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  About Liam For Hire


  Liam Murphy has kicked his drug habit and now pays for the high living costs in London as an escort. His life is finally in balance. His only problem is that he obsesses about the minimum number of times he has to bend over to make ends meet. As long as he has his emotions under control, it’ll be fine. That’s what Liam keeps telling himself until he meets the young widower Alastair, also known as Ali, whose emerald eyes remind him of Ireland.


  “I…I want us to have sex as though we’re making love.”


  Making love? Jaysus.


  I scratch my head. “Okay. You mean more kisses and shit?”


  Ali laughs.


  “And shit.” His face lights up and he looks about ten years younger. “Like cuddles.”


   


  Featuring Liam from The Boy Who Fell to Earth.


  This title contains material some may find objectionable or trigger-inducing: mature content, drug use, suicidal thoughts.
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  Glossary


  Aggro: UK slang for aggravation


  Bedsit: usually a room in a shared flat


  Craic: Irish slang for fun


  Fag: UK slang for cigarette


  Fag hag: a woman who hangs around gay men


  Flat: an apartment in American English


  GAA: Gaelic football league. It is played and watched all over the Republic of Ireland


  Greasy spoon: a low-cost café


  Hackneyed: clichéd


  Irish Leaving Certificate: the school graduation exams in the Republic of Ireland


  Overground: local trains in London, as opposed to the Underground


  Queer: the term has been used to refer generally to LGBTQ


  RTE: Irish public broadcaster


  Shattered: very tired


  Snog: kiss and cuddle, equivalent to make-out in American English


  Tannoy: loudspeaker


  Toke: pull on a cigarette, a joint etc.


  Whore: the characters call themselves and each other whores. They are not meant to be insulting.


  *The author acknowledges the following trademarks: Shrek, Pokémon, Grindr, Bushmills, Jameson.


  Prologue


  “Have you any idea where Sasha may be? Who’s taken him?” the male detective demanded.


  The glare of the light bulb made me squint. I was too withdrawn and exhausted. Tears blurred my vision as my body screamed for drugs. I became aware of how I stank. The room in the police station was closing in on me. “Max. He runs things around Elephant and Castle.”


  He frowned at me. “What do you mean ‘he runs things’?”


  I started to shake. “Have you got a smoke?” Any drug would be better than none.


  The policewoman found a packet, drew one for me, and lit it. My hands trembled. The whole fucking world did, as if a tsunami had hit London, but I knew it was only due to my sorry state. I inhaled deeply so the smoke filled my lungs.


  “Well?” The male detective impatiently tapped the desk with his pen.


  “Max’s men sell drugs. They have young men and women working for them in brothels and on the street. I don’t know the details, and if they find out I’m here telling you about it, they’ll fucking waste me.”


  But I told his henchmen to come, and they took Sasha. I was a stupid idiot. I was too young to realise how dangerous it was when love turned to envy and desperation. I’d be forever guilty of betraying and hurting Sasha, someone I’d claimed to love. Maybe I was not born to find it. I’d be punished.


  I rummaged in my pocket and dug out the name card the East End gangsters had given me. The number was almost illegible now. I handed it over to the detectives. “Here. Go and find him,” I pleaded. Tears finally fell and I couldn’t stop them.


  ~~~


  I’d woken up and remembered that Sasha had gone.


  The owner of the greasy spoon on the way to the South Bank showed me the local paper. I read about how Max and his gang got busted, and the police found trafficked victims who were forced to sell themselves. The police had found Sasha and rescued him from the gang. Sasha was not one of the trafficked boys, but he’d been living and selling himself on the streets after running away from foster care. He’d survived.


  Sasha had always been a fighter. The fucker. I loved him to bits.


  A few months later, I’d found out that Sasha was going to college. I wanted to make sure he was really alive. I didn’t try to go into the college building, though. I didn’t think the staff would let a homeless junkie like me in anyway. Instead, I hid in the shadows across the street and waited to see him. I was afraid to approach him after I’d nearly got him killed. I wasn’t sure how long I’d waited but when he came through the glass doors, my heart leapt at the sight of him. He was well wrapped up with a hoodie and woollen beanie. If I could just hold him one more time.


  “I’m sorry,” I whispered. I couldn’t stop myself from watching him as I stood there transfixed, feeling guilty but happy to see him even though it was from a distance.


  Jay was there to meet him. Of course, Sasha’s boyfriend. He kissed Sasha’s cheek, and wound his long strong arm around Sasha’s shoulder as if protecting him from the cruel world. Jay seemed nice. Hot too. A mixed-race boy who’d taken much better care of him than I ever could. Not the stupid state I was in, anyway. I watched the two of them walk away until I couldn’t see them anymore. Yet, I stared and stared. My heart ached and my body froze in the unwelcoming wintry wind.


