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Chapter 1

X-Rated Real Estate
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I love my life as a gigolo, but I’m still surprised I got into this line of business: they certainly didn’t list it as an option during my careers advice sessions at school. The hours are great, the managers are an absolute pleasure to work with, and the perks are amazing, but the take-home pay isn’t anything to shout about, and try getting a pension when your occupation involves knowing your way around a woman’s body. The computer definitely says no. Having said that, if I ever even begin to have any regrets about trading security for hot sex, Fate always steps in to remind me that I’m probably one of the luckiest men alive.

Take last week: I was on my afternoon off and was gazing wistfully into the window of an upmarket estate agent’s office in Hampstead, imagining owning one of the £1 million town houses, rather than visiting them as a favoured guest. In between the property details for a Dartmouth Park penthouse and a luxury Georgian town house, I spotted a gorgeous woman staring directly at me from the comfort of her important-looking desk. Then she winked. A cheeky, suggestive gesture that indicated she was the kind of person I love to work with. I walked into the office, and before I’d even sat down I knew that not only did we have a connection, but that it was of the high-speed broadband variety. This was more than attraction; this was the unspoken law of supply and demand. Any thoughts of the fragility of my future suddenly evaporated.

So here I am, a week of wild sex later, tracing my fingertip down the curve of her back. She is sighing softly at my touch. As I smile and bend down to kiss the nape of her neck, the scent of her freshly washed hair mingles with the smell of something entirely more decadent, namely the musky aroma of Chai Tongue-Teasing Oil, expertly massaged in by my own fair hands. I like the edible massage oils – so much more fun to lick off. I turn her over, see her expensively highlighted hair fan out like a golden halo over the pillow and part her legs. She sighs again, a soft flutter against my skin, as I start to kiss her breasts, moving slowly down until I get to the edge of her neat Brazilian. I look up and she returns my gaze with a spreading smile. Then she puts her hands on my head, wraps her legs round my neck and pushes me down. She looks as sweet as she tastes, but appearances can be deceptive. Only ten minutes earlier she’d been telling me her favourite fantasies in graphic detail, which is why I’m licking edible oil off her clitoris as she screams commands for me to go harder, faster, softer, to the left – believe me, there are no communication issues here. I make her come in five minutes. Usually I like to spin it out for at least twenty, but with such clear direction it’s hard not to hit the jackpot on hyper-speed. To be fair, though, we have already been in bed for at least three hours. While she might have wanted to savour the first orgasm (backwards spoons with her touching herself in tandem with me), it’s no wonder that this final climax feels more like a quick, but satisfying, after-dinner coffee.

‘You should be sponsored by l’Oréal,’ she says, as I pour a glass of wine for her a few moments later.

‘Why?’ I ask with a quizzical smile.

She takes a sip from her glass. ‘Because you’re worth it.’ She splutters with laughter, almost spitting out her wine.

I try and flick my brown hair provocatively and she screams for me to do it again. Always the showman, I stand on the bed and do a series of comedy poses with my best Blue Steel power stare, flicking my hair and mouthing, ‘Because I’m worth it.’ In the end we’re laughing so much I can’t keep it up and collapse next to her on the bed.

‘You’re so much fun, Golden,’ she muses, as our laughter dies out.

‘At your service, madam,’ I reply, doffing an imaginary cap.

‘I haven’t even thought about work all afternoon,’ she adds seriously.

‘Well, you’re in my world now – the only target you have to worry about is your Orgasm Index.’ I look at her with a businesslike expression.

‘My what? What the hell is an Orgasm Index?’

‘It’s my very own target scheme. Take today – I’ve set myself the target that you must have at least seven orgasms. We’re four down, so in my world there’s still a lot of work to be done.’

‘Wow. You’re very focused on your job. I admire that in a man.’ She lies back and starts touching herself. ‘Shall I help you out?’ She smiles seductively at me.

‘Stop immediately,’ I admonish her. ‘I never cheat. What’s the point of having a man like me around if you have to do a spot of DIY in your own garden? I’m very confident I’ll hit today’s target, don’t you worry. The night is yet young.’

‘You’re right. What was I thinking?’ she replies with faux horror. ‘Anyway, I need a rest – you’ve almost worn me out. I’m going to have a shower and freshen up so you have time to think about how you’re going to entertain me this evening.’ And with that her pert bottom swings off to the bathroom.

Ms Antoinette (not her real name, obviously, but delicacy dictates pseudonyms in this situation) is not a girlfriend, but she’s not a customer either. Rather, we have an unspoken agreement. You see, the world of the modern gigolo exists in the grey area of the female sexual revolution: women want their illicit thrills delivered with the kind of finesse – and fun – your average guy is just not equipped for, but without something as crass as a cold, hard cash transaction. I like to think of it as an experience exchange: I provide the fun and frolics; she picks up the tab. Really, I’m the male equivalent of a Balenciaga, the perfect accessory for today’s beautiful, confident woman.

