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         PRAISE FOR RUPERT SMITH
         
 
         
            ‘I was startled and fascinated by Man’s  World  in which Rupert Smith draws a meticulously researched, thought-provoking comparison between gay life in London of the repressive 1950s and in the hedonistic present. The impact and significance of this accomplished novel has to do with the way it suggests how much has changed for the liberal better while showing what damage to themselves and others narcissistic gay pleasureseekers still do’ Nicholas de Jongh
            
 
            ‘A very good writer, and his novel looks at the lives of gay men both in the present day, and 50 years ago – so much has changed, so much hasn’t’ Stella Duffy
            
 
            ‘A writing talent that is distinct, absorbing and witty … A sensational book, funny, smart and compelling’ Attitude
            
 
            ‘Man’s  World  has  a great deal to say about friendship, solidarity and being true to yourself. That it does so in such a witty and warmhearted way is testament to Smith’s ability to spin an engrossing story … A delightfully funny book that is both moving and thought-provoking’ Cathode  Ray  Tube
            
 
            ‘Sharp observations of character and situation, and some classic one-liners to remember’ Chroma
            
 
            ‘Smith’s new novel examines gay life in London in a particularly inspired way’ DNA  Magazine
            
 
            ‘His most ambitious novel to date … As befits a writer who loves gay history but is very much part of gay culture in 2010, Smith brings both worlds vividly to life’ QX
            
 
            ‘A witty page-turner’ Gay  About  Town
            
 
            ‘A smashing book’ Paul O’Grady
 
            ‘Lethally accurate, spitefully funny and occasionally genuinely chilling’ Charles Spencer, Sunday  Telegraph
            
 
            ‘Hilarious showbiz satire … A riotous romp’ Christina Patterson, Observer
            
 
            ‘Pacey, funny and cheerfully vulgar’ Kate Saunders, The  Times
            
 
            ‘Hugely ambitious and deliciously witty’ Paul Burston, Time  Out
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         Jonathan was supposed to meet me at nine o’clock this morning, but he turns up at eleven with some story about how he went out with his yoga teacher last night and they ended up getting drunk in Soho and going back to the yoga teacher’s house, where Jonathan spent the night, and now of course he is being quite coy about what if anything actually happened. I’ve said all along that the only reason he got into yoga is so he can keep his legs in the air for extended periods of time.
         
 
         By the time Jonathan actually turns up I’ve started loading the van myself. I’m going up and down in the lift completely knackering myself, although on the third or fourth trip I realise that it’s actually like an extra session at the gym and is working my quads, glutes, calves and hip flexors quite hard, not to mention burning a lot of calories, which is no bad thing because I had pizza last night. And even though I only really ate the cheese and pepperoni and mushrooms off the top, and threw the base into the bin, I’m sure that I accidentally had some bread, which means I broke the most important rule of all: no carbs after five p.m. So I start using the stairs instead of the lift, and it’s taking ages longer than it’s meant to, not least because I’m doing it on my own, but when I’ve done about ten trips I take a photo of my abs on my phone and they are looking really defined, so in fact when Jonathan arrives I’m not cross with him at all but in quite a good mood.
         
 
         Jonathan isn’t much help anyway, not being as he puts it ‘the lifting type’, but we manage to get everything into the van; it’s mostly clothes in black bin bags, a few books, the television, boxes of kitchen stuff including food, my weights, a couple of rugs and cushions and some bedding. The only furniture is the Eames chair, the Philippe Starck coffee table, the computer desk and the ergonomic chair thing that is giving me back problems. Everything else belongs to the landlord. Jonathan says that the Eames chair and the Philippe Starck coffee table might as well go in the recycling, because they are really old-fashioned, and I should get new ones like the ones he saw in Elle  Decoration. I tell him he doesn’t realise how much it costs to buy a flat, and that I can’t afford to start throwing away perfectly good furniture. Not throwing away, says Jonathan, recycling, he would never throw anything away, it’s unethical, but he still thinks I need new furniture and that I should start with an empty shell. I say this is just because he wants to come shopping with me and buy stuff that he can’t afford, and he says that’s not true, he can buy anything he wants, and I say yes but it’s all on credit which you never pay off, and so by the time we finally set off in the van we aren’t speaking to each other. This is not unusual. In all the years that we’ve been best friends, Jonathan and I have fallen out so many times that we’ve got the routine down to a tee.
         
