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PROLOGUE

The Marrying Kind

Phil Davies wasn’t the marrying kind. Everyone said so. His school friends called him Mavis. His parents, Colin and Sandra, had long since resigned themselves to the fact that their only son had never shown much interest in girls (not in that way), and that the responsibility for producing a grandchild would probably fall to his younger sister, Claire. Even Claire, barely fifteen and already disgusted at the thought of childbirth, found it hard to argue with anyone who suggested that her older brother was a bit of a ‘tog’, which was the local term for a boy who wasn’t expected to settle down with a nice girl any time soon.

As for Phil, he’d certainly entertained the possibility that he might be gay. He’d flushed with recognition when Marc Almond first appeared on Top Of The Pops. And when Bronski Beat released their second single ‘Why?’, with the opening line ‘Contempt in your eyes when I turn to kiss his lips’, he’d played it for weeks. Why? Because Phil had kissed a boy on the lips. It was at someone’s eighteenth, they were both drunk, there were no witnesses, and neither of them spoke about it afterwards.

But that was about as far as it went. He’d never had sex with another boy, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to. Gay sex wasn’t normal. It was strange, and scary - especially now, with all this talk about AIDS. ‘Relax’, said Frankie Goes To Hollywood. But Phil couldn’t. He didn’t want to be like that. He may have played  at being a bit of a freak, dyeing his hair and experimenting with makeup, but deep down he wanted to be one of the ‘ordinary boys’ Morrissey sang about. He wanted to fit in. He wanted to be safe.

Besides, sex with Hazel was nice. It wasn’t earth shattering. It didn’t excite him the way he was sometimes excited by the sight of the rugby boys in the school showers. But it was satisfying enough in its own way. And he did love Hazel. Not that he had anything to compare it with. He’d never really been in love with anyone, except possibly Ian McCulloch, and that didn’t count because Ian McCulloch was a pop star and was happily married to a woman called Lorraine. Phil had had a girlfriend called Lorraine once, when he was twelve. But their courtship consisted mainly of holding hands in the back row of Grease, and agreeing that sweet, virginal Olivia Newton John was right to hold out against John Travolta’s snake hips and sexual advances. Phil never imagined that one day he would be the one making the sexual advances, or getting married. But he liked being with Hazel. He enjoyed her company. And marrying her was a far less terrifying prospect than the alternative, which was to grow old and alone like Quentin Crisp, or die of some terrible gay disease.

Of course these weren’t the sorts of things a boy of Phil’s tender age and sexual ambiguity tended to discuss with his parents. So imagine the surprise when, one night in the middle of  Family Fortunes, he suddenly announced that he was getting engaged.

‘Engaged?’ his mother said, her head cocked like a startled rabbit. ‘Engaged to who?’ Sandra Davies was a woman used to dealing with life’s disappointments. With two miscarriages under her belt and a husband who preferred the company of his tomatoes to that of his own family, the slings and arrows of misfortune held little fear for her. What tended to unsettle her was the possibility of something actually going right in her life.

‘Hazel,’ Phil replied, flicking his crimped black hair off his  face and fiddling with his ear-ring. Lately he’d been experimenting with a look that was half Phil Oakey of the Human League, half Robert Smith of The Cure. He’d even tried a little eye shadow, though he drew the line at lipstick.

‘Hazel?’ his mother repeated, head swivelling as she scanned the room for signs that this was some kind of wind-up. If God had given her whiskers, they’d have been twitching by now. ‘I don’t know anything about a Hazel. It’s the first I’ve heard about it. Do you know anything about this, Colin?’

Colin Davies peered over his bifocals. ‘News to me,’ he said, and turned his attention back to his gardening magazine. He was a man of few words, most of them horticultural in origin.

‘What about you, Claire?’ Sandra said.

Claire shrugged inside a pink mohair jumper, the sleeves of which concealed several man-size tissues in various stages of disintegration. ‘I dunno,’ she sniffed. Then, looking at Phil, ‘Is she the one who had her nose pierced?’

‘Nose pierced?’ Sandra’s voice moved up an octave. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked. On the television, the Brown family from Doncaster failed to name a single vegetable beginning with the letter ‘A’, resulting in a pained expression from Bob Monkhouse and a resounding raspberry from the computer. All in all, the signs weren’t good.

‘It’s just a stud,’ Phil said, glaring at his sister.

His mother didn’t look very impressed.

Still, a daughter-in-law with a pierced nose was better than no daughter-in-law at all; before the year was out and the wedding plans were finalised, the family had taken to Hazel like a drowning man to a lifebuoy - or girl, as the case may be.

‘She’s a lovely girl,’ the mother of the groom announced proudly to old Mr Roberts over the garden fence. ‘Comes from a good family, too. They live in Ogmore, next to the golf course. Of course she dresses a bit weird, but then so does our Phil. That’s just the fashion with the youngsters these days. I asked  him once, “Why do you have to wear so much black all the time?”. “I’m depressed”, he said. I wish I had time to be depressed. Still, at least she’ll be wearing white for the wedding.’

‘She’s a virgin then, is she?’ Mr Roberts replied with a twinkle in his eye. He wasn’t an unkind man, but he’d lived through two world wars and felt he’d earned the right to speak exactly as he pleased.