My profession has always relied on the libidinous desires of the fairer sex. Long before me, the Parisian dandies and the British fops enjoyed the patronage of wealthy women. When ladies have desires that need fulfilling, they do it with discretion and they demand something with much more sophistication than a rent-a-dick. Getting a hard-on is the easy part – it’s establishing the right persona that takes work.

Firstly, there’s the fashion. Women want an affair, to indulge themselves, even if it’s only a one-night liaison, and believe me, this doesn’t come wearing a trucker cap and an off-white wife-beater vest. Every modern dandy has to choose a style, a look that summarises the sex he’s selling. Mine is part smart sophistication, part dissolute rock star. At the moment I’m favouring a vintage leather fitted jacket worn with a PPQ shirt, one of the coolest new labels for the fashionista set. A gigolo’s choice of shoes is, of course, essential. Experience has taught me that a bad pair of shoes has approximately the same effect on the female libido as an inexpert tongue. In the past only rich wives and courtesans could afford to treat themselves to men who were as beautifully groomed as themselves. Now everyone from office girls to A-listers are giving two well-manicured fingers to badly dressed men with beer guts and opting for a good-time gigolo who can look great on their arm and give them a great time – at a price.

We’re not talking a few crisp fifties left on the bedside table in a soulless hotel – women’s sex toys are far too evolved to waste money like that. Like I said, women buy into a lifestyle. They want designer clothes, glossy magazines, exclusive restaurant reservations, and they want the man who goes with that life. They understand that just as those Louboutins don’t walk out of the shop for the love of fashionable feet, the good things in life cost money. There is no such thing as a free lunch – especially if it’s at Bistrotheque, dining next to Giles Deacon. You see, the women fund my lifestyle, not my bank account – they never pay me directly – which is why I often find myself in the odd situation of being flown first class to a rendezvous and then having to play piano in my local café to pay for a decent meal back home. It does sound mad, but I’ve discovered that women are intrigued by this bohemian life of extremes. I suppose it’s a welcome break from the nine-to-five guy who can’t be whisked off for hot sex and romance without first filling in a holiday-request form.

The funny thing is, though, I crafted myself into this personification of what women want because for years I was the guy they didn’t want. Not in a bad way. I was good-looking, sweet and intelligent, but I was naïve. I didn’t understand what made women tick. I was like a gauche puppy darting around their heels. An image springs into my mind of a gorgeous girl with thick dark hair, a beautiful smile and mocking eyes. It’s ages since I thought about Simone D – the first girl ever to break my heart. I think maybe Ms Antoinette reminds me of her. Both of them are women who have men totally in their power – fun, flirtatious, but always with something held back in reserve. Ms Antoinette might be an estate agent, but I recognise the steely qualities she shares with Simone D – as if men are just a footnote on her life’s agenda.

I met Simone D at the musical conservatory I studied at almost a decade ago now. I was an incredibly innocent nineteen, and she was a worldly, knowing nineteen who dated older men with Porsches. She probably thought my mad crush on her was ‘cute’. I drive a big old Jaguar now – a ‘gift’, naturally – and I’ve become the kind of man she would have given the time of day to back then. It feels good to understand how to turn these girls on – sexually and emotionally. They’re very demanding, but that makes it all the more rewarding when you can show them a good time.

‘Golden, I’m bored – let’s party. What’s happening tonight?’ Ms Antoinette interrupts my reverie with a mischievous smile.

She has emerged from the bathroom and looks incredibly pretty in the fading light, with the aubergine bed sheet wrapped round her waist, leaving her pert breasts exposed. But see what I mean? Very demanding – a few minutes spent not focusing on the job at hand and she’s itching for a new adventure. Luckily, I know exactly how to handle the situation. The trick is to take control straight away, rather than staring slack-jawed like she just slapped you across the face. With my, admittedly vast, experience, I know that she’s not bored of me; she just needs stimulating with something new. And this is where the other essential gigolo attribute comes in: not only do I look the part, I live the part. She knows I’m hooked up, that I know all the best parties and all the best people, and I’m happy to drive her in my golden carriage right into the heaving throng of it. She wants someone who’ll take her on a first-class journey, not some hanger-on riding on her Prada coat-tails.

I pick up my mobile and dial my best friend, and fellow dandy, Rochester. ‘It’s me – Golden. Where are you?’

