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  sense /sεns/> noun 1 any of the five main faculties used by an animal to obtain information about its external or

  internal environment, namely sight, hearing, smell, taste and touch.




  

    By the time I found myself resorting to the dictionary, I knew that I was running out of words to define my plight, which was overcast. The revelation that I was sailing close

    to despair (‘the state of having lost hope’) offered me no more guidance than it can have offered comfort to the handful of people whom I then considered my intimates, but

    whom, despite the pentangle of their affection, despite the glittering asterisk of their assurances, I suspected of moaning in undertones of exasperation about my general impossibleness. It was

    as if those five disparate digits – falsely extended, varnished, bitten, buffed, filed-down – were, in fact, conjoined, like extensions of the same black glove, a glove which, from

    the place where I lay floundering, seemed resigned to wave with quiet regret and mourn the loss of me, even before the rocks of disaster had properly been dashed. But, to be fair to those people,

    to be faithful after my fashion, I was a troublesome anchor, rusty with disuse, misuse perhaps. Too heavy to drag.


  




  And yet, those stalwarts of mine, so patient, so forbearing, so full of bounty: how they, for their part, dragged my spirits down. On the advice, I think, of the most outspoken, who happened

  also to be the loudest, face-to-face encounters with my tricky self were deemed inadvisable – the polite excuse being that I kept peculiar sleeping hours. But the truth, as we all knew, was

  not so much that I seldom bothered with the telephone during my season of slump, as that I couldn’t guarantee any member of my circle, civil as each member was, even the semblance of a civil

  welcome, any more than they could guarantee that their fruitful kindliness, which I, in my despondency, found the more crushing, would prove beneficial to what they regarded as my tiresome state of

  mind. For their animated anecdotes about their lives and loves struck me as animated stabs.




  And so, instead of calling on me personally, those well-intentioned guardians of my sanity would, with sinister regularity, dispatch to my address – by special delivery, so as to force me

  to get up, or by courier, if the contents of some cushiony bag seemed, to the relevant sender, to palpitate with vital urgency: scraps of psychobabble about roads less travelled, or pamphlets about

  SAD, or mystical spookery by Teresa of Avila, or packets of melatonin smuggled from America, or (when I could scarcely drag myself to the lavatory, never mind to the music-system in the study)

  ‘restorative’ CDs which amounted to choral nightmares, or even, Christ above, carefully selected nuggets of Literature – in other words, material claiming to pick at the scab of

  the human condition, a condition with which, try as I might (and to begin with I tried hard), I could not begin to identify.




  In my sulky self-absorption, I seldom troubled to acknowledge the receipt of those unsolicited packages; and rather, after a cursory glance at the title of whatever had been sent (and always

  sent with fondest love), or beyond a sneak at the author’s or conductor’s or philosopher’s close-up, which, to me, was about as inspiring as milk that had soured, I would dump the

  contents of such heartfelt gestures beneath myself, beneath the bed which once, incredibly, had been like a breathtaking pagan island, yet now remained unmade and grimy and moribund and, of course,

  lopsided. And then I would consign the postcards which generally accompanied those tributes in the name of (onerous) friendship – lugubrious reproductions of hallowed canvases from the great

  galleries, depicting, for instance, a shaded tramp with an arty cap of some musty velvet flavour, squatted in a garret which, despite its obvious lack of height, the description of the picture

  termed a Lofty Alcove, that kind of gag – to the murk beneath the dormant springs of my remembrance. And further weighted into lassitude by the tidal wave of my thesaurus, by its frothy great

  verbiage, by its sea of wishy-washy, many-shaded, adjectival lies, I would drop that former source of linguistic colour which, in my youth, had seemed more magical to me than any paint-box, into

  the depths of my squalor, leaving it to gather dust in the gloom that engulfed me, and to mingle – in the company of rotting cartons delivered from Vietnamese restaurants – with floaty,

  downy balls of apathetic fluff, and the promise of rodents. But what seemed to gnaw hardest at my innards was the fact that neither my feral instinct to survive, nor the reams of information which

  I’d digested in the past, held me in any kind of stead once I found myself abased to my nadir.




  Thus my routine became that when I slept, I merely slept, and when I woke, I swallowed sleeping pills. As a lifestyle this seemed practical to me, unsentimental, businesslike. And sometimes,

  while I waited for the drowse to take effect, I would hazily revisit my last resort, which, as I say, had become the dictionary – returning, at one point, to its very beginning, opening at

  the preface in the hope of gleaning something original. Yet what I gleaned was this: that where ‘derivative words are obvious, they may also be left undefined (e.g. bitterness)’.

  Bitterness: undefined. Imagine. And then, I looked up love, that reddest, hottest of nouns, merely to find myself fobbed off with tepid instances such as ‘brotherly love’, and

  ‘love of chocolate’, and even, I ask you, ‘love of the outdoor life’. So in the end, I cast the volume aside, and quietened down, no longer daring to risk a search for that

  most perfect word of all, which is, in any language, paradise, paradis, paradiso, paradisum – in case of further disappointment. In case it turned out be a club

  forbidding entry.




  The entryphone buzzed; but finding itself ignored for too prolonged a sequence of dots ...... it buzzed once more, harshly now, as if affronted. What is it? (Pause of surprise.)

  Diliv’ring flowers, rose the reply. To what flat? Yours, mate. (My turn to pause, then groan): Third floor, come up. Because my real thought was: Thanks a bunch for forcing me to root around

  in search of a vase, mate. And yet my friends, those friends whom I had doubted: I sometimes suspect that I didn’t do them justice during those delicate, terrible months in the mire,

  for the truth of the matter is that – for all my sourness and my bile – they were, in their way, wise, and careful, and generous with their time, just as it is true that, despite the

  sting in the nettles which I’d allowed to entangle me, all of them managed, with their varied interpretations, which were like differing species of the same essential plant, to read me like a

  text-book palm, like an open, upturned hand: with skill and yet with honour, intelligently, and always – it is true – with fondest love.




  Indeed, the incident of the florist’s boy, who was their arrow, their envoy, their Mercury in disguise, serves as an instance. For, as if to refute my surly preconception of a hassle,

  what, in the event, materialised was not some heavy floral imposition, demanding that stems be docked and leaves be plucked, and warning, on a bossy complimentary card attached to a sachet full of

  salts, that fresh water be provided without fail on Monday-Tuesday-Wednesday-Thursday while capricious Mother Nature took her course. Far from it; shamingly not. (I was so often wrong; I so often

  wronged my people.) Instead, what was conveyed to my door was a small, white cardboard box with a hole on top, its fragile lid and body held together by a yellow satin ribbon, a box which might, in

  another context, have housed an Easter egg for a bachelor, or a newly-hatched chick, some fledgling full of dreams. Yet when I took possession of that trembling mystery, I did so less gingerly than

  crudely, half-cursing that what the world owed me was not dreams, but a life. A tip for Mercury? You must be joking.




  Tucked beneath the bow, and almost obscured from view, I found her note, composed in advance – in advance, that is, of her walk to the florist’s; because, knowing her as I did, a

  walk it would have been, a bracing one in lace-up shoes. When, once, I had tried, whining down the telephone from my bed of apathy, to explain that I couldn’t go for supper because there was

  a Tube strike and I’d never find a cab – A cab? she had rebuked me; why on earth should I need such a thing? I had a working pair of legs, didn’t I? Well, then; I was to move

  them, did I hear; no good lazing about. See you at eight fifteen.




  I regretted that she, however fondly, should consider me lazy – as opposed to, say, languorous, which, not least adjectivally, I would have found less damning; but even when my life became

  a fallen pack of cards – got out of hand – she was never, despite her vigorous principles, so frank as to call me a slob; not, at any rate, within my earshot. Her opinion (and, being a

  seasoned analyst, she was probably the most qualified among my friends to formulate such a thing) had been that my spirit, and not my stamina, was what had weakened; it had been my heart, and not

  my legs, which needed airing; it was not with my ingrowing misery, but with my dark reclusion, that she took issue.




  But you see: in my late teens, when she and I had first been introduced, I’d been the kind of boy who inspired high hopes. There’d been a brittle brilliance about me, for I was

  reckless, and stylish, and on occasion witty. People could tell that soon enough I’d vault into the future like a gleaming javelin. Yet as the years began to creep, and still I showed no

  signs of pulling off that trick known as achievement, my mouth grew pinched, and the faces of the people round me assumed expressions of uncertainty, disappointment even, as if, having earlier

  taken it as read that I was bound to impress the world with some great feat, now, though they regretted it, really they’d been left no prudent option but to harbour second thoughts in advance

  of – as it were – publication.




  Anyway, she, the analyst, had never (ironically enough, you may think) indicated that I seek psychological treatment – an arrangement which she could have made in a matter of minutes,

  seeing to it that I went to one of her more ‘intuitive’ colleagues. Rather, her view was that I simply needed redirecting – like that javelin which, though feared to have gone

  missing, had merely strayed a little melodramatically. And the redirection of my self could best be achieved, she once explained, not by years of intensive therapy, nor, indeed, by my constant

  popping of pills, which she openly criticised as cavalier, but, more simply, by what she called decent (meaning honest) guidance. Loving guidance from my friends; guidance from my loving friends.

  Take your pick. In retrospect, I think that despite her seniority, she may also, of my group, have been the most naïve. Without doubt she was the most spiritual.




  The florist’s where she had gone, would, a year before, have been her local, a mere few yards from the place where she then lived; but now that she was married, and she had married late,

  it lay some greater distance from the house where she held intercourse with her distinguished husband, a white-haired physicist who, though newly risen toward rich, had already begun to droop, like

  some contradictory graph, toward dreariness. Yet that greater new distance, that extra wedded mile, wouldn’t have concerned my friend at all – not a whit, not a jot. (Such, despite her

  philosophical claims to classlessness, were the old-fashioned glints, the flashes from a privileged upbringing, which sometimes escaped to betray her otherwise neutral vocabulary.

  ‘Dashed’ was another.) Anyhow: the florist’s shop. This, you could tell from the lettering that crawled, caterpillarlike, along the narrow yellow ribbon securing the box which I

  was still holding, was a staple establishment in Knightsbridge, quirkily traditional, and possibly boasting a royal warrant – not that such trivia would have impressed my friend. Petty social

  accents left her cold. It was simply the type of place to which, in her girlhood, she would have been dragged by her mother during some shopping jaunt, and to which, year in, year out, she now

  returned from comfortable habit rather than out of snobbishness. The interior was almost shambolic, like an English country house during the holidays, and the floor, as well as being littered with

  foliage, was often rowdy with dogs. But more relevant, from my friend’s point of view, was the fact that it sold the most resilient flowers to be found in town, grown on the estate belonging

  to the woman, or should I say Lady, who ran the shop – as a hobby of sorts, one half-suspected, as a means of seeing her London friends more often than if she were permanently ensconced in

  the provinces. For, on the occasions when I was driven to those premises (literally, I’m afraid to say), the air seemed filled, despite the grimness of the street, with the chirrups and the

  trills and the thrillings of a cocktail party swelling into blossom on some summer lawn in Gloucestershire.




