shoulders, while the lower portion (pants, trousers, socks) would be tucked upward into all its snug clefts and crevices. When, in private, I reran the tape of this sequence in my mind, my masturbatory whimsies took a truly baroque turn. I would imagine myself playing neither his lover nor, as had sometimes been the case, his ravisher, but, and I blush to remember it, his anthropomorphised shirt (being his shirt, you see, would let me embrace, at one glorious go, his shoulders, shoulder-blades, back, arms and slender, tender waist), his socks (being his socks would force me into mindblowing intimacy with what I suspected were his gamey feet) and, supremely, his underpants (the thought of being those heavenly white underpants of his, not just handling them, sniffing them, plunging my face into them, but actually being them, would cause me to ejaculate, in my fantasy, almost immediately on to his own astonished prick).


As I grew older, though, and turned nineteen, Gary and I parting for ever without either a word or gesture of farewell, voyeurism became as frustrating as it was ephemerally fulfilling and I determined to know at first hand what I had only ever dreamt about. That, at the start, meant getting up to London more often. Then, when I’d already decided I wouldn’t go to university but, instead, find a job allowing me to live in Paris and, as I hoped and planned, become a writer, I was hired as an assistant in Foyle’s bookshop.


In those dreary days London looked as though it ought to be sold off cheap at a jumble sale. It was tatty and unsexy. Piccadilly Circus, once the heart of the Empire, was now the backside – and it needed a wipe. But as I was to discover by surreptitiously riffling though a Spartacus guidebook in another department of Foyle’s (I had been assigned to the performing arts), it did have a number of gay, or gayish, pubs – the Boltons, the Coleherne, the Salisbury – and a cluster of definitely gay discos, the most promising-sounding of which, off the King’s Road in Chelsea, was The Scarlet Pimp. That was to be the site of my third type of sexual experience.


On my very first night there, it all seemed about to happen for me. The Pimp, as everybody referred to the place, had a minuscule box-office at street level, from which one walked down a sombre staircase to a dimly lit dance-floor and bar area. I had bought my ticket, had stuck it as requested on to my suit lapel (I was, it at once dawned on me, absurdly overdressed) and had begun to go downstairs, squeezing past a stream of mostly mustachioed young men, for it was the period of the clone look, coming upstairs, beefy and flushed, in teeshirts and jeans, with identically bulging crotches and identically shaped sweat-patches on their identical white vests, for a breather on the pavement – I had begun, I say, to go downstairs when I felt (I already felt!) the tap of a friendly hand on my shoulder. I immediately presumed a pass was being made at me. A pass, and I wasn’t even inside the disco proper! But when I turned round, I was confronted by the fellow from the box-office. He was holding up a crumpled five-pound note – I’d given him a ten – and he did not display on his supercilious features, moustachioed naturally, the slightest interest in me either as a sexual object or simply as a human being.


‘You forgot your change,’ he said. So much for God’s gift to gay manhood.


That night and those that followed I would disconsolately stand in the wings of the Pimp’s dance-floor, rolling an ice-cold glass of Bacardi-and-Coke across my dripping brow, from left to right and back again, ignored by everybody, emitting the wrong signs, the wrong messages, the wrong vibrations, fanning myself with a cardboard bar coaster, feigning exhaustion from a surfeit of voguing, frugging or whatever was the disco craze of the moment, trying unconvincingly to convey the impression that it was out of choice rather than circumstance that I wasn’t dancing. If I had to go to the club’s lavatory (on whose sole unmirrored wall hung a huge framed image of a pallid St Sebastian, who looked barely more discomfited than if he were undergoing acupuncture), I’d behave just like the infant I’d been when catching illicit sight of the pile of embargoed Christmas presents. I’d strain to be casual but, glimpsing two clones noisily masturbating each other inside one of the cubicles whose door they hadn’t even bothered to shut, or else, in another, also open, spotting a suede-jacketed youth on his knees servicing a man old enough to be his grandfather, I couldn’t prevent myself from instantly closing my eyes as though I were guilty of an indiscretion, even if those open doors were sending out an unequivocal signal that the cubicles’ lovers wanted to be watched.


I mustn’t exaggerate, however. If through my timidity I missed a lot of the fun I saw being enjoyed around me, I gradually did start to be intrigued by these antics. What I took longest of all to get used to was the sight of two boys kissing. Just kissing. Fucking and rimming, fistfucking and cocksucking, all of them practices I thought of as hyper-masculine because doubly masculine, uncontaminated by what I already despised as feminine sappiness, I accepted as the potential norms (or abnorms) of my own burgeoning sexual orientation. Kissing, on the other hand, I regarded as the servile mimicry of a heterosexual cliché. I thought it obscene (if you’re a genuine vegetarian, you eat vegetables not nut cutlets) and the more affectionate the kisses the more obscene I thought them.


