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One

1934: I turn eighteen... My father’s blessing... A new opportunity... I surrender at Waterloo... Short-changed by a shilling... A chance meeting... I find an opening

 



I arrived in London the day after my eighteenth birthday. That event, so keenly anticipated by my mother and sister, had passed at home in furious silence. My father - an officer in the French army during World War One, from whom I inherited my surname, Lemoyne, my dark looks and my quick temper - sat down at the breakfast table and fixed me with a lowering gaze.

‘What are you looking so pleased with?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Wipe that smile off your face.’

My mother, as usual, tried to pour oil on troubled waters. ‘It’s Paul’s birthday, darling.’

My father thumped the table. ʹHis birthday! And what are we going to do about that? Waste more of our money buying him presents? Champagne, perhaps? A silk suit?’

He pushed his chair back and stormed out of the room leaving my sister, a year older than I and already worn out by a lifetime of skivvying and self-sacrifice, holding the bacon tongs hovering in midair.

‘Don’t stand there like a simpleton, Jane,’ snapped my mother, before running after my father making conciliatory noises. Jane and I looked at each other and shrugged. We were used to such scenes: ever since I had left school at fifteen my father had been needling me  about my failure to earn a living. What could I do? It was 1934, and work was not easily had.

Jane bent down and kissed me on top of the head. ‘Happy birthday, Paul,’ she whispered, placing a measly rasher of bacon on my plate. I kissed her hand as, glancing towards the door, she tipped another thin piece of meat my way. ‘Go on, enjoy it. He won’t be wanting it. No point in waste.’ She tucked a stray lock of brown hair up into her bun and hurried back to the kitchen. I attacked breakfast with an appetite, and spent the rest of the morning in my room, reading, daydreaming, sleeping.

My father went out at noon - in principle to collect his war pension and look for work, in practice to meet his cronies at the pub and fritter away our housekeeping. Our income was pitifully small. Father had been wounded at the first battle of Ypres, and recuperated in a military hospital near Hastings, where my mother, a nurse, fell in love with him. Unwilling to return to France (where, in truth, the war left him pitifully little to return to), he married, transferred his pension to England and pursued his former career as a printer. Jane was born shortly after the marriage, and I was hot on her heels. All was well until the Depression, when Father lost his job and began drinking. Since then we had dispensed with all domestic help, and my mother and sister had taken over the running of the house, while my father and I concealed the shame of our parasitic, useless existences beneath a pitiful display of hostility.

His absence restored a festive mood to the house. Mother and Jane gave me presents - an embroidered wallet and a set of monogrammed handkerchiefs, both products of their exquisite needlework - and we enjoyed a pleasant tea together. Father’s return soured the mood instantly. He was drunk and maudlin.

‘I’ve been toasting my son’s birthday,’ he slurred as Mother stared at him with a gloomy countenance. ‘Come here, Paul. Come and receive my blessing.’

I kept to my chair.

‘Come when I ask you.’

‘No.’

‘Come here this instant!’

‘You stink of beer.’

He flung back his arm as if to strike me, then abruptly sat down, carried off his feet by the momentum.

‘Show some respect to your father, Paul,’ said Mother in low, deadly tones.

I stood. ‘I shall show him respect when he deserves it.’ I walked towards the door. Father launched himself at me, grabbing me by the shoulders. Jane laid a restraining hand on his arm, but he shrugged her off so violently that she fell and cracked her temple against the arm of a chair. Her face went white as a bead of dark blood gathered and ran down her cheek, and she passed out. I turned in a fury to face my father, who was cringing beneath our collective opprobrium.

Perhaps I should have struck him then and there, beaten him sober and by doing so replaced him as the head of the household. But at that moment I could see nothing but day after day stretching out in the same sordid, degrading way. I turned on my heel and left.

 



The train journey to Waterloo took a little over two hours. It was still early in the morning when I arrived. I’d spent the night on a bench on the station, having vowed before my weeping mother and sister never to set foot in the house while ‘that man’ was under the roof. I slept very little: it was cold, and I had nothing but my patched overcoat to keep me warm. The first up train left at six, and I stretched out luxuriously across the seats in the second-class carriage and slept. I woke when the guard came to inspect my nonexistent ticket; happily, he took pity on my penniless condition and even brought me an enamel mug of thick brown tea that the engineer had brewed up at the front.

‘Where are you going, youngster?’ he asked as I sipped the scalding tea.

‘London.’

‘What for?’ He was a kind old soul, a good deal older than my father, with white hair and a red face. I’d seen him once or twice on family trips up to town; he’d always been friendly and courteous.

‘I don’t know. I’ve just got to get away.’

‘Oh, yes?’ He looked curious, scenting a scandal, I suppose. ‘Trouble at home?’

‘Well...’ I was in no hurry to share our family problems with a stranger. ‘I need a job.’

‘A young man like you should have no difficulty making a living in the city, I should think.’ He looked at me with an appraising eye.

‘Really?’

‘How old are you?’

‘Eighteen yesterday.’ I thought I detected his red face blushing to a deeper crimson.

‘Got any ideas of what you want to do? Most lads want to be engine drivers, don’t they?’ He had a curious half-smile on his face.

‘I’m not a child!’ I replied, unsure whether he was mocking me.

‘No, I should say not. Very much a young man. Eighteen, you say. Lived at home all your life?’

‘Yes.’

‘Not much... experience of the world, I suppose?’

‘No.’ I stared gloomily into my empty mug.

‘What line of work did you think of turning your hand to?’

I was ashamed to admit that I had never worked a day in my life, that, in fact, my only occupations since the age of fifteen had been reading, swimming and occasional trips to the pictures, whenever I could sneak in without paying. But there was little point in pretending to be something that I wasn’t. ‘I’ve no idea.’

