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  Part One




  





  High summer in a sweltering London club, and I’m getting into my drunken stride after midnight, rubbing sweat

  with the shoulders that pass by, and thinking vaguely about another drink, or about cruising the pissoirs, or about peeling off my vest and closing my eyes and drifting through the dry ice into the

  dancing multitude, which is a great safe wave to me, when suddenly the lights blast on, white, as on a stage, and the music goes dead, a bang of silence, and it seems that the

  air-conditioning’s packed up and they can’t get anyone to fix it this late at night, and the management regrets that for reasons of safety our club has to close, so could we finish our

  drinks up and remember to collect our coats on the way out, and no dawdling on the street, lads, and don’t make a racket out there; and get yourselves safely home; hurry up please, it’s

  time.




  I wander away, disconcerted by this sudden sense of having been cut short, frozen in mid-flow. Timing is crucial in this business and you have to pace yourself to a tee if you want a decent

  score. Have you trapped?, they used to ask in the old days, before the troubles, and mostly you had. But tonight, well, who could have known? And besides, who cares in the end? Perhaps I do, a bit,

  and so, perhaps, does he: a young boy in an old suit, still clutching his pint-glass to his chest, weaving like a maniac through the traffic, flirting with death to reach me and he is smiling as if

  at a memory. And his hair is drenched, and he has a face that could shatter your calm, and he just follows me back to my flat, five paces behind, past the garden gate, up the entrance steps,

  through the front door, which I’ve left slightly ajar, and into the lift, which is the beginning of every one of my many nameless one night stands.




  He wants a drink. He wants a smoke. Do I have a joint? He wants to go to Australia to work with handicapped kids. Drops his jacket, and the dregs of his beer, around the corridor. Lurches into

  the bedroom, staggers towards the bed. Sits down, then slumps. Tries to pull off his trousers; can’t. Kicks away his shoes, which bang against the wall. Falls back against the pillows and

  stares up at the ceiling-light, which is dimmed and shaped like the moon. Half-opens his mouth; seems to give up. But now he looks down, as if puzzled, and pulls from his heart-patterned boxer

  shorts a half-hearted hard-on. Tugs absently at the foreskin, forgets to air his balls, fiddles about briefly, calmly, humming to himself as if already he were in Australia; and before I can prove

  a thing to him, or please myself, he has blessed the patch of sheet between his thighs with a glutinous emission, like a weak stream of snot, devoid of colour or fervour or sense. And then he tells

  me to get him a towel. And he tells me to fetch him his clothes. And he tells me that he hates my fucking guts, you fucking bender. Which is enough; and I am suddenly enraged and awake and strong;

  and I yank him by the knot of his tie and hoist him back onto the floor and pull him staggering behind me; and I pick up his shoes as I go along, and I drag him all the way to the hall and grab

  hold of his jacket and push him like a bag of filthy garbage onto the communal landing and I hurl his junk out with him, telling him, as secretly I tell myself, to get some fucking dignity. And all

  that I’m left with is the small sight of him assembling himself through my spyhole, then skulking off. And as I turn back into my life, shaking slightly, I let out a sigh of the sort that you

  don’t, not unless you really are alone.




  I begin to turn off the lights; but as I approach the bedroom, I notice, on the floor, fallen from that poor pathetic boy’s dark coat, a lurid, flimsy, men’s contact magazine, hardly

  even pornography. But I take it to my bed. And backwards I open it. And desultorily I scan the personal ads. And then I come to the escorts, the models, the whores. And my eye flickers about,

  jumping over words such as young, and new, and anytime. And then my eye drops like a stone into a lonely printed pool, which reads, like a message from the depths: Big Uncut Man. Handsome, lean,

  muscular, mature, trustworthy. 0370 566 909. And I dial. But the voice of some unpromising female tells me that the mobile which I have called may be switched off, please try later – which I

  don’t. Instead, I extinguish the lamp by my bed and think of that drunken boy and tell myself a different, better story about us as I masturbate myself to sleep, over his patch, still in my

  clothes. Good night, sweet ladies, good night.




  *




  Late in the morning, near noon, I dial again – only to hear the woman once more. He’ll be at it already, I suppose, servicing some punter, or some female, come to

  that, or out shopping with his wife, or posing in a porno flick, or recovering from an arduous night, or worse, worse still, and probably there, right next to the disconnected telephone, asleep in

  his lover’s arms. I replace my ivory receiver, affronted, offended, red. His penis, I hear myself think, may well be uncut, but I bet and I hope that his heart has been cut a thousand times.

  My reaction takes me aback; why should I feel even the hint of a rising jealousy over some printed fragment, over a mere string of syllables at the end of an absurd mag, a figment who fails even as

  a character, who lacks face and voice and name, and is probably dull, and whose face and voice and name and very dullness I could have at a whim, done, for less than the price of a decent dinner or

  an elementary leather mask? I’m getting angry. And yet I cut him gently out of his page and tuck him into my wallet, and I place the wallet inside the jacket on my chair, the chair where one

  day he will sit; and the wallet slides with treacherous ease into the very place where he should not be, which is close to my breast, poised to bang into my heart.




  I rise and stretch and shower and shave and pace about and smoke about him once or twice. And God knows what I do all day but, at dusk, I dial again – for the third and surely final time.

  Click. (A pause.) Hullo, he goes, so low and loud it’s almost risible. And then, again but softer, he goes: hullo. I am breathtaken, thumping inwards, lost in my own time, at my great

  leisure, in my own home. My mouth is dry; I am unvoiced; but I persevere and, somehow, manage to admit about the ad, the mag. That, I say, is pretty well it. How can he help me, he asks with the

  seductive innuendo of a shrink or priest. First, I reply, he can help me by explaining whether, were I to, erm, engage his services (what can I sound like, like my father?), we’d be dealing

  with a big man who happens not to be circumcised, or with someone possessed of a large uncircumcised penis, or what exactly. He chortles profoundly. I loathe him already. And he savours his retort

  for a few smug moments before conceding that yes, people do often ask him that. Well?, I snap. Well, he explains, his entry is (momentous silence) deliberately ambiguous. Deliberately Ambiguous.

  Catch that mouthful? Hope it promises good head. Anything else I’d like to ask? Yes: what he looks like. And now the (metric) statistics begin to roll, like credits one can never quite catch,

  and the meaningless self-description ends with the news that Mr Big Uncut Man elects to sport his hair close-cropped – Number Two, to be precise – because he’s thirty-nine.

  Articulate perhaps, but no slave to logic, this guy. Any other questions? Well, inevitably, I suppose, his fee. Sixty, in cash, he says. And to come out, I ask, to come to my flat? Seventy. (My

  silence now.) Pricey, I meanly remark. He’s worth it, he assures me. But I cannot resist assuring him that he’ll have to allow me to be the judge of that. Still, the bargain is

  effectively struck. So, when can we meet? He’s afraid he only works nights (the vampirical harlot – how’s that for a mouthful?), and I’m afraid I have no nights to spare

  this week, but I should like, if I may, to ring again when I’m less tied up, as it were, so to speak, and, when I do, so as to spare us both a reprise of this introductory chat, he may as

  well know, and I tell him, my name. His name is Steve. Yes, well, goodbye Steve, and thanks. No problem, he replies: he looks forward. As do I. And I hang up, first. And then I go out for supper,

  sickened but starved.




  *




  In the morning, early, after a choppy night of unrecordable dreams, I drive south, too fast, to Hampshire, to my friends R and E and their doll-sized daughters, D and W and J,

  who make me melt and make me laugh and at times make me envy the lot of that other, greater half. Bowl of soup, glass of wine, and, with E, the mother, the young wife, a stroll along the beach

  beyond the pines, sidelit today by a hesitant sun that teeters on the brink of the Isle of Wight; then back to the house. She treats me timidly, retreatingly, as if I were a prince with woes, in

  need of rest, and she suggests a siesta in the room with the best view. As I draw the ivy curtains closed, I see R, the father, the poet, mowing the high grass out there, and the girls, further out

  still, white bobs flying in their faces, taking turns on the swing which hangs from the tree that shields and secludes them from the world, and I turn and collapse on the bed and am gone.




  I awake, exhausted, after sundown. The girls, in old linen nightgowns of Chekhovian white, have already been fed and bathed, and are running about barefoot, clambering into cots of wrought iron

  in the small room where, a summer ago, their mother painted the walls with flowers. On my way down I meet their father, my old friend, older now of course, but glowing in a way that he never did as

  he climbs the wooden steps to double-check nappies and read a tale to his girls, whom he calls ladies, his Ladies, before kissing them good night and laying them to sleep, which they do by

  candlelight, and this is the sort of scene I mean when I speak of envy.




  Supper is such an easy affair, with heaps of plain food, and plentiful drink, and candles all about, and home-made medleys of recorded songs from remembered (and imagined) times, and teasing,

  and laughter, and waves of silent calm, broken occasionally by pensive smiles, or unconscious hums, and, as always in this house, flowing, flowing effortlessness. I leave the table earlier than I

  politely should; earlier than I should have liked, but I feel washed-out and these are my friends and nobody minds, and on my way to bed I think of them intimately, the perfect pair in their

  perfect life and, although I know that nothing ever can be perfectly perfect, I think: If this is imperfection, I wouldn’t mind a slice. And as I go under the blankets in the dark, I turn to

  my side and press a pillow to my gut and then I hear, piping up from the ground, the sound of one of the Waterboys singing out, asking himself how long he will love, and want, and hold a beloved

  whom I don’t know but dream I could become. And then comes his answer, his theory, his own dream, which is the eternal beautiful lie, as he claims and believes and belts out in his innocent

  Irish voice that he will love as long as the seasons need to follow their plan and as long as the sea is bound to wash up on the sands. And I’m left with no hope of sleep. Yet I don’t

  hear my friends retire, nor chatter into the night, much less make love, which I’m certain they do the whole time. And the next thing that I know is a hardened sun pushing through the

  curtains, and my watch pointing to the fact that the dawn is still unthinkably young. Yet I know that I must rise and not rest, and go, and hope to be forgiven, which by such friends I always am.

  And I brush my teeth and wet my face and comb my hair and, like a disappointed thief, I light a cigarette and creep out into the frost, past a congregation of moronic grouse – probably on

  their unsuspected last day out – and I get into my car. And then I race back to town with the thrill of a sinner returning to hell.




  I walk into my flat with the guilty pleasure of one who has taken an extended holiday at the cost of neglecting the things that he loves. I shower and dress afresh, in colours of stone, and make

  myself a fiddly, spinstery breakfast; and while I pick at it, I also pick through the bones of the newspaper delivered to my mat. Nothing strikes me, nothing save a shoddy piece in a Saturday

  magazine about escaped criminals living in the community, a piece redeemed and lent life by a good hard shot in black and white of a man’s hands with grimy nails, held behind a hairy arse,

  and manacled by a pair of gleaming chromium cuffs. And when I fold away the paper and slide it along the table to open the mail with a kitchen knife, I find, malingering near the telephone, that

  small, excised, oblong, hooker’s ad. And I scrunch it into a tight ball and flick it into the dustbin and forget entirely about him. And on my way out, I ring the house in the country –

  not to explain, since I don’t myself quite understand, but to try to apologize. And I am told by my friend’s adorable wife, who has become equally my friend and doesn’t even

  listen to my discomfited mumbles, that I must return soon, at no notice at all, whenever I want.




