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I’ve read and heard of people describing the process of writing, how it’s easy/never easy and often laborious and excruciating. When I sat down with the publisher and proposed the idea for “anonymous”, having never written anything in my life other than a few Facebook status updates or Twitter tweets, I was convinced this would be a sprint to the finish. It wasn’t. It has been, though not always, utterly terrifying. Without the support of the talents of the ghost writer, editors and very close friends, who shall all remain nameless, and to whom I am deeply indebted for bringing the chaos in my head to the page and then somehow making any sense out of it in words, I might likely have been left crying in a corner, inconsolable with fear.

This project has haunted my life for years, stolen my time, patience and sleep, and plunged my soul into an abyss of fathomless waters. It’s not pretty, nor easy to read, and unlikely to win any awards or plaudits, and I'm as skint now as I was when I started. It is, however, an indecent snapshot of the naked calamity that is my life. I hope it is entertaining, and makes you cry, vomit, grimace, laugh, scoff and groan in the same way it did for me, both in the reminiscence of and in the active pursuit of the events in which I participated it describes.

I hope.

JACK
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“Decadence is a difficult word to use since it has become little more than a term of abuse applied by critics to anything they do not yet understand or which seems to differ from their moral concepts.”

The music was cheesy, mainstream, an aural backdrop beating a bored and bombastic rhythm around the walls, chastised by a furious ferment of gyroscopic lighting and lasers. A solo glitter ball distilled this porridge of enlightenment into eliptogenic proportions as Jack strutted across the hard wood sprung dance floor, the detritus of his drapery decorating the worn, shiny surface, all bar a single item slung from his hips on thin elastic string, a canopy of concealment for his machismo pressing hard against the material without.

Underneath the cacophony, a rising chorus of feminine cries commanded he remove this last forthwith, a command he enjoyed the denial of. It wasn't that he didn't want to yield, quite the contrary; Jack fought the urge to accept their screaming demands with a majestic gesture of complicity.

But it was not yet time. The show wasn't done, and his pay-mistresses were watching. Hitching his g-string higher to accentuate the hip and draw attention to his sculpted gluteus maximus, Jack drew up the chair on which the initial victim had assisted in undressing him thus far and beckoned for another willing quarry to take the slippery seat, such as it was, glistening with the previous deployment of a copious volume of baby oil, a fair portion of which shone liberally from his athletically muscular torso.

It wasn't difficult to procure the attention of new game, and Jack selected his mark before bearing down on her figure with as much of his own as he could manage. She rippled with adrenaline, fuelled with fear. Guiding a trembling hand into his own, Jack manoeuvred her arm so as she had no option but to slide her inquisitive digits towards his loins, and without much resistance, as her friends squealed in horror and envy.

Sensing her palm massage his manhood through the thin material, he allowed her to feel him under her pressure before pushing the g-string away to give her direct access to his naked phallus. Gripping it in shock, her wide gaze tracked the interstices of his six-pack to the manumitted male organ, and slowly, with little provocation, she began to massage him in front of the all-female crowd as they yelled and shrieked their approval.

Approval for all bar Jack, weary and worn, whose fatigue prowled time as it crept towards the next coveted moment he could rest his head on a pillow, and sleep.
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“They tell you what you should be, sell you the plastic dream.”

Jack, Peter, Paul, Anthony, Curtis, even Xander. Resurrected as required, assassinated on occasion, I have adorned and abandoned an assortment of sobriquet, every nom de guerre a phantom enlisted by force and exploited dependent on the scenario of an impending encounter. None of them are, of course, my real name, and nor will I be revealing it here. Hiding behind pseudonyms has become a trait of my surreal self, but for a long time it was an odd, hard to accept aspect of my life. Despite this, and the careful game I had to play remembering which name I was going by at any given time, it became useful in separating the people, places and times I inhabited in the formalised fragments of my schizophrenic mind. Sequestered in the kernel and buried in the dichotomy was me, with my real name, concurrently orchestrating the absurd screenplay of my life whilst remaining hidden from view to all but those I chose to disclose to.