‘Look,’ said the guard, reaching into his jacket and pulling out a small pasteboard card. ‘Make a call here when you get to London. Mr Holly is a good friend of mine. He’ll find something for you. Say Dudley sent you.’

I held it up to the light.



Mr Nicholas Holly  
General Manager  
South London Palace of Varieties  
Ontario Street SE




‘He’ll see you right, young man. Now, mind how you go and be good.’ He winked, slipped me a punched ticket so that I could get out of Waterloo without detection, and left the carriage.

The great station was quiet and sleepy, the sun filtering through the filthy glass roof, where a few disreputable pigeons fluffed their tatty feathers on the girders. Here and there gentlemen in suits and bowler hats hurried, heads down, across the concourse. With each train that rumbled into the station, more and more of them were disgorged into the metropolis until, within half an hour, the whole area was crowded. I watched in fascination: so many men, dressed identically, moving purposefully, never bumping into each other, keeping their eyes on the floor. I leaned against a coffee stand and just watched. One or two of them looked up at me, struck, I suppose, by this one idle soul in a sea of human activity. Some of them took a tighter grip on their briefcases, afraid that I was bent on theft. Others smiled vaguely, envying my freedom, I suppose.

My rough night left me feeling grimy, and the strong tea I’d had on the train was ready for release, and so I made my way through the hordes to the gentlemen’s cloakroom situated near the ticket office. Here one could get a wash and brush-up for sixpence-a serious drain on my meagre resources (I had ten shillings, not a penny more) but important if I was to make a good impression on any potential employer. I had to find work, bread and a roof over my head without delay - before night fell, and before my resolution wavered.

The cloakroom was busy: plenty of businessmen had to relieve themselves after their long journeys up from the shires. I waited my  turn, and eventually took a place at the free urinal between two gents in identical black suits. I unbuttoned my fly, pulled myself out, bent my knees slightly and prepared to piss.

Just as I was relaxing and enjoying the relief of my bladder emptying, I heard a slight intake of breath a little above my right shoulder. I glanced up, caught the eye of my neighbour for half a second, and looked quickly down. He appeared to have finished the job in hand, but was in no hurry to move away. I looked up again. This time his gaze was fixed a little lower, watching the thick stream of piss that I was splashing against the porcelain. What was he doing? I stole a glance downwards for answer to my question. In his right hand he was still holding a cock which appeared to be growing rapidly larger.

Somewhat surprised, I looked down and tried to concentrate on my now-dwindling stream. The man to my left cleared his throat; I looked up and caught him smiling at me, one eyebrow raised towards the rim of his bowler. He, too, was holding his prick in his hand.

I didn’t know what to make of the situation, but I was intrigued. By now I, too, had finished pissing, and had no reason to stay where I was - but I was unwilling to walk away from this little adventure without discovering the outcome. And so, taking a lead from my neighbours, I stood exposed at the urinal waiting for something to happen. I could feel the heat of their gaze upon me; both were staring down at my cock, which, flattered by the attention, was beginning to stiffen.

I wondered how long the three of us could stand there with our pricks in our hands when, suddenly, a whisper rippled through the cloakroom and, all around me, men shook themselves off and stuffed their engorged members back into their trousers. I followed suit just in time to see a policeman taking his place at a urinal near the door. Where all had been still and silent watching before was now a scene of innocent toilette: running water, hands being washed and dried, hair combed in mirrors. The policeman, unaware of the muted revels  he had disturbed, buttoned himself up and remounted the stairs; we could hear his hobnailed boots banging on the metal treads. As they faded above us, the atmosphere changed as if someone had flicked a switch.

My two neighbours, who had been washing their hands at a nearby sink, returned to my side. ‘Want to earn half a crown?’ whispered one of them - a middle-aged gentleman with a handsome set of black whiskers. He nodded towards a door at the back of the room marked SHOWERS. My other admirer, a fair-skinned man of perhaps thirty, with a thin fair moustache, laid a well-manicured hand on my elbow and guided me through. ‘Let’s make it the full crown, shall we?’ I was guided over to the door, and a sum of money was dropped into the eager hand of an elderly attendant who unlocked the door to admit us. We stepped into a white-tiled room, and the door was locked behind us.

The room was reminiscent of the changing rooms at the school playing fields. Benches and hooks ran down one wall; big dripping chromium shower heads down the other. The floor was wet, and not a little muddy; a smelly mop and bucket stood in one corner, unused, I suspected, since the last occupants.

My companions had, hitherto, been models of patience and decorum; now, however, hidden from the gaze of their peers, they became more demanding.

‘Strip,’ barked the dark one, removing his bowler hat and hanging it on a hook.

‘Come on, boy, we haven’t got all day,’ said his companion, loosening his tie.

I watched for a moment as they took off their jackets. Both were well built, the older running slightly to fat, perhaps, but powerful nonetheless. They stood before me with folded arms, waiting for me to comply. I suddenly became aware of the perils of my predicament, but trusted to the innate respectability of the English gentleman. I did not know exactly what they had in mind, but I suspected it could not  be murder - and I stood to make five bob. I took off my overcoat and jacket, removed my tie and unbuttoned my cuffs. They were watching me like hawks.

‘Get the shirt off,’ said the dark one.

I undid the top two buttons, tugged my braces off my shoulders and pulled the shirt over my head, a practice that my mother deplored as lazy but that seemed, in my present hurried circumstances, perfectly legitimate. Their eyes widened as they took in my torso, which was hard and defined thanks to my ‘wasted’ afternoons at the public baths, ploughing up and down the swimming pool.

‘I say,’ said the younger, blond one, ‘look at the skin on him. Like silk.’ He took a step towards me and laid a hand on my shoulder, several shades darker than his own fair colouring. For that I had to thank my father’s Mediterranean blood. The other took my nipple between thumb and forefinger, squeezing it slightly.

‘A perfect Apollo Belvedere.’

‘Now the rest, boy.’

