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Prologue


‘Reality is not what we see, but what we discover,
or in my case rediscover’


•


Since writing this book many of the places, locations and names may have changed or gone for good in the name of change. It is in part a guide to all those places around the world that have meant something to me: it is also a journal of my life over the last four years. If I’m being honest there were times when I never knew what it was about, or what I was trying to achieve with it; all I knew was that I wanted to share some of my thoughts, experiences and insights in some vague hope they might hold a common thread, or at least let you, the reader, escape for a while. It is also of course about navigating a way through my midlife crisis but that will become apparent to you. My publisher wanted me to use this prologue to define what the book was about, but I was reluctant to do that. It’s just about places I’ve been to, people I’ve met, experiences undertaken, opinions I’ve formed and the surreality that life has thrown up at me – a personal journal made up of snapshots of my life.


I like to think of it as a box of chocolates left on the coffee table – occasionally you may delight in finding a strawberry fondue, a caramel cream or a cherry liqueur . . . but you might want to leave the praline or nougat.


At the end, should you reach it, perhaps you’ll venture to some of the places I’ve been to and have your own experiences.


That’s the best I could hope for.


Marc Almond
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Too Old to Die Young


Was that it?


What am I talking about? A defining moment in life. In midlife.


It was as if I had just seen my life flicker past brightly, like a film on a screen, all hope and passion and achievement condensed and illuminated for a second – and before I could cry out ‘There was a happy day, a bad one, a regret, a smile’ the film had melted and burned.


From the outer edge of life you look back and think, was that it?


And a silence begins to weave a strange sound in and out, in a great vast loom, crossing, recrossing, making a final pattern of emptiness.


One day it all becomes painfully clear that you’re middle-aged, and that instant becomes a defining moment in your life.


And though I kept telling myself, over and over, I’m only just in my forties, I couldn’t find anything positive in the words.


What the hell am I going to do from now on?


I imagined myself sitting and reminiscing about who I used to be in my glory days, the maudlin ranting of a former pop star in the late Indian summer of his career. It was all too short and not that sweet.


Still making records, trying to reach out to the fickle public whose appetites have grown ever more ravenous as they pick at your bones and spit you out, suck you dry and then throw you away like a soggy old condom down the S-bend of life, only (if you’re lucky, they say) you end up in the TV sewer of cable, guesting on the next reality show or worse still on Never Mind the Buzzcocks, sitting in that identity parade to be singled out for humiliation.


Not me, no thank you.


But if not these things then what happens to a former pop star like me. ‘Pop star’?


I gave that moniker up years ago. Artist sounds better.


What happens to an artist like me – the king of sleazy listening?


•


I just don’t know, other than to take the time to re-evaluate my life.


If I’m honest I must say that I am approaching middle age with fear and dread. Now before you stop me and say, ‘Well, aren’t you in the thick of middle age already?’ I would like to remind you that 40 is the new 30 or even younger if you’re wearing well. And middle age is now around 50 because, as everyone knows, life expectancy is 102 or thereabout.


What I guess (read as ‘know deep down’) is that I’m having a midlife crisis, and I know the exact moment it began.


The day started as these days do, quite like any other.


It was a crisp February morning in 2001 and I was in the midst of promoting a single I had out, doing those endless rounds of interviews and appearances to let people know I was not only still alive but making records too.


Despite my reservations I was due to appear on a daytime TV show that shall remain nameless. I was booked for an interview and performance of the said song.


The car collected me late morning and took me to the studio. As I sat in the dressing room, desperately applying more and more make-up, waiting for rehearsal, there came a knock on the door. The hostess popped her head in, said thanks for doing the show and, noticing my nervousness, reassured me that it would be great, it was a terrific audience.


The floor manager collected me and took me on set, which is a gaudy recreation of a cross-section of the presenter’s own home, complete with sitting room, kitchen and conservatory, garishly decorated in colours that B&Q would label ‘ripe peach’, ‘lemon summer’ and ‘meringue beige’. Then all too quickly I’m sitting on the fuchsia sofa discussing my sordid past in muted tones, all leading to a mumsy crescendo of a performance of my single in the kitchen just stage left of the tumble-dryer.


It was then it happened.