I spent much of my younger years locked in the authoritarian edicts of religious fanatics. It made me fear much, temper my actions and question my own desires. I was taught that as you "grow up" the world becomes a much smaller place, less frightening and more accessible. I wholeheartedly disagree. The "big bad world" is a vast, awe-inspiring and terrifying place, no matter how old and wise you claim to be. Once I had shaken the religious shackles loose and allowed myself to roam free, it became colossal, a place I wanted to explore and immerse myself in, frequently drowning in it whilst admiring the sultry surface from beneath, shielding me from the elements above. I still feared it, but fear became something to be confronted, a war of attrition between my fascination for understanding and my established, conformist dread. How you live with and how you stand upright or fall trembling before this prodigious terror that is the world around us, surely describes the form and depth of any man or woman. In the beginning, I was afraid, and taught to be so.  It's the reason I sat down to write this missive, the contents of which were never easy to admit, and much of which I feel no pride for nor take any comfort in. I’m still afraid, but no longer fear it. If that contradiction has you scoffing at my lack of literary and intellectual acumen, put down – or switch off – this book and go find something easy to read.

I won’t make any apologies for who I am. Much of what I write is an honest account of a man who is far from perfect and has never been deluded enough to consider perfection achievable within his own, or anyone else’s lifetime. I have my flavours, some of which will leave a nasty taste in your mouth, but they’re my flavours in the same way you have yours others may find unsavory. I have basic principals, and there are lines I’m sure if I stumbled upon I would resist with all my soul until and unless forced to cross. If, however, you have never found yourself backed into a corner, given nowhere to turn other than to face what is in front of you, then I urge you to restrain from judgment until you have experienced what it is to be desperate. When all you have are your own bare hands and the instinct to survive, much of what most consider civilized behaviour falls away to reveal to any man – or woman – the true nature of their anima.

Many of you who go on to read this will probably scoff at the apparent ridiculous scenarios, settings, vocations and ventures described herein. I won't and don't blame you. Much of what is written will most likely appear as over-the-top, wistful or plain fantasy acted out on a page for the cathartic, selfish benefit of the author. However, I sincerely state to you, reader, that everything that follows is as near a truth as I can offer to you without stepping into the pale limelight of a stage I have very carefully constructed to bear witness to a phantom who would like the world to know his story without peeling the mask from his face. There will be a little artistic license. There will be no real names used, nor will anything I describe point directly to known or discoverable locations. This is deliberate, though I'm assuming you, the reader, understands this simply through the conscious action of reading a biography entitled "Anonymous"? Otherwise, why would you read it? Accept this book as it is, and read it as it is written, not as fiction, but as fact, albeit dressed up to party and coated with a salacious skin of sugar.

My caveat? I have taken the liberty of adding layers of camouflage over the top of an already incognito personality. I have no desire to be found, discovered or exposed. A red rag to a bull, I expect, to some. To those it is, I ask you kindly to curtail your instinct, rein in your curiosity, for it was the latter that killed the cat, no matter how many lives the cat thought she had.

Why should I not want to be known? To answer that question is easy. Keep reading.
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“Yet an experiment, were you to try it, could free you from your cavil and the source of your arts' course springs from experiment.”

When you envision a male stripper, what would the first image be that springs to mind? Four or more men on a stage, ripping off their Velcro sealed trousers to reveal bulging budgie hammocks and broad, rippling muscles crested with chiselled faces and luxurious hair you could orgasm over just by running your fingers through it? How about a 5ft 10in tall, shaven haired leanly built man with a slightly larger than normal nose and rounded ears? No? That’s exactly what I thought when I was first asked the question, “Why don’t you be a stripper?”

“What, me? Are you kidding?”

My very female friend wasn’t. Admittedly, I did keep myself in very good trim. A gym rat, I preferred to cross-train rather than simply pump iron; jumping, running, climbing, whatever was alternative to being another hamster on a wheel running nowhere fast behind a glass wall. But I’d never considered myself much cop when it came to looks, and I was etched in scars from a history of teenage wrath, chiselled into my skin by opponents often using more than bare hands to defend themselves from my violent disagreements with their looks, life or girlfriends. Coupled with a forced buzz-cut hairstyle disguising a decimated patchwork quilt of a scalp, I wasn’t at all certain my friend was simply taking the piss. Truthfully, I was skint and struggling to find work, which although not normally a worry for me, was becoming a significant weight on my shoulders given the unusual amount of time I had now been scratching for a living on the dirty floor of unemployment. A world in recession, a country fleecing its populace of their wealth and little on offer for many, I knew I was riding a low curve in my life, and my mental state was similarly occupying the kennels of a currently absent black dog. Vulnerable as I was, I still questioned the validity of taking off my clothes in front of a pack of strangers for money.

It was a while before she convinced me it should be a serious consideration. Eventually I decided, with little in my wallet, that if it paid cash and wasn’t too much hard work, why not? How difficult can it be to slowly strip off your clothes, assuming I was at all the vision of Adonis these people expected to see?