They stood back, awaiting the climax of the show. I noticed that both were nursing visible bulges at the fork of their trousers.

I undid my belt, kicked off my shoes, pulled off my socks and stepped out of my trousers, which had fallen around my ankles. Now I stood there in just my pants - rather a threadbare pair, I’m ashamed to say. This did not seem to worry my two companions, who, heedless of their pinstripes, both dropped to their knees and, one at the front, one at the rear, inhaled great lungfuls from my crotch and arse. This dual assault of mouths, noses and hands, which were running up and down my legs, was an entirely new sensation for me, and within seconds my cock was like an iron bar inside my pants.

I have always been aware that I am more blessed than most in that department. On the odd occasion when I saw my father naked, on his way to or from the bathroom or on rare family trips to the seaside, I realised that this was his most welcome legacy to me; he was massively endowed. At the age of thirteen I had simply marvelled at  the size of it; by sixteen, I had matched it myself. Joking remarks at the swimming pool made me acutely self-conscious in this respect; now, however, my size seemed to be working in my favour. I was so stiff that my pants could no longer contain me, and I had tented out in the front so that the material was pulled taut across my bum, leaving great gaping apertures around my thighs. Into one of these a hand soon slipped, grasped my prick and drew it out into the open, where it stood, throbbing slightly, for inspection.

The two gentlemen stared in disbelief for a moment, then attempted to outdo each other in efforts to swallow it. One second, two sets of lips were running up the sides of my shaft; the next, my whole cock was buried in the mouth of one while the other had to be content to bathe my nuts with his tongue. My pants were torn off by impatient hands and tossed aside; they lay, soaking up muddy water, a yard to my left. Hands were kneading my buttocks, slapping them, pulling them apart; every so often a finger would brush against a part of my body hitherto untouched by any apart from my mother.

By now both of them had pulled their cocks out of their flies and were occasionally breaking off from their fevered exploration to give themselves a quick wank. The room was permeated with a strong male scent as three bodies heated up in sexual excitement; it was a new smell to me, and one to which I became instantly addicted.

The young fair man was winning the battle to suck my prick, so his older companion stood behind me and took me in his strong arms. I could feel his hairy belly pressing into my back; he was still clothed, but had pulled his shirt up to increase the contact. And that was not all I could feel: his cock, which was shorter but a good deal thicker than my own, was pushing against my buttocks. With one hand, he felt my chest and stomach; with the other, he grabbed my left ear and pulled my head round so that he could kiss me. His whiskers grazed my face; his mouth tasted, not disagreeably, of tobacco and my cock. I held onto the head that was bobbing around my groin and abandoned myself to the trip. I could feel my guts beginning to boil  and knew from my own solitary experience that I was about to come. The dark man stuck his tongue inside my mouth and gripped me in a great bear hug; the other held me deep in his throat while my hips bucked and I squirted what felt like a pint of sperm into him. My knees buckled and I was let gently down to the floor. I lay with my legs stretched out in front of me, propping myself up on my elbows.

If I thought the game was over, I was wrong: I had not yet earned my crown. The two men stood over me, one on either side, and began to wank themselves in good earnest, gazing down at me as if they would imprint every detail of my body on their memories. Well, I would give them something to remember, I thought, feeling for a moment utterly sluttish as I lay on the dirty tiles. I ran my hands over my chest and stomach; I waved my still-hard cock in the air, squeezing out a few more drops of spunk. I raised my legs to let them see my arsehole. This seemed to be the trigger, for first one, then the other, started to shoot his sperm, directing it on to my stomach, chest and neck. I rubbed my hands around in it, glorying in the degradation of the moment.

Spent, however, they suddenly became businesslike once more. Each produced a carefully laundered white handkerchief from his breast pocket - placed there, in all probability, by a dutiful wife - wiped his softening cock and tucked it away. Within a minute the jackets and ties were back in place, the bowler hats adjusted, trousers brushed down, and my two friends were ready to resume their journey to the office.

‘Thank you, young man,’ said the older of the two, reaching into his pocket. ‘That was immensely enjoyable.’ He handed me a coin; I could tell from the size and the milled edge that it was a florin. His friend gave me another. I was a shilling down on the deal.

‘Thank you, gentlemen,’ I said, unwilling after all to quibble over the shortfall. In any future transaction, I resolved, I would get the money while they were still feeling generous.

I watched as they slipped out of the shower room, whispering into  the attendant’s ear as they went. He glanced inside, shot me a toothless grin and handed me a towel.

At last I was able to wash.

 



By the time I emerged into the now-quiet station, it was approaching half past nine. The sun was stronger, catching the dust in shafts that filtered through broken panes in the roof. I had thirteen shillings and sixpence in my pocket, and I was hungry. I bought coffee and a cake from a stall at the station entrance, and while I stood there munching, enjoying the sun on the back of my neck (where, so recently, a set of bristly black whiskers had been crushed), I asked the old lady who had served me if she could direct me to Ontario Street.

‘You want the Sarf, do you?’

‘The what?’

‘The Sarf. The Sarf London Palace of Varieties.’

‘Yes! You know it?’

‘Course I do! Just down the road, dear,’ she said, pointing along the dreary street where trams rumbled by full of grey-faced citizens. ‘Down the end, past the clock tower, past the electric works, it’s on yer right. Can’t miss it. Ten minutes.’

Delighted to be saving my tram fare, I sauntered down Waterloo Road, gripping the pasteboard card the train guard had given me in my pocket. It took me a good deal longer than ten minutes. Every new building held some interest for me. Ricci Giacomo’s restaurant, on the corner of Alaska Street, smelled deliciously of onions. A little further down, a coffee merchant and the next-door confectioner made rival claims on my appetite. There was the famous Old Vic theatre - even I had heard of that from the weekly magazines. A little further, I could see the clock tower gleaming two hundred yards ahead of me. I hurried past hairdressers, theatrical costumiers, greengrocers, bootmakers, laundries, all of them busy and, to my young eyes, fascinating. One or two of the shopkeepers, particularly the women, caught me staring in the window and gave me a smile or blew me a  kiss; outside Dean’s Fancy Draper’s I was asked to move on. I didn’t care: the sun was shining, I had a few bob in my pocket and I was on my way in life.