  *




  Days pass. The worst part of a week, in fact. The middle part. Dull, drizzling, pewter days in an autumn without charm. And the following Friday, it must be – yes, Friday

  – I go for supper to the flat of a girl whom I like, whose good-looking boyfriend is away for the night, and who says she can do with a laugh, which I attempt to provide, along with two

  bottles of wine, one red, one white, both drunk. Then, a couple of Armagnacs and we go on to dance at my vapid local club, where I presume that the air-conditioning vents, if not the odds of

  success, have been fixed by now, and on our way we swallow some drug, Ecstasy probably, the drug of the times, and after a long, sweaty spin with the people who grin and touch and contort beneath

  the strobing ultraviolet stars and lipsynch to hits about making it to the top and putting your loving arms around me in the full knowledge that none of it means a thing and never did, we stagger

  out, my friend and I, back into the vaporous street, grinning and touching and unable to care very much. And I deliver her to her door, safe and dishevelled and seemingly sated, in a dodgy

  man’s battered minicab with a fluorescent rosary and a keyring of miniature boxing-gloves dangling under his eastern eyes on the rear-view mirror at the front.




  Then something happens to me, snaps inside, because, instead of telling him the obvious – my clear-cut home address – my voice seems to switch slightly, to deepen, darken, and I tell

  him to take me to a subterranean club I’ve heard of, in a distant and more dissolute part of town. Name?, he asks. You mean of the club? Yeah, he replies. Fist, or Shit, something like that,

  for queers and stuff, stays open till six, ring a bell? Jumping a red light on a tame Chelsea street, he swerves acutely to the right and speeds like a poisoned arrow, poisoned by the horror of his

  snap commission, which is to ferry filth to further filth, in the direction of a rough borough on the south side, over the river, which looks perfect for suicides at this hour, so calm, and he

  turns and cuts and hurtles through flickering backstreets towards my foul, underlit destination, which lurks beneath a disused railway bridge and, like so many of my adventures, starts with a lift,

  but not like the lift to my flat. This one is vast, industrial, wooden, empty, doorless, piss-drenched, and only going down.




  I alight at a neon lobby which pumps music that I cannot recognize but only guess at, and at the ticket booth, a fat, half-naked dole-queen, pierced through the dugs, loaded with delusions of

  importance and munching a soggy cigar, takes my jacket with disdain, and informs me – in no uncertain and, in retrospect, quite funny, finger-jabbing terms – that if I want to pass the

  portals of this place, which is specialist, Specialist in case you didn’t understand, not for naff bloody Sloanes, I can start by taking off my shirt, mate, and the body’d better be

  worth it, and lucky I’m wearing jeans, otherwise: Forget It. And next time, he adds, wear leather or rubber or combat or (give us a tenner) you’re Out. And don’t flick your filthy

  ash all over my tip-plate-like. And take that smirk off your fucking face, girl. Thanks so much, I reply, (and thank God I’m still stoned).




  *




  I venture within. Beyond the metal swing-door, which opens onto a scene less like a nightclub than a busy screen inside a hard-core cinema, I have no recollection of steps or

  ramps or other forces of physical descent; yet my impression, instant and cold, is of being lowered morally, and medically, into a threatening pool, made pestilent by the seepage of sexual

  incontinency, fetid with the fumes of decomposing amyl nitrite, heavy with fungal sweat, rank and virile and truffled and glandular and muddled and strong with emanations of putrescent cheese and

  rotten eggs and cabbage and trenches and plagues. And though my impulse is to flee, my compulsion is to stay – to taste and imbibe and partake of these rites. So I wade, half-blind and

  half-stunned, through the miasma, towards a distant light which I take to be a bar; and there I order a bottle of mineral water, which I drink in a frenzy and chase down with a tumbler of vodka, no

  rocks. And then I start to look around.




  The place is heaving, but no one utters: the music, the noise, is too loud, like bombs coming down. Heads droop and loll inanely. Everyone seems to be drugged and, as far as I can tell, more

  efficiently, more resolutely drugged than I. I can see a spectral teenager wilting in a corner, sobbing, claimed by some mournful trance, gazing away, possessed of a strange sombre beauty. For I

  don’t deny that a strange loveliness lurks in this place at this late hour, a doleful slowness, a stateliness almost, a certain elegance – among those who are resting, among dancers

  beginning to flag, even among the hardened cruisers, the scavengers.




  When a man passes by you, which, on account of the crowd, is closely, he generally moves unaccompanied, and is courtly of demeanour, and he lowers his eyes even as he sizes you up from the

  ground on which you stand to your crotch and back down, and he only raises an eyebrow (appreciative or otherwise) if he’s a fool, or if he’s very sure – and that type of man, to

  my mind, tends to be both; but a serious man, one worth his salt, say this one, him now, will move on past you, smoothly beyond you, and only turn to look when he thinks that you think that

  he’s gone, is lost to you. And then he scans the next stage of you, the stage that you cannot see: your arse, your back, your nape, your ears, whatever he wants; or the parts of you which of

  course you can see but might at this moment have forgotten: your tattoo, if you have one, or your brand, if you’ve gone that far, or your smoking hand, if you still smoke, or a vein down your

  arm, or the line of your shoulder, or the texture of your skin, or its colour, or some godforsaken spot. But he is polite about it, this man, discreet, regardless of his impression, whatever his

  predilection. That is my point. After all, as he well knows (and he looks to me like he’s been round enough blocks to do so) the boot of appraisal may yet find itself on the other foot

  – yours – in which case he’ll be grateful if it turns out not to kick or stamp or crush.




  Now let us imagine that he wishes to take matters one step further, that he wants, having sized you up and liked the size, to give you a try, to try to spark a story which, even if it turns out

  not to need a formal ending, even if it dwindles halfway, which sometimes can be way enough, nonetheless warrants, in his opinion, the benefit of the doubt, the chance of a start. Well, then,

  he’s going to have to catch your eye – however falsely-bright the lens may be upon your iris, however dilated the pupil at its crux, however retracted, however shot your deadened white

  may be with blood – he’s going to have to catch it; he must. For it is with the eyeball that all stories of this order, since forever in our history, have started, and, despite all the

  setbacks, continue to start.




  Whatever scrutiny may have led up to this moment has been but preparation, research, vague hypothetical wanky musings akin to scanning the contact mag that I described. Incidental; largely

  irrelevant. Because here, not over there where he stands and peers, is where he needs to be. He can’t hope to engage you from afar. We’re not at the spacious Savoy Grill now, nor at the

  empty crush bar during boring acts at the Opera House, much less flying to Sydney, First Class, for Mardi Gras, with time and space and lots of champagne to hand. No. We’re in the very

  underworld, and the place is packed. So he’s going to have to come out for the thrill, in for the kill, and he’d be wise not to hang about.




  I know that no one likes to sin of over-eagerness, but nor should he, the man, prolong his game too much: for if he takes what seems like undue time to you, and makes you begin to fear that

  you’re being messed about, or not wanted enough, and it all begins to rattle you, you might feel forced to pull yourself together and start to epitomize the only useful word in the French

  language; and you’ll perform that word to perfection, like a star-among-stars, which you are, because you, after all, and after all the hard practice, can act it up and act it out and act it

  all the way to bloody oblivion. And the word, the word is this: In-sou-ciance. And such is yours, so subtle and chilled and acquired, like an oyster, that by the time that he, the miracle of

  miracles, deigns to materialize, he may find himself forced, retching very slightly, to swallow his pride. For by then, which is sorry-too-late, he may find that your eye, your vital historical

  eye, is otherwise occupied, or pretending so to be, or closed (which is just about allowed), or so close to the eye of some other man that it can no longer focus, never mind bequeath upon the

  former Mr Sexual Salt the favour of a sideward glance. Because you, my dear, are not cross-eyed but cross. And he, less fucked than fucked right over. But let’s not be petulant at this late

  hour, three thirty, four, can’t make it out; and who cares anyhow: you know it backwards – the hour when you must score even if it kills you, when you would trade for the germ of

  triumph, which is greedier and deadlier than the germ of lust, every racing corpuscle in your power. Admit: who wants to go on and on and on and on, living endless, unsuspected, undetected,

  unrequited, single-handed love affairs alone, night after night after night? Not you, you swear, no longer, no more. In which case, look at the whole thing another way, more dreamily, more bravely

  now, and put your precious untouchable dignity on the line for once. Reel back, rewind to the point where the target of your desire deserves, even as he stands apart from you, to know where he

  stands; for he has seen you and, as you have seen, passed by you and then observed you from a distance and liked you – yes, liked you – and he’s decided, for richer, for poorer,

  for better, for worse, in sickness and in health, to come to you, and he has not a thing to lose and whole firmaments to gain and he’s going to catch your eye, which darts like a comet, and

  he’s going to entrap it and hold onto it, and devote to it the total, undivided best of all his stuff, till death or daylight do you part. And as far as he’s concerned, which concerns

  you utterly, the rest of the club can die. And this is the point at which you have to banish all defensive foreign tongues and concentrate upon another word – trickily English this time, and

  murderous to enact – a word which yields and tugs and yields and tugs like the very valve that drives you, and the word is: Compromise. So do it. Now. And smile. And don’t look

  sarcastic. And remember that just possibly, remotely, maybe, if you could see yourself from where, and as, you are now, you too might want to love you. And relax.




  Which, of course, you don’t. You can’t. It may be late and you may be drunk and you may still, marginally, be drugged, but as for smiling, well, you’d rather swill down a long

  glass of saliva. Yet you do manage, and without edge for once, to look at him as he advances: hotly, directly you look, and long enough to verify that although he doesn’t smile either, he

  hugely stares back, as if ravenous. And you think to yourself that this is a man who could stand on a cliff and place his open palm beneath the small of your back and raise you like the feather of

  a gull and send you flying. And you see, as he draws away his can of beer and his Adam’s apple gulps, you see the outline of the shadow of the orb of the back of his head, which in your

  mind’s eye you have already sculpted a thousand times, tilt back, as if in agony. But you cannot help or redeem him. You have expired. And then, as you begin to turn your neck minutely away,

  by two degrees, in sheer black terrified panic, he does that thing which strong, modern, hopeful lovers do with their mouth, and he does it pointedly, unmistakably and without question at you,

  aiming at the outer ridge of your right, bared, clavicle. He blows. Like a god bringing you to life, he blows. And then he blows again. And that’s when you know that you’ve won. Which

  is the very instant of your loss. Again and again.




  *




  This is how it looks to you: as if you were standing impassive on the hillock of a battle where, though you had not greatly advanced, you had at least managed to hold your

  ground. And this is how it feels: as if you were staring over a fog of gunshot and puncturing lights into the theatre of a war which, unbeknown to you, had already been declared lost; and it feels,

  too, as if, too late for apology or a gesture of surrender, you had, bewilderingly, been bayoneted below the neck by one of your own men; and as if, in the split seconds before your fall, you

  couldn’t recall a final prayer or summon the sign of a cross. For this, for you, is how it always is: your triumph as defeat; your victory as death, time after time. And this, it seems, is

  how it must always be: an image, a false memory of yourself as some other, as a frightened, witless soldierboy, picking yourself a bunch of valedictory excuses on your way home, like thistles

  – fresh, but actually old, and randomly chosen, and messily gathered, and dated long before their prime. And you desert the battleground of your own making without the head of the enemy that

  you lost, without the heart for which you hungered, telling yourself Oh Christ, who cares: that was no leading man, and this, this morbid bloody set, no production to write home about. A mere

  nocturnal obsession exhumed within the safe confines of a catacomb. That’s all.