Finding male stripping agencies was not very hard. In a short space of time I had drafted a brief email soliciting naked employment, along with a photograph of me in little to no clothing, to around nine or ten different addresses. The anticipation of any reply filled me with dread, juxtaposed with the paradoxically invigorating feeling of excitement that can only come from stepping into a world unknown. This was something new, risky and well outside of my comfort zone, which despite the fear induced a thrill I could only relate to as a child waiting in the theme park queue for the latest scream collecting rollercoaster. The replies came much sooner than expected, and, at least to me, surprisingly positive. It seemed male strippers were not as numerous as I thought, the gulf between the wannabes, fantasy seekers and those who actually saw it through much deeper and darker than envisioned. One particular agency was straight to the point, suggesting I attend a hen party to meet one of their strippers in person to “see what it involves”. Trembling, I agreed, and the date was set. I slept very little that night.

I decided to not only tell, but invite along my friend who had so keenly suggested I become a stripper. She was initially apprehensive, however after I berated her for starting me on this path and then not “having my back”, she relented, admitting she was, in fact, very excited at the prospect. The venue we had been given involved a short drive, and was a public restaurant, albeit not a particularly big one or chain brand. Smart phone navigation determined the path of our vehicle as we travelled a distracted journey, ruminating about what we might see or expect, spinning a web of dramatic guesses on how the evening might play out. On arrival at the town of the venue, we parked up and then spent at least half an hour walking in the wrong direction, eventually having to ask a friendly local where the hell the restaurant was. Fortunately we had gotten there early, nerves and overexcitement lending themselves generously to my accelerator foot.

The restaurant wasn’t seedy, but it definitely wasn’t something you’d consider bringing a date to a candlelit dinner for. Small, narrow and off the main street, it was packed with other diners, and a very obvious gaggle of girls wearing pink “Hen Party” sashes crowded around a table full of deep-fried food, balloons and hen party “toys”, designed around the unmistakable shape of the male genitals. Playing it as cool as possible, we found a free table near the Hen Party and sat, ordering a small plate of food neither of us ate. It was a while before the stripper arrived, prior to which a couple of the hens, most likely those who had booked the ‘surprise’ for the yet-to-be-wed, popped outside and looked around eagerly, scrutinising each and every single man walking by in case they happened to be “the stripper”, loudly imagining to all within earshot if he was with salacious “ohhhs” and “ahhhs” and “he’ll do”. My friend and I chatted quietly, mostly about what the guy might look like, and my fears at him being “tall, dark and handsome” as opposed to my “short, shorn and weathered”. My friend didn’t think it mattered, repeatedly telling me it was more about the “six-pack and the body” than being a gift from the gods. A flattering, albeit backhanded, compliment to my hard work in the gym, but I wasn’t convinced.

There was a commotion at the door. People looked up from their troughs, forks skewered with oily chicken. Short, strangled bursts of screaming rose from the throats of hens strung out in wild anticipation at the imminent arrival of their soon-to-be-naked man. Those hens who had booked their fleshy delight stood back to allow his entry, eyes glittering and looking nervously at the others for approval of their handiwork. Striding through the door came The Stripper, grinning from ear to ear. My friend and I exchanged glances, and double-took the scene unfolding before us.

The man walking so confidently through the restaurant door was shorter than me, and roughly the same build, but older and balder. He looked as if he’d got dressed in a hurry, smothering himself in glue as he ram-raided a fire station, and didn’t appear to be bursting at the seams with muscles of granite bulging beneath his loosely fitting Fireman’s outfit. A vision of Adonis he was not. Strapped to his waist he carried a small black utility bag, small enough to be discreet but big enough to hold a number of props we were later to find were a mainstay of his routine.

The hens all screamed in unison. Cameras and smart phones were brandished in an amateur paparazzi scrum as they elbowed and jostled for the best vantage point, some balanced precariously on their chairs for an elevated view. Our stripper quickly isolated the bride-to-be, hauled her to a clear spot in the restricted, single-carriageway aisle and sat her in a hastily arranged chair. Waiters weaved to swerve and avoid the human car crash of female indiscretion, balancing precarious trays of seared food and multi-coloured moonshine bristling with umbrellas, straws submerged in drowned fruit of mainly pineapple persuasion. Almost immediately the bride placed her ample rear on the terrified wooden seat than the stripper began to gyrate in front of her face, crotch thrusting, straddling her lap. It was more than the hens could bear. They went wild, screaming and shouting, offering lewd advice to their clearly embarrassed friend, whispering to each other behind poorly concealed hands wielding anything that could take a picture of the stripper doing his thing.