At the clock tower I skipped over a maze of tramlines and continued my journey south - or so I thought. I walked for ten minutes, looking out for Ontario Street - but eventually, crossing underneath a railway bridge, decided I must have taken a wrong turn, and began to look for a friendly face from whom to ask directions.

A young man came whistling out of a pub, a knapsack over his shoulder, his arms thrust into the pockets of loose, green, cotton trousers. He was in shirtsleeves, with a cap perched on the back of his head and a great mop of ginger hair curling out over his forehead. A cigarette was tucked behind one ear. He was, I supposed, about my own age.

‘Excuse me,’ I said, falling into step beside him.

He looked at me and smiled. ‘Now, what can I do for you?’ He sounded and looked unmistakably Irish: green eyes, a snub nose, freckles and a quick smile.

‘I’m looking for Ontario Street.’

‘Oh, yes.’ He walked on; I kept pace with him.

‘Do you know where it is?’

‘Ontario Street?’

‘Yes. Is it nearby?

‘What might you be looking for there, now?’

I pulled the card out of my pocket. ‘The South London Palace of Varieties,’ I said.

‘Let’s see.’ He took the card from my hand and inspected it, looked at the back, turned it every way. ‘The South London Palace of Varieties, indeed.’ We crossed the road and turned left.

‘Do you know where it is? I have to see this gentleman.’

‘Who’s that, then?’

‘A Mr Holly, I believe.’

‘Do you know this Mr Holly?’ He seemed, if anything, to be  quickening his pace.

‘No, not exactly. I have an introduction.’

‘Ah, I see.’

‘So, can you help me?’

‘Help you? What with?’

‘To find the South London Palace of Varieties.’

‘Oh, yes.’

‘You can?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, where is it?’

He stopped in his tracks, and I bumped into him. ‘Why, you’re standing right in front of it!’ He burst into laughter. I looked up and there, emblazoned over the front of a decaying but impressive building, were the very words I had sought for the last half-hour.

‘Come in. I’ll find Holly for you. What name?’

‘Paul Lemoyne. He won’t know me—’

But my guide had already disappeared through a door, leaving me in the dusty foyer, where I beguiled the time by reading through the bills advertising forthcoming attractions. This very evening the South London Palace of Varieties was proud to present Tucker the Singing Violinist, Gilday & Fox, Monarchs of Hebrew Comedy, in their latest success Ikey Leveyʹs Birthday, Lorene & Kidd ‘The Peach and the Nut’ and, top of the bill, Terri Marlo, ‘Not Quite a Lady’, with musical accompaniment under the baton of Mr Wilfred Wallace.

I was lost in speculation as to what these acts might be, intrigued particularly by the photograph of Terri Marlo that stood on a gilded easel by the box office, when I was tapped smartly on the shoulder and there was my young friend with a prosperous, stout gentleman standing beside him.

‘This is the party,’ said the boy, as I smoothed down my hair and hoped that my clothes weren’t still redolent of my shower-room adventures.

‘I see,’ said Mr Holly. ‘I believe you wish to see me, Mr...?’

I extended a hand. ‘Paul Lemoyne. I’m very pleased to meet you, Mr Holly, and grateful for your time.’

‘And what can we do for you?’ he said, looking at his fob watch.

‘I was advised to come and see you by a... friend of mine, Mr Dudley.’

I now had Holly’s attention; he put his watch away and grasped my hand.

‘Mr Dudley of the Hastings line?’

‘The very same.’

‘Ah, I see. Thank you, Kieran, that will be all.’

My guide touched his forelock and sauntered off into the theatre, whistling a tune.

‘So, Mr...’

‘Lemoyne. Paul Lemoyne.’

‘Mr Lemoyne. Very pleased to meet you. Dudley sent you, did he? A good friend, would you say?’

‘Only an acquaintance, sir. I was speaking to him on the train this morning.’

‘Ah. I see. Well, now, I must thank Mr Dudley for his vigilance. It just so happens that I am in need of a stagehand at the moment. I presume you have come here in search of gainful employment.’

‘Yes, please, sir.’

‘And you’re not afraid of hard work?’

‘No, sir!’

‘Splendid! We shall get along nicely. Now tell me, Paul,’ he said, leaning closer and whispering in my ear, ‘I don’t know what my good friend Dudley told you about me...’

‘Nothing at all, sir.’

‘Well. That’s fine, boy, fine. Just a word to the wise. When I introduce you to Mrs Holly, perhaps it would be best if you were not to mention our mutual friend Mr Dudley. Perhaps you might just say that you answered an advertisement. How would that be? Not overfond of Mr Dudley, is my wife. Takes a rather dim view of... all  that sort of thing. If you get my meaning.’

I didn’t, but I nodded nonetheless. Mr Holly’s breath was quick at my ear. I thought for an insane moment that he was going to kiss me. Instead, he stepped back, clapped me on the shoulder and made a large gesture with a handkerchief.

‘Welcome to the South London Palace of Varieties, my boy! Kieran will show you around. Invaluable chap, Kieran, if a little prone to... well, enough of that. I don’t suppose for one moment that you have a place to stay?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Very well, very well. We shall provide. I can’t offer you much. A few bob a week, a roof over your head and a pot to piss in. Mrs Holly makes a fine Irish stew, of which this young gentleman is inordinately fond.’ Kieran had reappeared in the foyer, and was pulling himself up and down on a brass rail that ran along the top of the box office. He was quite a gymnast; I could see the muscles in great bunches at the top of his arms.