‘Well I certainly hope so,’ Sandra laughed nervously, although the more she thought about it afterwards, the more she realised that, actually, she didn’t really hope so at all.

Three months down the line, the wedding plans were all in place and it suddenly hit Phil that it was no longer about him, or Hazel for that matter. It was all about The Big Day - an event with a momentum all of its own, dragging them along in its wake like the tide at Southerndown, where he sometimes went to sunbathe and admire the surfers as they mastered the waves. Soon it was agreed that Phil should abandon all hope of following his friends to art college and apply for a job at a local textile firm. It wasn’t an ideal situation. Trainee managers didn’t earn a fortune, and even in the brave new world of textiles, male staff were actively discouraged from expressing their artistic leanings through crimped hair and eye liner. For Phil this meant surrendering an identity which had sustained him through years of adolescent angst, and it wasn’t without a sense of bereavement that he had his hair cut and swapped his current wardrobe for one deemed more suitable for work. His Burtons suit felt like a strait-jacket. But as his mother was fond of reminding him, at least he’d be bringing home an honest wage.

Hazel’s parents were especially keen on the idea of Phil smartening himself up and earning a living. If the truth be told, they weren’t nearly as keen on the wedding itself, partly because they were the ones forking out for it and partly because they didn’t consider Phil a good enough catch for their only offspring. As Hazel’s father was heard to announce one night at the  Sea Lawns Hotel in Ogmore-By-Sea, his daughter could have married the son of a town councillor, so why she’d settle for some nancy boy like Phil Davies he couldn’t understand. Hazel’s mother wasn’t so indiscreet, but if pushed she’d have admitted that Phil wouldn’t have been her first choice of son-in-law. She’d have preferred a man five years older, with his own home and the kind of parents she could invite round for cocktails or take to the golf club.

But by now the church was booked and the big day was fast approaching.

Phil’s parents were Welsh Methodist, Hazel’s prided themselves on being Presbyterian, and so as a compromise the wedding was held at the Trinity Methodist and United Reformed Church in Porthcawl. In many ways it was a typical wedding. The bride was late, the groom stumbled over his vows, the best man told a few blue jokes, and during the reception one of the bridesmaids was led astray by Phil’s cousin John and deflowered in a broom cupboard while the happy couple danced to Chris de Burgh. There was a tense moment when Phil and Hazel got up to dance, and the DJ discovered that their song was ‘The Love Cats’ by The Cure. But after humouring them with a minute or two of Robert Smith’s caterwaulings, he simply faded out the record and switched to ‘The Lady In Red’. If it was good enough for Lady Di, it was good enough for these two.

Seated at the top table, oblivious to such sordid shenanigans and petty power struggles, Sandra pushed her wine aside and turned to her husband.

‘Get me a Martini,’ she said. ‘This wine’s making me drunk.’

One dry Martini and lemonade later, and feeling ever so slightly woozy, Sandra allowed herself a rare moment of unguarded optimism. ‘It’s been a lovely day,’ she said. ‘Hasn’t it been a lovely day, Colin?’

Her husband nodded, quietly wondering how his tomatoes were coping with this hot weather and whether he’d have time  to pop home and water them before the DJ played ‘Pretty Woman’ and his wife dragged him up for a dance.

‘It was a lovely spread,’ Sandra continued. ‘Jenny was just saying, it was a lovely spread.’

Colin looked across at his wife’s friend Jenny, who raised her glass and smiled. ‘Your Phil picked a right one there,’ she said, turning to admire Hazel in her wedding dress. ‘She’s got a gorgeous body.’

‘I’ve got a feeling that girl is going to make our Phil a lovely wife,’ Sandra announced loudly, ignoring her friend’s obvious delight in another woman’s physical assets and conveniently forgetting the fact that twelve months ago she’d had her only son down as a homosexual.

She gazed dreamily at the newly-weds, laughing and joking as they prepared to cut the wedding cake. And when the bride and groom toppled off the top of the cake and lay broken on the floor, she paid it no mind. They were only made from marzipan and icing sugar after all. Things like that weren’t meant to last.




CHAPTER ONE

Carl slapped his right hand on the table, prompting customers from neighbouring tables to swivel their heads to see what all the fuss was about.

‘Phil Davies!’ he exclaimed. ‘You dark horse! And how long did this unholy union last?’

Phil tried to look embarrassed while clearly revelling in the attention. ‘Longer than some marriages,’ he said vaguely.

Carl raised an eyebrow. ‘Meaning?’

‘A year. Give or take a month or two.’

Carl smiled knowingly. ‘What happened? Couldn’t keep up the pretence?’

‘What makes you think that?’ Phil said crossly. ‘Why does everyone always assume that it was me who ended the marriage? If you must know, it was Hazel who left me. She ran off with her driving instructor.’

Carl shuddered. ‘How suburban!’

‘I’m glad you find it so funny. It wasn’t funny at the time. As a matter of fact, I was pretty cut up about it.’

‘I can’t think why,’ Carl said. ‘It was hardly the romance of the century, was it?’