  ~~~


  See what you’ve become, Liam? A beggar playing fucking ‘Danny Boy’ on the dirty street? You should be ashamed. I’d told myself that the drugs had fucked up my life, but that would have been too simple. It was the life I deserved; that’s what I’d always been told.


  I took more and more drugs. Being alone wasn’t doing me any good. I knew I needed to do something with my addiction.


  It could have been any night. I’d earned enough money begging on Oxford Street to get myself a bundle. In my confused mind, I’d even thought I was buying some for Sasha, too. How fucked was I?


  Just a little bit more. Yeah, tomorrow’s another day and I’ll find more money. I wasn’t worried about running out of skag. Shit! What the fuck! I couldn’t see anything. It felt peaceful, though. So fucking calm.


  My vision. No, I couldn’t feel my arms. My heart was thumping faster and faster against my ribcage, as if it was trying to escape. I must have passed out at some point. I don’t know how long I was out of it. When I came to, I tried to sit up. What’s that sticking to my hair and face? Christ! It smelt disgusting. I wiped the sick off myself.


  There was more. Something on the floor, and the dirty mattress caught my eye. Red, metallic smell filled my nostrils. Holy fucking shit. I screwed up my eyes and looked again. It was blood, fucking blood. Whose? I was stunned silent. Focus, Liam. Please, don’t let me be the one bleeding to death here. Panic set in, and I crawled until my fingers bled too.


  More blood on the wall. My arm. I tore the needle away from it, and a small rivulet of blood squirted out from the puncture. I’m OD’ing. Well done. I grabbed the first thing I found—a dirty rag or a T-shirt—and dabbed on my arm to stop the blood.


  I’d never coped with an OD before. The closest experience I’d had was when I saw a guy I’d known in someone’s flat a few months back. Horror descended upon us. An ambulance was called, and his mates hauled him out onto the street to wait for help. I saw his lips turn blue while life drained out of him. I’d run after that, because I didn’t want to be questioned over the dose. I ran and ran with no destination.


  I’d heard he didn’t make it. The dread chilled my bones, and yet I was drawn to the darkness as if I was born for the same destiny. I carried on, injecting junk to achieve the sweet feeling that’d last a little while.


  My thoughts were hazy but I realised I might die alone, just another unwanted addict in a filthy room. Who’d raise an alarm? I’d smell in a few weeks, I supposed. I forced myself to open my eyes wide. Had I managed to stop the blood? I stood but my legs were like jelly and the white spots returned. My heart pounded. I thought I could feel the blood travelling to my head. I steadied myself on the wall, and tottered over to the door and pushed it open. Where’s the nearest fucking hospital? The mental hospital nearby also offered drug services. I didn’t even know what time of the day it was and whether it’d be open. I couldn’t remember where exactly the hospital was.


  It wasn’t fucking funny to walk around London looking like a zombie, but that must have been how I appeared to the other pedestrians. Half dead and blood on my clothes and arm. I fell into the reception of the hospital when the automatic doors opened, and collapsed onto the cold tiled floor. A woman gasped. My vision was blurred as I gazed up at her. She was wearing a blue uniform. A nurse. Help me! I wanted to shout but no sound came out. Yet, my body screamed. I shut my eyes because the bright light was making me see stars again. Two, three faces were hovering over me, though, when I half-attempted to open my eyes once more.


  “OT eight,” someone shouted. “Which doc’s on duty?” Crackling noise and a reply.


  “Get a move on. He’s not going to make it.”


  Strong arms lifted me and I was on a stretcher, being wheeled through the corridors. Green and blue uniforms bustled around me. Someone put an oxygen mask on my face. “Stupid drug addict. Waste of our resources.” Yeah, they were probably right about me. My dad would agree. I imagined Mum’s lined face hovering above and staring at my misfortune.