‘Good God, boy, don’t pull the whole house down! Kieran is practising his strongman act, hoping that one day the great Holly will allow him to tread the boards.’

‘Ah, you’re full of promises, Mr Holly,’ said Kieran, poking the manager in the stomach. ‘Full of promises and full of—’

‘That’s enough now, thank you. Perhaps you could show our latest recruit around. And tell me, is there room at Mrs Tunnock’s for another?’

‘Without a doubt.’

‘Will you run round later and ask her?’

‘I will.’

‘There we are, Paul. A job and a bed, yours for the asking. And Mrs Tunnock makes delicious Irish stew, too!’

‘You’ll not mind sharing with me?’ said Kieran with a wink. I was too overjoyed at my good fortune to object to anything; I would have happily bedded down in the box office.

‘Come on, then,’ said Kieran, throwing a heavy arm around my shoulders, ‘and follow me into fairy land.’






Two


Backstage... A roof over my head... My first taste of cock... The life of the theatre... First love... My arse awakens... The wisdom of the ancients


 



Like every theatre that I have been in since, the South looked sad and dilapidated in the daytime. It was dark in the auditorium, where Kieran now led me, and smelled heavily of unwashed bodies, cigarette smoke and perfume. Once my eyes had adjusted to the gloom I saw the tiers of empty seats, the peeling plasterwork and tarnished gilding around the circle, the faded plush of the stage curtain. I was not a starstruck child; I did not feel, as some have recounted, that I had suddenly come home on first stepping into a theatre. But I was alive to the mood of the place, and eager to find out what my duties would be.

Kieran raced down the aisle, cleared the orchestra pit in a single bound and landed on the stage with a flourish. ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he began, ‘The Great O’Houlighan!’ He struck a strongman pose, and another, and another, then executed a perfect handstand and walked on his palms up and down the boards. I stood in the stalls and applauded laconically.

‘Come on up, Paul,’ he shouted after righting himself. He was red in the face; his freckles had all but disappeared.

Steps at either side of the stage gave me a safer access to the stage, and soon I was up there with him. ‘Ah, yes, my boy, this is where it all happens. All the great and the good have played here. It’s a grand life. Don’t you believe a bloody word of it! Come on.’

He put a brawny arm round my neck and led me to the wings, past a jumble of ropes and cables and into a high-ceilinged room, where giant wooden frames were stacked against the wall.

‘Scenic dock,’ he said, pulling on a rope so that one of the frames was lifted into view. It represented a London street with a bobby on a bike, a young woman with a dog, a boy bowling a hoop. ‘Let’s see what you can do, then. Come on.’

Kieran indicated a rope, on which I pulled to little effect. ‘Come on, boy, give it some elbow grease!’ I pulled harder, and the frame slowly groaned back into its place in the stack.

‘Ah, well, Mrs Holly’s Irish stew will make a man of you I suppose. This way.’

Past the dressing rooms, where a lunatic’s wardrobe seemed to have exploded; down to the stage door, where a hundred messages were pinned to a baize noticeboard; up to the gantry, where the lights clustered in meaningless profusion.

‘You’ll get the hang of it, Paul,’ laughed Kieran, seeing how crestfallen I appeared. ‘Come with me, now, and we’ll get you fixed up with Mother Tunnock.’

We passed through the stage door and out into the daylight, which dazzled me after the darkness of the theatre. I expected to return the way we had come, but instead we crossed the road, turned down a little street over the way and up the steps of a narrow terraced house.

‘Is this Mrs Tunnock’s, then?’

‘Isn’t it grand?’

‘Is this where you live?’

‘Indeed it is.’

‘But this morning... weren’t you coming out of—’

Kieran dug me in the ribs and put a finger to my lips. ‘Ah, you saw nothing of the kind! This is where I rest my head and enjoy all the comforts of home.’ He rang the bell. ‘Mrs Tunnock! Are you within?’

A grey head popped out of the upstairs window, and a hand shook a duster.

‘God, Kieran, can’t I get a moment’s peace to clean up your mess?’

‘Now don’t be unfriendly, Ma, I’ve a new friend for you to meet.’

‘Oh, yes? Who’s this?’

‘This is my good friend Mr Paul Lemoyne, who I’m training up in the mysteries of the theatre, Mrs T, and Mr Holly sends him to you saying please can you find him a space beneath your hospitable roof?’

‘Well, he’ll have to share.’

‘I’ve already told him, Ma. He’s to share with me. Aren’t you, Paul?’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘Good lad,’ said Mrs Tunnock, drawing her head in; we could hear her lumbering down the stairs. When she opened the door she’d made some attempt to tidy herself and was bundling up her pinny. She seemed to be composed entirely of curves.

‘Well, then, Mr Paul, you’re very welcome here. Mr Holly will take care of the rent - not that he pays a great deal. Kieran will show you to your room. Did Stephen move all his stuff out, dear?’

‘Yes he did,’ said Kieran. ‘Stephen was your predecessor. Snot-nosed little fellow. Didn’t last the course. Couldn’t be bothered with him. Went back to his ma and pa. Now, you and I are going to be good mates, aren’t we?’

We climbed the stairs to a small room on the second-floor rear. A large iron bedstead and a lumpy mattress took up most of the space, leaving just enough room for a washstand, a chair and a small table. There was a cupboard in the corner, which Kieran flung open with the largesse of a sultan.

‘Here you go, all that the human heart could desire.’ Inside hung three shirts, a pair of trousers and a coat - his entire wardrobe. Mine was even smaller, consisting of the clothes I stood up in and a spare shirt and socks folded up in my coat pocket. I didn’t even own a pair of pants after my adventures at Waterloo Station.

Kieran threw himself back on the bed and put his arms behind his head.

‘You’d better get changed, Paul, if we’re to get to work.’

‘Changed? I’ve nothing to change into.’

‘Ah, you can borrow my trousers. Don’t go spoiling your best gear.’