  I presumed the note to have been written beforehand – first, because my friend was a thoughtful woman rather than impulsive: I couldn’t see her leaning on a soggy marble counter to

  concoct some message off the cuff. And my second reason concerned the envelope itself, which, in deliberate contravention of what is perceived as smart, meaning the smart sort of stationery

  customarily found at florists’ shops, my friend had used an envelope which was remarkable for its very ordinariness – though, in deference to her claims to classlessness, one might

  refrain from describing it as infra dig. Yet it remains the case that, if only in social terms, her chosen envelope was inverted, verging, as inverts often can, on the indiscretion of transparency,

  and erring, in odd places, on the side of shabby. But I knew her well enough to rein back my critical horses, for she belonged to the type of sensibility that values the high seas and mountain

  peaks and tropical rainforests above the slickness of the city. It would never have occurred to her, as it sometimes did to me, that among the purposes of nature’s splendours was surely the

  provision of worldly luxury. I suspect that she found sophistication vulgar, and sybarites, by and large, dreary (unlike physicists), because, on several occasions in the past, occasions which,

  when I think back, seem to have grown in frequency as her rhythms towards matrimony grew, she chided me for what she viewed as my suspect fondness for the superficial – social niceties, as

  she dismissed them. Never mind that she should treat her father’s exquisite fountain-pen with such uncommon ardour: the implication seemed to be that, had the vintage implement been a humble

  twig which once upon a time he’d used to amuse himself playing noughts and crosses in the sand, she would have prized it just as highly. I doubt that she really understood how my affection

  for what she – fondly but sardonically – described as Matters Isthetic, had little to do with my insecurities in the face of the public, with my panic in the teeth of society. The

  reverse was true: if I valued objects of quality and beauty to a degree which she considered exceeding, it was because they assuaged my private anxieties, my inner – but waking –

  demons, which were proportionately exaggerated, and ugly. She, however, would have none of this, or, at any rate, feigned not to comprehend such superfluous attachments to what she termed the

  Inanimate – as if seas and rocks and skies had hearts.




  Her script, to which the envelope bore witness, was loosely (yet safely) italic, and, like the books which she insisted on sending me, insisted on being taken seriously. But it did so subtly,

  for, in scale if not in content, it was smaller than an academic’s. Were one to be feeling mean-spirited, one would say that it hoped to be regarded as scholarly, for those minuscule words of

  hers were almost immodest in their smallness, inflated despite their diminution: they taxed your eyes, and seemed to suggest that if you were a worthy reader of her wisdom, the least that you could

  do was jolly well pick up your magnifying glass, which she called a loupe. It got on my nerves rather; but, admittedly, it didn’t take much to enervate me in those days; so I pushed the note

  aside, opting, first, to go for the box. And yet – was there no justice? – even the ribbon proved irksome, for, beneath its fetching little bow, there lurked a tight, obnoxious knot.

  But I don’t suppose that she could reasonably be blamed for this. Scissors.




  What lurked within the crinkling folds of tissue was a single, monstrous thing: its complexion, bilious green, as if diseased; its petals, stricken with flesh-coloured frills, like puckered

  scarring; its body, splattered with a spray of blood which seemed to deepen as it rushed toward the focal orifice. And since the flower (as you’ve already guessed) happened to be an orchid,

  the whole thing struck me as, well, not exactly apposite for a twitchy queer, which is why, in my spikiness, I chose to interpret my friend’s gesture not as a token of amity but as a

  tissue-veiled (yet blatantly homophobic) insult – less botanical than anatomical, like a sexual slight from a siren to some impotent. But I felt relieved rather than peeved that her vulvar

  snub should possess no distinctive scent – not just because I reviled, no matter how fresh, the stench of fish, but because, in my days of absorbing useless data, I had learned that certain

  members of the orchid family come imbued with canny under-smells designed to attract libidinous insects, smells such as that of rotting meat, and that of chocolate (like the love in the

  dictionary). So while I extracted the repugnant floral specimen from its cardboard carapace, I tried to temper my spleen with the hope that, if nothing else, her botanical conceit had cost my

  friend a pretty penny. Which reminds me.




  Her name was Cara, and, despite the envenomed swamp through which I was then wading – even then – it befitted her; she wore it well. People in her midst, myself included, held her

  dear, though, on occasion, one couldn’t help but hear, tagged to her appellation, the (perhaps less unconditional) attribute Formidable. But it nevertheless shames me to recount how, during

  one of my final forays before recoiling into chronic anti-sociability, I foolishly unhooked the sturdy coupling of our former friendship, the shining bond which for years had linked us, and set the

  wheels of my own wagon, which, though the younger, felt more loaded, into reverse motion, allowing myself to roll and roll away until, by the time that I had come to a crashing standstill, a

  painful chasm had opened between us.




  It happened during a dinner held at her old flat in honour of the white-haired physicist, to whom she’d already become engaged and whom she wanted me to meet; but I doubt that

  anyone’s approval came into it, for the dynamics between the newly betrothed bore all the signs of a fait accompli. At any rate, shortly after we’d been seated, my friend began, perhaps

  out of nervy timidity, to tease me about my weakness for bath-oils blended by monks in Fiesole, and bed-linen embroidered by nuns in Seville, and about my rampant materialism, and about what a

  sucker I was for beauty and all the rest of that shit – but she made these observations not conspiratorially, not like some affectionate in-joke just between us; oh no, she did so most

  publicly. It was all offered up, or so it seemed to me, like a tray of extra titbits for the delectation of the company, as if my pleasures, or my failings, were dainty sweetmeats eventually to be

  gobbled with coffee, delicious; and suddenly, too entrapped to think, I heard my mealy mouth, loud and fast and clear, snipe and ask whether the assemblage took the name of our hostess to mean that

  truly she was cherished, or – now glaring at the newly rich physicist – plain expensive. It all went askew: the table chilled in an instant, the air fell silent, glasses were set down

  swiftly. Freeze. But it served her right, I recall telling myself: the radiantly happy should watch their radiant repartee, to say nothing of their menus. I mean, producing oysters, the nerve of

  the woman. Yet within seconds I was sorry, and later, sorrier still, for I never forgot how her features crumpled at my viciousness, a viciousness which, for once, had vaulted round the room like a

  superlatively directed javelin, bouncing from corner to corner to corner, eventually to return with a glittering summersault, and pierce her. And ever since that dreadful evening, I had feared that

  the pastoral landscape of our earlier intimacy had been marred beyond the possibility of a second view – especially once she had ceased to be single. All of which perhaps explains why, now, I

  felt apprehensive about what might yet be awaiting me, tucked within the gummy flap of that remarkably ordinary envelope, which was self-sealing. But in the event, what I was about to read,

  conveyed on paper torn out of an exercise book (and I’ll skip the opening endearment) was this:




  

    

      

        I hope you won’t treat the enclosed as an excuse to laugh about my taste having sunk to the level of a floozie, because I’m sending it for a better reason.

        I won’t deny that for myself I might have preferred some rarer member of the species, such as a Lady’s-slipper, which still crops up very occasionally in Yorkshire of all places.

        But for you I’ve chosen, & with some care, what I wd like you to take as a sign of my basic respect for yr love of artifice & luxury. What you have here, or rather there,

        is a prize-winning Asiatic hybrid, specifically bred for the increase of beauty, known as a Clair – not Claire, please note – de Lune. This particular flower is described in

        horticultural circles as a masculine type on account of its heavy texture & chunky appearance, which if I’m not mistaken is how you used to like your men before you decided to

        descend into your well of loneliness (joke). Anyway, it’s a butch flower, so please let’s have no talk of yoni (!). I miss you. My life isn’t always as good as it seems.

        Yours isn’t always as bad as it feels.




        

          Fondest love,




          C.


        




        P.S. We’re all going to be fine. Touch wood. xx


      


    


  




  I took her at her word: I did touch wood, and touched it almost instantly, because tears from her masculine flower were dropping, like medicinable gumme, onto the gleaming face

  that was the surface of my table, tears which I quashed with a finger, and licked. I should explain that during the months of my descent into the well of loneliness about which my friend had joked

  (months which – even if one weren’t a lesbian – were actually no joke at all), only that table, of all the valuable but futile props which then shored up my solitude, vied with

  the four-poster for my wasting reminiscence; and yet, even as I lurched, half-stoned, from bed-pillar to postal knocks and, past the table, back to rot, it seems to me that I must have shrunk, must

  have shrivelled from a proper noun into a superfluous adverb. In lesbian terms, you could say that I’d become the embodiment of that ultimately pointless Just in the song where the white

  Sapphic beehive with the soul of a black girl cries, in a voice of such wrenching futility as to make you want to gash your arteries, that she Just don’t know what to do with herself –

  only to change her tune, a few bars on, and wail, instead, that she don’t know Just what to do with herself. The switch in emphasis may seem hair-splitting to you, teasing; and fine, call me

  a pedant, but let’s not call it quits, because it didn’t feel like quits to me, not during that irritable era. Even lyrical inconsistencies bothered me; they niggled. Remember: I was

  still at the stage of mere furniture, of objects inanimate, like the seas and the rocks and the skies which my friend, the thoughtful analyst, whose life wasn’t always as good as it seemed,

  regardless admired.




  I returned to bed, dragging in my wake disordered recollections of the table. We went back years, it and I. We shared a history. Let’s rewind. By the time I’d finished school and

  moved to London, I was already involved with someone whose reflection I had met, by sexy accident, along a shop-glass on some high street in town. From the point of impact, by which I mean our

  first encounter during one of my half-term exeats, I’d been struck by two main things about him: his blond and blue-eyed charm, which seemed to smile almost to distraction, and the fact that,

  unlike most of my earlier pick-ups, this one seemed classy, spoke not with the dreary nasal whine of some naked civil servant, but like a gentleman. He, however, had, in priceless contrast, been

  impressed not by my voice, nor by my youth, nor even by my starving eyes, but by my jumper, which (mistakenly) he diagnosed as Punky. It made you think of a man remarking on a girl’s smart

  frock when in point of fact she’s wearing a pinafore; yet, to me, such lack of fashion-savvy seemed endearing, sort of masculine. Perhaps, however, I should have paid closer attention to his

  polo-neck, which would, very likely, have been of black lambswool. But because he was rushing off on some appointment and couldn’t stop for a drink and a chin wag on the genius of Hockney

  – the sort of topic which, in those days, queers employed by way of investigative overture – I scribbled down his number, told him I was going back to boarding school in the morning,

  but added that I would phone. Promise! he shouted as he raced away to the Underground; and I remember waving in a daze, as if my promise went without saying. And as I turned and returned to

  wherever I should have been, I knew with sudden certainty that I was smitten. Because not once, during the rush of blood from my brain to my heart, had I given a thought to his penis. This was

  different.




  We dated during my escapades from school on odd weekends, and once or twice indulged in variegations of MM (mutual masturbation); and even though the grail of simultaneous climax seemed to elude

  us, I was unconcerned. It would all resolve itself, I felt convinced, once he’d asked me to move in. Which, in the fullness of time, he did. And thus I came to live, in a cul-de-sac

  considered smartish, with this man, who, being both circumspect and personable, had accoutred his bedroom with twin beds, as if he had a brother – yet whom (even as he gave a wide berth to

  the pornographic outlets of Earls Court, with their shelves of cellophaned grot and fridges full of poppers) I soon discovered liked, by way of bedtime sport, to conjure from beneath his single

  mattress: a leather collar, safely tan, conventionally studded, and purchased from the pet shop at Harrods – a restraint which, thinking back, I wore with most revolting acquiescence, and to

  which, with a creak and a click, he used to link a matching, top-stitched, everlasting lead: lead-kindly-light-among-the-encircling-gloom-lead-thou-me-on.




  Religiously minded was this man to the degree that, after I lost my faith in him, and lapsed, and buggered off with some much grander find who carried my bags but didn’t offer to house me,

  and I began, from the principality of Bedsitland, to hit the hardening discos where, just before the initial tide of rectally-begotten hepatitis, I found myself, predictably enough, treating

  hopeful men like hopeless mongrels, I learnt from a chatty sheitel1-basher (homo-Yiddish for a hairdresser, until the global homo opted for the

  Belsen cut) that my former Chum, with whom this crimper had seen me out shopping, though not at Harrods, was well on the way to becoming a bride of Christ – a via crucis which he was

  to complete, it later transpired, with the full-pelt fervour of a charity marathon, in record-breaking time. But I’m rushing.