 
         When we get to the new flat Jonathan has to start speaking to me again so that he can tell me everything that’s wrong with it. The building is facing the wrong way, so the Feng Shui is all out of alignment, apparently, although I thought he gave all that up when he stopped going out with that Feng Shui astrologer last year, and he started referring to it as ‘Feng Shit’. When we park the van and take the first load of stuff up the stairs, he complains that there isn’t a lift, so I tell him that this is a postwar block and that they didn’t put in lifts in those days, people didn’t mind walking up a few flights of stairs and it’s only on the third floor. He doesn’t like the red brick, and he doesn’t like the external landings that run along the front of the building, and when he catches sight of some plant pots and window boxes on the second floor with primroses and crocuses and geraniums in, I think he’s going to faint with disgust. When I get the key in the door, he walks in first and starts looking around as if he owns the place, while I’m still struggling with boxes and bags, and he makes helpful remarks like ‘not much storage space’ and ‘very little light in this room’. I console myself with the knowledge that Jonathan will never own his own home, that he is living in a Housing Association flat that could be taken away at any moment when they find out that he got it under false pretences, claiming that he was a victim of homophobic harassment in his last place. In fact, this never amounted to much more than the old lady downstairs ‘looking at him funny’ but he made such a song and dance that they re-housed him just to shut him up, which I can totally understand.
         
 
         We get the rest of the stuff into the flat in about ten more trips, and I can’t work out exactly what Jonathan was doing because I seem to recognise all the things that are now stacked up in the middle of the living room as being things that I carried. Jonathan says he sees himself in more of an advisory capacity and that he is going to be my home stylist, which if it’s anything like his personal shopping service when we go out looking for clothes means that the flat will very soon resemble a knocking shop.
         
 
         By the time I’ve taken the van back and we’ve managed to make a cup of tea and sit down it’s nearly six o’clock, and Jonathan is getting fidgety about Star  Search which  starts at seven. Jonathan will not go out on a Saturday night any more; he says it’s because town is full of naffs at the weekends, but I know that it’s really because he wants to stay in and watch Star  Search. If I  phone him when it’s on he doesn’t answer, and there are only two reasons why Jonathan doesn’t answer his phone, and the other one is sex.
         
 
         He’s ready to leave at half past six which would just about get him home in time, when I tell him that I’ve got a bottle of champagne in a cold bag and I was planning to share it with him as a kind of house-warming. So he looks at me for a while as if he’s doing a few calculations, and then he says okay, he’ll stay for a drink if I can get the TV hooked up as well. So I put the TV on top of a packing case and I pop the cork just as Star  Search  starts, and Jonathan glares at me and tells me to shush, because he can’t concentrate on two things at once. So we drink the champagne in silence watching Star  Search,  and Jonathan is completely obsessed by this boy, Lukas, who he thinks is gorgeous and talented and the sort of boyfriend he’d like to live with, basically because he would match Jonathan’s current colour scheme which is chocolate brown and olive green. Lukas has dark brown curly hair and olive skin and he is cute in a retarded-child sort of way. Lukas does a really bad rendition of ‘Wind Beneath My Wings’ and something horrible by Stephen Sondheim, and Jonathan keeps telling me to shut up when I make remarks. I actually catch him crying when Lukas gets a bad score off the judges, and then he asks me if he can use my phone and he votes for Lukas about ten times which considering it costs £1 per call is quite a lot of money.
         
 
         I tell Jonathan that he is wasting his time obsessing over people on television when he should be going out and meeting a real boyfriend, and then he comes over all enigmatic and says he has plenty of irons in the fire, and besides what would I know about real boyfriends, I haven’t had one since before Christmas. Which is true, but seeing as it’s only March I don’t think that’s so bad, and I tell Jonathan that I’m quite enjoying being single for a while, at which point he looks at me like he’s about to phone for an ambulance.
         