“Off, off, off!” came the repeated, discordant cry.

The routine was short, much shorter than I expected, and involved copious amounts of baby oil. Having stripped to a tiny g-string more akin to a hammock for the genitals, the goggle-eyed hen was then lain on the floor with her hands by her sides while the stripper lowered his less than toned physique onto her, crotch swinging pendulously at eye level. Then, standing astride his panicking “volunteer”, he whipped off the g-string, exposing himself, waxed and flaccid, to all and sundry, raising the volume of the hen parties’ screams to glass shattering levels. After a few quick gyrations and some dangling of the jewels in the scrunched up, pickled face of his hen, he hauled her to her feet and performed a “standing dry hump” to the ecstatic squeals of the rest of the party. Accompanying everything was a continuous strobe of flashes from cameras and phones documenting the ultimate humiliation of the bride to be, later to be pored over, cackled at and ransomed in playful negotiation against social publication. All done, a short session of one to one photos with some of the party and their naked man, and he was gone, grabbing his belongings and discarded clothing as quickly as possible before beating a hasty retreat back through the restaurant and collective shock of onlookers aghast, stunned or otherwise amused at the unexpected nude entertainment, wanted or not.

Excusing myself from the table, I followed him outside, keen to find out how the hell he managed to undress in a public restaurant for a bunch of women and random strangers, and how often he did. It seemed odd to me the restaurant manager and staff had not optioned to provide a more concealed position within their establishment for the party to enjoy male nudity, rather than allow other patrons to either choke on or equally relish the naked display. It was yet another twist upon which my latent decision could simmer. Would the possibility I would have to disrobe in far less private surroundings than I expected register as a negative on my list of pros and cons? I introduced myself to the stripper, explaining why I was there and that the agency had sent me to witness his performance for “research”. Away from the screams and the squeals, he was very down to earth, clearly only concerned with doing his job and moving on; he had more work that night and had to get back on the road. I asked a lot of questions, to which he was very kind to answer, and some of what he told me I’ll expand on later. His insights into the business in which he had been gainfully employed for over fifteen years were helpful and candid. Handing me his business card, he told me to get in touch if I wanted to know anything more. I returned to the restaurant much more informed, and more confident I might have a go, albeit on another day and still clouded in fear.

Back inside, my friend and I chatted about what had just happened, and whether or not I could “do it”. I still wasn’t completely sure, but I knew I’d come this far and was not one to back down. Given the guy who had just left was older than me, less physically toned than me and quite likely not as flexible as me (I have been able to do the box splits since very young, and still can), she was certain it would be easy. She suggested I speak to the hens, ask them what they thought of what just happened. I bit my lip, nervous about making a connection. She egged me on. I capitulated.

Approaching the hen party, I said hello to the table, gave them a false name and told them I was here to watch the stripper as I was “in training”. I asked them what they thought and why they’d booked the stripper. They told me he was OK. What I didn’t expect was what they suggested next. Dressed in a shirt and jeans, I was not exactly in the standard clothing of a stripper. Obviously still high from the naked man who had just left, I found myself in amongst a gaggle of women biting their lips and literally drooling at me suggestively.

“We’d have preferred you”, said one hen, unashamedly looking me up and down. Mainly down.

I made my excuses and backed off. They all looked after me, whispering. My friend smiled and scolded me for my lack of courage.

“Go on, do it!” she berated.

I was shocked.

“You really want me to take my clothes off here? Are you mad?”

She looked at me, and I recognized the look. It was very similar to the one I had just been given by the hens now watching me from across the room. One of the more confident of the party, prompted by her colluding friends, turned in her chair and addressed me directly.

“We want you to strip for us.”

As much as it appealed to my exhibitionist, darker side, I couldn’t quite bring myself to say yes. My friend was backing their play, but I felt way out of my depth, and I’d come here to watch what happened, not to join in. I shook my head, and the disappointed hens went back to their party. Paying the bill, my friend and I left, her dragging behind, a last ditch attempt to get me to remove my clothes in public for the entertainment of a crowd of women, and more importantly, herself. The fantasy in my head added up, but the reality, at least today, didn’t. It was only later I regretted not saying yes, but it took a while and a number of jobs later for me to realize that standing naked in front of strangers was much easier than I imagined.