  Mr Respectable was, during the weekdays of our unholy alliance, a not very able barrister who called people Sunshine, misused words like Simpatico, and occasionally was heard to whisper,

  in relation to some colleague – always male, and always (purportedly) handsome – the quaintly predatory initialisms favoured by pooves of the era, initialisms such as TBH ( To Be Had).

  But at weekends – on Sundays, to be precise – he was in the habit, after an ecumenical apéritif at some camp Victorian shrine embedded in the folds of London’s

  shmatta quarter, of jumping into a cab and rushing, full of ardour, back to the flat, where, once he’d yanked down the blinds and scrubbed his lollipop with soap that stank of

  carnation, we would celebrate our regular, conjugal, bestial mass, which, to me, was a bestial travesty, for I was in search of stallions in my youth, not spaniels, or poodles, or pugs. But, you

  see, the bribe which I chose to pay for the balm of feeling wanted seemed, to me, not ruinous at the time, for I knew boys who, so frenetic were they to show off the safety-pin of Loving Coupledom,

  that they assented to being swaddled in nappies, in which they had to wee-wee, the better to provide Best Uncle, or Kindergartenmeister, or Baden bloody Powell with a ‘good’ reason for

  spanking. Naughty Baby; Baby Naughty (whack). And after their drooling initiators had wheeled out, from unobtrusive cupboards, assorted components of cot, which could be assembled in a trice, those

  boys, those babies who were only babies emotionally, would further accede to wearing bonnets of frilly broderie, and – foetally curled on plastic sheets which resembled dead stretches

  of skin – to being snapshot with Polaroids while sucking a thumb, or chewing on an ivory teething-ring, or milking some overscaled dummy, of pastel infant blue, but always, always trying to

  be natural, coyly to smile, like consenting adults. Their feet stuck out beyond the white bars. I’d seen the photographs. One such boy was my brother. But he can wait, no reason why he

  shouldn’t; not now. It’s the story of the table that can’t.




  While I lived with the man who was destined, in time, to apply a dog-collar to his own straining neck and, with stupendous irony, transubstantiate the object of a fetish into a

  symbol of piety, I was forbidden from answering the telephone. It would have been a transgression; I must be strictly outgoing; I was on my honour to observe this small commandment, which, by

  hushing it, he tried to dress down to a request, like a low-mass chasuble rather than some high-flung vestment. And though times have certainly changed – insofar as now I couldn’t be

  more inward if you paid me – his little rule used to make me feel like a houseboy who couldn’t be trusted not to blurt out that Sir was having his siesta; but my landlord’s point

  was that you never knew who might ring, any more than you could tell what they might think if their calls to a confirmed whatsit were to be answered by some unknown quantity (meaning Dizzy Queen

  – and underage to boot, which older fairies called Chicken, even if what they really meant was chickenfeed). I told him to get those people whose unreadable imaginings inspired such enigmas

  to ring him in Chambers. He told me to grow up and be reasonable. But the (unconfessed, uncomfortable) truth is that reason had less to do with our connection than the fact that, despite the gap of

  fifteen years which yawned and blushed between us, and despite his amateurish claims to dominance, the man was feebler, and feebler-minded than I – and heaven knows there’s nothing more

  infuriating than a smart-arsed teenaged fruit. Dear God Preserve Us was one of his more frequent invocations, and I presume that in the end God did. But during my period of bondage to Mr

  Respectable, as he then was, he devoted his working day to fouling his legal briefs, and to keeping the shame concealed in the company of his great other professional secret, of which, then, I was

  living proof, while I mooched about the flat, musing over the bore that was the noun career (as opposed to the verb, which seemed less dreary) and binding bits of legalistic tape –

  described as Red (like love), but actually, and perhaps more fittingly, Hot Pink (like lipstick) – around my genitals.




  I was expected (for the sake of decency – which, from him, in contrast to my friend the analyst, never once meant honesty) to pay good honest rent, like a good honest paying guest, PG

  – a service which I used to render by cheque. But from the outset I was asked to leave a blank in the place of a payee, as if I were amnesiac, in case he should ‘forget’ to draw

  lolly from his smart bank in the City, and unexpectedly need to cash, at the local all-night supermarket, my weekly contributions to what he called the Kitty. Discreeter, really, than having some

  unrelated name crop up with suspect regularity on your statements. You get the creepy gist.




  If he took me to Simpatico restaurants, which occasionally he did – generally in basements stapled with hessian, and generally when he was feeling miz after some (undisclosed but

  transparent) litigious defeat – it wasn’t because he was liberated when he was in civvies: it was because he feared to be seen associated with me in the less straightforward, less

  forgiving Het arena. He thought, and often said, that I gave myself away, dressing like That, by which he meant: like a mincer (not defined, derivative word obvious); and I would try to

  explain that the only person I was giving away was him, because I had sweet FA to fear – but such, I suppose, is the false courage of youth. Yet what lay beyond dispute was his other reason

  for dragging me to those subterranean pits where the food was worse than uneatable and the service better suited to a folding escort agency, down on its knees. And the reason, you see, was that he

  felt allured to the uncomplicated charms of yummy little waiters who didn’t speak English but smiled like a dream, and who, as a matter of course, seemed to park their yummy little crutches

  on his corner of the table, treating me, while grinning at him, with the specific sort of scorn more customarily reserved for the Other Woman. Meanwhile I, in my adolescent desperation, could be

  heard to protest that waiters so distracted by the art of being coquettish that they couldn’t distinguish between their left and their right, between a fork and a knife, weren’t really

  of much use for the purposes of waiting. He would make a point, while persisting with his treacherous flirtations, of ignoring that which later he would criticise as my petulant behaviour; so I, as

  if equally oblivious to his antics with those waiters, would move on to the subjects of the tacky paper tablecloths, and the crappy flower arrangements, and the nasty salmon candles stuck into

  cheap bottles of rosé, and on and on I would go, inwardly weeping tears of candlewax, while the man-cunts on nearby tables muttered among themselves, arching well-plucked brows, about how,

  OK, so I was a Dish and TBH and practically jailbait, but really, poor Mr Respectable, what a penance to have to pay for the sweet crime of my proximity. Rather him than them, sort of thing.

  Hideous, the very memory.




  When his parents came for supper (which he called Dins), I was always requested, with elaborate and slightly nervy courtesy, to make myself scarce for the evening, could I possibly, and to clear

  the bathroom of incriminating evidence. His jittery index would quiver over my moisturizer by way of instance, as if the offending tube were a tube of lubricant. So I, rebuffed but obedient, would

  take myself in exceedingly constricting jeans to pubs where I got pissed on the kindness of strangers whom, after I’d stood on a basin and smashed the light-bulb on the cottage ceiling, I

  would encourage to go ahead and suck on me, though not in the cubicles. I wanted parties. There was something refreshingly vengeful about those high-speed orgiastic scenes, starry almost; but they

  were also, I’ve realised since, counterproductive, for they bred a confusion: I was, in effect, misusing men whom I might perhaps have liked yet had no chance of liking while my feelings

  remained chained, like a dog to its kennel, to the rotten wood of the future priest – an offence more grave than answering a forbidden telephone. An offence for which, ultimately, there

  is a price to pay, and not by cheque to some bank in the City.




  Those parents of his were, he said, nice – which didn’t ring entirely true, rather like the expression Straight-Acting. They lived in Hampstead, a district which, though unknown to

  me, he managed to portray as tantamount to a social knife-edge, for my beloved (and it horrifies me to admit that I loved that man with a passion more blinding and more potent than bleach) liked to

  emphasize how, despite the location of their homestead, his Ma and Pa were – Look, put it this way – emphatically Goy. His sister, the shiksa, whom he called Siss and I had heard

  wore spectacles, was training to become a bookbinder, a circumstance which seemed to worry the rest of the family: this was no way to find a husband. I was never to merit an introduction to my

  common-law in-laws, those ‘nice’ people; but their only son, whose (Christian) name was David, used, when away on holiday – which he always took ‘solo’, and always at

  give-away Sitges – Easy, he called it – to sign his illiterate letters to me (which I treasured, and kept, and to this day retain – come and have a disbelief some time: talk about

  evidence) with the pseudonym Daddy. Perhaps this was in a bid to protect his legal purity; perhaps it resulted from some less pure instinct; but, whatever the reason, he needn’t have worried,

  not really, because his writing alone, taught to him by some army-buffer at a prep school for thickos, betrayed him with ease – like Sitges. And yet, notwithstanding the ignominy of that

  revealing scribble, he, in keeping with the class of his parents, the Goys of Hampstead, would have regarded it, basically, as Pukka. Pukka my arse. But I’m steering too close to

  bitterness.




  As the wastage of my feelings for my fatherly landlord began to dawn on me (and it’s surprising how long it can take to stir from the obstinate sleep of enthralment), so

  another wastage – perhaps less harsh to confront, but no less vivid for that – began to spread, like a rash (‘an outbreak of red spots’), over my mirror-image. It

  involved an unattractive change of tack (the mental equivalent of scraping gunk from one’s eyes); and yet, after the first few hesitant blinks of disbelief, this reflective shift, this

  alteration, seemed to stare back at my blotchy features and refuse to budge until I’d accepted the facts, which lay beyond financial, or even legal, dispute. Here was I, I suddenly realized,

  shelling out good honest rent, by the week and blithely upfront, to a man who, though he was never officially to declare either my payments or my (im)proper status in his inner chamber, treated me

  less like a rightful tenant than as a cornered servant, a servant who, whilst forbidden from answering the telephone, and forbidden from engaging with his master’s social circle, was

  nevertheless encouraged, under implicit penalty of emotional death, to submit to that same master’s strictly personal and confidential pleasures – his assertive amusements, as it

  were. Firm but fair, you might say; or Suit yourself; or even – had you been he – It’s a free country, Sunshine, take it or leave it. But when the farcical injustice of my

  domestic set-up finally struck me, which it did like a fist crashing through glass, it was my pride, and not my face, which was left bloodied; for, though my heart had become enslaved by stupid

  mishap, my spirit had never been servile. I may even, when at last I saw the miserable light, have smirked at myself in that bathroom. Certainly I hope that I moisturized. And thus began the

  discontented worm to turn. I decided to do nothing rash (‘reckless’, this time), but rather to prepare, with cuntish guile, to reclaim my freedom before I died; I would start to

  make provision for an afterlife, like a disenchanted girl who, even as she spreads her legs to welcome her man, is already making plans for his successor. Survival. Cheap at the price. That was the

  truth of the matter.




  Which is when I began to lie. As if to test the strength of his Christian charity over the strength of his less admirable impulses, I pleaded, on an evening like any other, a sudden, painful

  attack of poverty. My parents’ infantile allowance, I cringed, no longer stretched to meet the needs of my grown-up life. I had fallen on hard times (like the prodigal son with his parabolic

  tail tucked up his arse). Mr Respectable had been right, I flattered him: I must learn to stand on my own two feet (like a dog performing tricks). And then, as he summoned a grimace of

  concentration, I wondered whether he’d react like a flustered landlord trying to mask his outraged avarice, or whether he might put a nicer complexion on the issue, like his parents, or nicer

  still, sort of nice with a twist of Simpatico.