For the second time that morning, I stripped off. I hung up my  coat, took off my tie, kicked off my shoes and dropped my trousers. My shirt tails were long enough to conceal the absence of underwear.

During this performance, Kieran kept up a stream of narrative.

‘Don’t breathe a word of it outside this room, Paul, but I spent the early hours of the morning with a young lady of my acquaintance. Now don’t be shocked: nothing of that sort happened. She’s a good girl, more’s the bloody pity if you know what I mean.’ He stretched out on the bed, sighed and squeezed his balls. ‘She’s the daughter of a publican, and she’s up with the lark, sorting out the cellar. That’s the only time I get a little private conversation with her. I creep out of here at five o’clock in the morning and she lets me in through the cellar door. We have a talk and a kiss and then I have to leave with my tail between my legs. Jesus! It’s not easy for a young man in the prime of his life to be denied the pleasures of the flesh.’

I thought back to my experiences of the morning, priding myself on the thought that, while Kieran had been engaged in his fruitless pursuit of a young woman, I had enjoyed two men and come off four bob the richer.

‘Anyway, don’t worry, I’ll not be disturbing you every morning: it’s only once or twice a week that she consents to see me. I fear I snore a little; your predecessor complained mightily of it.’

‘Don’t worry, I sleep like a log.’

‘Well, now, we’ll get on just fine. God, Paul, you’re not wearing any underpants.’

I had reached up to get Kieran’s spare trousers from the cupboard, and in doing so had revealed my bare backside.

‘I—I lost them.’

‘You lost them? Now how did you lose your pants, tell me?’

‘Well...’

‘What have you been up to? No, don’t tell me. We’d better get you fixed.’

He sprang up from the bed and began rummaging around in the bottom of the cupboard. He found what he was looking for and held  them up to me; from that vantage point he had a clear view up inside my shirt. He whistled.

‘Look at you, Paul! As hairy as a donkey! And hung like one as well, by the look of it.’

ʹHung?ʹ I had no idea what he was talking about.

‘Your thing! God, you’re a babe in arms. What about your chest? Are you hairy there as well as on your arse? Lift your arms above your head.’

I did as he asked, and he pulled the shirt off me, leaving me naked apart from my socks. Kieran ran a hand over the hairs that were beginning to grow in the groove between the two mounds of my chest. ‘Ah, you’re a dark, furry little bugger, aren’t you? Italian?’

‘French,’ I replied, hoping that Kieran would not be disturbed by the fact that my cock, although so recently drained, was stirring to life again.

‘Not like me, though. Irish. Skin like fresh milk, see.’ To prove his point, Kieran unwound the scarf from his neck and began to unbutton his shirt. The skin of his chest was indeed as pale as he said, and I could just make out one rose-pink nipple inside his shirt. I had an unconquerable desire to tease it between finger and thumb.

‘Take your shirt off, then, let’s see what you look like,’ I said, surprised at the hoarseness of my own voice. Kieran obliged in a second. Apart from his forearms, which were freckled and golden like his face, the whole of his torso was as pale as could be. A little patch of golden hair, lighter than the hair on his head, fuzzed his stomach; there was a faint dusting of gold across his chest and under his arms. Apart from that, all was white - all but those two pointed pink nipples, fleshy little bumps that stood out ever more provocatively. I could not control myself: I had to touch them. I reached out and caught Kieran’s left tit, pinched it gently; it was the sort of gesture that could have been nothing more than horseplay. Goosebumps broke out all across his torso.

‘Aah, that’s a nice feeling,’ said Kieran, buckling slightly at the  knees. ‘That’s something that Holly likes to do.’

‘What? Mr Holly? What do you mean?’

‘Oh, he’s very keen on these,’ he said, pinching both his nipples. ‘Likes to play with them and suck them.’

I must have looked like a cretin.

‘God, Paul, you don’t think he employs us just out of the kindness of his heart, do you? He likes a bit of fun. It’s all right. I don’t mind. I like it too.’

‘What does he do with you?’ My cock was sticking straight out in front of me.

‘Oh, nothing much,’ said Kieran, trying hard to sound matter-of-fact, although he cast a nervous glance at my penis. ‘You know, he likes a taste of this.’ He grabbed his now very swollen basket. I moved a little closer to him; the tip of my cock, with the foreskin half pulled back, made contact with the back of his hand. He flinched slightly, but let it rest there for a moment, looking down at it with a strange fascination. He licked his lips, then cleared his throat and took a step backwards. A string of sticky juice swung for a moment between my cock and his hand, then disappeared.

‘How would you like a taste, French boy?’

We stood for a moment, face to face. I suppose I should have played the man, and insisted that it was Kieran who should get down on his knees and take care of me; I’m sure, with the benefit of hindsight, that if I’d stood my ground at that moment things might have turned out very differently for both of us. But I was too eager to get a look at what was inside his pants. So instead I nodded, fell to my knees and buried my face in the warm wool of his trousers. He smelled of soap and sweat, and very faintly of piss. It was like a drug. I gave my cock a quick pump; if I hadn’t so recently spewed my load in that sordid Waterloo shower room I swear I would have come straightaway.

Kieran unbuckled his belt and hastily dropped his trousers. Where my cock was long and dark, Kieran’s was pale, the blue veins quite visible along the shaft, with a shiny head the same pink as his nipples.  His balls, fuzzy with that same light golden hair, were drawn up tight; I remembered what he’d said about his frustrating experiences of the morning, and suspected that it wouldn’t take long to make him come.

‘Go on, then, Paul. Help yourself.’ Still he spoke with the same light, bantering tones of the morning, but when I looked up I saw a furrowing of his brow that belied this bland performance.