Much, much easier.
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“I scare myself to death, that’s why I keep on running”

Am I normal? I doubt it, but by definition, normal is subjective, so in my world perhaps I am, if driving around and taking your clothes off for hen parties, posing in erotic and sexual positions for artists and photographers or simply fucking in front of others at parties is considered normal in any world. I challenge anyone to define a "normal" life in detail that describes the definition of "normal" another non-family member would agree with completely. When others tell me  "that's not normal", my brain shuts down. Normal doesn't exist, it's simply a word used to quarantine those who don't walk the line drawn by those in positions of power or persuasion. Normal to me is itself deviant and extremely economical with the truth.

Thing is, I've never hankered after a "normal" life, nor has it ever for me; we just don't get along. If normal is going to work for 9am, having lunch at 1pm before leaving the office to scramble home through rush hour insanity for 5 or 6pm, kiss the kids goodnight and eat a TV dinner before going to sleep, rinse and repeat, then I'm as far from normal as the human race is from the nearest star bar the Sun. My blessing is that I was born with an insatiable appetite for knowledge, one I have never tempered, which married to the curse of a kamikaze attitude to life makes for an extremely volatile rodeo ride. I don't make "mature", "considered" or "educated" decisions. I simply make decisions. They're mostly bad ones, but if I never made a decision, I'd be "normal".

I wasn’t always this way inclined. I was raised to fear what wasn’t considered normal, and to toe a line that, if stepped over, would land me in serious trouble. Starched behaviour and conformity were delivered dutifully and with all the banality of susurrus rigour. The bubble in which I grew was an oily one too. Peer advice on life, employment and parenthood, later to be found wanting, presented these existential studies as all too painless to achieve. Fed a lie of procedural progress fostered by an increasingly sanitised society that considered a university degree a free pass to everlasting occupational happiness, I thought nothing of doing nothing else other than to heed this counsel. Unceremoniously dumped at the gates of higher education without a by or leave and left to fend for myself for months at a time without my family cushion, I started to realise how much of a false tutelage I’d received in my formative years. Cumulative degrees of clarity polished the sebaceous bubble clear and I realised the fool I had been to take for granted educational advice from those who had left school without any. No sooner had I succeeded from the venerable halls of academia, certified, gowned and mortarboarded, than my family packed me off to the city, with a wave to my back as I departed, the words “when you come back you’ll be the man who came back from the city!” uttered by empty vessels who had never lived a day outside of their geographical comfort zone in their entire lives. Too young and naïve to challenge this statement yet, I later confronted their ridiculous, underhanded blackmail to ask what it was that made them think I wanted to come back? Opprobrious and churlish, I was to learn, was their collective, carefully whipped response to my lack of kindred spirit. The fact that I would not consider returning to the fold, long after I had taken their superior direction to “make it in the city” and seemingly failed, made it all the more harebrained of me to have gone in the first place.

On first arriving in the city, life was not always bad. I found regular work, I made a small living, made small friends and kept myself on the straight and narrow. As the years yawned by, seemingly ever faster in pace and yet disproportionately protracted, the world took a spin in the wrong direction. Money, having been so easy and so cheap for so long, very quickly became extortionate and hard to come by. I was as naïve with money as I was with life, and piled up debt quickly. Employment waxed and waned, as did lodgings, at one point finding myself living in a rusty van I had hired to move from one place to another with a wide gap between stations. Eventually I couldn’t rely on my education, skills and credentials to keep up with the spiralling debt, and it’s at this point I choose to tell you about my alternative employment, living beneath the bread line, failing to pay bills and shackled with debt and bad credit.

Somewhere along the way I had also had children, whom I love dearly, but for the purposes of this dispatch I will not embellish upon too much to protect them from you, and if I’m honest, myself also. They’re older now and independent, and I’m proud of their achievements, which they have attained mainly of their own accord with notional nudging from me, unwilling as I was to attempt to live my dreams through them, as most parents appear want to do. I fought to apply an earnest altruism to the treatment of my children without becoming overbearing or unloading my fears upon them, of which there are many, as they foraged for their own identity in the trough of civilisation, instead of a version of mine into which they would be moulded. I hope I did a good job, but I’ll never know nor ever claim I did any better or any worse than anyone else. I was, however, keenly aware of the perceived failure of those I listened to proudly claiming their son or daughter was a “mini-me” or carbon copy of themselves, as if fostering a clone should be considered a valid success to raising a child.