  Sasha wasn’t going to cry if I died.


  I’m sorry. You’re better off without me. It was my last thought for a while.


  ~~~


  I awoke in the hospital feeling as though I had died. And it wasn’t Heaven I’d ended up.


  “What’s your name?”


  I struggled to stay awake. The nurse’s eyes were bright. Her face was round and full of kindness.


  “Liam.” I sounded distant. My consciousness had departed a while ago.


  “Liam, I’m Dr. Foster.” An older man stared down at me. “We’ve stabilised your heart rate and breathing. The antidote has worked. We don’t have the facility here for you, so we can discharge you or find you a placement with a rehab.”


  My body was already screaming for drugs and my brain felt like mush. “Discharge?”


  “Yes, you can go home,” the nurse ventured, hesitant because she could probably guess where I’d been living.


  Home. I might have started to laugh because they frowned at my hysteria.


  The nurse was calm. “Rehab normally takes months to arrange, but we can help.” Yes, very helpful. Because I was a despicable homeless addict and I’d nearly fucking died, I’d earned a fast track to medical services.


  I stopped laughing and gazed at them both. “Please. I want to get clean.”


  My resolve didn’t last long. The actual journey to the treatment centre was a blur. I could still hear my own screams. Good job they’d strapped me down.


  “Just let me the fuck out, you fucking bastards! I want to die. Now!” And I repeated the same, again and again.


  Those words would haunt me for the rest of my life. I want to die. The two-week public health detox programme was so brutal that if I’d known how to escape, I’d have done so.


  The room closed in and I knew I was sitting in my own filth. Vomit or shit I couldn’t tell. They’d hosed me down earlier. Was it yesterday? In that room, I’d lost all self-respect and all sense of dignity.


  I’d hear music. Prokofiev. It was ridiculous. Rehab was no place for beauty. And you’re a sick fuck. How can you care about classical music? I’d cried and cried when I remembered I sold my flute for drugs. I’d gone and done the one damn thing that I’d promised myself never to do. That flute had been my lifeline since I was six. I used to play it in the squat, and Sasha would tell me off for wasting my talent. When I remembered what I’d done with my flute, I ran to the pawn shop to try to steal it back. I had no money. It had gone. It had been sold to someone who deserved it.


  I’d taken enough drugs to forget about that, but I dreamt about the flute often. And the rabbit. I’d kept Skip in a cage in the yard. I looked after her for a long time.


  Dad hit me so hard one day, I’d run away and hidden in the fields. When I went home eventually, I fell asleep. I’d found Skip motionless in her cage the next morning. Whether she was starved to death or died of a sickness, I’d never found out. I was distraught but Mum thought I’d cried so much because of what Dad had done. Perhaps. I’d learned that physical and emotional pain was never far apart. If I numbed myself enough with drugs, I’d feel no pain.


  They put me in a scalding bath, but my skin felt cold as if it’d melt in the heat. I tried to push them away but they kept me down. “Let me go, you fuckers! I need skag,” I’d shouted until my voice was hoarse. Then I’d bawled and whispered the same. Anywhere but here. Death is better than living a life of indignity.


  I found myself sitting on the narrow bed with tears streaming down my cheeks. There was a small window in my room, and I stared at it every morning, wondering. Will the bed sheet work? I have a strong neck. Then I laughed and cried until I was gasping. Without the drugs numbing my senses, debilitating emotions flooded my whole body. I clearly deserved this life.


  The worst part was sitting in the group therapy sessions, which nearly killed me. I didn’t want to talk about my feelings. It was the whole point of taking drugs. Yes, I was abused physically and verbally. Not the worst upbringing, I’d say. The tears kept coming at night after the aches subsided. I stifled them with my fist, then I hit the wall with it until my knuckles reddened and swelled.


  After two weeks, I was tossed out onto the street. Sorry, the public health service doesn’t have the resources. You’re on your own, mate. Go to the outpatient clinic and get a prescription for buprenorphine. Right, as if it’d help. The physical symptoms had gone but I wasn’t ready. I knew that. I stayed in a homeless shelter because there was no way I wouldn’t go straight back on drugs if I returned to squatting and panhandling.