  So forget it, and spare yourself a gutful of regrets. View the man properly, with clarity: sure, you like the quick allure of his tricked-up musculature, but go beneath the sheen of his skin,

  and, in your bones, you will know that when he turns to you and opens his mouth, which is the true horn of his plenty, bound to have sucked on every cock in Christendom and spat into every arsehole

  in the pagan world, you will be struck not by some sacred introduction to a lifetime of romance, but by the collective stench of all the men who pump up and stuff themselves with tuna fish and

  steak tartare before venturing into clubs in the dark, men whose pores and pits and groins, though coated with the musk of soap pour homme, cannot suppress the festering reek of carrion,

  like the belches of street dogs fed on the droppings of passing garbage trucks. And remind yourself, while you can, that his voice, when it comes, is likely to be high and crass and pitched in a

  minor key, and could never in a million years engulf you in the moaning groaning rumbling waves of abandon, only irk you with its piercing coital squeaks, like the spirited yelps of some skipping

  majorette. And think beyond the veneer of his front teeth, think of the rasping surface of his reptilian tongue, and of the abscesses hidden along his gums, and of the tang of his suppurating

  dental blood, like a slow warm sea, flowing down his gullet, carrying in its stream gobs of soft mucus and the undigested fishy remnants of his supper. Come on, get out. You’ve had

  enough.




  Yet far from getting out, you find that with the inadvertent ease which sometimes is ascribed to fate, you’ve gone right in, and that far from having followed any guiding light to any bar,

  you’ve in fact crossed an imperceptible black arch and drifted through the final boundary-line and gone beyond the pale. And what you have entered is the pulsing heart, the very sanctum of

  this club: the flower of its evil, which is the back room, the dark room, the dungeon, the tabernacle, the underbelly of the mire. And you are blinded for a while. But you can smell rising fumes of

  flatulence and spent rivers of urine and wafts of rotting poppers and the bitter discharge of loss. And you can hear gasps and sighs and slurps and gobs and the creak of heavy chains being

  adjusted, and thudded blows being delivered, hard, by gauntlets onto rumps, and you can hear cries being sent up from a valley of rapture and pain and proof and surprise and wonder and hunger and

  terror which is the valley of this haunting, unspeakable variant of love; and now you begin to believe your eyes, which seem to sting; and through a fuggy cloud of dope, the first thing that you

  discern, in the unfathomable distance, is a fat joint, or a cigar, its tip aglow, circling the shadows like a red halo – quickly described; then, sunk behind a horizon of amorphous

  mounds.




  You decide to lurch towards a wall, avoiding as best you can a couple of pairs of interlocked army boots and, above them, kissing leather masks. And you reach out for the backdrop, and you touch

  it at last, and it is a sheet of black rubber, weeping but cold, and you turn your back to it and stand there, not quite leaning. And as you linger thus, not even thinking, an unknown hand from

  nowhere strokes you, with disarming gentleness, where it presumes that you wish to be stroked; and you find, to your surprise, to your slight relief, that already you are hardening, approaching

  hardness. And the hand, which by now has earned itself a wan, emaciated arm, begins to fiddle, a little frantically, as if it were pilfering from a cash-till, with the buttons of your flies. And

  you try, calmly, to remove the hand, to move it away, but it latches onto your own sweaty unsteady one, your right – no watch to worry about – and it grabs you, bites at your wrist, as

  if for comfort, as if for more; but you think to yourself Fuck-off-you-bore-why-don’t-you; and now you push the hand away more harshly down, making it drop. And this is the sort of moment

  when, whether you like it or not, whether it’s openly admitted or not, you must move on: because you might get hurt, punched in the dark. And so you wade away, vaguely in search of an exit

  but uncertain of your route; and what you thought was a way out turns out to be a secret grove within a grove, a hidden arbour, wrought of scaffolding and oily ropes and sagging nets of camouflage

  and, like dead birds, leaves of grimy cloth. And as you turn to quit this corner that is forever Sodom, you find yourself entangled: you find that you are caught, caught by the wrist once more. And

  as you try to pull away, you look down to the source of your trouble and discover that this time the trouble does lie with your watch, which has become entrapped in the glinting nipple-ring of a

  downturned, genuflecting, shaven-headed, all but naked, leather-harnessed clone, whose weakling face has, against all the rules of his rôle, swung up to meet yours, eyes wide, mouth closed.

  And as you release him from his torture and his shock, you catch yourself, absurdly, and in equal contravention of the rules, apologizing, for God’s sake, blurting out how you’re So

  Sorry, and forgetting, in the process, even to deepen your voice. Just like the naff bloody Sloane for which you were taken, unable to pass muster even as a voyeur. Like some pitiful bumpkin,

  staring at guests at a Vatican ball.




  You must move, preferably towards a different arch – that one, for instance, which, viewed from within this darkened maze, glows with the outside promise of an amber sky, and a storm of

  flashing tropical lights, and the hope of escape onto some bank near the dance-floor. And so you decide to head for it, keeping your eyes firmly upon it, like a captive nearing his goal. But first,

  before you reach it, you must, as if by way of final forfeit, steer your course round a many-headed heaving beast, a core of vultures set about a carcass, a team of attendant midwives at a critical

  birth – though in the place of muslin draped from the beak of some unseen stork, what you see (for your vision has swerved towards the action, admit it) is a black leather sling, suspended by

  chains from a blackened vault. And slumped on the sling, bare as a monstrous baby except for his studded collar, which is fit for a mastiff, lies the self-appointed, self-evident victim, the

  sacrificial beast, his wrists manacled behind him to chains which act as head-columns on his four-poster cot. And he is moaning from a place of high pleasure, his own mid-heaven. And leaning into

  him, between his parted knees, between his splayed legs, which dangle lifelessly, stands the master of the ceremony, the expert, the surgeon, the high priest – inserting, slowly, and slowly

  sliding into the protagonist’s distended anus, which is a cathedral of mysteries, a considerate, considerately lubricated (but ungloved) fist. And in, in it all goes, the whole

  worshipful offering: the wrist, the base of the forearm, its widest part, masterfully flexed all; and just as the fist-fucker seems on the point of introducing his elbow, which is when matters are

  stretched to their optimum without risk of what medics call trauma, the arm begins, almost ruefully, its retreat, like a great slug, softly releasing itself, and releasing along with it an

  unearthly stench of sewage which men who say that they know, men who claim that they have lived, however ignorantly, swear is no stench at all, no, but the ultimate perfect exchange of elemental

  manly everything, a sort of life-force, communion. And out, and down, comes the arm, which the assemblage admires and exalts in tones of reverence, yessing and hissing with envious wonderment. Down

  all the way to the knuckles it slips, and round a bit, an extra twist, then back, back in once more, but easy, easy man, that’s it, and further, and up, and over and further still and,

  eventually, sadly, down again; then up, all the way, and once more out, and in, and on and on it goes. And you, of course, of course you can believe what you’re witnessing. In your time,

  after all, you’ve seen this ceremony performed not just with saving hands, but with penitential feet. And also in your time, which is the old days really, before the troubles, such scenes,

  such spectacles, were routine, even mandatory, at least among those who liked to be considered worldly. But to watch it now, in the aftermath, well, it practically gives you goose pimples. Because

  it feels nostalgic. Like fan-dancing in discos.




  So, what do you do next? It’s so predictable: you topple, you fall from your voyeuristic podium and throw your hand in, literally, placing it on the hairy breast of the victim, over his

  heart, which has been touched from within but seems to beat slower than you have ever known a heart to beat. And you slide your hand down that soft hairy belly, which is strewn with other hands,

  and a whole assortment, you suppose, of amalgamated substances; and you proceed to move your fingers over the man’s shaven pubic mound and onto his penis, which is withered, half-asleep; and

  then, as you remove your hand to leave, you bring the fingers that you have driven down his person up, up to your face, and you press them into yourself, inhaling for traces of faecal grease or

  semen or spittle or piss. But the cream which you smear onto yourself smells, puzzlingly, of nothing. Nought. And then you drift away from the feast, and out, into the brightness once more.




  *




  As you emerge, you find yourself frozen by the glare of a hard beam, which bleaches your jeans to a whorish pallid hue, a sleazy half-white. And your torso, drenched with the

  sweat of the back room, is turning cold. And your nipples, chilled by some draft, have stiffened suddenly. And your eyes, though shielded by your hand, the hand that smelt of nothing, tell you that

  out here, beneath the brilliant lights, is where the true victors can be found, the sinister beauties of tonight. Strange and distracted and almost too well-angled sometimes. Heavily shadowed and

  sinuous and raw. Impossibly lovely. Impossible ever to love. And you can tell me to grow up, to realize, Christ Almighty, that they’re only spotlit, oily, anabolic, ordinary boys; but I am

  here to tell you that in their way they’re gods, gods parading in pouches of chainmail, pouches worn under black leather chaps that proffer ideal naked buttocks up, as if to dare you, as if

  for grabs; gods strutting in black Lycra jockstraps, visibly engorged, and proud: catch their bodies in profile, in motion, and you will see their swollen bollocks straining to get out; gods

  glinting with metal studs: studded belts and studded cuffs and studded armbands gripping muscles into which you would sink your teeth, for which you would become a cannibal; gods with perfect

  gleaming flesh – shaven, front and back and scalp and all around, this very night. Even their mouths, for the present, are perfect: slim-lipped but wide of cast, and glossy, and fractionally

  opened, as if set for a photograph, yet free of vanity, devoid of curl, and soundless. And sometimes these mouths are all that you can see below the visor of a leather cap. And at other times they

  are accented by a close-cropped beard, or by the circumflex of a moustache. But always, these beautiful mouths, whatever their raging inner thirst, seem to be warning: No: Back Off. Because the

  trouble for these rare, preternatural creatures, you see, is that their very electedness is a sort of bane, heavy to endure. Can you not understand? They have more to protect; must take greater

  care. How can they hope to make headway when burdened with the contraband of their present incredible bloom? They must be patient; must save themselves; ride out the storm; wait until the clouds of

  youth have passed and simplified the sky. And they dance while they wait. And they dance like a dream. Like dreamers. Eyes closed. Souls shuttered off. But where, tell me, where, for any of them,

  for any of us, is the victory in that?