Rochester’s half Russian and half Belizean. It’s a heady, exotic mix and a seductive alternative to my polished British gent. ‘You are never going to believe where I am,’ he whispers in that heavy accent women can’t get enough of. ‘I’m with Celebrity Z.’ Rochester disclosed her name, but I’m far too discreet to do the same. ‘We’ve just spent an hour having crazy sex in the Jacuzzi. She is so beautiful. We’re off to Miami tomorrow. In her plane.’

‘That’s nice,’ I reply, smiling.

It’s a good feeling when your closest confidant is having a tête-à-tête with a Hollywood actress who is prepared to pay for the pleasure when it would happily be administered gratis. Part of me does feel slightly peevish about it, though. It’s not that I’m unhappy with Ms Antoinette – it’s just good to have a celebrity to name-drop on your CV. Women like to think they’re batting in that league, as it’s a great compliment. Obviously, my own CV is sprinkled with a few Hollywood stars, but recently I have felt in need of an update. Rather inconveniently, my last big hitter had a public meltdown, and while women may want to share sexual partners with an Elle cover star, ubiquity in the National Enquirer doesn’t have quite the same aphrodisiac effect.

‘Well, have fun,’ I say. ‘Call me when you land. I’ll need all the gossip at our next Dandy Trade Union meeting.’

I wonder whose turn it is to organise our monthly boys-only soirée. I’ve got a feeling it’s me. I’ll have to think of something exceptional – it’s a point of pride amongst us fellow dandies that the person who hosts our meet-up makes it unique. We trade tips, anecdotes and contacts over a few cold beers (no ladies present means no champagne for once) and then try and out-flirt each other with any women who come across our path. A bit like flexing our muscles. It is truly a sight to be seen when a group of handsome, elegant men pull out their full flirting arsenal and have a charm-off. It’s better than Botox for freshening up a girl’s self-esteem.

Next on my speed dial is Johan, a Swedish supermodel who is rumoured to charge up to £10,000 for sperm donation to older women wanting offspring with perfect DNA. Face like an angel, hung like . . . Well, needless to say, he’s very popular with the ladies.

‘J, how are you?’ I walk into the hallway and sit down on a beautifully upholstered Louis VII chair. I don’t like to inflict on my female companions the mechanisms of how the magic happens. If they wanted to hear someone calling to make arrangements, they’d date the maître d’.

‘Are you out tonight? No? Why?’

Johan is strangely mysterious about what he’s up to. He must have a new lady on the go, I figure. Still, it’s unusual for him not to give me some hint, although he’s always far too discreet to dish out the juicy details – unlike Rochester. Such a shame he’s not out tonight, though. It’s nice to sprinkle a few male supermodels in the society you’re keeping. As long as your lady doesn’t get wandering eyes, it raises the calibre of proceedings. More bang for the buck, as they say.

When I speed-dial a third friend, I don’t even have to ask if he’s out. I’m greeted by the pounding beat of electro music and the shrieks of a whole lot of fun. ‘Zen, where are you?’

In retrospect, I should have gone with Zen first. He’s the perfect accessory to a night out: a glamorous, gorgeous über-queen who isn’t so much on the scene as is the scene. ‘I’m DJing at Sketch. It’s a launch party for some perfume. Are you coming down?’

Just what I wanted to hear. ‘Put me down for four on the guest list.’

‘Are we partying, then?’ Ms Antoinette shouts from the bathroom, where I can see her applying make-up through the part-open door. She’s still naked, save for a rose lace thong. It’s seems such a shame for her to get dressed.

‘We certainly are. Perfume launch. It’ll be a fashionista frenzy.’

She passes a bottle of champagne for me to uncork to start the night’s festivities properly before returning to the bathroom. It’s amazing what estate agents in London earn these days. Ms Antoinette must be getting some hefty bonuses. She’s living life larger than a lot of the trust-fund girls I frequent. Well, it’s good to know all the cash from middle-class property investments is being well spent.

‘Wedges or stilts?’ She comes to the bathroom door and leans on it adorably, jutting out one sexily curved hip.

‘Wedges. Definitely. But with a mini.’

Another perk of a highly trained professional like myself is that I never say, ‘Dunno,’ or, ‘Whatever you think,’ upon a request for fashion advice. I make it my business to read Vogue and Grazia and to know the style tips women want to hear.

‘I got a couple more places on the guest list if you want to bring along any friends,’ I call to her.

‘Cool. I’ll call Melinda and Haley.’ She smiles at me with an excited little shoulder shrug. I know it’s important for her to have maximum fun after slogging all week at work. Partying with her friends and the kudos of getting them on the guest list are all part of the package. The difficult question to ponder is what I should wear.