‘I suppose not,’ Phil replied. ‘But you know what? I did love her.’

Carl didn’t look convinced. ‘What, like proper love? Kissy kissy, fucky fucky - that kind of love?’

‘I wouldn’t put it quite like that. And if that’s your idea of what love is, it’s probably best that you’re single. But yes, the marriage was consummated.’

Carl gaped in disbelief. ‘You mean you actually found a way to shove a fanny up your arse?’

‘Very funny,’ Phil said.

‘But you knew you were gay?’

Phil thought for a moment. ‘Looking back at it now, I suppose I always had an inkling that I might be. But I was only seventeen when we met, and I told myself that it was probably just a phase. Lots of teenage boys have a phase they go through, don’t they? It doesn’t always mean they’ll grow up gay. And when I met Hazel, it felt right somehow. There was definitely a spark there. She was good for me in many ways. Remember that song by The Cult, “She Sells Sanctuary”?’

Carl looked at him blankly. ‘I was more of a Wham fan myself.’

‘Well I suppose Hazel was my sanctuary,’ Phil continued. ‘She gave me confidence. And I told myself that this was what I wanted, to be with her. I didn’t want to be one of those people on the outside, looking in. I wanted to be, well, normal, I suppose. Whenever I thought about my future, I wanted it to be one where I was the man with the wife and the kids.’ He snapped out of himself and smiled. ‘Besides, we weren’t all like you, sucking cock till we were sick at seventeen.’

‘That’s nothing,’ said Carl. ‘I met a twenty-five year old the other day. He was on the scene at thirteen, hosting a club at eighteen, had a nervous breakdown at nineteen and was in The Priory at twenty.’

‘Really?’ Phil said. ‘And where did you meet this paragon of virtue?’

‘On Facebook.’

Phil shook his head. ‘It’s no wonder you never meet anyone. You spend far too much time in front of that computer. How many friends have you got now? A thousand?’

‘Three hundred and seventy two,’ Carl replied proudly. ‘And I love them all dearly.’

‘And do you actually have sex with these people?’

‘God, no! This isn’t like Gaydar. It’s called social networking.’ Phil raised an eyebrow. ‘Is that what they’re calling it now? I thought Facebook was full of people poking each other. In my day, if you were poked by more than one person, you were a slut.’

Carl laughed. ‘You were a slut. I was there. Remember?’ He laughed. ‘God, do you remember that Italian guy you picked up that night at Heaven? “You can sit on my face but I’m no gay”?’

Phil groaned. ‘Don’t remind me. He made me play “Paninaro” by the Pet Shop Boys while we were at it. And he gave me crabs. I couldn’t tell you if they were gay crabs or straight crabs, but they were a bugger to get rid of.’

Carl sighed theatrically. ‘Ah, those were the days. At least you got to share a bed with someone then. Not like now. Now it’s all saunas and sex clubs and people posting pictures of their willies on the internet.’

‘Speak for yourself,’ Phil said. ‘I’ll have you know I’m a happily married man. Or I will be in a few months.’

A lot could happen in a few months, Carl thought to himself. Terrorists could blow up Tower Bridge, the Thames could rise and burst its banks or the whole of London could be flattened by a tornado. Or failing that, things could go according to plan and his best friend could go ahead with his wedding plans and wind up making the biggest mistake of his life. He forced a smile. ‘And how is The Incredible Sulk?’

‘Ashley is fine, thank you. And I wish you wouldn’t call him that. You may be my oldest surviving gay friend, but he’s the man I intend to marry, and it would make my life a lot easier if you two would try and get along.’

To say that Carl was Phil’s oldest surviving gay friend was no  joke. In the sixteen years they’d known each other, they’d been to more than their fair share of funerals. They’d survived the dark days before protease inhibitors, and witnessed the spontaneous outpouring of grief that greeted the death of Diana. They’d seen gay clubs open and close, and various areas of London declared the new gay village. They’d seen property prices rise and waistbands fall. When Phil decided to buy the bar in which they were now sitting, it was Carl who helped him draw up the business plan and raise the capital. They were as close as two gay men could be without a tube of KY between them.

All of which made the arrival of Ashley three years ago a source of some tension, and the announcement of his and Phil’s engagement a bitter pill for Carl to swallow. But what choice did he have? Someone had to be there to pick up the pieces when it all went wrong, as Carl was certain it would. He just wished it would happen sooner rather than later, before Phil wasted thousands on a flash wedding and he was forced to take part in a ceremony he had no desire to attend, let alone play an active role in.

‘I’ll try,’ Carl said. ‘And less of the old, if you don’t mind. I’m still coming to terms with the fact that the entire gay scene has been over-run with children. God knows I’ve tried to face my forties with dignity, but it’s not always easy. Everywhere you look there’s some nineteen year old with his trousers hanging halfway down his arse, inviting you to inspect his underwear.’

Phil laughed. ‘We were children ourselves once.’

‘You weren’t. You were practically middle-aged when I met you.’

‘I was twenty-four,’ Phil said.

‘Exactly,’ said Carl. ‘And as we now learn, already married. It’s no wonder you always seemed so old.’