  Nor is fate kinder to their admirers, to those who, faithfully as they harbour secret hopes of miracles, and gladly as they would have, oh, any one of these unbelievable young men, and

  gratefully as they might take from them, and give to them, and trade with them, and hold them and hold onto them, and perhaps, who knows, even teach them the distinction between saving and

  salvation, are, for their very believable pains, repeatedly, more repeatedly than can be good for any man, punished, thwarted, denied the chance of a chance of a chance. Because all that they,

  these hopers without a hope, are ever granted by way of consolation is a jumble of false images, snatches, like the trailer of a film too sublime and risky ever seriously to have been meant to be

  coming to a cinema near them soon. And as a consequence, all that these pitiful crestfallen idolaters ever do, ever can do – and you can spot them a mile off, trudging away, slightly stooped,

  before the final lights of the club come on, before the merciless truth can dawn – is make their solitary way back to their flatlets, to steal into their moistening beds and roll about the

  seas of their synthetic quilts and float on their flabby backs and frott themselves to kingdom come about some golden argosy that could, but would hardly, have set sail for such an unpromising

  shore. Inventing, as best they can, as they go along, a groaning dialogue that never was.




  I must get out, go home; for though the music thunders on, the scene looks quieter, emptier now, grown morbid. I catch quick sight of an unsung hero, a tall youth, wandering like a star without

  a sky, unattached, his eyes scintillating with exasperation. And not far from him, I see a pair of ageing skinny men in rubber, lizards of liquorice, clinging yet entwined without harmony: one

  stands pinned to a metal pole, bent at the hip like some travesty of St Sebastian; his partner slithers about in an attempt to engage, to immerse himself, almost slipping at one point, but then he

  lunges forward, only to miss the other one’s mouth. They smile like débutantes. I walk morosely down a passageway which has a shiny black floor and glistens like a stream through a

  darkened cavern; and halfway through this stream, which widens, I have to veer round some lone rock of a man whose chest is bare as an undiscovered coast, but whose firmly crossed great arms seem

  to proclaim: Into These Waters You Will Not Go. His leathered legs, thick as a henchman’s, are wide of stance and, frankly, too rigidly parted either for his comfort or my conviction. His

  very ruggedly handsome face – more handsome now than in its youth, I would suppose – is so determinedly fixed on the opposite wall that he must be stoned, or hell bent on not seeing me.

  Trying to fend me off. But as I, less a golden argosy than a cautious dinghy, steer round his promontory, I catch him breathing in, sucking from the belly, which strikes a chord in me, of two

  clashing notes: high admiration for his indefatigable self-absorption, underscored by a pity that borders on scorn.




  And at last I make it to the coat-check, where the freak with the perforated tits, still munching a cheroot and still enthroned, is busy, by the look of things, extracting grot from the

  underside of an elongated fingernail with the assistance of a car-key. The platter for the tips seems to be gone. I place my numbered ticket, 19, or 61 – who gives a toss – on the

  beer-slopped counter, and I watch it gradually turn to a liver shade of pink as I wait a reverential, needless length of time for his bovine holiness to arise from his great arse and fetch my

  contentious jacket, which, when restored to me, is held out at arm’s length, extended with the sneering sort of spite that some people affect when dealing with furs. I quickly snatch it back,

  and turn, as if to escape. But a few steps on, I hear a reprimanding, under-parlour-maidy whine pursue me: ’Ere gel, ’ere, don’t forget yer T-shirt now; ooh dear, someone

  seems’ve trod on it. Sorray – followed by a stage guffaw. So back I go, and while I’m at it, grab another, and another of those useless pick-up magazines from piles placed on two

  stools beside a counter where choice regulars of this discerning venue (Specialist; beg your pardon), like to perch, earlier in the evening, cross-leggèd and all neat. And I lurk, getting

  dressed, by the grill to the lift, until I twig, of all the final straws, that the lift doesn’t go up. And actually, I think, why the fuck not? But I’m just to tired to find a reply.

  And I trail behind a few dilapidated queens, the last of whom, like some dumbfounding angel of redemption, holds open the fire-door for me; and I climb the concrete stairs, only just avoiding a

  strategic gob of bloodied phlegm on the first landing, and I go round the second, and the third, until, after a couple more, I’m returned to the real world without end. And eventually I get

  back to my flat. Don’t ask me how. Feeling like shit.




  (I suppose that, if only for the sake of accuracy, I should here include a recollection snatched from the interval between swallowing thirty milligrams of soporific and succumbing to its

  eventual drowse; a recollection of lighting candles all about the sitting room – on the gilt sconces and along the mantelshelf and on the marble console – and of playing,

  inconsiderately loudly for my neighbours, who’ve just had a baby, one of those ancient gorgeous stupid sentimental pop songs that form a part of everybody’s secret repertoire, its title

  both too precious and too crass to be divulged. Yet what I can divulge is that in this recollection I’m shown kicking off my shoes and ripping off my clothes and flinging the whole bundle in

  the direction of the door; and then, dancing, dancing can you believe, naked, and alone – or almost. And I say almost because, in this shaming, swaying recollection, I can hear myself,

  despite the noise, and oblivious to the lyrics of the song, mumbling as if into the ear of no one in particular, no one that I know: Oh my great love it’s been so long. And, more shaming

  still, I fail to pay this camp vignette the usual tribute of a good sob. Because, as you know, I’m bad at going the whole hog.)




  I cannot tell you to what sort of day I come around, but I seem to be walking about the flat a little too jauntily to be, as yet, properly sober; and as I go to boil water for

  strong coffee, I notice my distended image spreading itself on the kettle’s mirror; and then I gaze vaguely down and, as the water gathers steam, my gaze seems to drift over the Mandalay

  tiles of the kitchen floor, which are all a different shade of tawny slate, like unlikely relatives, and prone, even on clear-headed days, to distract: you keep wanting to bend down and pore over

  them singly, over each one’s individual mottles and contours and tones, as if every one of these tiles were a map of some elusive place to which you might, at some point, wish to go. And when

  the kettle clicks off, I open the cupboard for a cup, and I look, above it, at the clock, and discover that already it’s past half-past-four in the afternoon. I plonk the cup down on its

  saucer, unload some coffee into the small cafetière for two, for one, then chase the grounds with boiling water and, before pushing down the plunger, I cross the hall and go to the front

  door for the paper, which I scoop up, along with the post: a few buff envelopes, which can wait; a computer catalogue for the flat’s previous owner, now deceased, I’m told; a promising,

  festively stamped letter from an American friend in Paris, which I stash, for suspense, in the drawer of the table at which I now sit, staring at a postcard from a trick who recently tried, hunched

  over my lavatory bowl, to impress me by vomiting and ejaculating in unison – some unrepeatable mistake of a man to whom I recall having given a fictitious, or maybe just erroneous, telephone

  number, but who, on taking leave of me, has obviously also taken stock of my address. Because his postcard, which was funny fifteen years ago, bears an overvivid colour portrait of a dog, with its

  back turned to the viewer, defecating by a picturesque canal. And the caption, which oozes below the beast in fuchsia toothpaste script, laments, or asserts: ‘Amsterdam . . . Shit

  City’, a sentiment with which I could not agree more. But to what I cannot quite as easily agree is the message from its sender, who, plainly unwise to my telephonic ruse and to the

  disenchantment which, if learnt, such a ruse would teach, barks, imperatively, as if in an attempt to dominate his own submissiveness: Next time Beat

  me for this!! And, underneath, he inscribes the more revealing and pathetic symbol of a puppy’s paw, tiny claws and all, and, beside it, in cobalt blue, the initial T (Trevor? Terry? Tony?),

  toppling backwards – the entire tacky missive addressed, simply, wrongly, and naturally without a surname, to Jim. When I never lie about my name.




  I slide the postcard under the telephone, pour myself some coffee, light a cigarette and, pushing my sleeves up, try to figure out how I come to be wearing a nightshirt after a night like the

  last; but my attention shifts to the newspaper, or rather, to its magazine, for my feet seem to have become embroiled in some rustling supplement which must have fallen to the floor and which I

  rescue without looking. But picking it up, I realize that what I’m holding, far from being some Business section, or Sport (the sort of rubbish whose prompt disposal makes the chore of

  keeping up with the world so much less onerous), is, in fact, the head of a cover-boy on one of the contact pamphlets that I dragged home – his lubricious, touched-up face smirking out

  defiantly at me. Or at you. Or at his mum. Or even, I suppose, at the woman within him.




  I push aside the weekend papers, which have lost any hope of a hold on my curiosity, and instead, I move on to the trashy contact mag, backwards of course. And next, guess what? Bull’s

  eye: you’ve got it: here, and gracing, I note, a different publication, he appears once more. Big Uncut Man, swelling beyond the print. And so? Go on, give him a ring, why not. Enough time

  has passed, after all. For what? For your interval to seem decent. Are you completely insane? Controlled then, controlled. And if, after this interval, he’s forgotten our original talk, well,

  so what? Big deal. Call it an omen; take it as a sign – to abstain, leave off, dump the whole nonsense. Dear God, it’s so simple: you dial, you speak, you see; and if you catch him at a

  loss, or pretending so to be, you just hang up, quietly. Done it before. Come on. Look: just go and have a bath, and a good think.




  I have never found it easy to obey myself, so instead I take a shower. And as I stand beneath the scalding torrent, scrubbing my back with a long-handled brush, and trying to find a word that

  describes the indolent play of sunlight against the pale mosaic tiles, a strange inkling crosses me, and stops my senses, will not pass. And what I see, though I have closed my eyes and am

  lathering shampoo onto my scalp, is a vision from last night, a brightened memory of the surly behemoth in the dark corridor, the lone rock-of-a-man, still staring vacantly over his rebuffing arms,

  chest still pushed out, head still borne high. But his lingering presence seems – with the incredible certainty at which bearable fiction scoffs, but which flashing intuition insists its

  bearer must not ignore – to connect in some way with the words at the back of the contact mag. And out of nowhere, everything seems to fall, neatly, sinisterly, into place. And, for an

  instant, I bet myself anything that my premonition will be proved right, and an instant later I tell myself to pull myself together and drop the whole absurdity. And I turn off the shower, and

  towel myself dry; but in the steamed shaving-mirror I catch sight of my face, blotchy with anticipation, flushed, and curious beyond care now.




  I dial. His phone rings once and twice and again and then a fourth time and, on the fifth ring, his unmistakable voice, fractionally more sullen perhaps, replies. I start to talk. My words echo

  round a hollow. I reach the end of my opening circular line, and wait, and, at last, Yeah, he replies, he thinks he remembers me, how’s it going? Fine. (Silence.) I thought we might meet up.

  Sure, he brightens up; if I like. How’s he fixed? Actually, pretty quiet, can fit me in, well, sort of more or less whenever. Like? Like, howsabout tonight? Tonight why not what time?

  Eightish suit you? Eight’ll be fine. So I surrender my address, and spell out my street, which he reads back, mispronounced. My whereabouts sound dreamy in his mouth. Anything special

  I’d like him to wear?, he wonders. My mind groans at the thought of the word Specialist, the prospect of combat gear and gas mask, or rubber vest and waders, or wellingtons and

  fireman’s helmet, or brown acrylic three-piece suit with cowboy hat, or overgrown boy-scout uniform, or zip-mouthed balaclava, or muzzle and collar, or diapers and outsize bonnet, or riding

  boots and jodhpurs plus equestrian crop; and I hear myself reply, though less decisively than I should have liked, that he should wear whatever feels comfortable. He wonders whether he should give

  me another buzz before he sets off. I think, Whatever for?, but I say: Why? And this time it is he who spells it out: In case you’ve changed your mind. Which is when I grasp that this is a

  game with fluctuating rules, where the hottest man is allowed to get cold feet and still pass Go – wallet intact. But I say: No, just come at eight. And he says: Anyway, if you need to, you

  can always access me on my mobile. And talking of Access I reiterate the holy sum of seventy pounds. And he reiterates the words In Cash. And I conclude with Sure, of course. And then he hangs up

  with a stroking See You. And God knows why, but I’m smiling inside, profusely.