Now, I’m not being needlessly coy here – as much as I put emphasis on the numerous lifestyle benefits of having a man like myself as a companion, of course the engine room of this whole dynamic is sex. Lest I forget this, in between the heady pursuits of shopping and socialising, events always conspire to remind me that the build-up is merely the fine art of foreplay. The difference is, while a proper boyfriend might restrict this to such niceties as ‘Give us a blow job’, a professional gigolo is expected to lubricate with charm and champagne, and deliver specially tailored off-menu experiences – more a table for two at Nobu than a takeaway from Nando’s. However, even I, experienced as I am, was shocked at where I found myself servicing Ms Antoinette later that evening. I’ve got to admit, though, it was quite a buzz.

What I love about career girls is that they know what they want, which makes it easier to fulfil the number-one rule of dandy etiquette: let the woman make the first move. Now this might sound strange, but if you think about it carefully, it starts to make sense. Women spend their lives being pestered for sex by charmless oafs, being objectified by the deeply unsexy squint of an unsolicited male gaze. Part of the enjoyment for them is pursuing the object of their desire. It’s like boutique shopping compared with bargain shopping. It’s about getting it because you really wanted it, not just because it’s going cheap. This isn’t about me playing hard to get, which would be no fun – I’m available and highly flirtatious, and once the game has been initiated, I’m an expert in the art of seduction. It’s all about spinning the chase into a teasing dance with the woman, like the piper paying and calling the tune.

‘I’m not wearing any knickers,’ Ms Antoinette whispers coquettishly in my ear, as we walk past the queue and through the door into the dark, red-hued club. I smile knowingly, taking a look at her perilously short shift dress. It’s like my own personal peep show. I love it, and she knows it. At the bar, I place my hands lightly on her waist as she asks for a round of champagne cocktails for the four of us and puts her card behind the bar. As she’s being served, I press up behind her and check out the authenticity of her claim. My hands are cold against her skin and she gasps suddenly. The barman raises an eyebrow and she giggles, looks behind her, winks at me and hands me a drink. Oh, the hardship of being at the coalface of my chosen career.

As I chink glasses with her friends, I wonder what they think of me, what she’s told them. It’s obvious this is no normal relationship. Perfect gentleman that I am, I’m not racing to the bar to get the drinks in or picking up the tab after dinner. I’m the trophy here, which by normal male–female standards is very strange.

Haley smiles at me very flirtatiously and I smile in a friendly manner without giving anything back. Hitting on Ms Antoinette’s friends would be very bad form. Unless she invited them along for the ride – and you’d be amazed how often that happens. Not on this occasion, though. I can tell that the two friends are just dipping their feet in the water, while Ms Antoinette takes a long soak in the champagne bath.

‘Golden, you look wonderful, as always. And who are the ladies?’ Zen bounds over from behind the DJ booth wearing the tightest black jeans I’ve ever seen, which match his jet-black dyed hair, cut in an angular style. His smile is infectious, and totally negates any intimidating edge from his super-cool look.

‘Hello, you.’ He pouts at Ms Antoinette and puts his arm round her. He’s never met her before, but I’ve told him about her. ‘I hope Golden is taking good care of you,’ he says with mock concern.

‘Oh, yes, he’s certainly looking after me,’ she answers with sparkling eyes, which I reward with an affectionate kiss.

Ms Antoinette slips her arm round my waist and I realise there’s an incredible warmth between us. In situations like this, where both parties are utterly frank and honest about what they want, it makes it easy to develop a genuine friendship. It’s this connection that gives our relationship an entirely different dimension to casual sex. It actually means something to both of us, even if it’s not what the morality police deem to be meaningful.

A massive shriek goes up from the girls behind me as the Gossip comes on and suddenly they all rush on to the dance floor. Taking the opportunity to get me on my own, Zen sidles up to me and whispers in my ear, ‘Have you heard about Rochester?’

‘I know. Amazing, isn’t it? The way he tells it Celebrity Z’ll be proposing soon.’

‘Yeah, right. I somehow doubt she’s on the hunt for a husband.’

‘No doubt he’s giving her a taste of dirty sex Brit-style in the meantime, though.’ I laugh, imagining him with his shoulder-length black hair, tattoos and Chanel Noir nail varnish, lounging around in the pristine white minimalism of a Hollywood mansion.

Ms Antoinette interrupts my thoughts by sneaking up beside me and stroking my back. ‘Come to the toilets with me,’ she whispers. I get the feeling she doesn’t need help reapplying her make-up.

As we walk up the stairs towards the toilets, which are white pods that look like they were designed for extraterrestrials, I notice how heated the whole atmosphere is. It’s as if everyone has been snorting pheromones.

‘I’ve never had sex in a toilet shaped like a pod before,’ she giggles, as we lock the door and shrug off the knowing glances as we squeeze in together. ‘It would be rude not to take advantage of a novelty toilet, don’t you think?’