  He did, initially, look taken aback, though less like a landlord than like a penitent whose confessor had doled him too harsh a penance; but then, he turned reflective, contemplative, until, in

  the end, he buckled under the pressure, like a believer who’s been good-and-properly had. The best that he could offer, he announced with protracted gravitas, was to waive my rent for what he

  called the Duration, as if my life were a war, on the understanding that I promise, as from tomorrow, to make a concerted (not effort, but) resolution to find some (not job, but) gainful

  employment. I could not have been more grateful, nor, in my own deceitful turn, nicer about his (not response, but) answer. And later that night, after a stiff covert whisky, made covert by a glug

  of mouthwash, I whimpered with great gratitude as he lashed my hide with his strap – a touching performance, you might say, since I was, after all, touching my punter for the money, touching

  him for the knockdown price of my ill-but-hard-earned liberty. Fake your way out of it, I told my yowling spirit; feign commitment to this agonizing imbecility; pointless to growl, never mind bite,

  at the hand which doesn’t even know that from now on, slowly but assuredly, it will be feeding you the succulent bone of your exit. Heel, Achilles.




  I heeled all right; heeled until he, patting about his person for spectacles-testicles-wallet-’n-watch, as was his matutinal tradition, had left for The Temple. And then I headed out,

  dolled up like That, in a beret and a pair of navy pumps, smoothly past the supermarket, to the Post Office a few doors down, where I opened a savings account. And for quite some weeks –

  months, in fact – as Mr Respectable and I, his impoverished lodger (whom he, without a trace of irony, described as ‘strapped’), persisted with the pantomime of our mismatch, I

  paid myself, with dogged, faithful regularity, my unpaid rent, the spoils of my emotional handicap, spoils which, at first, I merely accepted as my dishonest justice, but later, as the stash began

  to mount, I grew to regard as a glinting two-edged weapon, rather like Hampstead.




  On the nights when he was – sorry, Sunshine – working late, or attending an ecumenical charade followed by some similarly garnished repast, or paying a call on his bookbinding Siss

  (who, after all the worry, had put her specs to efficient use and found herself a man – though not, it was sincerely hoped, a prospective husband, for the family was of the opinion that her

  Chap, as they called him, some seedy librarian from South London, didn’t altogether cut the mustard, but anyway, who gave a damn), I would make out that I was meeting friends of my own age,

  survivors from my school, a hyper-religious asylum which, though notably more rigorous and infinitely more snotty than the dump which had taught Mr Respectable his pukka but risible hand, he

  nevertheless saw fit to criticize for having failed in its essential function; for we, he said, (by which he meant the few contemporaries whom I, in my rose-tinted folly, had introduced to him at

  the start of the mirage which was to blur into a sadomasochistic farce) had all turned out to be a bunch of screaming nances. I put him right. We had turned out to be nothing of the kind. We had

  turned into symbols of promise, pearls within oysters. For we considered ourselves to be silver-tongued, and sharp as all get out, and cynical as undertakers, and surely destined for the

  stratospheric heights, which we didn’t imagine encompassed either the law or sanctimony. Watch this space, we used to tell ourselves. Only takes one break, one lucky photograph. Matter of

  time. That kind of guff.




  When we Chickens got together, which was generally in pairs, but sometimes in more colourful nosegays, at bistros in Chelsea, it was neither for discussions on the meaning of

  life nor for tips about the stock-market, although one of us – not a schoolfriend, as it happened – did make a point of wearing (folded, never rolled) the pink financial paper under his

  arm. No: when we convened, it was for more subversive meetings on how to screw the system, which, often as not, boiled down to Parents: What was the use of money to Crinklies, for God’s sake?

  It was the young who needed readies to make headway in the world. But anyway, at these sessions of ours, where a single glass of wine, ever diluted, could be made to last a lifetime, the sole noun

  to be outlawed was, needless to say, Career (unless that noun should happen to be preceded by the adjective Modelling); but everything else, including composite cards and casting couches and the

  myth of a perfect sixty-nine, to say nothing of feltching2, was on the agenda. And thus we would sit, in attitudes of smoky ennui better suited to

  the cafés of Montparnasse, swapping intelligence of our latest discoveries – the marvel of henna, for instance, marvellous for its impermanence, or the madness of a perm, which turned

  you straight into Colette, or the tacky appeal of a good cap sleeve, which transfigured you into a matelot from Marseilles – and arguing about whether folkloric dress could ever be

  stylish, which, with the exception of the sari, I strongly doubted. I mean to say: lederhosen, too incredible.




  But we all concurred on two things: the irksome supremacy of black queens when it came to disco-spins, and the utter fabularity of the wedge-cut, always flicked to best advantage in ultraviolet

  nightclubs where they blasted you with tracks about being In The Navy, and about being More Than A Woman, and about Family (which my brother and I had refined to a grinding, incestuous classic),

  and even – the irony of it – about Doing or Dying; clubs where, if any of us happened to meet, the deal was to see who could get bought drinks quickest, which often meant trying to

  predict what the benefactor whom you had picked would want to hear: that you were butch, or, (less often) bitch. Drinks: one for yourself and (this was the tricky bit) another for your friend over

  there, who, as you pointed toward a bleary distance, was nowhere to be seen, for he was always round the corner, making up to some other possibility. And yet we, we greedy chickenfeed, seemed

  never, either sober or pissed, to discuss the question of love. I think that we found it embarrassing. But the embarrassing truth is that on the evenings when I pretended to Mr Respectable that

  I’d arranged to meet those screaming nances of whom he held so dim a view, I’d made no plans whatever, because, in my frenzy to find some new redemptive love, I always sallied forth

  alone, believing that such arduous, ardent searches aren’t assisted by the sight of your friends catching sight of you across the bar and laughing, or catching you with your favourite pair of

  jeans, the colour of clay, rucked about your ankles.




  It was on one of my solitary excursions that I met the much grander Find who was eventually to come to my rescue – an eye-surgeon with an hereditary title. This honour he

  wore ambivalently, with an awkward sort of pride, as if he were sporting an eye-patch; and yet, for all his honorific bashfulness, there could be no doubting his regard for his well-earned house,

  which overlooked the river and was spectacular – though not, I was to discover, too spectacular for unattributable skidmarks, but let’s not be unattractive – floor upon floor of

  Georgian brick emblazoned with historical plaques, and, at the back, a garden designed by Gertrude Jekyll – pronounced Jeakle-as-in-Treacle, he was quick to apprise me. It was here in this

  garden that, a few weeks later, at a drinks party, I was to meet the woman who, in time, would become my good friend Cara. I can’t remember the nature of her connection with the Find –

  perhaps it was professional, perhaps it was neighbourly. Either way, it hardly matters now.




  On a Sunday afternoon when, strictly, I should have been communing with Mr Respectable, the Find invited me up to his gondola-bed but declined to let me fuck him, because, he said, it just

  wasn’t him, lovey, he couldn’t abide the smell of amyl – as if amyl had ever been snorted in ancient Athens. Predictably enough, we hit an erotic reef; and so, over an intercourse

  ciggy, which he forced me to inhale in the kitchen, shivering in a T-shirt while he made a pot of jasmine tea, he began to stroke my hair, and to try to read my scowl, and to tell me how he could

  tell that beneath my hard-nosed façade there lay a sweet, soft centre – the sort of rubbish which, too often, the young have to hear from older shags. I suddenly found myself inspired

  to fabricate a sweet, soft-centred lie about how my (not lover, but) landlord had given me notice, because he wanted to install some (not dogsbody, but) woman in his pad, and how this was all a bit

  of a (not drag, but) bind which left me somewhat up a gum-tree, bla-dee-bla. The Find, who, though selfish in the sack, was generous in real life, tilted his head this way and that until he

  remembered that he had a friend – not a friend in the Naughty sense, he emphasized; married to a very smart woman – a lesbian, actually (as if such status were proof of something, but

  anyhow): actors both. This acting couple, who lived, but didn’t sleep, together in Belgravia, happened also to own, just off King’s Road, a further house which they’d converted

  into bedsitters, to provide them with contingency funds when they were out of work and a bit hard up, and well, one never knew, it wasn’t impossible that help might be forthcoming. Worth a

  try. The Find would enquire. And enquire, to my surprise, he did. Found out.




  A few evenings later, while Mr Respectable was at the flat, involved in what he liked to term ‘unwinding’, I rang the Find from a coin-box outside the supermarket, ostensibly to

  arrange a further tryst, but in essence to determine whether he’d managed to make contact with his friend, the actor. Once we had established that he had, and that a room would be up for

  grabs at the end of the month, and that the end of the month meant not the 31st but its final Saturday, and that no deposit would be required – friends of friends and all of that – he

  invited me over, in order to take me to meet Mr Not-In-The-Naughty-Sense and his Sapphic spouse, both of whom – stiff gins in hand, tonic at room temperature – performed much in the

  manner of the larger-than-life kaftans that one would imagine, but described me as quite the little madam. After all, declaimed the actor, I was getting the best room in the house, on the First

  Floor – the pearnoh nohbilay, piped up the lezzer – so why on earth should I need to inspect the premises beforehand? And anyhow, what did I expect for thirty quid a week,

  dearie, the Palazzo Gritti? I mustn’t be so, so touchy; besides, the room was still occupied, one couldn’t just barge in for a snooparound; so look, I was just to take their word for

  it, all right? And thus, rather than upset the dramatic apple cart, I did as asked: took their word for it and held my tongue. But I remember thinking that this favourbusiness was a minefield. And

  when we left, the Find and I, the couple wagged at him how they could see that his little friend was a bundle of (not fluff, but) trouble, and, at me, they wagged that I wasn’t to run rings

  round the Find, whom they described as an absolute sweetie, good enough to eat.




  And so, back to his house for a quick bite, served in the Jeakle garden, because (said the Find) wasn’t the evening just lovely. We kicked off, I recall, with his latest Greek passion,

  taramasalata (divvy, he called it – nothing like amyl). Next: breast of chicken Kiev, whose juicy surprise I managed to splatter all over my shirt-front. But the Find told me not to worry,

  didn’t matter in the slightest – as if he’d been the victim of my mishap; and then he proceeded to wipe me down with the solicitous yet slightly squeamish ceremony that people

  sometimes adopt for the removal of other people’s cum. And after a bowl of yoghurt, roughed up with honey, we progressed, skipping coffee and oblivious of garlic, to a drawn-out slobber and a

  superfluous mutual wank – the sort of superfluous second pudding which, a few years on, would come to be described, in picky personal adverts, as Strictly Vanilla (meaning: no weirdo kinky

  stuff ). The Find looked a bit alarmed when he discovered the trellis of welts which of late had been embossed upon my back, but he exercised the tact not to mention what, to him, must have

  betrayed my sinister depravity.




  When I prepared to leave, it was not so much because he had to be in Harley Street at what he called the Crack, which sounded like the name of a club, as because (unbeknown to him, unlike my

  apparent penchant for punishment) I had to get back to Mr Respectable that night. But as I lolled on the step of the Find’s historical threshold, he suggested – for which I shall always

  be thankful – that, since I had too much junk to fit into a cab, and didn’t own a car, and couldn’t drive a rental van, he should pick me up in his spanking new Range Rover

  – ‘sinfully black’ – at 10 a.m. on Saturday, and rescue me from the dreary barrister who was chucking me out in favour of some woe-man – as he styled the non-existent

  concubine. But just as, in truth, Mr Respectable had never given me notice to depart, so I, being as bilious as I was broken-hearted, omitted to inform him of my plan to quit the painful confines

  of his cul-de-sac. And while my landlord presumably continued to make messes, if not masses, in the courthouse, I crept into the spare room of his flat, where my clothes were hung like That, and

  where the rest of my clutter was stashed (‘out of harm’s way’, as had been advised), and I proceeded, in apprehensive silence, to gather and pack my life. On that final evening,

  which I spent alone, staring at the sky as if it held not stars but answers, I kept the door to the spare room firmly shut; and when, long after midnight, Mr Respectable swaggered back, his drunken

  blood running high, I submitted to a summary thrashing in order to tire him out.