I hasten to add, the fathering of my children was not as a consequence of my actions “in the field”, so to speak, as they were fruits of a different relationship unfortunately doomed to fail. If I chose to count how many children I might have had based on the consequences of my actions, I should be using the fingers on both hands. As it was, I know the unexpected fruits of these liaisons were not welcomed by the female half of the equation, and hence I know and love the children I have and wonder at those I don’t. Needless to say, my offspring, despite the happiness they imbued me with, were a paradox of my life, both adding to the misery of my inability to provide for them as I would have preferred, whilst lacing my finer moments with smiles of delight that infused my heart with unconditional love. They are sacrosanct artefacts of another life I conceal from all others, exquisitely fragile and melancholy in their beauty.

Something else I need confess before I plunge headlong into this missive is my lack of a need for “someone”. Holding with the theme of “being normal”, and my not meeting any such criteria for this thread of widespread social acceptance, vows, marriage and nuptials held no interest to me whatsoever. Why? I don’t know. They just didn’t, and so far as to the moment I write this line, still don’t. Maybe I’ve never met the right person. Maybe I’m too selfish. After years of abstaining from temperance, I’m a cynic of Cupid. Most people crave this life of partnership as it is advertised to us through the media, the government, friends, relatives and most everything else. Not me. It’s possible I was a loner, maybe even lonely, but thus far it didn’t appear to affect me. When I’m old and no one cares, maybe then I’d be troubled, long after the horse has bolted. My justification, whether you believe the logic or not, was simple. If no one cares now, and I condition myself to accept this fate, then it won’t come as a shock later, when I’m dead. Later being today, tomorrow, and yesterday. The paradox to this was my seething envy of those who found love with a life partner they would be devoted to, come hell or high water. I like my movies much the same as most, and given an opportunity, would prefer these to the generic slop commissioned for that egress for the eyes, the television. As much as I enjoyed the silver screen, I often found myself shedding a melancholic tear observing the passion of a couple, unrequited or otherwise shared, more often drawn out in a lengthy, forbidden, or impossible to resolve romance. Feeling sorry for myself, I’d envy their need for the succour they provided each other, something which I knew I would never have, nor ever yearn if I did. I simply wasn’t wired that way, preferring my liaisons to be short, simple and uncomplicated, my deeper need satiated vicariously through scripted stories recounted by others. I feel I must add here, for clarification, the above is in relation to Hollywood, mainstream movies, not porn. There was nothing of any substance to be found in porn bar instant gratification immediately succeeded by deep-seated guilt, of which I did indulge, but not for the purposes of anything more than physical relief.

I was born with a different name to the one I was given officially. Ironic, considering later in my life I'd come to rely on multiple pseudonyms and personalities to navigate my way through a minefield of my own creation. My accent didn't match the accent I should have acquired at birth, and for many years I had no knowledge of my life before a certain date, shrouded in mystery and sheltered records hinting at monsters lying dormant deep beneath the opaque surface. I was adopted into a family of religious nuts, and from a young age indoctrinated into their life without understanding any of it. Held in thrall to it all throughout my younger years, I was given to believe I would burn alive in a deep pit for the entertainment of a red demon with horns if I didn’t toe the line and do as I was told. It was a comfortable world, buffered by the suffocating, padded walls of misplaced moral superiority, high on the incense wafting around the cold marble confines of worship, and somewhere believing it all to be true through the ingestion of a dry white wafer I let dissolve on my tongue. I admit now it was fun, all colour and choirs in the bliss of ignorance and youth.

It was only later in life I discovered the true nature of that which I had been instructed to consider to be clean and holy to be the polar opposite, bitterly insipid and vulgar. In the penumbra of religious symbolism lurked the sour souls of men and women who abraded their sins in self-righteous reverence on calloused knees before a newly resurrected week bore them from their sanctimonious slumber to defraud, defile and destroy in the perverted axiom that their deity would forever launder their spirit in a carousel of canonical conundrums. Clear of conscience, or doubtless more likely lacking of any, the carnival prevailed, a revolving routine of worship between material wealth and the incorporeal, cavorted to in irreverence of the penurious and to the incessant peal of the carillon. And when the finger of blame could not be pointed anywhere but in the mirror, the bend and curve of the funfair reflection deflected the accusatory digit skyward toward the intangible idol of the hour, lest any guilt be borne by the self, god forefend.

As a youngster, these experiences were merely the window dressing of a shop more obscene and terrifying than the world I went on to become acquainted with. A zealous advocate, I later cast aside the manacles of its ministry, the bigotry and bile of belief in a credo not practised outside of the walls of worship too much a burden for me to bear.