I kiss her and push up her dress. It doesn’t have very far to go, so within seconds I’m inside her. Thankfully, it’s a very luxurious toilet, so I’m not put off my stride, though I think it’s the down and dirty aspect that’s getting her off.

Afterwards, I watch as she reapplies her lipstick and brushes her hair.

‘I’m going to make this the best night ever. I want to do everything I’ve never tried before,’ she laughs.

‘Be my guest,’ I reply, before asking, ‘What is it your ladyship wants?’

‘I want to walk down the aisle knowing that I ticked off everything on my fantasy list and I won’t have any regrets,’ she muses. ‘Sometimes I think I can’t stop looking at life like a set of objectives. It just bugs me when I know there’s stuff I haven’t done. I don’t want to feel like I missed out. Is that bad?’

‘Not at all. It sounds pretty smart to me. Sow your wild oats and all that. Men have been doing it for years – why shouldn’t you girls get a piece of the action?’

‘Exactly,’ she says emphatically. ‘If someone at work told me I wasn’t allowed to do something because I was a woman, I’d sue them – why should sex be any different?’ With her increasing outrage, she’s worked up quite an impassioned flush on her cheeks, which looks incredibly sexy and inspires me to go for a second round.

My grand finale is greeted with a pounding knock on the toilet door. Somehow we’ve slipped into a time tardis in our little luxury cubicle. The club is closing and the bouncers want us to leave. It’s strange how quickly time passes in these circumstances. It’s like light speed compared with normal life. Maybe it’s the adrenaline rush of lust. Part of me thinks it’s the unreal feeling of being with a woman fulfilling her fantasies with a man she’ll never fall in love with. Without that end aim, the moment is frozen in time. The fact that there’s no future makes the present more exciting and vivid.

Suddenly it occurs to me that Ms Antoinette will meet someone and have a future with them, while I’m still whirling at light speed on the merry-go-round, travelling too fast and having too much fun to face reality. But the thought doesn’t linger for long.

‘I’ve got a plan. A very naughty plan,’ Ms Antoinette breaks into my reverie with a flirtatious giggle in my ear.

‘What? You are so bad. In fact, I think I might have to spank you as punishment.’ I lean her over the toilet, pull up her skirt to see her knickerless bum and give her a few light slaps. The bouncers continue rapping on the door.

Afterwards we walk out together, grinning provocatively at each other and holding hands as we waltz past the exasperated staff with a carefree shrug.

Outside, Ms Antoinette hails a taxi and directs it to Hampstead. She places a finger over my lips as I start to question why. ‘You’ll see,’ she taunts me.

I lean over and kiss her passionately, but retain enough decorum so as to not make a scene in front of the taxi driver. I’m not cheap like that – unless she wants me to be.

When we pull up outside the exclusive estate agent’s office where she works, what we’re about to do dawns on me and I break out into a loud laugh, which sets her off too. ‘Sshh,’ she hushes me with mock seriousness as she pays the taxi driver. ‘We wouldn’t want to lower the tone of the area and make house prices drop, now would we?’ she says, pulling a large set of keys out of her Chloé Paddington bag.

Inside, she switches on a light at the back of the office, creating a soft glow at the front, where she sits down behind the large desk I first spotted her at and beckons me to sit in the seat opposite. ‘I’ll need to take down your particulars – the measurements especially.’

I start to snigger and she collapses laughing on the desk, at which point I take over. ‘I think this a very fine property, top of the range,’ I say, unbuttoning her top, ‘but I’ll need to do a full tour.’

‘Will you now?’ she breathes in my ear.

A couple walk past the window. They’re easily able to see us, but they’re so wrapped up in each other they don’t notice. By now Ms Antoinette is sitting on top of the desk with her dress round her waist. ‘Wow – the first middle-class couple I’ve seen who are more interested in each other than the contents of an estate agent’s window,’ she observes dryly.

‘Lucky for us,’ I say, as I pull her tightly to me.

‘No, wait a minute,’ she says, stopping me as I’m about to enter her. ‘I might need to take notes.’ She pushes me away, turns round and leans over the desk, facing towards the window. Then she looks provocatively over her shoulder and says, ‘Every time I look out of the window from now on I’ll think of this moment. I much prefer the view from this angle.’

She comes – or should I say ‘completes’ – while dead-eyeing the details for a £1.5 million house in Belsize Park. Well, to be successful in business I imagine it pays never to take your eye off the prize – even mid-orgasm. That’s dedication for you.

When we’ve finished, she sits down and pulls out her calculator.

‘Surely you’re not working?’ I ask with incredulity.

‘I’m totting up my Orgasm Index. You promised me seven, and by my calculation we’re still only at six.’ She frowns in my direction.