  The guy from the next bed paced backwards and forwards half of the night. Then he sat on the bed and faced the wall. I couldn’t tell if he was asleep or not. And so, I watched him as he was illuminated by the moonlight. I imagined myself being the broken man, living out my wretched life in a shelter like that. I was afraid to leave the accommodation, but my sanity was deserting me. Every night, I contemplated what’d driven my neighbour insane. I thought of my own darkness, my imaginary high beam from where a quick departure might be arranged. Every night, I cried myself to sleep after contemplating the different methods of permanently relieving my agony.


  I lasted less than a week in the shelter. I went and found Chris’s apartment and knocked on his door. He was the only acquaintance I had who didn’t take drugs, apart from hash. I’d also never fallen out with him. I might have borrowed or stolen from Chris, but he’d been cool with me when I’d last seen him a few months back.


  “Can I kip on your couch or your bed? I’ll be your sex slave. Just until I’m back on my feet.” I fidgeted. I held a small carrier bag that contained next to nothing, a reflection of how little I’d achieved in my twenty years on Earth.


  Chris raised his eyebrow sceptically, a cigarette dangling from his mouth. “I have no use for a sex slave. You can stay with me, though.”


  He opened the door and showed me in.


  Part One

  His Man Thursday


  Chapter 1


  Eighteen months after Sasha left.


   


  In my dingy bedsit room, I get ready to go to my appointment with someone new. I consider my skinny jeans and tight shirt in the mirror. I often wonder what the johns see when they meet me for the first time. I’m not what you call a stunner, but I’m good-looking enough. I have dark hair, pale skin and thin lips. A few freckles make me appear a little younger than my age. It costs to keep my hair under some control, but I have to do it for the sake of my job. I run my fingers through it again. My Old Spice deo. Shit, where is it? Found. Apply. I give myself another once-over before heading out to face the world.


  To save money, I ride the bus to my meet. I sit upstairs where I can disappear into my own thoughts for a while. Through the smeared window, I see the dirty streets of Haringey turn into the greener Islington, inhabited by people who have money and class. The streets here are arranged into these clean lines like the kind of life the well-off lead.


  Seeing how the other half lives reminds me of my time surviving in squats and the reasons why I love and hate London at the same time. I like it for its openness; it’s a place that absorbs people from all over the world and all walks of life. But it’s unforgiving to those who have nothing, like Sasha and me when we were younger. We used to laugh at ourselves; I was the stray dog and he the alley cat. I’d watched Sasha sell himself on the street but I was too hopeless to help him. We were not creatures who could be good for each other. We’d been co-dependent and we’d eventually destroyed one another. The city swallowed us—two homeless kids with no prospects—and then unceremoniously dumped us in a deep dark hole without resources to crawl back out.


  While I pass the time pondering about my past, the bus soon reaches my destination. I get off and take the short walk to this neat town house off Essex Road with a small but organised front garden. I feel my usual nerves about meeting a new john. Every time I go to a client’s house, it’s as though I’ve stepped into a film set. I play a street punk pretending to be a confident escort. No matter how long I’ve been doing this, the first time is still strange. I take a moment and gaze at the dark-green door. Deep breath. I check myself again and ring the bell.


  I don’t expect the man who opens the door to be this good-looking in an unassuming kind of way. Most of the time, my clients scowl and furtively glance around, as if I wear a big sign announcing to the neighbourhood that they’ve ordered an escort. But the guy in front of me smiles, revealing straight white teeth. He holds the door wide open. Once inside, he shakes my hand, his palm firm and warm. Then we hug awkwardly, and he introduces himself. “I’m Ali. It’s short for Alastair.”


  “Liam.” I grin back.


  I guess he’s in his thirties, and fit, wearing a simple blue shirt and dark jeans. He is a couple of inches taller than me, making him about six feet. His hair’s light brown and his eyes are clear green like two pools of tropical sea. They are striking and unmissable. It is a cliché to say eyes are the window to the soul, but they do tell me a lot about the men who hire me. And this man here has beautiful eyes. My eyes, on the other hand, are dark; I like to think they may make my soul impenetrable.


  “Want a drink?” Ali asks, while I am still contemplating him. I’ve kicked my worst drug habits but I still indulge in cigarettes, dope and the occasional beer. I say no to a drink, though. Maybe later. Alcohol makes my nerves worse. No matter how long I’ve been selling sex, revealing myself to a stranger is not easy.