  By ten the next morning, I had bathed, picked out an outfit, cleared the bathroom of incriminating evidence, and lit up. The doorbell rang. I had hoped that Mr Respectable would have snored on,

  undisturbed, in his circumspectly accoutred chamber; but no: just as I was heaving a load of suitcases onto the landing, and the Find, supreme in cashmere, stepped inside to lend a hand with my few

  remaining bags, out popped Mr Respectable, wrapped in a grimy towelling-robe through which he was scratching a buttock. Next, he scratched his hair, as if that hair whose blondness I had once

  considered blonder than the very sun, were not just greasy, but baffled. And yet the Find, rising above such antics, conducted himself with superlative disdain, like a prize-winning giraffe. Not a

  word was traded between our icy triangle – other than, perhaps, a frost-bitten goodbye, which I’ve amputated from recollection. But after my chaperon had led me out, and I had clambered

  into his sinfully black motor, witnessed through a cloudy window from on high by my former landlord, the Find prodded a tape into action and sped away into the distance, telling me, at a set of

  traffic lights, that it was weird, you know, but he could swear that he recognized that barrister-bloke from some gay watering-hole somewhere. (Gulp.) And yet, as if attuned to the song blasting

  out, I was no longer afraid, no longer petrified; no longer thought that I could never live without my former landlord by my side. I would survive. And thus: welcome to the principality of

  Bedsitland.




  The room, miraculously for that era, was practically unfurnished: a marble fireplace, painted purple, which I stripped to its bare, essential grey; a great sash window –

  handy, I predicted, for summer sunbathing; a single bed, no worse than the bed which I’d just fled; a chair; a built-in wardrobe; no fridge as yet, but the Find promised to get me one, by

  way, he said, of housewarming prezzie; and a dilapidated desk in formica teakette, which, after a bit of pestering, the actor-châtelain allowed me to drag – crash, bang, wallop –

  to the basement. And thus we come to the table. Love is like good furniture. Worth the wait. Partly in order not to blight my rich romantic aspirations by dint of an interior which smacked too hard

  of penury, and partly in order to avenge, at a single stroke, my living death with Mr Respectable, I decided that the legacy of his unpaid rent, the lot, must be blown on the one specific item for

  which the room most loudly cried out: a focus on which to feed myself, and sign enormous cheques one day – the day my break, or prince, had come – a prop on which to lean and yak if I

  had visitors, or, if I had none, hunch and wail and tear my hair out to the strains of No Regrets, no tears goodbye. Smaller requirements, such as lamps and cutlery and rugs – coffee

  machines, even – were, then, simple to ‘acquire’.




  I should say that when it came to the business of shoplifting, the friends of my youth proved dar(l)ing in their complicity; but it is possible that such alacrity was fostered by the fact that,

  since several of them were still shackled to their families, my premises could be shared by all of us, as a sort of communal boudoir in which to tart up before venturing forth to ravish the night

  – in separate directions, depending on our predilections, which, like our faces and our cruising garb, varied widely. And frequently shared it was – until, that is, some of the gaggle

  began to suggest that I should avail them, once in a while, of what they called my place, which was my palace, for a quick disgrace with some anonymoid. They promised to take my sheets to the

  launderette ‘should the need arise’, but I wasn’t buying any of that crap. Go to the Heath, I told them. And when, even as they bitched about my double standards, they did troll

  off to the wilds of northern London, in order to partake, unhampered and weather regardless, of a spot of F&F (Flora and Fauna), I would stay at home to labour with inexpert strokes over my

  walls, which I glazed in muted, overlapping pastel tones, touches of Whistler. And when at last the job was done and I stood back and looked around, I witnessed that my shell, lit by a neighbouring

  streetlamp, glowed nacreous; and I was able to shimmer like a lone pearl within, in solitary splendour, in splendid solitariness. Mixed blessing, you might say; and you would, of course, be

  entitled; but better, I’d reply, than a knife-edge such as Hampstead, for which my friends – among others – were better cut out.




  (Although, in time, it would become imbued with a whole geology of reminiscences, like layer upon layer of ancient beeswax), when I first unearthed the table from a neighbouring emporium, it

  felt, weirdly, less nostalgic than predictive; seemed, in some manner, to reflect the way ahead for me, to point not at the sort of queen which I then was – bohemian without a scrap of the

  requisite ease – but toward the type of queer whom I hoped one day to be: mature and straightened out, though never in my life straight-acting, and never again to be had; classical yet

  unconventional, like unspeakable love; strong without being solid – neither chunky as some naval chest nor dainty as a Sheraton writing-cabinet; elegant, confident, stylish, versatile; witty,

  now and then; well-preserved, with a bit of luck, and – as should be clear by now – expensive. It cost me an arm and a leg, that table; and later, by way of elbow-grease, a virtual

  dislocation; but I minded none of these damages, even if, since, I’ve had occasion to regret that I never quite lived up to, never quite grew into, its potential. Failed it.




  I found it on a Saturday afternoon like countless others, after an abortive visit to the type of twinko-regimental pub likely to have furnished the Find (to whom, by this stage, I’m afraid

  I had given his marching orders) with his earlier recognition of Mr Respectable (who never had the brutal frankness to give me mine). I remember the day because, since the Post Office closed at

  lunchtime, I was later prevented, when I needed it, from getting my mitts on the money. But the dealer-queen who dealt with me – pewter pageboy-cut, gaucho moustache, lurex bowtie, Aztec

  jumper with a reflective badge designed to wink the fashionable fallacy AC/DC – pretended, despite his shifty signals, to trust me, and said that he’d reserve what he called the Piece

  until next week, dear.




  Two days later I returned, looking like death in shredded denim after a night squandered on a foreign duvet, and feeling like a pearl which, having rolled out of its oyster, had merely grown

  sullied. Yet, despite my outward shabbiness, I came wellgroomed, came interlined in pristine cash: six hundred well-earned pounds, three-score tenners precisely, which I remember spreading like the

  scalloped wing of a period fan upon the patina of my hopeful future, the result of my hopeless past. But in humbling point of fact, I was next required to pay some unexpected surcharge –

  excavated from a grimy pocket at my buttock – in order for the Piece to be delivered to my palace. Still, I suppose that the dealer-queen – credit where it’s due – did spare

  me the backlash of value added tax.




  The first thing that I did was carefully to remove, with nailscissors, the tag bearing the vital statistics of the Piece – its price and its description: circular drop-leaf dining table,

  padfoot, mahogany, early C18 – 48” diam., 27” high; and, on the verso, like a work of surrealist art, the coded amount L/009 (meticulously quilled in black), with the motto,

  diagonally across and passionately overstamped: SOLD (in blood). Next, I set off in search of the best available polish, the most exorbitant around. I could easily have nicked the cylindrical tin

  which (silverish, like our youthful tongues) at length I found, and which, as fate would have it, was labelled Renaissance; but something told me to watch my step, to show respect, to thank the

  lucky stars which, at last, seemed to be falling from the bewildering sky. So I coughed up, willingly and without a hint of a scowl. Oh, I paid with a smile far broader than the smile of any yummy

  little waiter. Because maybe this time, for the first time, something was bound to begin.




  My table, unlike the dealer’s winking badge, turned out to be no mere pathetic fallacy. (pathetic fallacy > noun in literature: the transference of human

  feelings to inanimate things, as in a frowning landscape.) No; this was the genuine article. It frowned at me, and later learnt to sigh and beam; and later still, well, it practically

  learned to tell my story for me – burns, cuts, lacerations, the whole forensic bit. So perhaps Cara, the analyst, had not been wrong. Maybe the skies and peaks and forests so beloved of her

  did have souls, did have hearts. The things which bred mahogany.




  Mahogany tree. Slumped on my bed, I returned to the dictionary of my woozy vagaries, idly to review the unlikely world of its possibilities; but though my gaze hovered for direction, and my

  fingers, half-insensate, fumbled for the semblance of a forward cue, my faculties remained too dulled to taste the tarnished tang of umbrage (sense 1, annoyance, offence). Yet next,

  as if I’d tripped, I stumbled on the fact that umbrage (sense 2, the shadow cast by a tree) lends a cool green shade, a couple of branches down the page, to the umbrella

  bird: a creature of black plumage, native to the rainforests of South America, with a crest of raised feathers on its crown, which, when opened during courtship, does credit to its name.

  Umbrella bird. No oxymoron he. Rather, an ironic miracle. A perfect definition. A lover of the outdoor life, at freedom to sleep by moonlight in the arms of his tropical lumber, the answer to your

  prayers, the god of your innermost anthems.




  The Central and South American Mahogany is a tree with a canopy (like a bed). It has a straight trunk (like a man), huge buttress roots at its base (like a fortress) and reaches an average

  height of 100 feet (like a javelin). In contrast with such trees as the fig (the love of woman) and the cocoa (the love of chocolate), it doesn’t yield a fleshy fruit (even in its teens).

  Because its wood is so keenly sought for the production of fine furniture (Isthetics), the Mahogany is currently threatened with extinction (like queens). Noted for its combination of hardness,

  strength, and beauty (like the truth), it assumes a high degree of polish (like poetry), has an attractive grain (like a hazy memory), and is ideal for carving (peculiar works of art, such as

  coffins and caskets – shuttered niches, contradictions, hapless non-sequiturs).




  Love; touch; wood. I resolved, after centuries, to act. I exhumed a tin of wax – still, after all this time, Renaissance; I found a duster, the colour of fire; I set to polish, prepared to

  buff. And as I worked my way around, sliding from chair to chair as I advanced, I reflected on other woods, and other loves; mused on how the former could define the latter; on how the queens who

  had stolen the best disco-spins were akin to the West African Sapele, which, in woods, is said to win the beauty pageant; on how the Find, with whom I’d stupidly lost touch, had, in his way,

  been akin to the Walnut, which is judged to be the noblest of the hardwoods; on how Mr Respectable, despite his pretensions to toughness, had amounted to Pine, the most common softwood; on how the

  Chicken of my youth had been like Birch, easy to steam, pliable, good for bending back and, better still, for thrashing; on how Teak, even though a wood which stands for durability, for lasting

  love, had seemed fated to grow beyond my chart; yet I possessed within my grasp Mahogany, not the winner of any category, but handsome notwithstanding, and dependable, and trustworthy.




  And I told myself that when-when-when he came, the lover of my life, yes, he would be like that, my canopy, my trunk, my buttress. And if I closed my eyes, I could almost feel his skin as I ran

  the softness of my cloth over his muscular arm, around his contours, along his highs and his declines, his hollows and his juts. And if I looked with care, scrutinized, as if, at last, I’d

  picked up Cara’s magnifying glass, I could even discern the grain of his pores and his smoothened patches, could acquaint myself beforehand with the texture of the man, whom I could rub and

  polish hard for richer nourishment, or more lightly, for quick results, to add an easy pleasing shine, say, to his cleavage or his inner thigh. And the closer I came to his surface, which smelt of

  nothing less than the outdoor life, the better I could sense the prospect of my future lover’s scars from other loves, scars which through my ministrations I would heal and make vanish, along

  with his bruises, and his tears, both shed and held back; and I could almost hear the laughter of the wind in his eyes once he was mine, and see the heat of his smile in my hands once he had caught

  my heart, and claimed it, ever to sleep in the embrace of his safe, strong branches, au Clair de Lune, by moonlight. It took me back.