Laughing, I lead her by the hand to the window and, as she faces into the street, hold her from behind and let my pianist fingers do their work. She comes, very noisily, in minutes.

‘For that I think you deserve a bonus,’ she says, turning round and unbuckling my trousers. ‘Don’t ever say I’m not a good boss.’

As she goes down on me, I wonder where one should address a thank-you note to God.


Chapter 2

Even Gigolos Have Souls
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One of the hardest parts of my job is spending time getting to know women who can never really know me back. I’m a carefully constructed image to them, not a flesh and blood person. They don’t want to know that a month of solid partying in Monaco has left me run-down and I’m planning to spend the weekend with my mum, who’ll feed me back to health. Let’s face it, that kind of detail is off-putting when you’re about to invest in the hottest sex of your life. So what happens to me when I’m offstage? Well, take today, for instance: Ms Antoinette is off on a sales conference, somewhere in that funny little place called the real world, and I’m in between engagements with about £20 to my name and a Savile Row suit that needs dry-cleaning. Usually I wander down from my bijou – OK, small – apartment (where I might one day be forced to sleep with the landlady to pay my enormous rent arrears, except that she’s seventy and has arthritis, so I’m thinking a reverse cowgirl isn’t on the agenda) and walk across the street to the Literary Café.

It’s a beautiful little place, quintessentially English, combining shabby, faded splendour with cosy charm. The ceiling is decorated with an original cornice, and the battered brown leather sofas face inwards towards a Victorian fireplace, where the fire is always lit on the darkest, coldest winter days. At the back, little round tables pepper the room, decorated with candles and faded floral posies, and in the furthest corner is a jaded old grand piano, which thanks to me is still in perfect tune.

In the daytime, the café is populated by a bohemian crowd of intellectuals – usually students who pore over Dostoevsky, making their lattes last for hours. At night, it’s a haven for loved-up couples and people enjoying clandestine trysts. A mixture of faded old paintings and new, arty photographs by local artists decorate the walls. The atmosphere is pure vintage British artisan culture.

In time-honoured tradition, I’ve struck a deal with the owner – a sweet old gent with mad white sideburns – that in exchange for entertaining the customers on the piano I get a free meal and a fine(ish) bottle of Bordeaux. With a glass of red on standby, I play all the old favourites, like ‘Fly Me to the Moon’ and ‘What Is This Thing Called Love?’, sometimes to the delight of a roomful of amiably drunk patrons, and sometimes just to the delight of an old professor sitting in the corner, and Charlotte B, the waitress, who makes sure I always get second helpings with my free meal. Charlotte can play the piano too, and sometimes, when no one is around, we’ll play stupid songs together and giggle like naughty schoolkids. She is the only woman I’ve met who loves music as much as I do. Some nights I wait behind to help her lock up, and we talk about our favourite artists – it turns out her dad is a jazz musician and her childhood was spent listening to incredible live recitals in the same way most kids watched Blue Peter.

Today, with hardly any customers around, I prop myself against the bar and chat to her. Our conversations are the closest I ever get to revealing my true self these days.

Alongside her latte is the book she was reading before I arrived. I pick it up and look at the title, Return of the Native by Thomas Hardy.

‘I’ve never read any of his books,’ I admit. ‘What’s it about?’

‘It’s Hardy – it’s about lots of things,’ she laughs, ‘but mainly it’s about a tragic love affair.’

‘Why’s it tragic?’ I ask curiously, wondering why affairs in novels are always doomed, rather than the shameless fun they’re supposed to be.

‘Well, Clym Yeobright is a man of the world who returns home from his decadent life in Paris to his native Dorset in search of the rural simplicity of his childhood. He falls in love with Eustacia Vye, a woman who symbolises everything he’s looking for – a pure, simple country girl, in contrast with the debauched city socialites he’s been hanging out with.’

‘So what goes wrong?’ I ask, noticing how her eyebrows form a perfect arc over her dark-brown eyes.

‘Eustacia is only a simple country girl because she’s had no choice. She dreams of living the decadent city life he’s left behind and thinks Clym is her ticket there. She’s wrong. They get married and it all ends in disaster when they both realise they aren’t who they thought they were.’

I ponder what she’s told me for a moment and then say, ‘That’s the problem with love. How can you really know someone? No one is ever what they seem to be.’

Charlotte sighs and leans on the bar, looking into the distance. ‘That’s true. But it’s a risk you just have to take. That’s why it’s so important that people are honest with each other. Imagine getting involved with someone and then finding out down the line that they have a secret life, and desires, you knew nothing about.’

‘Very true.’ I nod in agreement, feeling uncomfortable as I think about my own alter ego and how I’m already deceiving Charlotte, even though we’re only friends.