Like a car accident – too quickly, you can’t stop it, you can’t do anything. Mouthing the words and half watching myself on the monitor, I quite simply felt I was losing control. All I could do was wait for the ride to end, the song to finish. What was I doing? It all seemed so pointless and futile – the grand scheme of things, life, the universe, meaning, purpose, it all seemed utterly insignificant.


And there is was. The onset of my midlife crisis. And it also marked the onset of a reoccurring, horrible dream.


I am standing in front of a mirror and staring back at me is my face but slowly it transforms into someone else, yet somehow remains recognizably me. I study the mirror and I’m becoming Ken Barlow, the character from Coronation Street. And instead of a leather jacket I’m wearing a woolly cardigan which I pull tighter around myself. It feels comfortable, cosy, staid, and it fits perfectly.


The first time the dream ended I interpreted it as a sign that I had become old, and life had not only caught up with me but had overtaken me in the fast lane. And it’s roaring ahead.




I see so much irony and weirdness in


the world that I just can’t shut up.


I can’t not say anything.





Looking back I blame all the drugs I took. I gave them up a few years ago and went through what people call rehab, which I prefer to call, bluntly, incarceration in a mental institution. The rehabilitation process took the thrill of the drugs away. Now they don’t hold the same attraction, replaced by guilt or something akin to it. Like a lover that you’ve had intimacy with too many times, there’s nowhere left to go. The love’s gone flat.


The problem is that drugs took up all the time (acquiring them, using them, recovering from them) you now find you have free to dwell on your life and all the problems it throws up. And all the memories of being on drugs have been eroded by the drugs themselves, creating a hole in your past. And then suddenly you’re middle-aged, wondering what happened to your life, facing a crisis of identity and place in the world and what it’s all about.


Time, energy, age. I look enviously (just sometimes) at my younger friends, who have energy to waste. Not that I actually want to be in my twenties again; I would just like to feel that time wasn’t running away on me. It’s great in one way to surround yourself with younger friends, hoping some youth dust rubs off. But come Saturday night when they call to go clubbing and Cilla’s just introducing the couple from hell on Blind Date, something’s gotta give and these days it’s not Cilla. I make my excuses and look in the mirror, pulling the proverbial cardigan tighter and slipping into my carpet slippers.


I suspect that I know what I’m feeling has to do with suddenly finding myself trapped in midlife: the door to a sunny bright day locked, the only one open leading to old age. I reluctantly try the handle, push the door slightly open and peek in – posters adorn the wall advertising subscriptions to Saga magazine, cruises around the fjords, walk-in baths and the merits of denture adhesive.


Suddenly Dora Bryan waves, and Thora Hird beckons from a Stannah stairlift.


I pull the door closed and panic sets in.


•


A midlife crisis for anyone is bad enough but for a ‘known’ person, even if it may not actually be more difficult, it carries additional baggage. Let me explain.


There is the public face of Marc Almond. There are still fans out there who consider me an icon and sex symbol (yes, I know it might strike some of you as strange, but I assure you it is true), and this adds additional pressure. You see, you create an image and then you find that you are trapped in it. If part of you finds it appealing, that only compounds the problem.


When you dance with the Devil, the Devil doesn’t change – he only changes you. Soon you become the person who you want people to believe you are.


And then you believe you are.


And the illusion you create takes over, and the edges in your mind blur. The photos become more retouched in an attempt to recreate what you once were. And once more I find myself struggling to resist the call of the early eighties. For some pop whores grown portly on the rewards of yesterday’s fame and apathy, squeezing into yesterday’s leather leggings is not usually a good idea, but it’s the only choice. Nor is it a good idea to create a heyday hairstyle, especially mine.


So the more I thought about it, the less I knew how to overcome my crisis.


I had to make a decision. Were the options really only to carry on recording albums that fewer and fewer people would care about, to accept this emptiness inside me as just part of me that I had to live with (like Anne Boleyn’s sixth digit), to waste money on psychologists who would provide only cryptic answers; grow old disgracefully, dutifully taking my place on Never Mind The Buzzcocks and the eighties revival tours?


Or?


Or was there a way of moving on by going back in a different kind of way?


And that was how this journey began.