  The Moonlight was a club when I was young. It must have seemed anomalous in the London of the era, not so much because it boasted a silver-service restaurant with an ornamental

  pianist, togged-out beneath a palm in an alcove, nor even because it had existed, in a state of quiet prosperity, for absolute aeons, but because, while a host of new nightspots, trendier and

  brasher and bigger and louder, were springing up all over town and competing for the custom of the pink avalanche, the Moonlight made a point of standing apart, serenely, and of peering, a little

  snottily, like some marvellous old actress, towards a higher, if retrospective, galaxy. Its precise location tended to be kept an imprecise mystery, at once shady and élitist, for the club

  preferred to swathe the allure of its identity in the chiffons of secrecy, like a woman who would rather not divulge her scent lest she thereby lose some essential ingredient of her mystique.




  The Moonlight could not have been less moved by such tawdry considerations as packing in the punters or following the current fashion. Exclusivity was its raison-d’être;

  Discretion, its maiden name. Pop stars of the minute, for instance, were never made welcome, less on account of their creepy shades and proletarian eating habits than due to their sachets of

  cocaine; because the Moonlight, you see, was too old and too wise and too damn grand to get itself busted for the sake of some jumped-up one-hit wonder. That seemed to be the inference. The star,

  whom the management would always address as Sir despite the discomfort of retching its own genteel bile, amounted, alas, to unaffordable luxury. Greatest apologies. And then, the door would close

  with a dignified absence of sound, unless, that is, the rejected party happened to slam it. Slam.




  The lowest that I ever knew the club to stoop was to the level of (exquisite) air-stewards, all of whom seemed to wear a duty-free lotion which they pronounced Ekwy-Parjy, but was spelt

  Equipage, and all of whom preferred to pretend that they simply ‘travelled’, as if their passports averred: Occupation . . . Gentleman. These curious denizens were not, as far as I

  recall, yet known as Trolley Dollies: they were known as Cart Tarts. And when, with the miraculous advent of Concorde, the cream of those well-travelled boys graduated to the most prestigious cabin

  crew of all, so their honorific rose to that of A La Carte Tarts. I think that their counterparts in Cape Town were called, more simply, Corphy Morphies, but I no longer know anyone who could

  confirm, never mind spell, this fact.




  Anyhow, prospective members of the Moonlight were always vigorously vetted (if not frisked); hefty black balls, dropped with impunity (if only metaphorically); and (not just one, but two)

  well-heeled sponsors required by anyone seeking admission. The most pleasing of these sponsors, pleasing because they were happy to oblige the young – whom they never called Chicken, they

  called us charming – and whose intervention could spare one the annoyance of having to wait a month to receive a pass-card, included the looser change of royalty, who, though we referred to

  them as half-crowns, seemed always to refer to themselves as Tony, or Patrick, or Michael, unassuming names like that. You get the picture. I’m afraid that I loved it. My prince was bound to

  come.




  But one of the problems of being young is that you’re always in such a rush that, while you’re rushing, you take your strokes of luck for granted, with the result that when, long

  after the event, you try to search for someone who deserves to be thanked, that person, by some mocking twist of chance, is nowhere around. The Find, for example: I was often to wonder about him.

  And about lots of others. And this is why I cannot tell you who the people were that sponsored me to join the Moonlight, or how they came about – probably through introductions at the

  restaurant, where guests were allowed. But what I can, however, tell you is that my friends, those friends of whom Mr Respectable had taken so dim a view, took, when invited to the Moonlight, a

  proportionately dim view of my new club, simply could not comprehend, they said, how I could have gone and blown that minor fortune on some campy shrine full of prisses, a shrine, furthermore,

  where you ran the gauntlet of being clocked by someone embarrassing, such as your (married) bank manager. It made no sense to them, not when you could go to anonymous great orgies in the

  underskirts of town, and without risk of detection – because those orgies (once you’d negotiated the rack of lorry-tyres which tended to be placed like an assault course at the

  entrance, to discourage speedy exits by pickpockets) were always held in the dark – and when, what’s more, you could, if you were young and even half-attractive, get in gratis. Oldies

  with proper salaries were expected to contribute lager, as if to justify them; but on the occasions when I attended these events, I too carried alcohol – in a flask which (because the

  contents of your jeans were up for grabs), I kept tucked in a sock – so that, occasionally, between snorts of unknown poppers and phantom breakages of heart, I could crouch for an illicit

  glug, to infuse my ventricles with courage.




  The answer to my friends’ objections – had I dared to voice it, but perhaps I hadn’t yet managed to formulate one – should, of course, have been that I found safety in

  small numbers. That’s why I liked the Moonlight. And also because those snobby queens whom they, my friends, so grandly despised were always polite, never pushed too far, just let you go

  downstairs and dance all night and didn’t call you a fucking cock-tease if you happened not to fancy a fuck, and bought you cocktails without invisible strings being attached to the stem of

  the glass, and gave you advice, some of it as contentious as it has proved invaluable, advice such as: Don’t forget that a shared predilection doesn’t mean that we all share the same

  class. Some of these old queens had been friends of Radclyffe Hall, for God’s sake, and of Gerald Berners and Norman Douglas and Harold Acton and Brian Howard, my Uranian3 forerunners. No wonder I liked the senior members of the Moonlight, those mentors in my dark hours: they made me feel privileged, as if, in some strange way, I were

  being granted, through their auspices, licence to ride on the coat-tails, to join at the tail-end, of our history. Little did I realize that I hadn’t even arrived at the proper beginning, at

  our second coming. Renaissance indeed. Very funny.




  The funniest thing about the Moonlight (apart from its entrance, which I recall as an overblown homage to Beethoven – walls overpapered with scores of the Sonata, niches

  decked with Wilhelmine candlesticks of flaking silver, busts of the composer amid heavy swathes of drapery) was probably Hans, its elderly patron, to whom, when his blouzy back was turned,

  we referred as Die Baronin. Every evening, at precisely the same hour, nine o’clock by the cuckoo call, he would descend with great slow grace from his brocaded eyrie (which hung above

  the premises, and which I only knew him once to have shared – disastrously – with an unusually comely bartender, but this was long before my time) to dine at the restaurant, called

  Ludwig’s, and ensure, as he sipped the contents of a solitary bottle of claret from a heavily cut glass, that we were all happy: all, that is, except for the staff, whose happiness no longer

  mattered to Hans. Efficiency alone concerned him now. And it has to be said that both the food and the service at the Moonlight left the rest of London’s poovy dives, those hessian dumps so

  favoured by the likes of Mr Respectable, out of the running.




  If Hans could have found enough straight waiters to go round, he would have had us all attended, with fantastic irony, by fiercely regimented heterosexuals; but, in the absence of such a

  possibility within the food and beverage trade, we were served by men so perfectly trained that only their insubordinate eyes, very occasionally, gave them away. Their every other move seemed to

  have been professionally curtailed; even their hands had been edited of superfluous gestures and accessories. And, as if in revenge, any jewels worthy of note were firmly placed on Hans’ own,

  refined and polished, frame, which, as often occurs with the delicately inclined, was paradoxically large.




  People were sometimes heard to whisper that Hans had started life as a Weimar tart, and later made a bomb out of some sugared duke in London; but, to me, he just looked resigned, like a foreign

  actor who made up for his defective English by means of a dazzling, and dazzlingly well-capped, smile. Yet beyond that smile, or above it, if you looked through his tinted lashes and pale fish

  eyes, you could almost see the soul of a woman rebuffed, of a woman who should never have been a courtesan, who had been jilted far too often and far too hard, and now lay abandoned in the gutter

  of her perished prime. Hans should have kept cats. But life must have hardened him, because, instead, he kept buying diamonds, which he sported in socking profusion, night after night, as if those

  eye-catching jewels were his morganatic progeny, whom one could never, quite, politely admire. And yet we felt oddly protective of his dodgy, slightly ludicrous flamboyance, perhaps because, in

  return, he – also every night (bar Montag) – protected us, and indeed because, after a couple of enormous kümmels at the bar furthest from where we used to dance, he would

  call us, without regard for age or aspect, his Liebling-darlings. The thing about Hans was that you could have taken your mother to his club and not been embarrassed, for there was a bleak,

  almost mystic purity to the man. Yet it was rumoured that, once a year, he descended from his quarters bedecked in full drag, which was probably the night when you would rather not have taken your

  mother.




  Observed even in his dotage, when his spine was beginning to break ranks, he still remained too tall ever to have been a hussar; and yet you could envisage him, despite the womanish aura to

  which, late in life, he’d run for refuge (the magnificently blonded coiffe, the virtual lack of stubble, the broadening hips, the elongated manicure, the warm creamy handshake, the cigarette

  holder, the crêpe-de-chine foulards, the copious pendants and chains and medallions), despite all these things you could envisage him as a young guardsman of very serious Aryan beauty. And

  because, through the richly scented cloud of his current, lavendered life, you could still glimpse the wonder which he must have been in his past, so you admired him, looked up. No fucking about,

  not even when he swished into the restaurant wearing a smoking jacket with (whoops) a jabot. I think that he was just too bizarre, and too melancholy, to be sent up. And his club, whatever the

  sorority may like to claim now, was unquestionably the best in town. Ask Tony or Patrick or Michael.




  The one true Michael in my life was not, in fact, a prince. He was my brother, whom we called Kelly (a title raped and pillaged from the Italian Michele). All of us

  seemed to wear nicknames in those days – as if to acknowledge, I suppose, our comings-out, our homosexual natures, which we preferred to regard as gifts of special value, talents from the

  heavens rather than a leprous sign of evil. To us, the mark of the beast had nothing to do with liking penises: it referred to holding your knife like a pencil; but still. Unlike most of our fellow

  queens, who had, historically speaking, been more correct by properly crossing, as opposed to merely bending, the gender of their sobriquets, Kelly and I had elected carefully androgynous ones

  – less because we couldn’t think of ourselves as wholly Fem (though we probably lacked, at that stage, the requisite self-irony), than because, had an honest-to-goodness girlie-word,

  like a poisonous bloom in a verdant idyll, inadvertently sprung from our lips while we were camping around the house which our parents imagined was home, such an indiscretion, venial as it might

  now seem, would, then, have incurred a hefty penalty, and been deemed to call for radical pruning, if not actual hacking, by our begetters, who, though luckily transplanted to a remote and backward

  distance, were firm believers in convention. The pair of them, who were considered paragons in their little Eden, lived entangled in the complicated branches of morality and religion, like a couple

  of fine monkeys, trapped but closely entwined somewhere up there, near the clouds, and would, without a doubt, have sought to protect their ideological habitat by crapping on our allowances, the

  condition of which we guarded with greater care than any monkey ever guarded the palette of its arse. Kelly and I, when liberated from our dreadful family and its equally dreadful entourage, could

  be seen, in our giddy relief, to grow manifestly (almost defiantly) Queer – a term which though, back then, sounded less trendy than punitive, we’d adopted for two reasons: first,

  because it smacked of dirty, wartime, vicious, gorgeous, clean-cut Nazi youths (a kink which would have made our parents fall, in conjugal unison, from their endangered tree), but largely, and more

  seriously, because Bender and Fairy, and Nancy and Nellie, and Pansy and Mary, and Cissy and Gay, and Pouffter and Homo, and Bugger and Faggot, and all the rest of the sodomitic repertoire,

  didn’t do the trick for us. I was personally quite partial to the classification Deviant, but Kelly considered it too pathological by half. As for Invert, we were both in full accord that it

  sounded excessively social, almost bourgeois, made you think of Hurlingham Club. No question: Queer was sexier. That’s why we chose it.