I needed no second bidding. I had never tasted cock before, and after all my experiences of the morning I was eager to take the passive role. While I kissed and licked his thick prick, my hands played with his round white buttocks. I was astonished by their firmness. ‘Come on, suck it,’ urged Kieran, whose breathing told me that he would soon be shooting. I opened my mouth and let him in, while at the rear I kneaded his bum and pulled the cheeks apart.

At first I could barely contain his prick in my mouth without gagging, but I was a quick study. I relaxed, inhaled deeply and started to suck him properly. As I suspected, my efforts were quickly rewarded. Kieran grasped my head, bent forward and pumped himself into my throat. We remained like that for perhaps a minute, Kieran resting his head against my back, I nursing his softening prick in my mouth, savouring the taste of his spunk. His breathing gradually returned to normal and he stood up, pulled his cock out of my reluctant mouth with a loud plop, and stuffed himself back into his trousers.

‘Right, then, we’d better get on with the job,’ he said, for all the world as if nothing had happened between us. I was still kneeling stark-naked on the floor, sitting back on my heels with my very hard prick waving in the air. ‘What about me?’ I asked, hoping that he would return the compliment at least. And I had other thoughts in my head, connected with those two half-moons of his backside and the tight little hole that my finger had found when he came.

‘For God’s sake, Paul, take care of yourself and come on.’

Disappointed as I was, I still needed to come, and no amount of indifference on Kieran’s part was going to make my erection subside.  And so, kneeling on the rug in that cramped bedroom, I took myself in hand. At first, Kieran busied himself with something on the chest of drawers, turning his back to me. But soon I saw him sneaking a look at me in the mirror, or glancing over his shoulder, and finally standing with his back to the furniture, his elbows propped behind him, frankly watching the show. He tried to look scornful, amused, ironic, but there an excited interest that he could not entirely mask. Or was this just my lust-crazed imagination?

Whatever was going on in Kieran’s head, I was consumed by the novelty of performing for an audience of one. I used every masturbatory technique that I had learned in five years’ solitary practice. I gripped my shaft in both hands and wanked it that way. I held it from above, encircling the head with my fingers just below the ridge and pulled the skin up and down. I tugged on my balls. I spat in my hand and coated my prick with the saliva, which mixed with the fluid oozing from my pisshole to make the whole thing shine. With one hand I reached round behind myself and played with my arsehole; this was always the thing that sent me over the edge. I thought of Kieran’s little hole that he’d allowed me to touch at the point of no return. That was enough: jet after jet of sperm flew from my cock and splattered on the rug.

A short silence was broken by Kieran’s slow, ironic handclap. ‘Bravo, monsieur!’ he said. ‘Now put the fucking thing away and let’s go.’

Ashamed and somewhat angry with my friend, I stood up, wiped my prick on the bedcover and began to dress. But I noticed, to my immense satisfaction, that Kieran was hard once more inside his woollen trousers. I’ll get him yet, I thought. I’ll get him.

 



And so began my life at the South London Palace of Varieties. The days were spent in hard physical labour, hauling scenery in and out of the docks, clambering around scaffolds, sweeping the stage, clearing up the debris of orange rinds, nutshells, fag ends and discarded  playbills in the auditorium, running errands for Mr Holly and the ‘turns’. The nights were spent in uncomfortable frustration lying next to Kieran’s sleeping form, basking in the heat from his compact, muscular body, wondering why he refused ever to renew the intimacies of that first day. I was not without relief: as Kieran had predicted, Mr Holly was soon enjoying regular draughts from my cock, and proved himself to be an adept at the art. Often he would stop me backstage, look hastily around to see that he was not observed by Mrs Holly (he didn’t care if the other hands saw him at it: they were in the same boat, after all), pull my prick out of my trousers and, with a few expert caresses with hands, lips and tongue, have me erect within seconds and squirting a big load down his throat minutes later. There was never any question of reciprocation, nor could I see that Mr Holly ever took care of himself during these encounters; I presume he went around all day in a state of permanent excitement, guzzling down as much cock as his greedy mouth could swallow, then spending himself on Mrs Holly at night. I didn’t begrudge her, and I certainly didn’t mind Mr Holly’s ministrations - but I was beginning to feel a little like a milk cow, and craved a more mutual arrangement. Holly was not particularly attractive - he was somewhat portly, and a little overdressed for my taste - but often enough, in the heat of lust, I wished to wrestle him to the floor and take him as he was taking me.

And at the back of my mind all the time was Kieran. I watched him every morning as he strip-washed in the bedroom, splashing cold water over himself, winking if he caught me staring at his half-erect prick. ‘Look at me,’ he’d say, ‘I always wake up in this state.’ Sometimes I suggested that he come back to the warmth of our shared bed and let me take care of him, but no - he preferred his tryst with Rose, the bar-room beauty, leaving me with nothing to hope for but the reliable attention of Mr Holly. He was the only one who was getting what he wanted from the situation. There was Kieran, randy but frustrated by his chaste courtship of Rose; there was me, desperate to renew my affair with Kieran, with a permanent hard-on in my  pants; and there was Holly, milking both of us whenever he pleased, confident that our personal disappointments meant that we always had balls full of cream for him. I make no complaint: he was a generous cocksucker, and often, after he’d wiped the come from his glossy, damp moustache, he’d reach into his waistcoat pocket for a coin ‘in token of my gratitude, dear boy’. But he was not what I wanted.

No: what I wanted, all I could think about, was Kieran. Sometimes in the night I would pull back the covers and look at him by the dim light filtering through our thin curtains. Sometimes, if I was very bold, I would touch him. I don’t suppose now that he was unaware of this, but at the time he pretended to sleep and I persuaded myself that my actions were undiscovered. Once or twice I took hold of his prick; sometimes, if he was lying on his stomach, I let myself gaze at his arse, and even ran a hand over his buttocks. On one occasion Kieran grunted softly at the touch of my hand, shifted himself so that one leg was crooked and his hole exposed to view. I cursed the lack of light in the room, and would have fumbled for a candle had I not been certain that the noise of a striking match would have woken him. (I am convinced now that Kieran was awake all along, and might have permitted me further intimacies if only I had been bold enough to take them.) This time, however, all I dared to do was press a fingertip gingerly against his hole, feeling it tighten as I made contact, then relax again. My cock, which was at full stiffness, wanted to plough straight in.