All those places I had visited that had inspired me; perhaps they could inspire anew. Perhaps by revisiting such places I might find something I sensed I’d lost, left behind. And by writing about my journey I might find a way to navigate through my midlife crisis, maybe even help others too – I felt uplifted and inspired. And at worst it would be a chance to run away. But no, this was actually a matter of rising to the challenge. It was time to give something back to anyone who felt like I did.


If at the end of the journey I still felt the same, I would accept the inevitable and get out my chicken-bone necklace and bangles, crimp what’s left of my hair and do what needed to be done.


But in the meantime, before I set out on my travels around the world on my inward journey, I had to do something that I had never dared to before. It was now or never. I picked up the phone and made an appointment with the cosmetic surgeon.


‘Reinvent me in my own image.’


•


As I lay on the operating table Dr Karuthers slipped the syringe into my arm and asked me to count backwards from ten.


Ten.


Nine


Eiiiigggght . . .


•


Life is punctuated with turning points.


Your first word.


Your first step.


Your first kiss.


Isn’t it strange that more often than not you can’t remember them?


But your first cosmetic surgery operation . . .


•


‘Wake up, Mr Almond.’


I opened my eyes slowly.


‘It’s over. It went very well. The nurse will take you to your room and I’ll come and see you later.’


The ceiling flowed over me as the trolley moved down the corridor.


I don’t know how long I slept, but when I woke I felt like I was drowning in a sea of blood and snot and that my throat had been torn out. I vomited black congealed blood. A plaster cast covered my nose and face, forcing the swollen tissue to take to the mould underneath. I struggled out of bed to look in the bathroom mirror. I gasped in disbelief at my reflection.


Then I thought of all those frail rich old women who haunt the food hall at Harrods, how they must have coped with one painful surgical procedure after another. The clinic brochure had described the after-effect of surgery as ‘mildly uncomfortable, with occasional soreness’.


No reference had been made to the reality, which was horrifying.


A week later I was back in the hospital to have the mask and bandages removed. I had stayed hidden in the house for the whole week, sustained on a diet of trepidation, self-pity and banal daytime television. The nurse removed my bandages, repeatedly explaining that I must not be upset or surprised by my appearance as the swelling had not gone down. The surgeon, apparently never attending an unveiling – wisely, as I can imagine people’s immediate reaction if mine was anything to go by – had sent his kind regards.


Then she reached for the mirror and held it up to my face.


Oh God, what had I done?


Two images came into my head.


The first was a scene from Brian De Palma’s film Carrie when Carrie’s mother warns her against going to the prom night with the fatalistic words, ‘They’re all gonna laugh at you, they’re all gonna laugh at you.’


The second was again a scene from a film but this time from Scorcese’s Raging Bull, a point where the character Jake La Motta has lost his boxing crown and his face is a mass of swelling and bruising.


But too late now. Maybe after the swelling had gone down I would feel different. Hell, it just looked worse than it really was, that had to be it.


The journey was already beginning, and I had tentatively taken the first step.
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First Steps


‘And I’ll stay off Verlaine too;
he was always chasing Rimbauds’


•


After a couple more weeks hidden in the house, the swelling subsided and the bruising faded. My new nose took shape, and I liked it. It was sort of the same but different. In fact the real indication came when I ventured out. People never noticed the change but commented on how good I was looking. I paraded my new nose around town and the general response was positive. I felt at last I could get on with my life without my nose getting in the way of my face.


It was time to move on and get started. Time to find out what part of my past could enthuse me, make me realize that life still held some thrill or purpose. Of course if this ends up being more of a trawl than a search, then so be it!


Sitting in my bedroom contemplating where to begin, pen in hand and blank page in front of me, the bedroom itself seemed as suitable a place as any.


That inner sanctum and the centre of the world. A tiny satellite around which our lives orbit.


And in the centre an island, a rock where we spend most of our lives: a bed. Where we are born, sleep, fall sick, make love, dream.


The womb, the tomb, born and borne into.


The bed, where ideas are nurtured, events reflected upon, a place to meditate, confront fears and loss, and finally, for the lucky few, a place to die. Well, that’s how I plan to go – in my bed, surrounded by the things that made me feel secure, one or two loved ones whispering tearfully.