  *




  He arrives bang on time. I know because as the voice of the telephone-clock gets to Precisely, I hear my front door buzzer go. But on the entry screen, all I can discern is a

  blurred ear, uttering my name with the close conspiratorial charm of an old friend who has not visited me for years, or perhaps hasn’t been here before. I direct my caller, too dryly for

  comfort, up to the third floor, on the right. I hear his ear say Thanks. And during the suspense of his ascent, I torment myself with all the dimmers in the flat, turning down each switch a further

  minuscule notch. I close the bedroom door for no reason at all. My sweating palm slithers round the knob. I suddenly find myself fearing the impending scene with the same fear as, in the past, used

  to grip me during examinations, round the throat. Morning, boys. Welcome to the world of impossible multiple choice. Subject: Global Economics – General Knowledge Paper One. You will be given

  thirty seconds to formulate your answers. No dictionaries; no calculators; no slide-rules; no help of any description. Understood? On your marks, get set, ding.




  I hide my notes, three twenties and two fivers, inside a silver cigarette-case which, like a mocking relic of my past, lies, these days, on the table in the hall, but which, in its prime, sat

  snugly in the linen pocket of the waistcoat of an ancestor of mine who boasted the finest hands around, and a nose like a knife, and the narrowest trews in town, and philandered his way through the

  coastal estates of his much younger wife, but ended his days slumped like a cur on a boat bound for nowhere, biting at the spikes of his lavender-waxed moustache and railing at the shameful ravages

  of syphilis and God, and growling, on occasion, at the pet names of low women whom no one had ever heard of. And I snap closed the sapphire clasp and replace the silver case, and gaze around, and

  try to wonder whatever next, and turn, of a sudden, pale with the shock of two knocks at the door, strong knuckle-raps, delivered high, nearer to the spyhole than the letter-box. Odd that I

  shouldn’t have heard the lift creak ajar and clatter closed. My guest must have come up the stairs. And I find myself retreating, tip-toeing back from the entrance, as if the event ahead were

  a high-jump which, for success, required preparation, gathered momentum. Yet when I do set off to open, it is too slowly, too loudly, over-deliberately; it is with the saunter of a gentleman whom I

  could never be; it is at the leisured pace of that disgraced forefather before he fell from grace; it is a ghost of a spatted walk from another story. Nothing to do with me. And yet – oh for

  Christ’s sake, he’s only a bloody whore, not some mighty conqueror demanding an audience. Open up, and have done with it. And since, ladies and gentlemen, my hand is on the key, and my

  fingers are now turning it, and the door is already starting to swing open, allow me to present to you: Steve, the lean, the handsome, the muscular, mature and trustworthy: Big Uncut Man, aka

  BUM.




  No feet on the mat. They stand, army-booted and at ease, far back against the remotest wall of the landing, which has never seemed so wide or bright before. He wears the same gladiatorial stance

  as last night at the club, but his head is now tilted down. And as I flick a look at him, I see his thighs flinch with surprise, then soften out; and from his gut I hear the sound of my name

  rumbling to the ground and rolling incredulously towards me. I swing the door wide open, as if I had nothing to hide and he were welcome to verify as much, but only once my back has been safely

  turned to him do I tell him to come in, Steve. He closes the door with noiseless calm, as if he’d been to this place a thousand times, almost as if he were home at last; and he follows me to

  the kitchen. But he prefers to stand outside in the corridor, out of the lights, posturing very slightly, just enough to convey that even though he’s a nice uncomplicated regular kinda guy,

  he can also play the host and the hero and the heart of any elaborate creepy fantasy that I might happen to espouse. Good at his job, remember. Worth it.




  I pour myself some whisky, attack the freezer for ice, stroke my soggy palm on my thigh, return the cap to its glassy spiral. Would he like a drink?, I ask. In a soft husky whisper he replies

  that water would be nice. I don’t bother asking whether fizzy or still, because a man who doesn’t use a lift is bound to want it straight from the tap. But for the nervous hell of it,

  just to be certain, I repeat to myself, low as I can: Water. And he nods and goes – not Yeah, not Yup, but – Yuss, before claiming that he’s afraid he’s driving. I think:

  Oldest trick in the book, and I try to restrain my eyebrow as I pour his libation into the most delicate, fanciful, feminine, devotedly-cut glass that I can find, while the rocks of my drink rattle

  round a beaker crafted from a horn of buffalo. But when I hand him his water, which glints for a shaky instant between us, he proves to be possessed of agile, competent hands, for, despite their

  hairy enormity, and the girlish fragility of the glass, and the whole horrible embarrassing exchange, he manages to make his knuckles gently stroke mine. What a tosser, I tell myself; hookers

  shouldn’t pretend to be in the business of romance. And by the time I’ve clicked off the kitchen light, he’s walked ahead, away from me without a word, into the room where, not so

  long ago, I was dancing alone in a blaze of candlelight, and it now feels, oddly, as if I’d abdicated all charge of the proceedings and it were he who was in charge, as if I’d been

  summoned by this stranger to this flat. He moves along on the balls of his feet, like a child that’s been pushed to walk before time; but before I can tell him that he can sit down, he

  already has, widely and squarely at the centre of the dark velvet sofa, knees far apart, toe-caps turned out. And he puts down his glass and shrugs off his leather jacket and lays it on the floor;

  and then he waits on the edge of his seat, hesitating at last. But I’m still drifting about, observing him through the mirror as I light a cigarette and inhale, keeping my head down. Would he

  like one, does he smoke? No thanks, not tobacco. Mind if I do? Your life, he replies. Most people’s are, I retaliate, like an idiot. But cigarettes can kill you, he pipes up. And I smile, and

  say that so can lots of things, including love. And he smiles too, but hardly back; no, he smiles past the curtains of bronze taffeta, out of the window and abroad, as if trying to picture the

  features of some other man. I settle in the end for the wings of a chair across the room, diagonally distant, diametrically opposed, in a quarter of my own making. I do not recall ever before

  having sat with such awkwardness, with such gaucheness or discomfort – for all of the fine feathers that upholster my flanks. I find myself having to fight every fibre of my being not to

  cross my legs, as if I were my mother, but I can’t bear the tension, so once more I stand up, pretend to stomp around. I think: the fact of the matter is this: if a third and neutral party

  were to see us now; to witness us thus – he, Steve, with his pale unhappy handsome face, dressed in a loose brown T-shirt and baggy, blue-black 501s, and looking, for all the world, content,

  even smug, and I, by contrast, glossily tanned and carefully toned and trashily vested and trussed into strategically frayed and fitted jeans and utterly lacking in composure or class, like a

  soubrette who’s fluffing all her lines, well – the conclusion would be foregone, wouldn’t it: Steve, inevitably, would be cast as the lucky punter, while the rôle of the

  whore would be perfectly mine. None of this fits any bill. And another thing: I look younger than he does by far too far. Because Steve here, let me tell you, is Big all-right; Uncut, I have little

  doubt; most of the other things that he claims to be, perhaps; but as for the business of age, about his being thirty-nine, well, even in the soft embrace of my charitable light, and I happen to be

  feeling polite, I’m dealing with a liar who was probably already twenty-five and most likely getting Coca-Cola bottles shoved up his arse during the Stonewall riots of ’69. This man

  could be my sire. And the ludicrous irony, though he will never know the cost of his lie, the sheer waste of it, is that, had he only volunteered the truth of his years from the start, and not

  presumed that I was hoping for some imbecilic Tom O’Finland cut-out, I would gladly have tripled his price. But he shocks me back to my senses with one dreary word: Relax. I want to say Fuck

  off, get out. But I say, revoltingly: I am; just a bit shy. And then I sit down.




  *




  I stare at him with the lengthy impudence of a newly rich collector mulling over the actual worth of an inflated piece of art, and while I’m trying to formulate the proper

  words for this-shit-is-a-rip-off-man-come-on-you-must-be-mad, he asks whether I had a good time last night. I answer back: Last night? Yes, he persists, You know, at that club. (Christ.) No more

  than usual, I reply; why, was he there? Mm, he grins, wincing around the eyes. Oh, I lie, I didn’t see him. And I put on some distracting music, crap that I think that he might like,

  banalities from adolescent chartland that I habitually play for the sake of pick-ups. Nothing like the songs which, secretly, I might have elected to support us, chosen as our perfect background.

  And then I start to fire my questions at him, like a vengeful examiner at a viva, determined to wear him down, resolved to see him out.




  I refer to myself as the Punter. He prefers the term Client. And what, I continue (not imagining Big Uncut Man really to be admissible), does he reckon that we should call him? Steve will be

  fine. Oh will it? I take it that Steve is a pseudonym. I’m correct, he says (not right). He also has Another Name. And might we know what that other name happens to be, or would such a

  disclosure seem sort of unprofessional? He’s afraid that it would, seem sort of. Well, I must say – and I do – that he strikes me as a likely Keith. He ignores my snotty quip and

  moves on to The Point, which is that he needs to protect his identity because he has a job, a proper job, you see. Only does This for the money, short-term basis type of thing, in the evenings;

  needs to supplement his income for a bit. I see. His life during the day is, he says, altogether different. Oh-my-God-don’t-tell-me-Steve: you’re a writer, right? Not exactly; but

  writing does, he concedes, have something to do with it. Journalist, maybe? Look, he asks, could we just leave this? Please not quite yet, Steve; it was just starting to get interesting, honestly.

  All right, he yields, but only for another couple of minutes, then we drop it, agreed? Agreed it is. And then, Yes, he admits, his job does have something to do with the written word; and yes, it

  is creative to a degree; and yes (yet again), writing does happen to be something which, though he says so himself, he can in fact do pretty – er competently. And then, as if to round off the

  clues, he explains that this accounts for the surprising success of his advert. Because it’s designed to intrigue the consumer, you see, to attract a wide spectrum of interest. How,

  specifically? By being deliberately ambiguous, of course. Of course: Deliberately Ambiguous. I’d almost forgotten. But so it is, so it was. And so, back to square one.




  Stalemate. Tell you what, (I’m suddenly finding it tricky to say Steve, his other, other name): let’s start again. If I like, he goes. Good: we’re going to play this game

  another way, would he mind? He claims that he wouldn’t (not yet, at any rate). Given which, I begin: Right, let’s say that you’re the Punter, and I, the Whore. No, no, he blurts,

  he must stop me right there; he insists that I be the Client; and he, his name, as I know, is Steve. I give up, give in. First round to him. We proceed.




  Round Two, question one: Is the stopwatch still busy ticking? He half-smiles and removes some overflashy contraption from his diver’s wrist and deposits it rather preciously in an inner

  pocket of the bomber-jacket at his feet. No need to worry about the time, he assures me. Whereupon he starts to look around as if hoping to discover a clock.




  Question two: What, realistically, should be the extent of a punter’s – sorry – client’s expectations? Silence. He’s thinking. He imbibes his first, and only, sip.