Phil smiled, knowing there was no malice intended in this remark. It was simply Carl’s way of reminding him how long  they’d been part of one another’s lives. ‘Anyway,’ he said. ‘The point is, I’m sure you’ve flashed your pants a few times.’

‘Possibly,’ Carl replied. ‘But only at underwear parties. That’s different. It’s called a dress code.’

Carl had once been a great boy beauty. He had a slim build, an easy charm, blue eyes and naturally blond hair. Never short of admirers, he bounced from one adventure to the next like a happy labrador, never settling in one bed for very long. Beauty was a gift to be shared, and he spread it around generously - so generously, in fact, that some might have mistaken his actions for those of a wanton hussy.

He was still looking good for his age, but the unbridled confidence of youth had deserted Carl a long time ago. In its place was an air of ironic detachment, as if he really didn’t care that much about anything and found the never-ending merry-go-round of gay male mating rituals endlessly amusing. The truth was that he wasn’t nearly as detached from his emotions or his surroundings as he appeared to be, and he still held out some hope of meeting Mr Right and settling down to a life of quiet domesticity. But it took time for people to work this out, and time wasn’t something most gay men were willing to invest, not when they could go online and arrange sex as quickly and as casually as straight people ordered pizza. Consequently, Carl had been single for the best part of ten years, which was roughly the time it had taken for the internet to destroy all hope of gay men viewing each other as anything more than sex objects.

‘So where is he anyway?’ Carl asked.

‘Ashley? He’s gone shopping for records.’

‘Still trying to reinvent himself as DJ Ash? Isn’t he a bit old to be a gay DJ? I thought you had to be nineteen or something. Still, it beats being an escort, I suppose. Or selling drugs.’

‘Carl!’

‘I’m just saying, if he must choose one of the few known gay  career paths, there are worse options. Like hustling. Or hairdressing. ’

‘Well at least he’s trying to make something of himself,’ Phil said sharply. ‘I thought you of all people would be pleased. You were the one saying he should get a job, that he shouldn’t just live off me.’

Carl blushed. ‘I never said that. Anyway, aren’t there enough gay DJs out there already? The gay press is full of them. Hookers and DJs. I mean, do I really want to know who’d be on a DJ’s dream guest list? A hooker’s, maybe.’ He laughed at his own joke. ‘Hang on,’ he said. ‘I’ve had an idea. “DJ Ash” - it’s not exactly snappy, is it? He needs a name people will remember. How about Fag Ash?’

Phil smiled despite himself. ‘Don’t you dare repeat that to Ashley. Besides, he’s already got a few gigs lined up. There’s that new club opening next week, and he’s really excited about it. I’ve told him we’ll be there to support him.’

‘Great,’ Carl groaned. ‘That’s just what I need. Another night of dull, soulless dance music when I’d rather be at home in front of the telly.’

Phil grinned. ‘So that’s settled then. Now, how about another drink?’ He gestured to the waiter. ‘Another large vodka for me, Eduardo. And whatever Carl is having.’

‘I’ll have a white wine, please.’

‘Make it the Pinot,’ Phil said. ‘Actually, Eduardo, just bring us the bottle, and two glasses.’

The waiter nodded. ‘And the vodka?’

‘Yes, and the vodka.’

‘You’ve certainly got that one well trained,’ Carl said, as the waiter pivoted on his heels, revealing a pair of perfectly rounded buttocks. ‘I hope you give him plenty of time off for good behaviour. A body like that requires lots of maintenance.’

‘He’s Brazilian,’ Phil replied. ‘He only needs to look at a gym and his biceps swell up like watermelons.’

‘It’s no wonder I can’t find a shag these days,’ Carl said sulkily. ‘If it’s not the children with their dewy complexions and droopy drawers, it’s these bloody Brazilians with their brown cocoa skin and buff bodies. Has anyone ever described me as buff? Have they buffalo!’ He looked down at his stomach, which was stretching against the fabric of his shirt. ‘I used to have a washboard stomach once, you know. Now it’s more like a washing machine. Or a fridge freezer.’

Phil smiled. ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’

But Carl was determined to feel sorry for himself. He heaved a sigh, and fiddled with his slightly greying, slightly thinning hair. ‘It isn’t easy being the last of the English roses. I used to be considered quite a catch. These days I’m lucky if I can get a grope in the steam room at Chariots.’

‘You are still a catch,’ Phil assured him. Unlike Carl, Phil had never known the confidence that came with being beautiful, relying on his powers of persuasion where Carl simply waited for men to throw themselves at his feet - or, more likely, some other part of his anatomy.

‘And what’s all this about the English roses?’ Phil added. ‘I think you’re confusing yourself with Madonna.’

Carl pulled a face. ‘Kick me while I’m down, why don’t you? Is it just me, or is Madonna starting to resemble a transsexual prostitute?’

Phil laughed. ‘Don’t you dare let Ashley hear you talking like that. You know he won’t have a word said against “Our Glorious Leader”. And I won’t have a word said against Eduardo. He’s a good little worker.’

Carl smiled to himself. He knew exactly what Phil’s definition of a good little worker was - easy on the eye, flirty with the customers, and not too bothered if his employer’s hands tended to wander from time to time. ‘So I take it you aren’t planning on doing any work yourself this afternoon?’