But of course things don’t always go as planned. A great example I recall is that of an all but forgotten movie star, who meticulously planned her own death: suicide naturally, desiring to be discovered laid on her glamorous bed surrounded by white lilies, a timeless still from some undiscovered movie, her life ebbing away from the barbiturate overdose. Unfortunately the best laid plans and so forth . . . there she lay, waiting to slip into legend, when she felt the urge to vomit, lurched towards the bathroom, missed the bowl and spewed across the tiled floor, slipping and hitting her head on the cistern and collapsed, her head trapped between the toilet and the wall.


The perfect meeting of glamour and squalor. Her career and her death relegated to B-movie status.


Elvis Presley too died on the lavatory, a heart attack while straining to expel a hard clay-like faeces from his blocked colon. It must have been a mammoth task made all the more difficult by the years of fried banana and peanut butter sandwiches, loyally served to him by his black maid, like some unsuspecting host bird driven to exhaustively feeding a cuckoo into obesity. I know this is likely to be true because after visiting Graceland and sampling one of these gourmet delectations I too was severely constipated for several days.


No, a far preferable way to end my days would be like that of Marlene Dietrich, ensconced in bed for the final decade of her life, surrounded by everything she needed – bedpans, stocked fridges within reach, and a telephone to the outside world from which she could conduct the business of preserving her legend. She would phone all manner of people, regardless of the time or inconvenience to them, inconsiderately dishing out words of Teutonic wisdom. A fabulous monster.


That’s how I want to end it.


So it is, that the beginning of my journey and, God willing, the end, will both be in my bedroom.


Stars shimmer as they grow dimmer.


There’s a television in my bedroom, a window to an astonishing array of stimulation and enlightenment – or so I thought.


Aim the remote.


Be it late night television, or early morning, depending on where you look you’ll be able to find a veritable array of the same things.


Docusoaps. Sex files. G-string divas. Strippers. Carnal delights.


Lowlifes, hookers, transvestites, now so familiar across an array of channels, role models for a desensitized generation.


I thought at first it might, if not offer me the answers I was looking for, at least afford some stimulation or inspiration, and even distraction.


It doesn’t take a genius to work out that television won’t offer any answers to my midlife crisis, but it might point me in the direction I need to go. But television is the great lie, and nowhere is it more apparent than when dealing with sex, the single greatest marketing tool known to advertising executives and rating moguls.


Take sex on television – there is none.


It pretends to stimulate but doesn’t dare, unlike, say, pornographic movies whose sole aim is to stimulate: television stimulation is like a porn movie but with the porn taken out. It is just about wasted time.


Television will do anything to mislead you about all things sexual, usually in the guise of information, docusoap, health. Even daytime TV is in on the ploy with features on panties, bras or underpants modelled by well-proportioned people. Features on breast or testicular cancer are often little more than an excuse to show naked flesh, the host even fondling the man’s balls in the name of medical information. Sure they’ll blind you with their health concerns and the need to stop blushing, titter, titter, I saw a nipple, oops!


Worse still is slot after slot filled with people revealing their secret desires, which almost always involve them wanting to be lap dancers or strippers, always ready at the drop of a hat to peel off down to market-stall leopard-skin thong while a shell-suited audience whoop and holler and attempt to coordinate their hands in a clapping motion.


Then I did something that never occurred to me before. I turned the TV off. Suddenly the room was eerily silent and still.


Disillusioned with TV I decided to search the Internet for guidance. I typed into the search engine ‘Midlife Crisis’ and found myself with the following choices: Viagra, Ejaculation Delay Creams, Hair Dye for Grey, Insolvency Brokers, Herbal Remedies, and ‘How You Can Quickly and Easily Discover If Your Mate Is Cheating On You’ . . .


‘When I had journeyed half of our life’s way, I found myself within a shadowed forest, for I had lost the path that does not stray’ – Dante.


All the while pop-ups kept appearing offering sex, all manner of sex aids, breast enlargements and congratulations on ‘Having won today’s prize with sixty seconds to claim’, and sex again.


Sex on the web. Of all the joyless experiences thrown up this has to be up there with the worst of them. It is hard to imagine what kind of generation will emerge from the Internet years – I was considered in my youth as a bad influence on a generation and all I had access to was a copy of Health & Efficiency magazine and watching Les Enfants du Paradis. So be warned.


Now you can log on and within minutes be transported to a squalid room in Manila where an Asian prostitute splays her legs, fingers herself on your command, the image sputtering into focus as she speaks to you in a cold techno voice.