  He pours himself a small shot in the wood and chrome kitchen and takes a sip. The house smells clean. I can glimpse the TV and the books in the sitting room, and a sofa covered in cream canvas. I like the décor, which seems as understated as the man, even though it’ll have nothing to do with me. I only expect to use the bedroom, not the rest of the house.


  He gazes at me. “Shall we?”


  I nod, and he leads me to his bedroom upstairs, which is clean and tidy. It feels cosy. I see the plump bed and wonder for a moment what it’s like to sleep there at night. I bet Ali sleeps well. Does he have worries and regrets? Does he suffer from insomnia, like I do?


  Get a fucking grip, Liam.


  “Okay. You want a fuck, right?” It’s all too common when I turn up for an appointment, the john wants something completely different from what he’s originally requested. I’m not a miracle worker. I can’t prepare myself if I’m not forewarned.


  He nods. I ask for the money up front.


  A small frown appears on his face for a second, but he opens the bedside cabinet and retrieves a wad of cash to give to me. I count it quickly and put it in my pocket.


  “You want to fuck me? Yes?” I check again. Uncertainty and apprehension fill me.


  “Yes.” He hides his hands behind his back.


  I sit on the bed and take all my clothes off. I don’t feel self-conscious about my body anymore. It’s my job. Ali stares at me with wide eyes, but his feet remain glued to the same spot. I put on my charm face and give him my best smile. “Get ready for me, then. Don’t be shy.”


  Ali strips too, slowly, and my eyes are drawn to the taut abs and the cool tats on his arms. His body is not sculpted from gym work, but it’s solid and bold. He must play a sport regularly. One of the tattoos is a Celtic knot; I’d like to ask him about that, but I don’t. I don’t want to be intrusive. On his other arm is a wood or a forest that wraps around lean biceps. Not bad at all. I’ve seen his narrow wedding band too and the picture on his bedside table. I’ve trained myself to quickly get a sense of the men I sleep with. Call it survival instinct.


  In the photograph, Ali and a pretty young woman with long blonde hair stand somewhere sunny and hot. They are happy and smiley as if they’re a perfect couple in the middle of a lifestyle advertisement. That’s what I imagine, anyway, because I’ve never experienced that kind of life. The good life. What the fuck is he doing hiring a prostitute when he seems to have everything and a pretty partner? I close my eyes for a moment, but I can’t sense the woman’s presence in the house. Damn, he’s probably another closet case. I’ve met enough men like him in my line of work.


  Their wives and girlfriends are out of town or staying with relatives and friends, so they call me up for sex. Or, they’re getting a divorce or separated from their partners. I’m their once-a-month indulgence.


  I open my eyes again and get on with business since his circumstances have nothing to do with me. His hard dick is pretty large, the way I like them. That, together with the strong body. Shit, I’ll probably want to jerk off when I go home later.


  I stroke his erection, making it even harder. I smile. “I can see your cock likes me already.” That earns me a shy grin from Ali.


  I take a condom out to tool him up. “I’ll be down on all fours. Is that okay?”


  Ali manages to nod. I position myself on the bed then and raise my lubed and readied arse to let him see it. I half-turn to see him approach me with uncertainty. He’s reticent for whatever reason, so I add, “Tell me if there’s anything you want to try, okay? It’ll feel good as long as you tell me what you want. I promise.” I consider myself professional and I do want to satisfy my clients.


  “Okay.”


  I look back to see him finally moving to position himself just above me; his eyes consume my nakedness.


  I shift slightly forward, opening myself wider for him. I feel him aligning himself; his hands on my arse cheeks tingle me in a good way. They are warm and steady and they cup my hips firmly.


  “Let me know if you want me to stop, okay? Any time,” he says, voice low and gentle. Fuck, really? That’s a new one. I feel the pressure as he breaches me but it doesn’t hurt with the lube, honestly. He inches in tentatively, as though afraid he’ll hurt me. I arch back even further to give him more access. I like the sensation of the movement of his hands on my back as he explores my skin. He leans down. His hot breath wafts lightly across the back of my neck. He gradually fills me and his thrusts quicken, but I can tell he remains cautious. I half turn again to see his face, which is blushed. Sweat has beaded on his forehead. Okay, he’s aroused, but he can do better.


  Ali comes forward and asks, “Can I kiss you, Liam?”


  I chuckle. “’Course you can. Don’t believe the myth.”


  “A myth?”


  Really? The man hasn’t heard but he’s respectful enough to ask if he can kiss me?