  Gulp. Wipes his mouth with the side of a finger. I elaborate: For instance, is a client justified in expecting a full erection from the hooker – escort I mean? Steve feels, a little sniffily,

  that yes, a client is in principle entitled to a hard-on from a guy who’s Working. What principle? Well, come On, he says, everything is relative. Relative to what, exactly, Steve: to the

  efficacy of one’s genital jewellery, the tightness of one’s energy-ring? Or to a drug-induced upswing in the pervading mood? Steve laughs at this point, but not altogether freely.

  I’m becoming flushed. No, he explains, with great slow labour: It doesn’t work that way. Oh really? Well how then would he, in his wisdom and experience and incredible desirability,

  propose that It, whatever It may be, did work? His face grows sombre suddenly; his knees spread absolutely, shamelessly; his arms reach forward and flex as if to welcome me; and then, baring a set

  of American teeth, and purring profoundly, as if he were some naughty-naughty daddy-oh, and I, a sensationally dumb blonde, suggests: Hey, c’mover here. He doesn’t, I regret to say, add

  the endearment Baby; but after a pregnant pause, he does propose: Let me show you.




  I do not think so, Steve-whatever-your-real-name-is, but thanks for the offer anyway. Try to relax, he suggests again; you’re very hyped-up, he diagnoses, and prescribes, this

  self-appointed doctor-prostitute, that I help myself to another whisky. D’you know, I say, I think I will; top-up for you? If he replies to this inanity – and I wouldn’t have put

  it past him – I’m no longer around to hear him. Already I’m in the kitchen, downing a great swig from the bottle-neck and guzzling it quickly, like a mutinous servant-girl, then

  pouring myself a liberal, trembling, triple. When I return to him, he is standing by the window, presumably still vainly searching for a clock, but platitudinizing now, if only for expediency,

  about the favourable nocturnal panoramic out yonder, and the surprising quiet within, and the miracle of decent – by which he means expensive – insulation, and the admirable reduction

  of the disturbance rising from the bustling – by which he means sordid – street below blar blar blar. I turn the tape over, and sneak a look at my watch (wrong watch to’ve worn

  – too chichi, too small) and I see, unbelievably, that we’re only half an hour into this misery. I swing round, and resume: Won’t he sit down? He’d rather not. Please,

  he’s making me anxious. Why? Well, I mean, he’s just so Big. All right, he weakens; if I insist. Oh I do, Steve; I really do.




  We progress, or rather descend, to Round Three, which is our Special Subject section. My treat. A single question of many parts, otherwise known as the thousand-dollar motherfucker and devised,

  since Steve is the sole candidate entered for this heat, especially and all for him. And I do cross my legs now; it seems almost befitting: because I have become, not just literally and

  figuratively, but also self-gratifyingly, Chairperson of the Evening. And though I may be growing a little agitated from within, I’m still managing to smile at him – a trifle

  coquettishly, I will admit; because, shame of low-down secret shames, I’m hardening slightly, I do believe.




  He looks as ready as he will ever look, legs stuck out defiantly at me; but one of his knees is beginning to twitch. So enough suspense, I privately decree. The question, let’s just sock

  it to him. Here goes: Given that Steve (he nods encouragingly) saw me at that club last night, which patently he did (nods again), and given that he elected not to make any contact with me then

  – am I not right to deduce a fundamental lack of interest from him in me, to infer that I failed to attract him? Already he looks eager to interject, but I can’t allow it. Instead, I

  repeat what I’ve said, word for bumptious word, with the precise recall and fluid articulacy that a sharp intake of alcohol can sometimes bequeath. After which, I proceed: And given his

  indifference, can I now seriously be expected to imagine that he could suddenly, as if miraculously, find me to be pleasing? (Poor man’s frantic to butt in, so I soften.) Look, he splutters,

  he doesn’t know where any of this is leading, quite, but last night, if I really must know (my turn to nod vigorously), he had a really-really busy time and, after his appointments, just went

  to that club because it’s near where he lives – Battersea actually – and because it stays open till late, and he needed to chill out for a bit. Get it? Just happened to be there.

  Just as I happened to be. He wasn’t on the lookout for anyone or anything, though I may’ve been. And anyway, where’s this all leading? He thinks I’m getting heavy.




  Hear that? Catch it? Steve thinks I’m getting heavy – which comes as a surprise to me, because, my dear, I feel as if I could be waltzing around the place in a crinoline, or

  bombing about on pink-diamond amphetamines. I mean to say, it’s hardly as if we’re talking the third-degree here, Steve. Be realistic. Heavy? This? What, for a great Big Uncut Man like

  you? (Needless to say, I don’t risk voicing any such thing, much less what I mean, which is: Heavy, Stevie Babe, is the shit I’m about to sock to you. And if you’re half the hulk

  you proclaim to be, you’ll manage to shift it. Because I, don’t forget, can bring you good business; and you, if you’re to be believed, have quite a name to keep.) Instead of

  which, my eyes glaze over a painting of a naked woman above him as I try to gather back the threads of where I was headed, before the Heavy bit, and then I continue: Let me tell you where I fear

  that this is leading, Steve: to nowhere that I can think of. Because it all went wrong almost as soon as you walked in. No fault of yours, of course, unless we choose to regard your revelation

  about having spotted me at that club last night as foolhardy, which perhaps we ought to do, since that one snippet alone has, in my opinion, exposed you more than any amount of nudity or disclosed

  pseudonyms or flights of heartfelt writing. In normal circumstances, or should I say general, I suspect that parties involved in exchanges such as ours, transactions such as this, would not have

  clapped eyes on one another before the initial tryst, which we might call exploratory. And in the extraordinary instance that their paths had crossed previously, I suppose that both would

  feel at liberty, and have the sense, to just say Hot Potato, let’s call the whole thing off. Because my belief, but do correct me – once I’ve said my piece – is that so long

  as both sides come together as strangers, which is half the point, and in a climate of secrecy, which probably constitutes the other, the whole question of satisfactory congress remains open; there

  still exists a world of possibilities, not least since it’s in everybody’s interest to make the bloody thing (Calm Down) succeed. Repeat jobs, of course, are another matter entirely,

  dependent, ultimately, on whether the punter has found the whore to have been, how can I put this, worth it, and worth further bookings. The whore’s opinion, I have to be candid, scarcely

  impinges, since the objective for an accomplished prostitute, as for any gifted professional, is not so much to notch up an infinity of one-off commissions as to secure a steady commercial stream,

  to earn a flow of dependable regulars: in short, to win a following. And a whore will countenance most things, will brave almost any indignity, in the hope that a performance be judged a bravura,

  and that he, or she, be rewarded with a string of contractual encores. But it remains, in the final analysis, the punter who decides whether a rendition has, or has not, been pleasing. Which,

  strangely enough, brings us back to us, to here and now, doesn’t it?




  *




  Steve stands up abruptly, and stares, and does at this moment look enormous. His face glowers down at me, and sags as if he were fucking me from the front. His mouth begins to

  open, but it’s just too bad: I have to go on. He has come to me, I claim, from nowhere, from a tatty page torn out of some tatty publication. I have never clapped eyes on him before. (I can

  hardly believe my gall. It inflames my loins.) Yet it would appear that he, by contrast, has most certainly seen me – clocked me, so to speak – and, for all that I know, already

  scrutinized me. He cannot, I go on, have volunteered the snippet about the club out of stupidity, for even I know that in these competitive times, the epithet Rent Boy is not synonymous with the

  words pretty moron. A great many prostitutes, I understand, are as bright as they are personable, tip-top postgraduates in some instances, champions not just of the bed chamber but also of the

  boardroom. And Steve, who’s clearly been around rather longer than such boys, and doubtless, in his time, learnt more than they could possibly yet know, must have been prompted to divulge his

  information for some reason subtler than mere shortage of conversation. Could the reason have been a desire in him to impose, with the bombshell of his foreknowledge, some sort of control; or could

  it even have been a suspicion that what I seek is a figure of authority? Because the facts, as I see them, are that Steve (out there on the open market, in the great dark open) was prepared to

  throw me, and whatever I may have had to offer, overboard. And did. And I’m sorry, Steve, because, strange as it might seem, I do not fuck with men who would not fuck with me. Just

  isn’t stuff I get off on. Correction: stuff on which I get off.




  He huffs around, then stops; and hammering a fist against the marble, protests that he just happened to see me, that’s all – adding, for inexplicable measure, that when he saw me he

  remembers thinking: Dishy (which dates him). Yes, he continues, he’s not too proud to admit it; why should he be? Reckons I might fare quite well on the game myself if I chose to –

  assuming, and don’t get him wrong, that I’m not already on it. Steve has often paid for sex, he says. An interesting scene, he explains. Hotter, very often. Hotter than what? You know

  what I mean, he replies; don’t try to get clever with me; and as for this stuff about reasons and control, well, it’s way out of hand man. Kind of neurotic. Neurotic, says Steve, who

  feels that I have some weird agenda simmering, as if I bore the world some sinister grudge, as if I needed to settle some bizarre earlier score, nothing to do with him. All of my shit, he

  concludes, lies way outside the realm of his (considered pause) obligations – no, responsibilities. And he wonders whether I’ve ever thought of getting help, like therapy. I ignore him.

  So he rounds off his monologue with the revelation that although it takes two to Get It On (the man is sickening), I seem determined not to give him the opportunity. I suddenly feel lonely, as if I

  needed a friend to partake of my ridicule.




  I say OK, wait there. And now he does do as he’s told. And I go back to the hall and pick up the cigarette case, and slip the wages into one of my back pockets; and I return, and I address

  him, and I ask whether a chance is really what he needs. And he replies that it rather looks like it, doesn’t it? So I tell him that I’ll offer him two. First: here’s his money:

  he’s free to leave. And I pause enquiringly. He looks, to my confusion, shattered, as if he’d been delivered a sudden, hefty blow; seems to be deflating on the spot; I wouldn’t be

  surprised if he began to sob. Because I do understand, with just a tinge of guilt now, that the part of Major Reject doesn’t figure in his work description; it lies out of his bounds.

  Let’s face it: this is someone who’s accustomed to flirtation, adulation, salivation, masturbation, fornication, gratification – things that can be played with seasoned panache

  – handsome remuneration even. But to be relegated to the shadows thus, thus unceremoniously? Must be a first for him. My first. Cum Laude. Ding. And yet the man will not be

  moved, will not be shown the door, not quite so easily, oh no. So instead, I show him the Roman face of my prissy watch, and offer him Chance Two, telling him that as he can see there still remain

  thirteen minutes, or just under, left to go. And I challenge him with my proposal that, if I’m to be persuaded that he amounts to anything more than a disappointing piece of print,

  he’ll manage the seemingly impossible, which is to fix the damage of his conversational blunder by getting into top gear, fast, and redirecting this whole trip – skewed, I fear, so

  regrettably off-course. And I add, to taunt us both, that should he prove able to find a way to do so, to turn this awkward corner, I would like to think that we might even continue, the exchange

  of money becoming incidental, the sum of his prowess and my pleasure becoming all.