Or you can look at all manner of filth and depravation. I have for the purpose of this book seen sites showing men with men, men with women, women with women, women with dogs or horses (there seem to be no pornographic images of men with mares or bitches), people masturbating in their own excrement, penises nailed to headboards, blackboards, ironing boards, breasts clamped down with clothes pegs, gran bangs and even pregnant women breast-feeding grown men.


I ask you.


For a while it fills a curiosity but then even that goes. The net for me is quite an unsexy experience. Being dyslexic, typing and masturbating present all kinds of problems and besides, I fear tapping the wrong key and finding myself on one of those sites that set off alarm bells in Scotland Yard, and have the police knocking on your door at six in the morning with bin bags and technicians ready to investigate your hard-drive.


The Internet, like the TV, is just a trick of the light.


What seems to have happened to sex is that it’s lost its sexiness. We have become desexualized. Spayed. Explicit has replaced erotic.
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Calm Down!


There is an expression in boxing:
‘Bury me with a puncher’


•


I view the current climate of this country with a mixture of bemusement and despair. Britain has always been cynical, but now the cynicism is like a shifting malaise affecting everyone, and even I find myself falling with the sickness. Ours is a country defined by celebrity and scandal, a culture of superficiality and meanness, of mediocrity and cruelty – perhaps to a degree it always was but now, being older and experienced, I see it more clearly. And the more I see it the less I want to do with it.


Belittlement, derision and humiliation – the catchwords of the day. Our media is the new Roman arena, where the soul is laid bare, where dashed hopes, tears and contrition are played out to a baying crowd shouting their disapproval or support, slumped on sofas pigging out on fast food, exercising our thumbs on the remote.


Careers are made or ruined this way by the public’s insatiable demand for controversy or instant gratification. The serious and the seriously superficial sit side by side. Hopes and dreams and drugs and scandal vie for a headline. Allegations, rumours and speculations put yesterday’s hopefuls at the mercy of tomorrow’s byline. People are tried and convicted by the mob or the media, demeaned because . . . well, it’s their turn.


My anger hasn’t mellowed over the years. I find myself getting angry on everyone’s behalf, angry and opinionated. Every dog has its day, and it’s mangy dog eat mangy dog. Sometimes I feel I have the burden of the world on my shoulders, but like everyone else feel helpless to resist the current of hypocrisy washing over me. I know that times have changed: I know it’s not just me. The future isn’t good or bad, it’s simply mediocre – an observation that resonates through me as a middle-aged man. I want to shout out, you don’t have to accept this bland diet! I want to shake people and tell them there is more to life than what you’re given, force-fed. But my voice goes unheard, and then people tell me to relax, that it’s my age, ‘Calm down, dear,’ says the voice of Michael Winner. ‘It’s only an . . .’ But I still need to get it out of my system, need someone to listen.


Travelling around the world I see the same high streets everywhere. Uniformity, corporate brand names emblazoned on every aspect of life. Every builder’s crack is emblazoned with the logo CK. The irony is that the more choice we have, the less we actually have. Several coffee chains on every high street selling bascially the same coffee, more often than not two of the same type even facing each other – Starbucks opposite Starbucks, so you can choose the one in the sunshine. The same few record shops racking up the top twenty, often without space for so-called ‘alternative artists’ – those that get critical acclaim but sell only a few records. I suppose I’m an alternative artist.


The music scene seems shaped by the same forces as the global high street: as well as the same clothing outlets, chemists, restaurant chains, beauty shops, Pop idol/stars are syndicated worldwide, snack-munchers pressing a red button on the remote for some interaction. Once these wannabes entertained the local pub come Saturday night; now the pub is the TV and, backed up by a team of stylists, producers, choreographers and big band orchestras, we’ve now got mega-big budget karaoke. The girls aspire to become Britney or Beyoncé, the boys Ronan or Robbie, performing overrehearsed standards with all the life squeezed out, like dried-up lemons, heavy on rind and pips. The songs they perform are those owned by the publishing company who liaises with the record company financing the whole debacle, and the artist ends up managed by the management company that’s in bed with the record company. It’s a chain of nepotism.