While I was blissfully unaware, however, there are still memories of those times I like to recall that were, at least now where they are mellowed by nostalgia, picture postcard recollections of a childhood perhaps belonging to another.

An elderly member of our kin used to own an old stone house up in the hills, one old enough to only be heated by the passion of our devout love of god and an open fire in every room. Needless to say only the latter provided any warmth worthy of keeping any human from hypothermia during the cold season, which often lasted all year round. Our sanctimonious family used to visit her and sit around the hearth toasting our toes, eating digestive biscuits from a silver tin and drinking hot lemonade, but never before the recital of grace. My gentle, aged relative passed away before I could form lasting impressions of her and her beautiful house - with it's great garden at the rear backing onto a dense and wild copse of trees looking up to the abandoned railroad spanning the valley across a brick-arched viaduct. All now sadly demolished and condemned to oblivion. I had some idyllic times there as a child, with only my imagination as a colourful companion to my zest, and my nose the barometer for the intrepid young explorer in me. I also nearly hacked off my thumb with an small axe getting a bit over enthusiastic in a very big work shed pretending to... well, I'm not sure what I was doing, but I'm sure it seemed like fun at the time.

Another relation of mine, now long gone to their reward, lived on the coast a stones throw from the shore, and regular visits to their abode imbued me with a love of the ocean I still crave to this day. I could spend hours on the beach, skimming pebbles or contentedly contemplating the waves as they beat a rhythm on the sand, depositing promises of distant, mysterious lands to explore if only I could swim across the water the thousand miles or so they were away. I’ve heard some describe the waters of the world as barren deserts, but to my itchy feet and fanciful mind, they were themselves regions of wonder, places to marvel rather than simply traverse, offering access to a tapestry of the unknown just out of reach.  

As I grew and tested the boundaries of the confined space in which I existed, I quickly caught on to the lies I had lapped up like a thirsty dog, fed to me by the pietistic community my family were in thrall to. For a time it was a comfortable world, but as I spread my wings and met new people, be it through education, friends or on the streets, the soft focus, saturated canvas drained away to reveal the dirt underneath. As with any teenager, my parents became un-cool very quickly, and I was to spend as much time as possible away from their jurisdiction, hanging around on street corners in small gangs, come rain or shine. With nowhere to go or shelter from the elements, we found friendly stores from whom we could purchase alcohol, as cheap as possible, and drink it as quickly as possible. Bored and drunk we’d prowl the unlit pathways and parks, brawling with “rival” gangs for no other reason than we were bored and drunk. As we siphoned the months through the necks of vodka bottles and packs of budget beer, older friends rented bachelor pads where we’d gather to partake of cigarettes, booze and drugs. Initially it would be cannabis, but we eventually graduated our way through acid (LSD), speed (amphetamine), magic mushrooms and later charlie (cocaine) and “E” (MDMA or Ecstasy), but never, at least in my experience, anything further. When needles were brought into the equation, I felt enough was enough, and I wasn’t willing to start heading down the road of Smack (Heroin), which I deemed a line I was unwilling to cross, nor snort.

It didn’t matter to me then, nor register in my drug addled brain, that I was already fairly progressed in the hierarchy of illegal narcotics. I continued using throughout my university years, at one point almost getting a beating from a club owner and his security boys for dealing E with some mates trying to make quick money to offset the lack of food we had in our ramshackle house. We got away with it, but only just. There’s no reason for me to embellish on my time in educational establishments other than to say I successfully cleared the hurdle of lofty learning as a scrawny drug user, boozed up alcoholic and temperamental scholar.

There were two clear incidents I recall that reset my attitude to drugs and forced me to eat cold turkey. The first I have described above, whereupon being caught by the night club owner dealing under his roof, if it weren’t for the fact one of my friends and the owner knew of each other, I’d’ve been a bloody stain on the concrete floor of the adjacent alley. To make matters worse, we were told in no uncertain terms to get rid of what we had immediately, to which our judge and jury couldn’t give a shit where as long as it was gone. Like a bunch of idiots, we were unwilling to simply dump what we considered valuable cargo into the u-bend of a nightclub log pile, so we separated out what we had and threw as much as we could down our necks before unloading what was left into the local sewage system. I’m sure I remember some of the next few days, as do my exhausted inner organs and sautéed brain. At least, I think I do.