‘It’s Thursday,’ Phil said. ‘It’s practically the start of the  weekend. And besides, it’s my bar. If I want to sit here all day and get drunk with my best man, I will.’

‘Of course you will,’ Carl replied. ‘And as your best man I feel it’s my moral duty to ensure that you get as drunk as possible. Now, getting back to your sordid past. The whole bisexual goth thing - what was all that about?’




CHAPTER TWO

Table one was where the owner of the bar and his boyfriend usually sat when they were having lunch or flirting with the customers. It was where the part-time dance teachers and off-duty air stewards congregated in the afternoon, working their way through several bottles of house wine and delivering character assassinations on those poor unfortunates forced to walk the gauntlet as they made their way to the bar. And for the past few months, it was where Martin often found himself after work now that he no longer had a boyfriend to go home to. Not that Ben was ever the homely type. But since he’d moved out, the flat felt emptier than it had in years.

The view from table one certainly lent itself to an air of self-importance. Sitting here, a man was king (or queen) of all that he surveyed. He could catch the barman’s attention with a click of his fingers. He could spot an approaching piece of eye candy long before they entered the bar. He could keep track of the number of times a customer went to the toilet and speculate as to the extent of his coke habit. So really it was no wonder that table one tended to attract the bitchiest gay men in all of Soho, the majority of whom were terminally single and never happier than when someone else’s relationship had failed.

Today the owner of the bar was sat at the table with his friend Carl. He wasn’t bad looking, Martin thought. Carl, not Phil. There can’t have been more than a couple of years between  them, but Phil’s lifestyle had obviously taken its toll and he hadn’t aged as well as his friend, despite a year-round tan and a forehead that showed the familiar signs of Botox. Carl had that slightly weathered look that people found so attractive in someone like Daniel Craig. He probably wouldn’t have looked quite so good in a pair of Speedos, but then being admired for the way he filled his bathing suit didn’t seem to have made Daniel Craig very happy. Popular maybe, but not happy. Carl on the other hand seemed pretty happy most of the time, which was a definite bonus in Martin’s book. Carl also intimidated him slightly, but then so did most of the men he fancied.

A quick glance told Martin that Carl and Phil were engaged in a private conversation and didn’t wish to be disturbed, so he simply smiled and nodded before scanning the room for someone he might know. The bar was conveniently situated for both the Pineapple Dance Studio and the Soho Gym, so there was never any shortage of West End Wendys or muscle Marys who were strictly off carbs but perfectly happy to inject themselves with steroids and ingest whatever drugs came their way. Naturally, the combination of perfect six-packs, unbridled egos and male growth hormones made for a highly charged atmosphere. And since there was usually a coke dealer or two waiting to stoke the egos of those involved, things could turn ugly at the slightest provocation.

Thankfully, it was still a bit early in the day for all but the most committed coke heads to be making regular trips to the toilets. Martin spotted a couple of people he vaguely knew sitting at table six. It wasn’t the best table in the room, and they weren’t the best of friends, but they waved him over with friendly smiles and it was better than sitting alone, flicking through a copy of Boyz or QX and looking like Johnny No Mates.

Or so he thought. Martin had barely sat down and already the baiting had begun.

‘I saw your Ben last night,’ Ian the air steward announced with a smirk. ‘He was all over some guy at The Shadow Lounge.’

‘Not the The Saddo Lounge!’ a dancer called Kevin groaned. ‘It’s such a meat rack, that place. And there’s never anyone cute there. Apart from the bar staff, but most of them are straight.’

‘Ben’s cute,’ Ian said. ‘I’d certainly make space for him on my “To Do” list.’

Kevin gave Martin a concerned look, as if he expected him to fall apart at any minute and would be disappointed if he didn’t.

‘Sorry,’ Ian added petulantly, without a hint of regret. ‘But I would.’

Martin forced a smile. ‘He’s not my Ben any more. It’s none of my business what he does.’

‘That’s the spirit,’ Kevin said. ‘Plenty more fish in the sea.’

‘If you like fish,’ Ian snorted, and they both laughed.

Martin checked his watch: 5.20. Soon the room would start filling up and the mood around the table would turn even uglier. He was too old for this sort of thing. At thirty-nine you were supposed to be settling down and planning your civil partnership, not hanging round bars, drowning your sorrows with a couple of queens you barely knew and weren’t entirely sure you liked. He should leave now while he had the chance. Otherwise he might be tempted to accept someone’s offer of a line, and who knew where that could lead. To BarCode probably, or maybe even The Shadow Lounge where Ben was last spotted. The possibilities were terrifying.

‘So are you on Gaydar?’ Ian asked. It seemed an innocent enough question, but Martin was getting the sense that nothing was entirely innocent where Ian was concerned. He was the sort of person who, if he was filling in his Gaydar profile and was sworn under oath to say which position he preferred, would have to answer ‘passive aggressive’.

‘No, I’m not,’ Martin said.

‘What about MySpace?’ Kevin asked. ‘Or Facebook?’

Martin shook his head. ‘No.’