  I’m standing with my back against the wall next to the corridor. He approaches me with astounding new calm and stops one step away from me. He spreads his legs, and lowers his hips, and

  stretches out his arms and brings them round to place the palms of his hands on the wall behind me, in line with my jaw. I can feel the heat of him. My back is frozen. I want to close my eyes. But

  he starts to twist his face into a contortion which, though it looks deranged, I recognize as meant to seem turned-on, and he puffs out his chest and tells me to go on, to relax, that I can touch

  him, not to be inhibited, that we should have done all this last night, at the club, when he first saw me. But suddenly I push away his arm, and stagger beyond his resistance, and I can hear myself

  cackling in response and, through the convulsions of my sickening laughter, my voice says: Forget It, Steve, really don’t worry, thanks, but I think that it’s better if you go.




  Next thing is incredible: like some spurned and mortified great love of mine he murmurs that he’ll only go if I’m quite sure it’s what I want. And I confirm, seriously now,

  though smiling with aborted hope, that I’m certain that it is. Yet still he stalls, and wonders now, if you don’t mind, whether he could borrow, Borrow he says, my john. My john; like

  some laid-back old New Yorker. The idiot. And in he goes, and closes the door; and while he’s in there in the dark (I know because the switch is on the outside wall), I hear absolutely no

  noise. And a pang of loneliness chimes inside me as I try to envisage him. No rising lid, no gurgling flush, no gushing tap being turned off. He might be counting the lucre, I suppose; but I

  conclude, more realistically, more resignedly, that he must have gone To The John to remove some winching-contraption from his big, uncut, and unrequited cock. And when he emerges, which he does

  almost stealthily, as if expecting to be told off, he gathers his bomber-jacket from the floor and resurrects his sinister charm in order to touch me once more, somewhere vaguely around my

  shoulder. And I confess that as I lead him out I do feel slightly victorious, as if I’d vanquished temptation, beaten down some common dog. And at the door he leans towards me strangely, and

  strangely we kiss; but it is with the formal, chilled hypocrisy of concelebrating priests. And then he pats me on the buttock, routinely. And then I draw back. And once he is out of my darkened

  sphere, and safely on the bright landing to the world, he looks round, sees no one, and remarks, for the third and final time, that I should learn to relax. And just to finish me off, he adds,

  sneering rather than smiling, that he thinks I think too much.




  *




  I lock the door so silently that you might have thought that I’d left it open, but my head which thinks too much is yelling so hard inside that you could drown in the

  noise. And I go to the bog, where there is no sign of him, not one, and I apply a winching-strap of my own. And in the bedroom I open the wardrobe and fling myself into a black leather jacket which

  makes me feel squashed but has, in the past, proved a reliable draw. And on my way out, I ignore the great Venetian mirror in the hall, and the framed photographs of friends whom I love, or whom

  I’ve loved (for some of them I have lost), and I just walk out, out of the flat, ignoring the reasons, but ashamed to find myself alone. I creep down the stairs very slowly, to be sure that

  he has properly gone; and he has; and I step into a stinking urban night of the most dispiriting sort, full of belching louts and their clattering molls, and hooligans chanting retarded football

  songs and munching fish-’n-chips, or puking up, or pissing against the trees on the road; and I set off in the direction of my nearest faggot pub, which is famous for being rough –

  though it’s decades since I’ve found it to be so – and famous, too, for being the oldest of its type in town, which I can well believe, because it is so historically sad.




  And walking along, disengaged from the world, as if jet-lagged, or lost in some foreign town, I realize, from the liveliness of the traffic and the eagerness on the faces that pass by and the

  glow of the streetlights and the vigour of the wind in my eyes, that – for all of my detachment – I’m slap in the middle of the rush to a new night out. And as I approach a zebra

  crossing, I hear, through the open window of a car that I cannot make out, a recording of some unknown adolescent’s voice, singing a laughable song of the sort which, you know, dissolves me.

  Because this unknown voice, which is the voice of a starry-eyed loner like the frightened witless soldierboy of whom I spoke, is chanting in a wild, hypnotic monotone, that his corny quest, his, is

  to fight the unbeatable foe, and to bear the unbearable sorrow, and to run where the brave dare not go, and to right the unrightable wrong. And then, the lights go red. And I begin to cross. And I

  seem to be engulfed by a rowdy, rolling crowd which prevents me from hearing any more; which, in fact, is just as well, because my idiot face is coursing with filthy tears that I have to wipe with

  a black leather cuff. But later, what seems like ages later, and from a growing distance, as the car speeds away behind me, I hear the boy’s voice once more, telling me, warning me to be

  willing to march into hell for a heavenly cause. And I think, fleetingly, of Steve, who by now will be racing back home; and I wish, absurdly, that the voice of that boy had been streaming like a

  banner out of Steve’s own car-window; and more absurdly still I wish, in my waking, walking dream, that the voice had not been the anonymous issue of some recording, but that it could have

  been mine, my own voice, and that I were still myself as hopeful, as willing, as young as that boy, and travelling away with Steve, being carried along. And then somebody bashes into me, which is

  what always happens at such moments, and a voice says Sorry Mate, and I go back to thinking of Steve, though in a more credible realm now, in a more realistic mental film where he can be pictured

  approaching his home and drawing up to the kerb, probably parking at this very moment, then grabbing his keys, and fumbling about for his mobile to check whether anyone’s tried to get hold of

  him, and deciding that, if not, he’ll just go indoors and make himself a cupper, right out of beer but too knackered to go to the shops; and he’ll take off his boots and put up his feet

  and roll himself a joint with the last of the grass that he keeps on a tray in the airing-cupboard; and he’ll switch on the Box, in case there’s a chat-show or some old sitcom to take

  his mind off things; and if not, he can always watch a dirty video, get him horny. But first he’s going to put away the dosh from this really fucked-up guy he’s just been to, totally,

  up on the shelf which is stacked with mags he used to pose for, plus some paperbacks that he’s enjoyed, thrillers and what have you. And at the very top – you can just see the lid

  – there’s a box labelled Hollidays, which come-to-think-of-it reminds him that he’d better give a bell to this bisexual mate of his called Nige who’s also on the game (potty

  about his kids, mind you), used to be on the rigs, still has a brilliant bod, goes to the gym four times a week – when he’s not on a bender, that is – and

  all-being-well-touch-wood, plans to go with Steve to the States to visit friends of his – of Steve’s, he means – friends from the old days, who they can stay with, but probably

  for the last time: not too good, apparently, the pair of them. Oh well, no good moping and OK, so San Francisco’s not what it was in the Seventies, but Christ bloody knows they could do with

  a break and the weather’s always great out there, and you can get these really cheap return flights now-days; and anyway, word is the scene in the U.S. of A’s starting to look up again

  with loads of hunky boys and brilliant bars and nobody gives a toss whether you’re a hustler or whatever and, hey, Steve reckons he might decide to just say Sod It, and stay on for a while,

  rent a nice place, nothing too flash, put himself about, meet some new blokes, ring his mum in Grimsby once a fortnight, keep things ticking, turn a few tricks, pays for the blow, can’t be

  bad.




  *




  I push against the door of the pub and walk into a hot, tenebrous fog. I should be able to describe the place to you, on this of all nights, but I can’t, because, two

  steps in, two breaths on, I practically collide, of all pathetic jokes, with Steve, Big Uncut Man. Standing alone. Looking, to grant him his due, not unembarrassed; and I, though I might well be

  shocked, seeming merely surprised, I hope; ironically struck. Yet I feel, for reasons which I cannot fathom, secretly pleased, half-comforted, as if I’d run into someone I liked in a place

  where generally I don’t. Does he offer me a drink? Does he buggery. Do I offer him one? Of course, like an automatic Sloane – which, speedily, he declines, frowning and smiling at the

  same time, as if my gesture were preposterous. And I, using the din and the dark and the crush as my alibis, lean up to him, into him, and I mouth to his ear, which is cold, that after this evening

  I should like, if we should meet by accident, to think that he might afford me the passing courtesy, however slight, of an acknowledgement. And he has the front to suggest, this sombre sullen god

  of a man, that he would never not, that blanking punters isn’t his style. And I look at him with flat neutrality, and make no excuses as I push my way to the bar and order myself a drink and

  dawdle about for the change. And only once a golden coin has plopped like a discarded talisman into my quaking, outstretched hand, do I dare turn my head – to see the back of the head of this

  stranger who corrodes me walking away, out of the pub. I swallow my double in one, grimacing as if it were linctus; and then I, too, get out.




  Next stop is ten yards down the road: the club where the air-conditioning broke down what seems like yesterday, but must, in fact, be the best part of a month ago. Doesn’t time fly?

  Isn’t it fun? This is the place which gave me the boy who left me the mag which carried the ad that led me all the way to Big Uncut Man. I don’t know who to thank. I walk in, past a

  leather-gloved bouncer who calls me Love, but this time I come warned – as well I might – and no sooner have I dumped my jacket at the coat-check and disappeared through the haze to yet

  another bar for yet another ineffectual vodka than I catch sight of him, Steve, over there, looking out from the wings, as if in wait for someone. Only a beam of lilac light catches his thighs. The

  rest of him is dark – holding, I think, a can of mineral water. And I begin to reel with strange pique, to move beside myself, to fly toward my shadow as I turn into my own best enemy, my own

  worst shining example.




  I work the bogs quite fast. I flash my cock around, manipulate it, and bare the top-slice of my buttocks for the benefit of the queue behind. I certainly don’t piss, but I wear my

  blossoming sleaziness like a prize, and I belt up noisily and walk out before I’m ready, like a slattern, flies still half-undone. I stagger onto the couple-stricken dance-floor and move

  around for a while, trying to make sense of the nonsensical phonetics that issue from some vocalizing robot, and I try to have a quick one-man romance, a romance with no body. Then I grow bored;

  walk off, mid-song; trip on a step, and get offered a drink by some dickhead from the urinals. Another vodka. My suitor orders me a large one, in sign language. He already possesses a beer,

  untouched. Attacks the froth. Grins straight at me. Starts to talk: German; married; wife understands; children grown up and gone; lives in Cologne; here on a convention. London, he assures me, is

  goot for him. And I, for him, (what shall I be?) – a croupier, that’s it. Club in Mayfair; members only. Do I enjoy this? Quite, I reply discouragingly. And Tonight? Night Off.

  Quelle chance, he exclaims, bewilderingly. And so, as if this were the logical course of action, I invite him home. To spite Steve, who doesn’t warrant the spiting; Steve, who, on my

  way out, throws me a look that is hard to define, a look less of acknowledgement than of enlightenment, yet tinged with complicity – as if he were the Deus, and I, the mere machina, as if, at

  last, he understood me to be some prowling domestic feline who had dragged a mangled rodent to the feet of its master and, for its pains, expected, if not actual recompense, at least some

  attention, or a good slap.




  Of the incidental German, needless to say, I recall not very much: that he fumbled down the back of my jeans for a while; that, using both his hands to conceal a soft-on, he tossed himself off;

  that he came, desultorily, over the kitchen floor; that he went to the bathroom for a posthumous leak, which splashed onto the seat and also hit the floor; and that following a quick wash of hands

  (no soap) he consigned himself, with dull ease, to history. Every queen has had one of those.