  “You know, the one that says whores don’t kiss.” I turn my head around more, so my face is pressed against his warm cheek. Honestly, I’ll have whiplash if he continues to be so hesitant. I like my john bold and straightforward. Paid. In. Out. Gone. I can’t deal with other shit.


  Ali frowns, then he kisses me lightly with hesitation. “It’s my first time.”


  I guess he means he has never used an escort before. An inexperienced john treats the prostitute too kindly. He’ll soon learn. I arch back and give him another deeper kiss, just to show him it’s okay.


  I was addicted to heroin and crack, and sometimes meth. I’d tried everything—a habit financed by begging. I despised myself for both my drug addiction and the fact that I was basically a charity case. The downward spiral of self-loathing and disgust. But I was too fucked up to deal with it until I knew I’d be dead if I didn’t do something about my sorry life.


  I gave up drugs, and I’ve been an escort for a year since I became clean. I couldn’t go back to panhandling, but passing my Irish School Leaving Certificate didn’t exactly qualify me for many jobs that paid the rent in London. The bedsit costs £900 a month because I had no deposit or reference. I need fifteen fucks a month minimum, so I keep obsessing about how many more times I have to bend over to make ends meet.


  I haven’t had many sex partners recently who are not paid hookups. It’s a bonus that Ali is attractive. Still, I am undecided whether this is merely tolerable or if I am a little excited by his erection deep inside me. It’d be good to feel aroused while on the job. Okay, don’t think about feel. Mind back on the job, Liam.


  Ali is holding me tight, so I can feel his pulsating heartbeats on my back.


  “And you can go as fast and hard as you want, man. Don’t worry about hurting me. I’m used to it.”


  He listens to me and now picks up speed. I can tell he’s close. He plants more kisses around my neck and back as he thrusts into me, still not as harsh as most clients. The pressure builds. He mumbles something incomprehensible and comes. He continues to embrace me while he slowly calms down and withdraws. As he releases me from his hold, my hard-on has gone, but that’s okay. I turn back around and watch his face, while he takes his condom off.


  He surveys my body once more, no doubt noticing my limp penis, and scratches his head. “Uh. Should I take care of you?”


  I scrutinise him. The man is pretty, with glowing cheeks from the exertion and shimmering sweat all over his skin. I would have liked to stay and play but it wasn’t exactly the deal.


  I smile at his suggestion. “No, Ali. I’m all right. Thanks for the thought.”


  I do get clients who like to be fucked or to blow me, but it still feels like work rather than ‘being taken care of’. I don’t typically dally after an appointment. After all, I’m not paid for the overtime.


  We both get up and dressed.


  He sees me out. While we’re in the entrance hall, he kisses my cheek and says, “Thank you, Liam.” His almost innocent gesture is so tender it makes me shudder. I have to blink a few times to remind myself this is a job. Thinking about emotions is pointless.


  “You’re welcome.” I give him my most charming beam and a wink. “Book me again if you had a good time, yeah?”


  His grin makes the crow’s feet that are just appearing at the corners of his eyes more obvious. I like them on the man, though. I don’t think I have a type, but a ‘daddy’ is definitely not one I’d normally go for. But then, he’s probably only ten, fifteen years older than me. Hell, shut up, Liam. Quit over-analysing. It’s not like this hot guy is going to be interested in you beyond paid-for sex.


  I’m probably horny, missing a lover or a regular fuck buddy who would be better than nobody. I miss one person most but he’s gone, found his true love and he’s doing well. I am happy for him despite the ache inside me when I think back to the hard times I shared with Sasha and the love I felt for him. Some days I wish I could turn back the clock. By the time I told Sasha I loved him, it was too late, but regrets are a luxury for someone like me. I betrayed him because I was young, jealous and foolish. I nearly got him killed by the East End gangsters. I need to redeem myself but I don’t know how.


  With all those messed-up thoughts crowding my head, I bid farewell and leave Ali, an unlit cigarette in my hand ready for when I go out into the cold. I smile to myself, comforted by the feeling that he’ll ask for me again.


  But I soon forget about Ali and get on with my week. I love the craic and I used to party a lot. I’ve calmed down a little lately. Sometimes, I have a few beers and smoke hash with my flatmates. Our resident dealer Dmitri usually has some good stuff for sale. Besides, I don’t want to spend my hard-earned cash in overpriced bars in London. Having been homeless means that I’m hyper-aware of poverty, of how I could lose everything with one mistake. I see that time and again with fellow homeless souls. Right now, I care only about surviving and keeping clean.