  Not long after my admission to the Moonlight, Kelly was weaned off the nappy thing. His emotions became pottytrained for good. Of this I remain certain. For he pitched up at my door one night,

  late and without notice, having been evicted by the fool who’d attempted to initiate him, the creep who’d dared to trade my brother’s open smiling childish love for a plastic

  dummy and a couple of smacks. I recall how, when the bell rang, I’d been lying on the floor, trying to imagine how it would feel to be on the brink of dying, an illusion which wasn’t

  too distressing, more romantic, because it seemed about as likely as going down on the Titanic. But, my musings having been cut short, I pushed an ablative-absolute glower through the window, to

  find Kelly standing on the pavement, looking up, and looking, perhaps, a trifle wanner than was his habit. This, I remember thinking, must mean that he wanted to borrow something, probably to go

  dancing, such as my new best cowboy boots, deep purple – which had hailed from a witty little shop called R. Soles, but which I had stolen (my joke). I concluded that Kelly must be trying to

  look pleading, puppyish, too adorable for possible denial. Old trick of his. I wasn’t his (slightly younger) brother for nothing. Wrong. He told me to let him in, you stupid idiot. So I

  pulled myself together, grabbed my keys, and threw them down to him; but no sooner had he charged up to my room – and just as I was about to make a bemused enquiry as to What, and Owe, and

  Pleasure – than I saw that he was crying, which made me sick, so I turned off No Regrets, put on a recent hit, and we got sloshed on Campari-arancia, which was our grown-up tipple in

  the fleeting interval before we were forced to grow up.




  It turned out that, in a fit of pique over some other, younger, up-and-coming baby-diddums, Kelly had hurled a well-aimed sewing machine across the ‘nursery’ at Kindergartenmeister,

  a couple of whose pathetic ribs had been shattered in the fracas. Naughty Baby; Baby Naughty (whack). I quickly stepped into the part of confidant and started asking loads of stuff; yet Kelly, who

  must have felt uncomfortable, wouldn’t dish any of the real muck, the crucial details for which my prurience lusted, such as what a sewing machine had been doing there in the first place, and

  whether it had been a Singer or a Brother. I now suspect that someone must have been toiling over the broderie. The things we do for love. But I told him, quite firmly, that my bed was

  strictly mine and he had to sleep on the floor if he wanted to be Put Up.




  A couple of days later, when we knew that Kindergartenmeister was out, we let ourselves into the peachy-pastel flat on the wrong side of the river which had amounted to Kelly’s equivalent

  of my torture with Mr Respectable, and packed up all his junk. After ransacking the premises, we finally found, and nicked, the sole remaining evidence of that hapless, childless marriage –

  the pervy Polaroids – which we unearthed from a pile of (fascinating) correspondence from other nappy enthusiasts. But after a ceremonial incineration of Kindergartenmeister’s touching

  little snaps in the grate of my stony hearth, I decided to come clean, and proceeded to inform my brother (not so much on account of the dreadful smell of burning laminate, as because I

  couldn’t stand another minute of his dossing about) that there wasn’t enough room for both of us at my palace, which he kept calling my poncy boudoir. Kelly was mad for modernity, you

  see, so taking the piss out of my old-fashioned penchant came as a cinch to him, all too naturally; but I think that the divorce, his break-out through the cot-bars, must have rendered him

  overexcited, because suddenly he was ringing all these people, and inviting them over, as if no longer concerned about the décor which, but recently, he’d claimed to find so laughable.

  And before I knew it – wouldn’t you know – he was hoping to borrow my bed for a tumble. Sorry, I said, I’d help him find a place of his own if he liked, talk to the landlord

  if necessary, but we just weren’t cut out to cohabit, least of all in such restricted confines. He called me pathetic, but I decided not to retaliate: you couldn’t be too careful with

  words intended to convey annoyance, such as Rattle. Yet he, oblivious of my self-restraint, went on to explain that what he needed was not some patronising lecture, still less a boring

  vada4 through the To Let ads, which he could scour without my assistance any time he desired; no, what he required, he said, was my moral

  support at the clap-clinic. Crabs, he summarized – which freaked me out, because, to me, crabs could only mean one thing: cancer. And so, by taxi, to the local hospital. What a dump. We had

  overdressed by miles.




  Dr McManus was a right one, but also, in his chirpy Grampian way, quite funny, and did, whatever else, awaken us to the benefits of a double-act. We always jumped the queue when he was around,

  because, as he invariably explained to the disgruntled nurse at reception, he could deal with the toothsome twosome in double-quick time. But the truth, I think, is not so much that McManus could

  be trusted to be expeditious with us, as that he fancied the idea of being squashed inside a sibling sandwich. Kelly and I, however, were, from the outset, intransigent about the curtain round the

  examination couch, primly insistent that it be drawn at all times – a demand which I suspect must have miffed McManus, whom (obviously) we called McAnus. But Kelly and I came from such a

  pent-up background that (incredible as it may sound) we’d never clocked each other in the buff, and nor were we about to start now – not I, at any rate, not for all the alternative

  medicine in China. Yet we got our comeuppance soon enough, because whenever, thereafter, we attended that venereal establishment (and briefly I decided to spare myself the expense of a private

  doctor for the routine indignity of grubby check-ups, just as McManus, equally briefly and no less grubbily, doubtless hoped for a reversal in my prudish attitude), the good physician would welcome

  Kelly, who always led the way, as if he were some enormous piece of class – Monegasque, for instance; and me, with the following – exceedingly shrill – salutation: Oooch, heer

  comms Muss Clara Bow-Lips! Goes without saying that he wasn’t referring to my cupid’s-whatsit. What he was doing was announcing to the whole omnium-waiting-bloody-gatherum that I was

  up-tight. Tight-arsed. He may have had a point. Certainly he had a finger. But I wonder where Dr McManus is now.




  For as long as I could remember I had hated my official name. But given that I was born less than a year after Kelly, who was obviously still, at that stage, Michael the little

  archangel, it seems fair to surmise that the airborne monkeys of our engendering, our paragonic parents, had, between syncopated shrieks of expectation and binges of mouth-to-mouth

  cacahouettes, been busily beating their chests in anticipation of the arrival of a baby girl. In our teens, Kelly, who by then had fluttered down from the ranks of the angelic to those of

  the plain irritating, was, from the comfort of his closet, which he proved slow to throw open, to joke: What the hell did they think that they’d produced, second time around, but a

  total girlie? – as if he’d been bred (not first, but) butch as Trajan. Anyway, perhaps because my disappointing gender had caught the monkeys off-guard – on the hop, so to speak,

  between their complicated branches – or because someone had unwittingly wished to chastise me for daring to materialize equipped with the wrong parts, it was decreed that I be named after

  (not some great emperor, but) the month when I was dumped by the proverbial stork over the confusion of our genetic foliage. And this is how I came to be christened Quintus – a choice which

  strikes me as the nastiest to be made without actually dubbing an untimely son May. So, as soon as I had learned to voice my loathing of this titular absurdity, I began to accuse our parents of

  having been idiotic in their selection, because Quintus, far from conjuring a springtime page on some classical almanac from Rome, simply suggested that I was fifth in line to their leafy throne,

  whereas, of course, I was second – and, furthermore, their (simian) terminus. And besides (I would bang on), the daft initial which they’d inflicted on my ego, that accursed Q, was

  fine-and-dandy for some boring theatre-prompt, or a bouncer at some seedy club in Soho, or the son of a snooker hoodlum, but quite unfit for the likes of me, by which, in my muddled dreams, I meant

  someone predestined by the fates to wed a prince and vault into the future like a gleaming javelin.




  Once I’d got away, dishevelled but unbowed, from the imprisonment of school, and resolved to liberate myself from that other great enslavement, the straitjacket of parental discipline

  (only to be landed in the slavery of Mr Respectable, but that’s all history), I decided to take proper action in respect of my hideous proper adjective – it hardly amounted to a noun

  – the shaming entry which defined, and yet defaced, my birth certificate. Pointless, I reasoned, to tip-toe through the minefield of my days burdened at the shoulder (a joint which tends to

  chip) with the inflammatory weight that is the threat of ridicule, a threat which can ignite and explode in one’s face without warning, any minute, and ad infinitum. I would craft myself

  anew, transform my old identity, design myself a safer, future set of wings, sounder and lighter and better-fitting than the waxy wings of Icarus. After all, since actors and writers and monarchs

  did it, just as cities and kingdoms and whole empires did, who the hell was to say that I – an historically entitled deviant – wasn’t too to take the liberty? So I put my mind to

  the business, and was, eventually, rewarded with a solution – a double one, in fact, because Kelly and I, as it turned out, were to be relabelled in unison.




  It happened directly after our reciprocal unmasking, our mutual coming out, the kind of confessional two-way mirror which tends to present itself to queers whom life has bound by blood. And yet

  the occasion did not turn out (not even warmly blurred by the Vaselined and tinted lens of memory) to be a cameo of heightened mutual avowal shared by unnatural brothers. The reality couldn’t

  have been further from that romantic fraternal pastoral, because our critical landmark cropped up (not by providential candlelight, but) by tacky accident. This is how. Halfway between the painful

  confines of the cul-de-sac and the historical brickwork of the Find, there was a pub, an equidistant spot, known as The Queen & Garter – which didn’t leave much room for doubt. But

  even if one had, at one’s hesitant start, suffered some niggling anxiety about the specialised nature of the beverage served inside, which was not in every case the milk of human kindness,

  any such fears would have been dispelled, creamed-off in one, by the gaggles of walrus-queens in aviator shades who habitually colonized the cobblestones beyond the kerbside, waving their

  puzzle-rings in the sun, and manhandling, as they rolled their eyeballs at one another’s juicy tittle-tattle, their excruciated packets, which were ever oppressed to one side. I would linger

  alone, as a matter of stand-offish custom, deep within the bowels of such establishments, as if reduced to killing time on some foreign railway platform while waiting for the train of love to ferry

  me to the hardest place of all, the place called Paradise. That’s the look which, irrespective of the climate of my flies, I used to harbour – desperately detached, frantically absent

  – but I don’t suppose that it fooled anyone, least of all: him, the most unexpected person, oddly the most surprising, as he made his breezy entrance through the swing-doors, cool as a

  model-cucumber swanning down the catwalk of life, and smiling to left and to right at absolute strangers who cut their yabbering the better to admire him – my brother. For, whatever my shock

  at the time, and whatever the people who subsequently came to know him, biblically or otherwise, may like to claim now, assuming that they’re still around to perpetrate some lie, my brother,

  in that blossoming and sunny period of his life, more than merited the flattery of speechless wonder. Even swaddled in the passing horror of broderie, he would succeed, somehow, in looking

  lovely.




  He had moved to London an academic year ahead of me, but this lead was not, any more than the lead deployed by Mr Respectable, to be put to academic furtherance. Rather it was employed for the

  semblance of seeking employment, while, in effect, seeking emotional rescue, seeking it with such unwavering avidity, yet sexually so cheaply, as to obfuscate the heavy eventual cost of such

  pursuits to his light-hearted spirit. Nevertheless, my brother did, in the brief interim before I came to join him in town, enjoy the advantage of a new, fluorescent urbanity over my opaque and

  provincial public-school ignorance, which brought up the rear. He had already learnt – as I’ve already told – openly to ravish the faces of strangers, specifically male ones, male

  marauders even, even down-the-Dilly; learnt to be nice about things, to seem amenable rather than suspicious, willing rather than wilful – a skill which, in my personal instance, has never

  ceased to elude me.