  I wipe up the spunk in the kitchen, which is too clear and runny to be flattering; and, with private embarrassment, I go to the bathroom and crouch to wipe the drops of piss around the lavatory

  bowl. And then, though now with no shame at all, I find myself, against all wisdom or sense or best interest, ringing Steve’s number once more. And the recorded message clicks on, then drones

  along, finally halting for me to talk, and I just say, without thought, like the machine that I’ve become, that I’m sorry if the evening went wrong, could he call me at midday. Which he

  does – at ten minutes past.




  *




  The ’phone awakes me. I can hear the rasp of my voice; I cough; I try to clear my throat. I summon what meagre spittle I can, phlegmy gunk. Hang on, I croak, and put down

  the receiver while I fumble for the bedside lamp. I grab a bottle of water from the floor, and swill down the dregs, straight from the neck. That’s better. But I can hear Steve’s

  diminished voice, still drifting unawares towards me from the handset, which lies abandoned on a pillow, asking whether this is double seven double six, and whether I’m all right, or is this

  a bad time. I pick up the ’phone. No, it’s fine. Did he wake me?, he wonders. Yes, but I ought to be getting up anyhow: going out for lunch. Ah, he goes. Makes no mention of last night,

  thus banishing all awkwardness, and adds without the slightest tremor that perhaps we should consider giving this whole Thing another go. Makes me fetch my diary. I light a cigarette during my

  search for it, and then I sneak into the bathroom for a piss, and I squeeze a gob of toothpaste into my mouth, which is ridiculous. I lick it around as I climb back into bed. I shake the blankets

  about. Right, I tell him, and we discuss our respective availabilities for the coming week, sparing ourselves undue details about other commitments. In the end we settle for Wednesday, eight

  thirty, here. But no, on second thoughts (of his), could we make that eight o’clock? Sure, if he wants. He’d prefer, he says; would make life easier. Doesn’t elaborate. And so:

  eight o’clock it is. And I ask him whether perhaps, this time round, he might dispense with his car: he can always use my cab account. Good idea, he replies, though his tone sounds

  unpersuaded. Fine, I begin to end, See you then; yet before I can repeat our financial reality, or thank him for having rung, he has again engulfed me in one of those great, sonorous goodbyes.

  Instantly I replace the receiver, sweating. Almost as fast, I grab it back and dial Directory Enquiries. I ring the restaurant where I’m supposed to be lunching, to check whether the friend

  I’m meant to be meeting has booked, expects me; and he has, he does, dependable to the last. Two people; table nine; reservation for one-forty-five. Thanks very much.




  I get up. Strange chorus of birds in my heart. I unbutton my nightshirt. I open the wings of the wardrobe. I glance inside. This time next year, one year from now, I promise myself, I shall be

  redefined, shot of all this stuff. I shall wear myself like a man, and like a gentleman at that: in single-breasted suits of faultless cut; in pure white shirts of various weights but one plain

  style. No rings; no links; no pins. No giddy breast-pocket handkerchieves. No dapper braces. Sober socks only, devoid of pattern. Trousers and cuffs without turn-ups. Shoes without accent:

  lace-ups. And briefly I picture myself on the crest of this forthcoming prime, grown faintly grey at the temple, dressed in Prince-of-Wales at springtime, or blue-black linen on summer nights,

  walking, walking without a conscience down some corso or rambla or boulevard toward a waterfront full of departing boats and flags and lights and –




  God give me new horizons.




  





  Part Two




  





  No beginning: just an ingrained sense of embarrassment, of ancient, premature sadness, of displacement, of too much

  knowledge too early on, of wishing that all were otherwise, that I were adult, elsewhere, of having missed some crucial joke; yet no formal beginning. Press me (as you do) to recall it, and watch

  me redden, stumped by my inability to reward your interest with a single, clear, determining first truth. But yes, there was a general flavour to my infancy: rich and slightly sickly and tending to

  warm, like marrons glacés eaten in the sun.




  When sounds from that first era return to me, faint and diffuse, they seem to filter through the summer curtains of my earliest siestas – starched white poplin, polka-dotted – from

  an unknown middle distance. I hear the plopping of tennis balls, an occasional clap, idle laughter . . . but then these sounds become muddled in my turning head (No pillows, darling, not for little

  boys) with the echo and the fall of a fairy-tale picture-book closing, sliding, dropping to the waffled bedside rug, which is laundered daily.




  In my dreams of childhood I still hear, while my parents lunch on the terrace, splashes like cymbals from neighbouring swimming pools, and the hush of tropical afternoon breezes soothing the hot

  red feathers of a dozen flamboyants, planted in a great circle, like a botanical bandstand, at the front of our house when I was born. Sometimes I hear the slow creaking of giraffe-bamboos, tall

  and tougher than drought, scratching their necks against my shutters. Their leaves seem, from the harbour, to fringe our high wall from the world but, within my world, they shed a cool, lime light

  on the blank wall behind me – blank but for a wrought old Spanish crucifix of silver, a relic from my christening which, though hammered into the brick with a large black nail, appears

  suspended in mid-air by a flawlessly arranged, arrow-tailed, aquamarine satin bow.




  Ahead of me, when I lie sideways, folded into that state of woozy dormancy which continental children remember as enforced repose, I glimpse, at the outermost edge of my domain, like a blur

  beyond the hillock of my knees, those long white poplin curtains of my first few summers: full enough to evoke presences, silhouettes, postures, yet short enough to prevent any unseemly tumbling to

  the ground, the curtains rise, then withdraw like spectral, absurdly balletic messengers from the nearby sea – now filling out like intrepid twin sails set for unimaginable realms, or

  slimming down, brushing, overlapping, soft and oblivious as the skirts of novice missionary nuns, then stretching out once more, and tautening into the flanks of deserted tents from the Old

  Testament, but finally fluttering, and lingering in space for a moment, rueful, reluctant, lost in a landscape which, from the inclination of my sombre young eyes, already suggests flags of

  surrender, leaving forever, waving goodbye. Life has changed since the day when my Mam’zelle packed her bag, was quiet, went away.




  *




  The Nanny who replaced her comes into my room with such slyness that I do not hear the turn of the green-glass four-leaf clover which acts as doorknob. But her appearance

  heralds the second half of my day and follows directly upon her lunch, taken in solitary silent splendour in the breakfast room, that socially indeterminate region which, tucked between the kitchen

  and the dining room, is papered in blue china teacups and whiffs, on account of its closeness to the swimming pool, faintly of chlorine. My parents will be drifting calmly through their own lunch

  still, the tempo of which, in summer, on the terrace as I said, is orchestrated by my mother with the assistance of a small, jewelled bell, a wedding present I seem to recall, whose frivolous

  tinkle, in my memory, is invariably accompanied by the jingle of her charm-bracelet, which glints with keepsakes and talismans and whose most recent addition is my first, gold-mounted milk

  tooth.




  From autumn until spring, however, the tempo, which runs more legato, is conducted by means of an electrical contraption concealed beneath the carpet in the dining room, which, when my mother

  elects to extend her slim foot and press, manages, by some act of inexplicable wizardry, to buzz in the pantry in a variety of coded signals, thus alerting the servants as to what precisely is

  required: more iced water, more white wine, more red, more bread, second helpings, or the next course, or the next.




  Nanny now rushes in to me, filling the air with her personal rendition of whatever hit happens, this week, to have taken her fancy – Winchester Cathedral (You’re Bringing Me Down),

  I’m tempted to imagine – as she trots over the mottled granite tiles towards me. She sports – though of course I can’t yet see them, for I’m still pretending to be

  asleep – her freshly painted, white leather lace-ups, and her signature stockings of seamed white lisle. All of a chirrup she heads for the room’s centrepiece, a circular rug of

  thick-cut moquette, festooned along its sandy border with a miscellany of prancing circus beasts, at the heart of which there presides a bewildering mutant – turned, at my insistence, to face

  away from me – whose lower half may suggest a clown with pointy pumps and pom-poms, astride a penny-farthing, but whose upper body unquestionably belongs to some muscular ring-leader with a

  handlebar moustache and a flying whip. Over the rug Nanny proceeds, in the determined direction of the curtains which, once reached, she always attacks with simultaneous outward armswings, like a

  conductor launching into a symphony, and then ties back – invariably, and with blithe indifference, parting them at the summit with a carelessness that both offends my precocious sense of

  order and elicits a deafening ring-against-pole squeal.




  Within seconds, she is cantering back to my white iron bed with such gusto that her presence can no longer be ignored, not politely. I open one eye. Her straining thighs, striped in blue and

  white, are the first sight to confront me, swiftly followed, as she bends down, by the top of her pin-stabbed head. She stoops and reaches down for my favourite sandals, which are cherry-red and

  have been standing on the floor, waiting at the foot of the bed, patiently and slightly pigeon-toed, like friends. She carries them away, across the room, to the rocking chair where my clothes sit

  folded, and she lets them drop, like dead weights, to the ground. Then she returns to where I am and, tearing my top sheet away from me, exhorts me, far too loudly, as if trying to earn the

  attention of an adjoining room, Wakey Wakey Now. As if anyone could possibly not have done.




  So down I clamber in my underpants, which are all that I’m allowed to wear during my siesta, and I tip-toe over the chilly tiles to the farthest edge of the rug, from where, avoiding the

  floor and stretching across, I manage, just, to grab my piqué shorts, the ones with cross-over straps; yet no sooner have I found the balance to insert a foot into them than I am told, No

  No, to start again, Properly, which means in Nanny’s particular order. Off with the shorts, on with my shirt – short-sleeved, tiny-holed, abrasive – and at last into my sandals,

  though even this part is spoiled, for socks aren’t allowed in summer, despite the grate of toes against the petal cut-outs on the leather. I crouch down, resigned, and, in a posture of sulky

  genuflection, deal with the buckles, but as I finish tucking away the second strap, I feel myself being lifted by the elbow and directed, with a vigour that practically levitates me, towards the

  dressing-table, which has recently been glossed, like the bed, with a coat of white.




  With the possible exception of the wardrobe, under which I’m the only person small enough to crawl, the dressing-table is my favourite piece of furniture here, with its collection of

  small, intricate drawers, and its vast, swivelling mirror, which lends a mysterious underwater floatiness to the ceiling and its hanging lamp – this, fashioned as a dovecote and complete with

  feathered doves along the parapet. But much as I might favour it, I have often been reminded that the dressing-table, which saw my mother through her fragrant youth, is mine on temporary loan only,

  which means until such time as we’re blessed with a Sister, in whose honour pink tassels will swing from the dainty keys, and the drawers be lined with handprinted seraphim, and the contents

  be laced with pomanders and sachets and frills. And the girl’s array of silver brushes and frames and porcelain figurines, and her pearl and coral beads and half-eternity rings, and

  candy-striped enamel eggs on jade and amber stands, and tortoiseshell haircombs and hairbands of grosgrain, and goblets of powder with ivory-handled puffs, and crystalline phials from the great

  perfumerers, and velvet ranunculi, and daily-delivered posies, and fans of billets-doux, stashed with flirty insouciance beneath the faceted edge of the table’s sheet of glass, which, by

  then, will surely have been tinted to the perfect shade of oyster-pink, will, at long last, restore the poor dejected dressing-table to its former glory. Which my mummy calls much more

  Appropriate.
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