Mr Holly got a particularly copious mouthful the next morning, and rewarded me more generously than usual. As he was sucking me, I guided his hand round to my rear and let him know in no uncertain terms that I wanted a finger inside me, which he was delighted to insert. The expression of surprise on his face, as he looked up at me with my cock halfway into his mouth, almost made me laugh out loud; the next moment I was shuddering with delight as his finger entered me and made me come.

I don’t know where I got this idea that the arse was a centre of pleasure. During my solitary teenage experiments I had discovered that a little pressure on that part could lead to increased excitement; now, however, I was consumed with the idea of fucking and being fucked. I don’t know which I wanted more. I longed desperately to get inside Kieran’s succulent arse, to push my cock into him and make him take it. I fantasised constantly about the two men in the showers at Waterloo, and wondered whether, had I permitted it, one or both of them might have stuck their handsome pricks up my backside. I remembered the sensation I had felt when the older, darker of the two held me from behind, wrapping his arms around me, pressing his hairy stomach against my back - and the feeling of his hard prick pressing against my arsehole. If only I had wriggled backwards, I might have had him inside me.

But I had to content myself with Mr Holly’s finger (or fingers, as he became bolder) and occasional glimpses of Kieran’s bum. He was teasing me, I swear. He would bend over in front of me when he was undressing. He would hang around the room naked - but if ever I made my excitement obvious he’d laugh, cuff me around the side of the head and get dressed. Needless to say, after a few weeks of this I was totally, horribly in love with him.

But there were other distractions at the Palace of Varieties besides the work, Mr Holly’s mouth and fingers and Kieran’s teasing. I soon discovered that there was a good deal of extracurricular work that could allow an enterprising young man to increase his income without too much trouble. For this welcome news I had to thank our genial, effeminate dresser, an elderly queen known to all and sundry as ‘Vera’, who sat in the wings in between acts in a canvas chair working industriously at his ‘tatting’, stitching sweet little handkerchiefs or collars that he gave as gifts to his favourites. I soon numbered myself among this happy band. Vera beckoned me over one night soon after I had arrived at the Palace and confided, in his astonishing drawl, ‘I have quite fallen in love with you, young man.  Come and sit on my knee.’ I did as I was bidden, expecting at every moment to feel his hands in my crotch, but instead he gave me a friendly hug and slipped a peppermint cream into my mouth. ‘Run along, now, you must have work to do!’ he said, brushing me off as if I were a cat. Thereafter, though, he always had a kind word and a sweetmeat of some description to brighten up the slog of backstage life.

During a matinee I must have been looking particularly glum - perhaps Kieran had allowed a little more heartbreaking familiarity with his still-inviolate arse - so Vera called me over and gestured with one heavily beringed hand. ‘Sit at my feet, child, and imbibe the wisdom of the ancients.’ There wasn’t much for me to do: it was a quiet house, and Holly had put together a decidedly second-rate programme of jugglers, acrobats and comedy singers that made few demands on stage management. I did as I was bidden, and rested my head on Vera’s knee. His hand smoothing my hair was strangely comforting; I realised for the first time how much I missed my mother and sister.

‘What ails you, Paul?’

‘I’m homesick.’

‘And lovesick, too, I suspect.’

‘Yes.’ Well, it was true, there was no point in denying it.

‘I shan’t ask the name.’ He didn’t say ‘her’ name or ‘his’ name. ‘Just promise me that you won’t pine yourself away.’

‘What else can I do?’

‘Make something of yourself. A handsome young man like you - no, don’t trouble to deny it, you’ve got a lovely mug and a trim little body, as well you know. You should be bettering yourself instead of wasting your most precious commodity on greedy old Holly.’ Vera must have seen scores of young men with their pricks down Holly’s throat.

‘But how can I make anything of myself? I’m not educated.’ I silently cursed my father for wasting money on drink that should  have been spent on my schooling. ‘I’ve no experience of work apart from this. I’ve no money - Holly pays for my board and lodging in return for my work backstage.’

Vera rolled his eyes. ‘Paul, tell me something. How much does he pay you for that?’ He nudged my groin with his slipper.

‘Sometimes he gives me a couple of bob.’

‘A couple of bob.’

‘Yes.’

‘Honestly, I despair of the younger generation,’ he said, digging his needle into his tatting with unusual vigour. ‘A couple of bob! For heaven’s sake. And I suppose you say thank you very much and slip it into your pocket and think yourself lucky, do you?’

‘I do.’ I was indeed grateful to Mr Holly, who thus provided me with the only spending money I ever had.

Vera stood up. ‘Come with me, child. Over here.’ He took me by the arm and led me to the very edge of the stage, where, by dint of peering through a gap in the wings, we could observe the audience.

‘Look, boy. What do you see?’

‘A half-empty theatre.’

‘Yes. A half-empty theatre. But you’re not looking at things the right way. Tell me who is there.’

I peered more intently into the gloom. ‘A few old ladies. Some kids, who ought to be in school. A couple of toffs.’

‘That’s better. A couple of toffs. Describe them to me, dear.’

‘All right. Well, up there in the dress circle there’s two chaps, both well dressed, middle-aged, I’d say, perhaps forty-five, wearing ties and tie pins, well-cut hair.’

‘Anyone else?’

‘And up there in one of the boxes there’s a gentleman on his own, looks like he might be Jewish, perhaps about thirty, dark, prosperous, quite handsome.’

‘Very good. Now, Paul,’ said Vera, leading me back to his chair, where he picked up his tatting and I resumed my position at his knee, 
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