‘That’s what was so weird about my childhood,’ she carries on. ‘We lived in the heart of Soho,’ she tells me, smiling at the incongruity of raising a child there. ‘Can you imagine that? I’d read The Enchanted Forest and The Magic Faraway Tree and then walk out of my front door and bump into hookers, strippers, pimps and dealers. My bedroom window looked on to a brothel, and night after night I’d see respectable men, most of them probably in relationships, go in there. I’d daydream about getting married and living happily ever after, and then I’d see a man coming out, looking all shifty, hoping no one had seen him. That’s how someone else’s fairytale ended, I’d think to myself – what a reality check. A promise to love honour and obey that ends up in the arms of a twenty-pound hooker on a seedy back street.’

‘That is an awful thought,’ I admit, feeling forlorn about the bleak picture she’s painted. But part of me also sees a different side. Life is too complex to make black-and-white judgements on these situations. In the past, it may have been the clichéd husband looking for extramarital infidelities – and paying for them for convenience’s sake – but in the modern world, the axis has turned, and more often than not it’s the woman looking for a discreet way to indulge in this type of sexual moonlighting, while the hapless hubby sits at home. In my experience, sex and love aren’t always the natural bed partners they’re assumed to be. Married women have often confessed that a dalliance with me has saved their relationship. It seems the hands-on approach is sometimes the only solution to marriage-guidance counselling – and not always with the hands of the husband in question. Another part of me wants to believe in Charlotte’s innocent view of the world. I wonder to myself what it would be like to kiss her, then instantly dismiss the idea. If she knew the truth about me, she would despise me. It occurs to me that while I’m servicing the sexual whims of women who will eventually marry someone else, or rekindle the spark with their husbands, I will be left behind. At this depressing thought, I try to steer the conversation back into safer territory: music.

‘There must have been an up-side to growing up in Soho, though. Wasn’t it amazing being surrounded by so many great musicians?’ I ask, sipping my wine.

‘Of course. I can’t imagine any other life. My dad always encouraged me musically, so I’d spend hours practising on my piano. Sometimes I’d even get a class from some visiting player, and then years later find out I had had a lesson with one of the century’s great masters.’

‘That sounds incredible,’ I reply, leaning closer. The scene she’s painting is my dream childhood. ‘Tell me more about what it was like.’

‘There was always music playing in the house. I’d wake up on a Monday morning to hear Stravinsky on the stereo. It felt like living in some amazing old music venue, and at night there’d always be some tunes drifting through the wall to soothe me to sleep. That’s the great thing about music – it means you never feel alone . . .’ She trails off just as my phone beeps. It’s Johan.

Johan has been distant with me and my other fellow gigolos lately, and tells me he needs to meet up and talk. I make my excuses to Charlotte and depart, feeling strangely reluctant to leave the warmth of the Literary Café and Charlotte’s presence.

All the time she was telling me about her childhood, I’d felt the urge to talk about mine. To tell her about the strange mixture of influences that make me who I am. But, ironically, the one person to whom I feel close enough to tell these stories is the one person who wouldn’t understand. She has no clue I’m a gigolo by trade, figuring I’m a penniless musician. Thanks to her loathing of debauchery, I realise it would be a terrible mistake to reveal my secret. So here I am, unable to share myself, past and present, with anyone. It’s a shame, because all the clues to my current occupation are scattered along the road I’ve taken.

My path to gigolodom is something of a contradiction. On the one hand you could say I was genetically predisposed to my profession, and on the other my working-class upbringing was an unlikely start on the road to sexual hedonism. The truth is, I didn’t simply step out of a vintage sports car one day with the looks and sensibilities of a playboy. Like a grow-in-the-bag persona, it took a lot of nurturing to reach full bloom.

Despite my formative surroundings (unglamorously, Woking and the Isle of Wight), I always knew there was bohemian blood running through my veins, and quite a sizeable libido running through somewhere else. My mother is a talented painter and I inherited my creative streak from her. Actually, I inherited much more than that: I inherited a spirit of rebellion and an anarchic attitude that meant I was far more comfortable lounging around salons in Paris not knowing where my next meal came from than listening to the boring advice of career counsellors or a petty-minded boss.

They say mothers pass emotions on to their unborn babies, not just nourishment. If that’s the case, then every cell of mine was infused with memories of my mother’s despair at growing up in Havant, knowing that there was more to life, but not knowing how to tunnel an escape route out. At sixteen, despite her dreams of going to art school, my grandparents insisted she leave school and get a job. They weren’t being cruel, just sensible. Mum ended up working in a bank in Portsmouth. She was young, beautiful and was eaten up with boredom behind a counter that might as well have been a prison door.