Nor, finally, do I wish to leave the impression that, when I departed for Paris seven months later (I worked at Foyle’s till the following November), I had had no sex at all. Yes, despite an obstinately glum demeanour I could do nothing to eradicate – how many times in my life have I been told to ‘Cheer up. It may never happen!’ – boys would accost me, would chat me up, in The Scarlet Pimp. And as I had a room in a Bayswater flat which I shared with three other renters – a trio of straight, randily promiscuous students – and so couldn’t take anybody back to ‘my place’, they would take me back to theirs, which were mostly bedsits, as I recall, bedsits or the next best thing. Without exception, though, these encounters were profoundly unsatisfying when not disastrous.


I wince at the recollection of two of them in particular.


The first involved a boy named Howard, twenty-two, a BBC trainee-editor with hippie-long hair, who invited me to his lower-ground-floor flat in Camden, where, no sooner was the front door closed, he peeled off completely, revealing on the dimpled dip of his abdomen the tattoo of a tiny tiger that appeared to stalk through the tangled grass of his pubic hair. Already stiff, he shoved his hand down the front of my new jeans and squeezed my cock sadistically hard. This sudden laying-on of icy fingers made me come at once, totally without warning, my penis erupting into the off-white cotton cup of my Y-fronts like an uncorked champagne bottle stanched by a waiter’s napkin. A scornful Howard withdrew his sticky-damp hand, muttering, ‘Well, that seems to be fucking that.’ Since all I could offer him was a strangulated apology that trailed off even before I’d finished it, he shrugged his beautiful naked shoulders. I hastily let myself out, aware that, as I slunk away along the harshly lamplit street past his pavement-level window, about the only part of me he would be able to see from inside his flat was the semen-stained crotch of my jeans.


The second encounter, with a Japanese boy, Yoshimoto, twenty years old and as lanky as a Harlem Globetrotter, occurred not at the Pimp but at Foyle’s. A modern-languages student, Yoshi was trying to track down French translations of Tanizaki, Kawabata and Mishima, which he intended to read side by side with the original texts. I couldn’t help him with that, but we got talking (in a sense – his English was almost unintelligible), had bacon and eggs in a fry-up café and took in a film that same evening. Yoshi was lonely in a city in which he had no acquaintances, either English or Japanese, and he clearly longed to be befriended. We saw quite a lot of each other in a harmless fashion, until late one evening, emboldened by more red wine than I was accustomed to, I suggested we go dancing. He seemed keen (I was the more nervous of the two), and he was also, to my relief, unfazed by the spectacle, on the Pimp’s dance-floor, of its all-male clientele.


For an hour or so we danced, though with not a soupçon of the violent crotch-groping which was going on all around us and of which, given how blatant it was, he couldn’t have been unaware. It was, as it happened, a Friday evening, one on which all three of my flat-sharers had taken themselves off to their families; and as Yoshi lived in Golders Green, in the far north of London, I ended by proposing untremblingly (the wine) that he spend the night in my room. Following some inscrutable ponderings, he agreed, we hailed a cab and were in Bayswater twenty minutes later. I had already decided that the time for the oblique approach was over; added to which, it was past midnight and the half-drunk Yoshi looked about to curl up and fall asleep on the floor. He collapsed on to the living-room divan, splaying his supernaturally long legs, a rungless stairway to paradise, over the carpet. I went into the bathroom and undressed. Then I took a deep intake of breath, walked back along the corridor and, now gratifyingly erect, stood in the doorway. Yoshi, who had been sleepily fiddling with the divan, trying, as I realised with a sinking heart, to figure out how it converted into a bed (it didn’t), failed at first to look up. When he did at last, his eyes opened wider than I believed any Oriental’s ever could. He opened his mouth wide too – to say only, ‘Aw, surplise!’ Then he gulped – I actually heard him gulp – and, crying, ‘No, no, no, no, no, no, no, no! No unnerstand!’, he gathered up his anorak, which he’d let indolently slide on to the floor, and exited both the room and the flat.


During the time I spent in London I had other experiences, most of them at least slightly less crushing than those I’ve described. All of which may strike the reader as pathetic, except that there are many more people in the world, whatever their sexual persuasion, who think of love without making it than there are people who make love without thinking of it. In any event, after my preliminary trip to Paris, then my Christmas at home, when I began packing for the definitive move immediately after New Year’s Day (and also, I might add, when I noted the disappearance of a couple of gay magazines that I’d secreted in one of the drawers of my bedroom chest-of-drawers then forgotten about – so my mother and I were quits), I could count on the fingers of one hand those very few sexual adventures of mine of which I had other than humiliating memories, the fingers of that same hand that had laboured so much more effectively than any of my partners to arouse me. Feeling alone and unloved, possessing neither roots nor branches, I couldn’t wait to leave.
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