  After the revelation of our double-queerdom (a condition which, when some time later it was learnt at the family tree – by means of a single letter adorned with two very florid signatures

  – was interpreted as the darkest of sins, warranting the darkest social secrecy, a secrecy which laid my mother prostrate on her couch for three long weeks, and culminated, with her eventual

  recovery and my father’s complicity, in our joint banishment, for years on end, to the smog of genealogical Coventry), we were effectively disowned, left to survive on our meagre wits, like

  crabs in a genital wilderness. Anyway, the people whom, in our bizarre trajectory toward premature maturity, we were to meet – to meet, that is, in a context where dialogue was permissible

  – seemed often to think that we were sexily identical, swappable even, of kinky interest. McManus, for instance, just to point the finger. But such an outlook was as myopic as it was silly.

  You only had to see us together to realise. My brother was the taller and the darker and the swarthier of the two of us; I was thinner, more sallow-skinned and jagged – in profile most

  markedly. His mouth was sensual; mine, slimto-mealy. His eyes were opened wide; mine, narrowed in perpetuity. His hands were beautiful; mine, merely bony. And yet there did, I admit, exist vague

  similarities in our vocabulary and demeanour, as well as in the emotional air that we struggled to breathe, which, on account of the suffocating moral and religious temperature of our rearing, was

  not wholly balanced, pointed toward difficulty, felt wheezy, and was hampered by the thoracic pressure of guilt. But such resemblances, such hapless coincidences, owed more to our unhealthy

  conditioning than ever they did, I still believe, to weirdo-genetic predisposition. Within the homosexual spectrum, viewed through its prism, my brother and I could not have been more different. If

  he was bright orange (scarlet and yellow), I was bright green (yellow and blue). Take it from me – even as I loitered by the cottage at the Queen & Garter, thinking not of him but of the

  train which I had yet to catch, and which, just for a change, was overdue.




  He sported, on that least expected of occasions, a fearlessly beautiful shirt, voluminously white, Shakespearean, with enough deep pleats along the yoke to render its pressing a grievance.

  Sleeves rolled up over the elbows; buttons undone to the cleavage. That great show-stopper of his, pre-empting the vogue which, not long thereafter, would be christened New Romantic – a fever

  for sashes and bandeaux and frills – he had purchased, I recall, in Athens en route to Hydra, whither he had been invited by some enigmatic, upwardly-mobile cicerone, some socially-downcast

  sodomite – Kindergartenmeister in his guise as landlord, I’m now inclined to hazard. And I would doubtless have been wearing, when he peered toward my shadow across the yeasty fug, the

  pallid safety of overwashed jeans, a denim jacket, and a white cotton T-shirt proclaiming, at first glance, the letters o w d y, which people presumed to be part of some American welcome,

  but which, whenever the jacket came off, professed me to be a C o w d y k e. At any rate, he half-smiled at me, but with the vague neutrality which one accords to a presence devoid of

  precise context, to a memory which one can’t quite pin down. And then he was offered a voddy by some blazered moustache. And next, after checking the pickings, which were slim, he got a grip,

  and came across to where I was slouching, and he looked at once relieved and peeved, as if to imply that, since I was here, I was welcome to join in the hoolie – on condition that I not block

  his light, which was vital. And finally, just before closing time, he introduced me to a few of the gathered, a James and a Neil and an Adam, (a Jane and a Nell and an Ada). And that’s how it

  all began. The cat of our parents’ catastrophe, even before it had leapt by airmail to their branches, was out.




  Outing ourselves to the monkeys would take time – time to muster the requisite courage, which would need to be considerable, since the monkeys were considerably less partial to fruit than

  they were to peanuts – but alighting on the nickname Kelly happened almost automatically, like a pleasurable landing. I think that before our chance encounter at the Queen & Garter, my

  brother had been resisting the force to wear a sobriquet, a force exerted by his acquaintances in London, all of whom had already ‘gone over’ to Camp; and I suspect this resistance to

  have stemmed from the fact that, secretly, he found the notion of femmy pseudonyms a bit trashy, rather like drag. But then he, unlike me, didn’t have much to dislike in his own name, Michael

  – besides which, its most obvious flip-side, Michelle, would – let’s face it – have been a bit damn naff. Yet he would never, at that time, have admitted fostering snobby

  reservations about any aspect of the homosexual panorama, because people in the ghetto had always, thus far, treated him kindly – apart, that is, from Kindergartenmeister, about whom, as you

  know, I yet knew nothing.




  When I first moved to town, my brother and I had simply told each other that we were renting rooms in flats and kept it as vague as that. In retrospect, of course, neither of us can have been

  too keen to elaborate beyond the sketchiest of outlines. But after our meeting at the Queen & Garter, everything became open, other. Yet I, unlike him, with all his hesitancy, could not have

  been more pleased by the sudden prospect of shedding the Q of my lifelong discomfiture, the bane of my biographical alphabet; and so, as soon as I gleaned my chance – what with Jane and Nell

  and Ada – I confessed to this pressing desire. Truth to tell, I became a complete pest about it, would not let the matter pass, until, in the end, worn down, my brother agreed to keep me

  moral company. We would dive from the same high plank at the same time, vaulting swallows in unison, siblings in a truce of future solidarity – so long, he insisted, as I was prepared to be

  subtle about it, subtle, and not (as he put it) go the whole tranny distance – because it was crucial that the monkeys not get wind of our racket, even from their giddy great altitude:

  otherwise, remember, they’d constipate our wallets.




  And so off we took, whooshing over Michael, bypassing Michelle, and gliding towards Shelley, which struck me as poetic but he claimed to hate – cheap stilettos, was his take. Obliged,

  therefore, to turn on our airborne heels, we headed back to England, briefly to refuel at the name of origin; yet next, probably because we were perched at some pizza parlour, pecking at garlic

  bread while knocking back Campari-arancia, we decided on a wider, wilder route for our second trajectory, which seemed to point us Italywards, and thus we came, guided by the arrow of some

  quivering inner compass, to the name Michele, which despite its lingering echoes of Shelley, we shortened to Kelly, and there, in a diminutive peanutshell, you have it. Bona5 (not boner). Fatto; done. Kelly had arrived.




  Yet the task awaiting me wasn’t so breezy. Linguistically, it felt more arduous, tiresomely uphill – not only because there was little, in the realm of comedy or irony or any of

  that, to be done with a dead-loss name like Quintus (which was a joke in its own right, though a very bad one), but because, deep down, I wanted shot of the idiocy outright, and shot of it far more

  urgently than ever I wanted to rack my brain about some clever variant or deviant or what have you. So together we changed tack, and tried, instead, to think of names for girls which didn’t

  sound completely girlie when applied to a man.




  Bisexuals, we agreed, would have to be scrapped: Hilary and Lindsay and Jocelyn and Robin and Evelyn and Vivian and Claude and Carol – all too dated and, frankly, too WAAF. Next we circled

  over names of boys not strictly meant for girls, but which girls sometimes affected to be larky, sort of pony-ridy, yet none of these seemed to suit either, names like Bobbie (too policewoman), and

  Ali (too Baba), and Nicky (too shoplifty), and Ducky (too cowardly), and Jackie (too wanky), and Ronnie (Veronica? Sorry, darling, I didn’t have plans to mop anyone’s brow). What about

  Johnnie? Too rubbery, I ejaculated. Too dykie, he out-ejaculated me. Charlie, then? Vile scent; not on your life. Freddie? Possible . . . but, on second thoughts: too mercurial, too goofy-pop-star.

  Binkie? Too fat. Bunny? Too Hefner. Sasha? Too cummerbund. On and on we went, round and round and round, until, once the booze had started to cloud our marbles, we began to fear that we might need

  to postpone our travels for the night, resign ourselves to the headache of a spinning question-mark. Make a list, Kelly prescribed. But as I grabbed a paper napkin on which to write, the solution

  sprang to mind. I hope that the name which I elected had nothing to do with our mother, who, in our childhood, as we hobby-horsed on the high branches, was sometimes heard to sing some song from a

  Sixties film about swinging down the street so fancy free, because – oh, I don’t know, it’s all so long ago – it just felt right, that name, right and liberating, both

  girlish and boyish, gentle but energetic, modern but classic, sort of custommade but better built than the wings of Icarus, the perfect cut-and–fit for a promising javelin. And the name was

  this: Georgie. It suits me still, even decades after that baptismal evening, and even if those who came to embrace me with it are – well, no more. Gone beyond recall. Now I’m simply

  George.




  But to return to the days that I’m trying to describe. My brother and I swiftly became known, by all and scenic sundry, as Kelly and Georgie, recognizable accomplices to a common crime,

  nature’s double-joke. I think that although senior, more experienced queens considered us colourful, and although they found us kinda sexy in our counterbalanced acts (me, surly in general

  denim; Kelly, sunny in pleated white), nevertheless they viewed us as spoilt and unpredictable, tricky to handle. Prenez garde, you sometimes heard some sozzled fart emit as we stepped into

  the Queen & Garter. And perhaps such people were, at least in my volatile regard, right, right to watch out; because when, for example, anyone enquired, perfectly politely, and merely by way of

  innocent conversation-starter, whether my elected name was Georgie after the film or the song or whatever, I would snipe, forgetful both of my manners and of our mother, so frenetic was I to

  conceal the Quintus which still lurked, obscured, within the covers of my passport, that it certainly was not. My George, I’d reply (as if the ensuing differential rendered me legally

  entitled), ended in ‘ie’ and not ‘y’, whereas the emotional weakling in that film, a film which I’d never even seen (‘before my time’, was my

  charmless sideswipe – though I was all too aware of the lyrics about how nobody you meet could ever see the loneliness there, and the question about why do all the boys just pass you by,

  could it be you just don’t try, and the lecture about the clothes you wear, and the shit about not being so scared of changing and re-arranging yourself, and about how it’s time to jump

  down from the shelf ), she, that other George, had spelt herself Georgy, as in Corgi and Porgy, get it? I became ugly in the face of such enquiries, enquiries that, at worst,

  only ever amounted to harmless chatup. But, at some uncomfortable depth, they made me feel as if people were trying to catch me out, prying too profoundly, digging beneath safe ground. And if I

  resented their accidental excavations, this was probably because I needed to keep buried the evidence that not only was Georgie a novelty in my life, but a novelty which, far from symbolizing my

  wholesale purchase of the gender-bending homosexual lifestyle, had merely provided me with a convenient means of divorcing myself from my oppressive past. I had, in effect, abused the privilege of

  a noble historical tradition for ignoble personal reasons, and I preferred to spare myself the blush of being found out. That is why, I think, unsolicited attention on this front felt like attack,

  and caused, to some extent, my symptomatic, anti-social pedantry. But, in the event, even such defences were destined not to last. They were soon to be dismantled and scrapped; for, a matter of

  months into my journey through the sexual mire of London, I was to meet (alone, which aggravated matters) a fantastically handsome man, perhaps even – who could tell? – the prince of my

  desperate imaginings, who, having heard some extraneous queen greet me across some equally extraneous bar as Hey There Georgie Girl, asked after my (by now exceedingly tedious) mythology. I spun

  him the line about corgis and Porgys and the rest of my smart-arsed way out, whereupon he – robbing me of a riposte, and robbing me for life – explained, very calmly, that my rule about

  g i e being soft, as in gee, and g y being hard, as in gyno, didn’t hold water. Wasn’t logical. How otherwise, he said, nailing me to the stake of my own ignorance, would I suggest that

  one pronounce a word such as: Orgy? And then he set aside his drink and walked out of the pub and evaporated from my life. I don’t know how Kelly dealt with the ripples of his own

  re-christening. Probably openly, honestly, with a smile. That was his charm; just as, in a way, it was to prove his tragedy.
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