  Back in my flat, Dmitri sells me a quarter. It will last me a few days if I go easy. I notice the ‘foreign cunt’ print on his T-shirt. Ironic, given he’s Russian.


  I smile and point to his shirt. “Pizda.”


  His brown eyes widen. “Hey, you know Russian?” Dmitri is dark, intense and seems to be perpetually jittering, probably because he’s a part-time drug dealer. I’ve come across so many men like him I recognise the traits. When I say part-time, though, I have no clue what else he does. More wheeling and dealing, I guess.


  I laugh. “No. My ex is Polish. He only taught me that word and suka. They are the same in Polish and Russian, right?” Sasha used to call me a pizda when I was particularly insensitive. I deserved it most of the time, too.


  Dmitri agrees. “Yeah, the most overused words in my country because we are all cunts and bitches.”


  I shake my head, not believing it for a minute. Apart from Chris—my other flatmate—we’re all foreign cunts and we’re all in some precarious situation in this country.


  He regards me. “You’re gay.” Ah, the telling pronoun.


  I’ve just melted a bit of the cannabis and now crumble it on the tobacco. “Yup.”


  My sexuality has not come up in my conversations with Dmitri. I tend to keep a comfortable distance from the guys in the flat, and we respect each other’s privacy. Chris knows me but the others don’t. Chris is also an escort, and I met him through some common acquaintance when I first arrived in London. He was the one who helped me when I came out of rehab, and gave me the idea of hustling when I couldn’t find a legitimate job. We both make no secret of our profession to the other sharers.


  “Why do you ask? Do you have a problem?” I hope he’s not homophobic. I don’t want to share a flat with a gay-bashing asshole. I’d hate to have to deal with the aggro in my own accommodation.


  “No, of course not.” He shrugs, showing indifference which, luckily, has been the most common reaction I’ve encountered in London. No matter what else is wrong with this city, I feel safe most of the time as a gay man and that’s cool enough for me.


  “You and Chris are, hmm, boyfriends?” I rather like Dmitri’s Russian accent, kinda thick and harshened by the tobacco, making him sound older than his age.


  I chuckle. “No, Chris is not really anybody’s boyfriend, y’know?” Or girlfriend, for that matter.


  Chris is twenty-six and the oldest of the residents of this dump. He’s gorgeous. I mean he’s proper top-notch model material. I never ask him why he does what he does. He must make a shitload more money than I do. Chris will shag anyone, too, and he has a new lover every few weeks. I don’t know how he does it because I wouldn’t be able to explain myself and my job to someone new all the time. Some days, I watch him and try to figure out his story. I’ve come to the conclusion that everyone has a tale, though some people have more colourful ones than others. Chris and I have occasionally slept together, but we’re both realistic enough not to think we have genuine affection for each other just because we fuck. Dmitri doesn’t need to know all that.


  “It’s none of my business,” he concludes.


  I am about to retreat to my room with my joint when he whispers, “I can get other stuff, you know.”


  Fuck. My heartbeat races. That’s all I need. At least once a day, I feel the urge to go back out there for the hard drugs. It’ll be damn difficult to stay clean when the temptation is so near. “What kind of stuff, exactly?” I ask even though I’m afraid of the answer.


  “Coke, Special K. Tell me what you want.” Dmitri lights up a joint and watches me, his dark eyes sharp. He most likely recognises a recovering drug addict a mile off.


  It’s so fucking tempting. So. Fucking. Tempting.


  “I’m good. Thanks,” I reply eventually. “I’ll bear it in mind, though.”


  Without waiting for his response, I retreat back to my room, feeling dizzy all of a sudden.


  I have to remind myself of the horrendous rehab. The pain and nightmares. The sweating and itching. Feeling sorry for myself, completely losing control. Suicidal and emotional. I can’t go through that again.


  When I’m not working these days, I play the flute to occupy myself. I bought one recently with the money I managed to save. Now my drug use is under control, I make decent money escorting. I was totally out of my mind to give up my flute for heroin. Playing it now reminds me of what a despicable and desperate homeless junkie I was. The tin whistle was good for panhandling, but the flute is my true instrument. I practise as much as I can and vow never to be apart from it again, ever. When I play, I can lose myself in the music and forget about everything else in my life.