What bothers me is not so much the winners – there has always been manufactured pop, ever since Larry Parnes groomed his young boys in the fifties – but now we have to put up with the losers too. To put up with the wailing tears, fake emotions and the cloying pleas of ‘vote for me [to show you love me]’. So much effort and energy expended for such little effect, I ask you.


Where have all the stars gone? To me a star is someone who has something extra, and something missing at the same time – flawed and extinguishable, but never mediocre. Now before you think I’m a bitter old git envious and griping at the success of this new breed of pop star, then you might be right. I just can’t accept that feeling nothing is any kind of feeling. I find Pop Idol represents everything that saddens me about the times we live in, just as much as any other branded consumer product. It is all part of the language of advertising, which embraces the demise of privacy and sells itself as our right to know and their duty to do anything it takes or their duty to confess. Whether it is the performer breaking down and crying at failure, or a tabloid muckraking, we have come to expect all the lurid details, whether emotional or destructive. What happened to dignity? That is why I can’t be a good celebrity – my dignity is important.


There were times when I opened my life and home up for scrutiny, albeit briefly, and regretted it deeply. Celebrity is not all I am. I also have a life outside of it, where I can retreat. I say ‘no’ to celebrity shows where you sit on a panel as a stooge and have to act like a twat. I’m a singer, that’s what I do – if I can’t sing on a show I won’t do it. I never do celebrity! magazines that come into your home and probe down the toilet, invade your bedroom and examine your closet – it seems to me you’re saying ‘hello, serial killer, come on in!’ Mind you, never say never because you never know.


And premieres, what are they about? The usual Cack-list suspects are trotted out from the same agencies, to slobber and grin for the camera and gush about the latest trite blockbuster or pitiful Brit film offering. I would be tempted to say it as it is – that film was crud. See, I would spoil the lie and be a ‘bad celebrity’ – that’s just not how it’s done. Or to be seen out at celebrity haunts and private clubs, arguing the merits of China White over Attica or Rouge, or some other God-awful place? Look, life is too short. Nor could I ever negotiate my admission with those immortal words, ‘Don’t you know who I am? I’m on the guest list’, while some oh-so-imperious door whore checks her clipboard and answers ‘no’ to both questions.


If I do go to a club I prefer to queue and pay. I like to blend in and occasionally I convince myself that I do. But it is hard to avoid playing the celebrity game when you have a record to promote – then you just do what you have to do. I learned very early on that if you don’t court the media, you find yourself left alone. But interviews still fill me with dread, especially the tabloids; it’s not that I don’t read them, I just don’t want to be reading about myself in them.


In other words, it is easy to have privacy as a celebrity if you really want it. All you do is sidestep the circuit and have a life. I make my music and like people to accept it for what it is, and if you believe in yourself as an artist what more can you hope for? Well, perhaps a few more sales, but that’s up to the public. I always expect the worst so when great things happen it is a bonus. I remain a pessimistic optimist. After twenty-five years making music and writing I feel privileged. I accept that I probably don’t have a place on this world of Monoculture, but I can live with that – somehow it makes me feel more unique and relevant.


Back in the early eighties when I had that first hit record I was full of fire, aspirations and anger. I was full of ideas and excited by it all. But over two decades that optimism has been chipped away, and I have become apprehensive of the future. What has happened to us? And to me? The spirit of revolt seems to have gone astray. We’re all texting each other but saying nothing – lobotomized sheep farmed by the corporations, bleating, lifetime consumers shorn of our money, kept fat on a diet of mediocrity and distracted by any noisy, colourful, empty promise.
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Home


When I was a young naive lad of eighteen with greasy skin, a feather cut and a head full of aspirations, the one thing I knew for certain was that I could never satisfy my ‘strange desires’ in Southport. Not unless I frequented certain areas. Those places where unspoken goings-on were, well, going on, like the disused toilets by Hesketh Park, all but hidden from view by overhanging tree foliage, or the toilets round the back of the market near Chapel Street.


The obvious danger aside, however, toilets were never my scene. The furtive glances, the nod, the grottiness and stench of stale urine are for some people thrilling, but cottaging was not for me. (The American term for cottaging is ‘a trip to the tea room’, which oddly sounds more English, more genteel, in a raised-pinky-old-queerie sounding way.) But for many gay men it was virtually all there was in Southport unless, that is, you moved in the art and theatre circles.