At eighteen, as soon as she was officially an adult, she packed her bags and left. Her determination to find adventure took her all the way to Germany, where she worked as an au pair. It’s strange how history repeats itself. I dropped out of school at sixteen and worked as a labourer. When I think back to myself then, working on building sites with my tapered fingers and a soundtrack of jazz music playing in my mind, asking myself how I would find a way out, the similarities between myself and my mother are striking. And like her, I did find my own exit sign – just not the one I expected. I saw myself playing in concert halls, bringing pleasure and aural delight to an audience of devoted listeners, but in the end it turned out my greatest talents were best played out to an audience of one, with oral delights top of the bill.

And that’s the thing, there’s a terrible duality inside me – one that ultimately makes me the perfect gigolo. You see, after all the romance and high art passed on by my mother, come the gifts passed on by my father. This is a man known admiringly to his friends as ‘the Wolf’, someone who before he met my mother is rumoured to have received a Nobel Prize for seduction.

Mine is a potent combination. A bohemian poet without a sex drive is only a lame fop, and a playboy without a sensitive side is a sad sex addict who could leave a lady feeling slightly soiled afterwards. But, as I’ve found, if you can hit the G-spot with the same finger you can hit a G note and talk the language of poetry as well as pleasure, you’re a valuable commodity.

In his youth, Dad was a proper character – a lovable rogue who would entertain the prettiest girls in the back of his vintage sports cars (the spoils of the building trade in the 1960s – not just for toffs with trust funds, as it turns out) and still make them feel like a princess when he moved on to the next conquest. One of nine children, he was a laid back guy with an easy charm and a Cheshire Cat grin who went to work in the family trade – building and plumbing – along with his six brothers. His friends always insinuate that the housewives booked him for building jobs because of the after-hours service he provided. Whenever I ask him he just winks and laughs; he doesn’t deny it.

As a child, I remember going on jobs with Dad and he’d always flirt with women. I didn’t understand what he was doing. It confused me. From a young age I understood that there was this magical other half to life that I had yet to figure out. There was a frisson to relations between men and women that seemed to provide the electricity that lit up ordinary life. At that point, however, I had no clue where the light switch was, and believe me, it would be a struggle to find it – I was literally fumbling in the dark for a long, long time.

Dad was more than a playboy – he was a true gentleman with a profound respect for women, and a big heart that believed in true love. When he fell for my mum he gave up chasing women for good, even though he was a natural flirt. Maybe that ran in his veins too. His mother, my grandmother, was reputedly the daughter of a lord who lost all his inheritance for marrying an actress. Rare for the aristocracy, he married for true love and never regretted it – even if it did mean his grandson became, essentially, a brickie.

My parents met at a New Year’s Eve party, and that was that. Mum had been over from Germany visiting for Christmas. She flew back, but Dad deluged her with love letters and three months later they were driving home together back through the Straßen of Germany. OK, so maybe she didn’t expect her knight in shining armour would be riding a white van, but they were madly in love. Their favourite love song, Santana’s ‘Samba Pa Ti’, was even played on Simon Bates’s radio feature ‘Our Tune’ – the pinnacle of romance, 1970s-style. Three years later I arrived.

One summer, when I was ten, Dad took on a job renovating the house of one of Bonnie Tyler’s friends in Mumbles, so we all went to live in Wales for a while. God forbid, I even developed a Welsh accent, which certainly isn’t something a gigolo would endeavour to have. Talking dirty via Swansea is more likely to earn you a comedy award than an orgasm Oscar.

We’d often go round to visit Bonnie, who used to babysit me, and Dad, as always in touch with his spiritual playboy side, would drive to the house in his silver Porsche. I remember feeling pretty smooth pulling into the driveway of a pop star’s mansion in a sports car and thinking, This is the life. The monotony of the slate-grey skies of Woking and the parochial Isle of Wight seemed a world away. This was my first taste of showbiz, and frankly, I loved it. This sprinkling of stardust was the start of the rot that would eventually corrode my ambition to become a world-famous classical jazz pianist.

Bonnie’s house was big and modern – everything you could hope for from a 1980s pop star who personally destroyed a chunk of the ozone layer with her hairspray. On the walls of the grand staircase, which swept up the centre of the house, was the gold disc for ‘Total Eclipse of the Heart’. Being a kid, my first thought was simply, Cool, but there were more showbiz delights to come. Bonnie indulged me with chocolate eclairs and SodaStreams. I thought it was all very posh and exciting, and that she was amazing. I was sold. Later on, as Balzac’s Lucien Chardon (a beautiful provincial poet who moves to the metropolis and lives off the favours of courtesans to pursue his art) became my hero and I began frequenting the boudoirs of famous actresses, I’d laugh to myself remembering that in the past all it took was a SodaStream and a bit of hairspray rock to impress me.
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