  ~~~


  I have built up some regulars. Together with a couple of new clients this week, I’m on the right track for the month’s rent money. Even so, Ali’s next request makes me smile.


  I approach his house with an image of his strong body. The warmth inside surges. I try to steady myself before ringing his bell. Come on, now. What’s up with you?


  He gives me a heartfelt beam when he opens the door, as if he has genuinely looked forward to my coming. I’ve worn my tight shirt and skinny jeans to come to the appointment. They’ve become a sort of work uniform; I’m more a hoodie and tracksuit bottoms kind of guy when I’m not working. Tonight, Ali’s attire is quite similar to mine but with an extra layer of maturity and wealth. He doesn’t exactly seem to lack cash, given he lives in a house in Islington, one of the wealthiest boroughs close to London.


  Thursday night again. I wonder if his wife is at an evening class. Some of the men I service are in the closet. I don’t have the moral compass to judge people who cheat, and frankly, I don’t care. In the back of my mind, though, I worry about being beaten up by their wives or whoever. I don’t have hang-ups about my work but I know what most people think about sex for cash. It’s not a profession to be proud of. At least I’ve not consciously hurt anybody in order to earn money, even when I was addicted to drugs.


  When we are still standing in his hallway, he passes a wad of cash to me. After I’ve counted the amount, I raise an eyebrow as a question mark because he’s given me more than what I charge for a fuck. Ali mumbles, while wringing his hands, “It’s a tip. Don’t worry.”


  Staring at the notes in my hand, I frown. “You don’t tip before I’ve delivered the service, mate.” I may be a prostitute but I don’t accept payment when I haven’t worked for it. I’ll be vulnerable to peculiar demands later on.


  “I want you to have it.” Ali shifts his feet uncomfortably. He gazes at me for a long moment, seemingly debating what to say. “I…I want us to have sex as though we’re making love.”


  Making love? Jaysus. I scratch my head. I am at a loss why the words scare me. It’s not like I don’t understand what it’s about, theoretically. “Okay. You mean more kisses and shit?”


  Ali laughs. “And shit.” His face lights up and he looks about ten years younger. “Like cuddles.”


  Cuddles. Hugs. Kisses. Luxuries for other people.


  Sex has been only sex to me in the last few years. I guess grown-ups sometimes need some tender loving care. Fuck knows why Ali wants that from me, but if it’s what he fancies, it’s not the weirdest request I’ve ever heard. “’Course. The customer is always right.” A frown appears briefly on his handsome face.


  I take his hand and lead him into the bedroom. We are still standing when I start kissing him, slowly at first as if I need to taste his lips and savour them. All the while, I try to think of him as someone I want. Strangely, it turns me on more than I care to admit. As I undress him, each small button of his shirt I undo brings expectation that thrills me. His strong hands seem too big for the same task, but they are delicate at the same time with the act of revealing my body.


  Soon, we are both topless and breathing heavily with anticipation. Even with my boyfriends, I have always been a fuck first, think later kind of guy, so this is brand new. Ali is in no rush, as his smooth hands touch the skin of my chest, circling to my waist and pressing on my abs. His caresses send hot currents through me. I follow his example and explore his earlobes, neck and nipples with my lips. His skin tastes sweet and salty. Ali reciprocates with his perfectly shaped mouth. I moan softly, even though I normally try to suppress any sounds I make when I’m on the job. I’m not supposed to be the one enjoying himself here.


  He pushes me onto the bed and continues with the kisses while I return the favour, absorbed by his lips and tongue. We are both hard, but before I can do anything, Ali unbuttons my jeans and pulls them down. He scoots back and licks his lips when he sees how hard my cock is. His warm hand wraps around my hard-on and strokes it until pre-cum oozes from the slit. He uses his fingertips to massage the swollen head, making me harder. Oh, crap. That is supposed to be my job.
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