For me, I wanted something more. I dreamed of a place where ‘anything goes’, a place clouded in blue smoke and bright lights, a place called London. How far away and unreachable it seemed then: like Narnia in the C. S. Lewis books. As a child I loved those stories and often climbed into my grandmother’s enormous mahogany wardrobe, fighting my way through the mothballed furs to find the hidden door that would take me away. I spent so long in that closet that I never really found a way out of it and the years slid past.


As adolescence took hold so did Southport, threatening to engulf my life – I knew the longer I stayed the harder it would be to leave, and then one day more of your life is behind you than in front and then it’s too late. But something told me that London was for me; small towns are for families, bringing up children, community: not for the likes of me. London was somewhere you could be all you wanted to be, could wear what you wanted without Mum ever finding out. London was filled with prostitutes, junkies, transvestites (I’d seen The Rocky Horror Show), freaks, and beautiful misfits. London was Sodom and Gomorrah, El Dorado, paradise and purgatory, a miasma and a phantasmagoria, a city of strange fashionable artists: oh, you get the idea – basically it was not Southport. After all, I was eighteen and trapped in a small Victorian seaside town. People from Southport could never truly be cool or beautiful, they were provincial, and since I thought myself to be above that I wanted out.


But later in life when I would deny or reinvent my past, I was to discover that a side of me would remain ‘provincial’ (naff): my roots always showed through. I could never be like the fashionable people in London who got it right even when it was wrong. Back then I copied the fashionable trendsetters but couldn’t carry it off, certainly not in South-port. I needed to be in London where the ugly and naff aren’t as naff and ugly as those in the sticks. People in London seemed so cool, sexually ambivalent, experienced; drugs might have made them look wasted but it was a look. Even the worst haircut there made a statement. I wanted to exude that certain something I saw in Londoners. Upon hearing my desires Southport locals would grimace and shudder; ‘What you want to go to that bloody place?’ or ‘You want your head examining, nowt there but muggers and queers’ – and that was exactly my point.


When people asked me, ‘What you going to do in London?’ I would shrug, I had no idea. What they should have been asking me was, ‘When you go to London what will you be wearing?’ That was my main concern. I knew Londoners could be mean; after all, the reality was my clothes either came from Clobber or Freeman’s and Grattans catalogues, and maybe someone in London could get away with wearing them but I didn’t have the irony. Since that first trip to London when I felt like an awkward rent boy down from up north to turn a trick, I’ve never been able to shake that feeling of provinciality; it clings to the bottom of my shoe and no matter what I do I still catch the occasional whiff. Inverted snobbery I suppose, because despite my fabulous art-school training, my pop success, a world of experiences and opportunities, a streetwise demeanour and a style I can call my own, there are still occasional moments when I feel awkward, out of my depth.


I’ll give you an example: I might be in the company of some London-born, young, upcoming artist – you know the sort, confident, good-looking, unkempt while being painfully and effortlessly cool – who’s showing me his new art piece (the sort of nonsense Brian Sewell deplores, in this case a pile of decomposing dandelion leaves inside a glass cube entitled ‘Tetramorph No. 7’). And he’s explaining it ‘symbolizes that each journey is the consequence of unbearable longing, blah, blah, blah’; but I’m not listening because I’m thinking, how can he be so cool and hip, and why do I feel intimidated and self-conscious. Then suddenly he’s looking at me expectantly.


‘Well? Do you agree?’ he asks.


And of course I’ve not been listening and fumble for words.


‘Oh yes, exactly,’ I say. He slips me his card, asking me if I might be interested in acquiring the piece. So I ask how much it is, and suddenly he looks at me disdainfully for suggesting that he could ever put a price on his art, sighs resignedly and moves off.


So I suddenly feel really awkward and uncool for bringing up the price, and maybe it was a naff thing to do but I still feel it’s a fair question. As I edge my way out, I remind myself that I may not be the coolest person around and I might be out of my depth with the in-crowd but I know a pile of shit when I see it.


•


Sorry, I digress. All that was ahead of me. I’m stuck in Southport, and London seemed so out of reach; the journey there would take three years via Leeds. When I eventually moved to London I knew I would never leave. And it would take me almost two decades to fully appreciate what an incredible place it is. And maybe you have to travel widely to eventually understand that.