Ian looked at him as if he’d just confessed that he’d never performed a blow job or been to a Madonna concert. ‘But you have a blog, right?’

Martin shrugged helplessly.

‘You have to have a blog,’ Kevin chipped in. ‘Or how are people going to know about you?’

‘I wouldn’t know where to start,’ Martin said.

‘You could start by writing about your breakup,’ Ian suggested.

‘You’d get loads of readers,’ Kevin added. ‘And lots of offers of dates. People love a good sob story. Especially a gay sob story.’

‘Isn’t every gay story a sob story?’ Ian said, and they both cackled with laughter.

Martin smiled politely and looked around. The bar was surprisingly busy for a Thursday afternoon. Normally around this time there were just the regulars at table one and a few office workers who’d clocked off early and would stick it out until the rush hour was over or they were drunk enough to face a trip to the sauna. But today the bar staff were rushed off their feet. Martin smiled at one of them, a young Brazilian named Eduardo, and was pleasantly surprised when the barman smiled back. Maybe just the one drink . . .

 



The mood at table one was considerably lighter than it had been an hour ago. Phil and Carl had worked their way through two bottles of Pinot, and had just ordered a third, when they were brought crashing back to reality by the ‘tick tock tick tock tick tock’ of Madonna’s ‘Four Minutes’ blasting out of Phil’s phone.

‘What’s with the ring tone?’ Carl said. ‘You don’t even like that song.’

‘It’s Ashley,’ Phil mouthed drunkenly, ignoring the dismayed look on Carl’s face.

‘Hi babes,’ he said into the phone. ‘What? No, I’m just here having lunch with Carl . . . Yes, it is quite busy, but Brian’s on at six and Eduardo is coping magnificently as always . . . What? No, of course I haven’t forgotten about tonight. No, I won’t show you up. I’ll be fine. Honestly, I’ll be fine. I’ve only had a couple of glasses. Right, I’ll see you later. I will, and Carl sends you his love too. OK, bye.’

‘What’s wrong?’ Carl said the moment Phil hung up. ‘Wife giving you trouble already?’

Phil scowled at him. ‘Nothing’s wrong. And he’s not my wife. He’s the man I’m planning to marry.’

‘Just you wait,’ said Carl. ‘He’ll have you tied to the old ball and chain before you’re back from your honeymoon. Where are you going anyway?’

‘Ashley wants to go to the Maldives, but it’s hideously expensive.’

‘Yes,’ said Carl. ‘It would be.’

Phil gave him a warning look.

‘So what will you call each other when you’re married?’ Carl asked. ‘You won’t be boyfriends anymore, but “husband” sounds a bit phoney. Because strictly speaking, it’s not a wedding, is it? It’s a civil partnership. So does that mean you’ll be civilly partnered? Or just civilised?’ He laughed at the thought of Ashley ever being truly civilised.

‘As far as I’m concerned, we’ll be married,’ Phil said firmly. ‘It’s our wedding. We have a wedding photographer booked. We’re putting together a wedding list at John Lewis. My niece is going to be a flower girl and my mother will be treating herself to a new outfit. Everyone else is referring to it as our wedding, so our wedding is what it’ll be. And you’re my best man. You’re supposed to be happy for me.’

‘I am happy for you,’ Carl lied. Well, he wasn’t lying exactly, he thought. He was pleased that Phil was happy. He just wished that he was happy with someone other than Ashley.

‘So how come you never told me you were married before?’ he asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Phil said. ‘I was a bit embarrassed, I suppose. It’s not really something we talk about, is it - sexual relationships with women?’

Carl grinned. ‘Quick! Call the Pink Paper and tell them to hold the front page. I can see the headlines now. “Phil Davies - My Straight Shame!”.’

Phil squirmed as a couple busy ignoring each other at the next table peered over their copies of the papers. Evidently the news of his affairs was even more engrossing than photos of men dancing with their shirts off.

‘So what does Ashley make of all this?’ Carl asked.

‘What do you mean?’

‘You. Hazel. The whole ex-wife in the closet thing.’

Phil shrugged. ‘I haven’t told him.’

Carl slammed his glass down so hard, he spilt some of his wine.

‘Careful,’ said Phil. ‘That’s good wine, that is. I’d rather see a church burn.’

Carl, who knew better than anyone that his friend wasn’t joking, stifled the urge to laugh. ‘Are you serious? Your civil partnership is in six months and you haven’t told the man of your dreams that you were once married to a woman? Don’t you think it’s something you two should talk about? What’s he going to say when you turn up at the registrar’s office and they ask you for your divorce papers?’

‘But I haven’t got any divorce papers,’ Phil said. ‘Me and Hazel . . . Well, technically speaking, we’re still married.’




 CHAPTER THREE

Carl finally stopped choking on his Pinot Grigio and stared hard at his friend. ‘Please tell me you’re joking.’

Phil shifted in his seat. ‘Why would I be joking? She never filed for divorce, and I couldn’t see the point. It’s not as if I ever thought I’d be getting married again. Not to a woman. And there weren’t many gay men getting married in those days. Not to other men.’

‘But what about her? Surely she had other plans? A husband. A family.’