The second incident involved an outing with another bunch of friends from the city. Having met up at a mutual acquaintance’s alley shop selling god knows what to god knows who, we were one by one allocated our “entertainment package”, previously ordered and paid for, to which we individually devoured in the cramped outhouse leaning forlornly in the yard behind. Already high on an earlier ingestion aimed at “getting off to a good start”, I had supplemented my illegal diet with the legal drug of choice, alcohol, and hence found myself in the cold outdoor closet balancing a wrap of white powder on my drunken knee cursing every single drift that spilt from it until, in a rage of frustration, I hoovered the entire thing up one nostril. The effects were almost immediate. My head rose like a buoy from my neck and whatever focus of attention I had had disappeared in a backward roll of my eyes. I was an invincible machine flying solo in the stratosphere. I could barely see straight and it took me a while to find my way out of the latrine, never mind back to the door of the shop where my waiting friends, floating in their own drugged up balloons, chattered ceaselessly at each other, rather than with each other. My paranoia, sharp and intense, stammered that they must have been wondering where I was. Not one of them was troubled, my short disappearance to dust my nasal cavity with chemical snow noted and forgotten in the mania induced snap of a synapse.

The passage of time is a nonsensical construct where drugs are concerned; it progresses without advancing, and continues without existing until you wake up at some point in the future as confused about the past as a terminal Alzheimer’s patient. If you had taken an egg, cracked it on my skull and left it there I’m pretty sure within a couple of minutes you’d have had a perfectly fried one. I suspect you could have sustained this biological impossibility over the three day period I suggest I spent in an incoherent stupor, such was the mess I was in. On waking from this delirious dream of which I have no memory of, I looked in the mirror at the slack-jawed apparition gaping back and decided to knock it on the head, permanently. I was a fucking mess.

I’ve never had a problem going cold turkey. I used to smoke heavily until I decided to quit to prove to myself and others I could, finished up the packet I had (waste not, want not in my opinion) and threw the remains in the bin. Some people claim to struggle with addiction. As for me, I don’t understand their problem, as bar the need to hold something between my forefingers in lieu of the missing cancer sticks, I neither wanted to breathe in the tobacco again nor craved the nicotine rush. Later in life I would buy a pack with the intention of systematically smoking my way through it, but had to stop halfway into the first cigarette lest I regurgitate the contents of my stomach. I threw away the rest, a grudging action as by then the cost of a simple box of ten had more than quadrupled since I first took up the pursuit. I felt as if I had been robbed of both money and the pleasure of a smoke.

From an early age I found simple willpower was enough to keep my addictions at bay, and it served me well for a long time, until the spectre of depression took a hold and my innate ability to keep a sane grip on reality slunk away into a black hole to scowl and sneer. Before then, I was good, and even in the face of consistent peer pressure, shock and horror at my new lease of life, I stood my ground and cleaned myself up. I have lapsed occasionally since then, but they have been short lived affairs, and I’ve never found the previously experienced sensations of well being I thought they offered returning, instead replaced by feelings of uncleanliness, nausea and migraines. The vacuum of an amputated addiction, however, which is what it was irrespective of my ability to shrug the cowl free, had to be replaced with something else, and I did, trading my taboo tonics with the grind and gristle of the gym.

Never having been particularly big, nor muscular, I didn’t struggle to lose weight, much to the chagrin of many I knew, and those I didn’t. I simply couldn’t keep it on, no matter what I ate. Working out in the gym, especially at an intensity I could feel satisfied with, turned me into an athletic, toned and crafted male specimen, rather than a bulging hunk of meat. I was grudgingly content with that, as I never had any ambition to be as wide as I was tall, and augmented my work on the free weights with alternative sources for my new drug of choice, endorphins. Whilst I enjoyed ‘pumping iron’, I detested the treadmill rats and machinists, instead preferring to climb, dance or cross train in a way people today are catching on to as ‘functional’ training. Whatever weight training I did do I did with free weights or frames designed to use free weights, body weight callisthenics or constantly changing circuits involving battle ropes, medicine balls, sand bags and other assorted miscellany not considered “standard”.

It all worked, and when I couldn’t train due to circumstance or lack of funds, I descended into a spiral of irritability. Whatever I was, I was an addict by nature, and my behaviour demonstrated this in droves. To date my lifestyle still revolves around keeping fit at an intensity that often draws looks of bewilderment from onlookers as I kneel on the floor post workout sucking in air from Alaska and choking back the vomit in my throat. Doing things by halves I did not, no matter how foolish, which I suspect in many peoples eyes is considered far from normal.
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