Glass, concrete, shadow and light, historical and modern, a city of so many deep dark sexy and bloody secrets. The best city in the world.


The taxi takes me along the Embankment and across Waterloo Bridge, one of the most breathtaking views in the world. Later, crossing London Bridge to Southwark, I can feel the weight of past centuries as I look down at Tower Bridge. It reminds me that I am just a lad from Southport who made good, in London, to live amongst its landmarks. This then is the ‘big smoke’, talked about in my Southport days with a sneer. Even then I already had my mirrors and illusions, so I guess all I needed was the smoke. And where there’s smoke there’s fire. Writing forces you to examine the past and there you find memories you haven’t recalled for over twenty years.


In my Southport Art College days there was a mysterious young man who started halfway through the first term. His name was Fred, though I suspect it may have been a nickname since he was so un-Fred like (just as my nickname was Bill). Anyway, I suspected it was a false name, as I bet he was running away from something or someone. So, we shall call him Frederick, which is just a little more royal and slightly more fey and therefore far more appropriate. Frederick was handsome, with long hair and a superior cut. This was the seventies so a comparison would be Tadzio, the elusive beautiful object of the leery old composer Ashenbach in Visconti’s film Death in Venice. Dirk Bogarde stars as Aschenbach, a celebrated, ageing composer entranced by the ethereal beauty of a Polish youth who seems to embody his ideals of physical perfection and spiritual purity. He succumbs to a fateful obsession, basically stalking him. Of course Aschenbach would be arrested in double time these days, his photo splashed across the News of the World: but this was the seventies and no one dwelt on such things.


Death in Venice was an eye-opener for me as a teenager. On the surface not much happens but what Visconti has done is celebrate homosexuality as a spiritual, intellectual quest, rather than an up-the-back alley sex fest. ‘It is a masterful, symphonic study of sensuality and decay, gorgeous, sumptuous and slow as an arthritic turtle.’ It opened a window in the heart for those of us who wanted to discover more about ourselves, but were trapped in situations (Southport) where we had no outlet to express these feelings, let alone give them a name. I was young, dumb and full of cum and I identified with both Ashenbach and Tadzio. The older protagonist, the young man adored and pursued. I suppose, like a young heterosexual boy who wants the tuition and adoration of an older woman (The Mrs Robinson syndrome), the same applies for some adolescent gays.


Which brings us back to Frederick, an elusive free spirit with his slight air of indignation and superiority (perhaps because he came from London). I gravitated towards Frederick, and soon discovered that he had an Aschenbach all of his own – a sponsor, a mentor, an adviser, call it what you want – who had enrolled him in Southport Art College where his artistic harbouring could be nurtured. For what other reason would he be in Southport? I suspected they had run away together to start a new life, despite the fact that his companion was extremely old (mid-thirties, which in the seventies was like being mid-sixties today). I held with this running away theory because it was fabulous and delicious and dangerous, and fuelled my adolescent romantic views that there might be some hope for me too.


Anyway, having acquainted myself with Frederick I was soon invited to his flat, a shadowy high-ceilinged ground-floor conversion in Southport. Bare floorboards, Erté lamps, framed erotic photos of Frederick, scantily clad, holding Nijinsky fawn-like poses – all so Bohemian. It seemed I was to discover that Frederick aspired to be a ballet dancer (more Isadora Duncan than Fonteyn), and once when his punter, sorry, sponsor was out he performed a dance just for me – a nude introspective piece. Again I thought of Dirk Bogarde but this time in the film The Night Porter, the scene where his effeminate Nazi accomplice dances impromptu while Dirk’s character works the follow spot, just before he injects his bare buttock with morphine or something equally decadent.


So Frederick danced around the room like a nymph possessed, culminating in a grand jeté into the bedroom where he collapsed exhausted (read as artistically drained) on the double bed. He turned round to catch my eye, and then reached surreptitiously into the bedside drawer and invited me to peruse a selection of photographs of himself in naked poses. Provocatively, he looked up at me peering naively at his exposed reared buttocks. And I’m sorry to say I froze. I was unable to read the signs. I can’t believe that I was ever that naive, that this courtship ritual, this mating prelude, failed to coax me into the sex act. Southportness showed me up and the gulf was far too wide to breach.
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