‘Oh, Hazel was never the marrying kind,’ Phil replied airily. ‘If you ask me, the only reason she married me was to get at her parents.’

‘That was twenty years ago,’ Carl said. ‘I think her priorities may have changed a bit since then. Yours certainly have.’

Phil smiled. ‘I may be a married man these days, but I can still find time for my friends. Now, where’s that wine?’

Right on cue, Eduardo appeared with another bottle of Pinot in an ice bucket and fresh glasses. As he poured the wine, Phil patted his arm like a playful aunt after a few too many sherries.

‘Right,’ said Carl, suddenly feeling the full weight of a best man’s responsibilities. ‘Before we get completely hammered, I think you’d better tell me all there is to know about this woman you married.’

So Phil repeated the story of how he first met Hazel, and what  a wonderfully free spirit she was, and how flattered he felt that she’d taken such an interest in him, the queer kid who all the other boys used to pick on. He talked about the relief he felt the first time they had sex and he was able to perform, and the joy it brought to his family when he announced that he was getting married. He talked about the wedding day, and the first few months of marriage, when everything was going according to plan and they were even trying for a baby.

Carl listened intently for the first few minutes. Then his lips formed a smile, and his smile became a smirk, until finally he could contain himself no longer.

‘That all sounds peachy,’ he said. ‘But there’s just one problem. You were gay.’

‘Not gay,’ Phil corrected him. ‘Bisexual.’

‘Whatever,’ Carl waved dismissively. ‘You know what they say. Bi today, gay tomorrow.’

‘What about David Bowie? He’s not gay.’

‘No, but he’s married to Iman.’

Phil laughed. ‘Do you think she’s got a big one?’

‘Iman? Huge! How about Hazel?’

Phil reached for his wine. ‘Don’t!’

Carl made a sympathetic face. ‘What? Not even a strap-on?’

‘Not even a strap-on. I don’t think they had strap-ons in Wales in those days. No, wait a minute. Maybe they did. I remember my friend Lloyd showing me his mother’s vibrator once. But Lloyd’s parents were more liberated than most. My dad reckons they’re swingers.’

Carl grimaced. ‘I hate that word. Swingers. It makes me think of old men in gimp masks and women in baby doll nighties.’ He shuddered at the thought. ‘So were you and Hazel ever swingers?’

Phil grinned. ‘God, yes. I was the king of the swingers!’ He laughed. ‘Didn’t you just love The Jungle Book when you were a kid? They don’t make Disney films like that any more.’

‘No, now they have songs by Elton bloody John.’

‘I won’t have a word said against Elton. He came in here once, y’know. To help raise money for his AIDS Foundation.’

Carl rolled his eyes. ‘Yes, I think you may have mentioned it once or twice. By the way, did you hear about that gay couple who got hitched on the same day as Elton? The ones who were all over the papers? They’ve divorced now. Not to mention Matt Lucas and that ex-husband of his. Gay divorces are all the rage these days.’

Phil frowned. ‘Well there’s a cheery thought! I hope you’re not suggesting that Ashley and I will end up the same way.’

‘Of course not,’ Carl said, too quickly to sound entirely convincing. ‘I was just saying. So, when you and Hazel got married, she knew you were gay?’

‘Bisexual. Yes.’

‘And she was OK with that?’

‘Actually I think she was quite turned on by it,’ Phil said proudly. ‘A lot of people are, y’know. Gay men included. Just look at some of the ads in the gay press.’

Carl laughed. ‘I don’t think you were ever a scally lad though, were you? Somehow a bisexual goth doesn’t have quite the same ring to it. So if Hazel hadn’t run off with her driving instructor, do you think you’d still be together?’

Phil thought for a moment. ‘Not really, no.’

‘Not even for the sake of the children? Just think. You could have had lots of little bisexual goths. Do they still have bisexual goths?’

‘They do in Wales.’

Carl laughed. ‘Why doesn’t that surprise me?’

‘I did want kids,’ Phil continued. ‘I used to think I did anyway.’

‘You can still adopt,’ Carl said. ‘They do allow gays to adopt these days. Or there’s The Albert Kennedy Trust. They’re always looking for people to provide homes for gay youngsters. Though  I suppose you’ve already got one of those. Anyway, we wouldn’t want to ruin Ashley’s figure, not when he works so hard on his six-pack.’

‘It’s my figure I’m worried about,’ Phil said, patting his belly. ‘I tried joining the gym, but my heart just wasn’t in it.’

‘Try liposuction instead,’ said Carl. ‘Like those couples on that reality show. Three weeks before the wedding, you check into hospital and have the whole lot sucked out. Then you can spend your wedding night trying not to pop your stitches.’

Phil pulled a face. ‘That’s disgusting! Anyway, from what I hear, people who have liposuction often end up with lumps of fatty tissue in other parts of the body. I could have my stomach done and then develop breasts. On my back! It’s not natural.’

‘Says the man who spends a fortune on Botox!’

‘I do not spend a fortune on Botox,’ Phil said crossly. ‘I’ve had a little bit here and there, that’s all. You would too if you were marrying a man ten years younger.’

‘Ah, but I wouldn’t be,’ said Carl. ‘I might enjoy their company in a decorative sort of way, but I wouldn’t consider marrying them.’

‘There’s a word for people like you,’ Phil said. ‘Commitmentphobe. ’

‘And there’s a word for people like you,’ Carl replied. ‘Bigamist.’

Phil groaned. ‘So what am I going to do?’

‘You could just cancel the wedding.’

‘Ha ha. Very funny. We both know Ashley would kill me. Besides, we’ve already paid the deposit on Tower Bridge.’

‘You’re so gay!’ Carl snorted. ‘Straight couples settle for a registry office. You need a London landmark and top tourist attraction. I mean, why stop at Tower Bridge? Why not Saint Paul’s Cathedral?’

‘I’m serious,’ Phil said. ‘What am I going to do?’

‘Calm down,’ Carl replied. ‘The good news is, you don’t need your wife’s permission to get a divorce. If you’ve been separated  for five years or more then it’s really just a formality. I don’t think you even need to go to court. You just get a solicitor to do it for you.’

‘How come you know so much about this?’ asked Phil.

Carl shrugged. ‘I watch a lot of soaps. I’m also an expert on extra-marital affairs, domestic violence, incest, teenage pregnancy, and the life and loves of Deirdre Barlow.’

Phil laughed. ‘And they call us queer.’

‘You must be curious though,’ said Carl. ‘About Hazel, I mean. When did you last speak to her?’

‘I haven’t,’ said Phil. ‘Not since we split up. The last I heard, she was living in Malta.’

 



The train was far busier than she was expecting. She was lucky to have found a seat and room on the luggage rack for her two suitcases. By the time she’d positioned herself and arranged her things for the journey, there wasn’t a spare seat left, and now there were people standing in the aisles or sitting on their suitcases and blocking the way to the toilet. It was a good job she didn’t suffer from female bladder weakness. The pills made her thirsty and just the thought of having to push past all those people filled her with dread.

She felt safe here in her seat, and if it hadn’t been for the noise she’d have probably dozed off. Something had changed in the three years since she’d last made this journey. The train was narrower, the seats more tightly packed. And people didn’t have the same boundaries any more. Across the aisle from her, a young woman was talking loudly into a mobile phone.

‘I’m sorry, Bethan,’ she was saying. ‘He texted me this morning. I was going to forward you the text, but I thought I should talk to you first. You don’t mind me calling you, do you? I’m not trying to make trouble or anything. But it’s not right, Bethan. I’ve only met him once. He shouldn’t be sending me texts. I’m your best friend, Bethan. You know me better than anyone. You know  I wouldn’t make trouble for you. But he’s out of order, Bethan. He’s really out of order. Sending texts to me when he’s supposed to be engaged to you.’

Hazel stared out of the window at the rows of terraced houses and signs saying ‘offices to let’. Then as the train gathered speed, the countryside flashed by in a blur of green fields and brown hedgerows. She closed her eyes and tried to make the voice go away. She breathed in through her nose and out through her mouth and visualised herself lying on the beach listening to the gentle lap of waves on the shore. When that didn’t work, she pictured herself reaching out and grabbing the woman by the throat. She imagined herself taking that mobile phone and lodging it in the woman’s mouth, sideways, so she looked like Zippy from Rainbow. She shouldn’t be feeling this, not when she was blissed out on Valium. But even in her medicated state there was no avoiding that stupid voice with its stupid sing-song accent.

Hazel wasn’t in Malta, where she’d first fled twenty years ago. She wasn’t in Gozo, where she’d lived for the past five years. She was in Wales. To be precise, she had just left Cardiff Central and would soon be arriving in Bridgend, where a taxi would be waiting to transport her and her two suitcases the three miles to Ogmore-By-Sea. Twenty years after she first left, Hazel was finally coming home.

‘Home’. How weird was that? The one place in the world where she was never entirely herself, and still she thought of it as home. It wasn’t even as if they were a particularly close family. Despite being an only child, Hazel had never known what it was to be spoiled. She was never lavished with affection the way some kids were. And somehow she and her parents had never made the transition from their designated roles to one of friends. Maybe it would have helped if they’d spent more time together, but her parents were too stuck in their ways and she was too protective of her privacy. It was difficult to break old patterns of  behaviour when there were so few visits and so many miles between them. She had her own reasons for keeping them at bay, and they were never short of excuses. Her mother was having one of her funny spells, or her father’s sciatica was playing up again.

Of course she wasn’t fooled by this. She mightn’t have been the scholar her parents had hoped for, but she wasn’t completely stupid. The reason they never came to visit had nothing to do with her mother’s turns or her father’s twinges. No, the real reason was because they didn’t approve of her lifestyle. And by ‘lifestyle’ they didn’t mean the Mediterranean way of life described in the travel brochures or the ads for ‘Olivio’. They meant the men - what her mother still referred to as ‘her extra-marital affairs’. The truth was, Hazel’s parents still hadn’t forgiven her for the shame she had brought on the family the day she left her husband and ran off with her driving instructor, giving the local gossips plenty to talk about and prompting her mother to wonder aloud what any child of hers could possibly see in a man called Geoff who drove a Nissan Micra.
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