 
         When Star  Search  is over we are allowed to have another drink, and Jonathan says that I’ve got a bottle of vodka in a box somewhere, although how he worked that out I really don’t know, seeing as he never went near any boxes when they needed moving. I haven’t got any mixers so he says he’ll put some music on if I’ll go down to the corner shop and get tonic and lemons, and we can have a party. I leave him fiddling around with his iPod which has about 20,000 club tracks on it which all sound exactly the same, although Jonathan spends hours making different playlists and insisting that he would actually be a really good DJ.
         
 
         I’m glad to get out of the flat for a while, even though I’ve only just moved in, and there is a shop literally across the road OPEN 24 HOURS which is good news. I might as well make myself known, as I will be going in there every day for the rest of my life. Planning meals has never been my strong point, and as long as they sell microwaveable rice, a bit of salad and some herbal tea I can make up the rest of my diet with protein shakes.
         
 
         When I get to the bottom of the stairs an ambulance really is pulling up with its blue light flashing, which seems like a bad omen on my first night, and I wonder for a moment if Jonathan’s made another bogus emergency call like he did that time he fancied a fireman, and thought that if he dialled 999 he might come round and ‘rescue’ him. But there are two paramedics going to a flat on the second floor.
         
 
         Jonathan is looking very pleased with himself when I get back, and he says he’s bought me a flat-warming present, and can I guess what it is? He wasn’t carrying anything when he turned up, and I really, seriously hope that it’s not another of his joke presents like the subscription to The  Watchtower  which I was never able to cancel and will probably keep turning up at my old address for the rest of time. I say thank you, because I believe in good manners even with people like Jonathan, and I ask him what is it? He says I have to guess, and so after I’ve mentioned a few things that I would actually like, like a juicer, and an Xbox, he says, ‘Close your eyes and hold out your hands.’ Jonathan is the sort of person who is quite capable of placing something disgusting in your hands under these circumstances, like for instance parts of his own anatomy, but on this occasion it is something small and cold and square. ‘Now open them!’ he says, and it turns out be a hand mirror with four enormous lines of cocaine chopped out on it. ‘I used your credit card, I hope you don’t mind,’ he says, and then I remember that he cut up all his cards last week when he decided that consumerism was blocking his path to enlightenment, and anyway they were all maxed out.
         
 
         The cocaine mixes very nicely with the champagne, and I’m feeling quite cheerful when we hear a siren whooping from downstairs. We run to the window and lean out and we can see the paramedics loading a stretcher into the back of the ambulance. One of the paramedics is really good looking, with a shaved head and an earring, and when I mention this to Jonathan he wolf-whistles and shouts out, ‘Oi, mate, my friend fancies you!’ The paramedic looks up and scowls which is quite sexy  and I smile and wave, thinking that this might defuse the situation, but he just shakes his head. This is when I notice that the person on the stretcher actually has the blanket pulled up over the face and is therefore almost certainly dead. I pull my head in quickly and pull Jonathan in after me, just as he is drawing breath and opening his mouth to say something ‘funny’. Jonathan’s funny remarks, which he tends to say very loud when he’s had a drink and a line, quite often cause fights, and I have no desire to get into this kind of trouble on my first night in my new home.
         
 
         ‘What the bloody hell are you doing?’ says Jonathan, and I say that I don’t want him saying anything stupid. And he says, ‘Like what? You think I’m going to shout out, “You’ve got a big stiff one there, mate!”’ then he looks a bit sheepish, because obviously that’s exactly what he was planning to say.
         
 
         Then Jonathan gets upset because he says he’s never seen a dead body before, which isn’t strictly true because there was that time we saw someone being loaded into an ambulance at the back of Fire, and everyone said he was dead as well, but Jonathan was so out of it that night that he couldn’t remember his own name, let alone details like this. He starts crying and saying that if he died nobody would find him for weeks, and so to cheer him up I say we can share the last line. He cuts it into two, one rather bigger than the other, and no prizes for guessing which one goes up his nose, but at least he stops talking about death and starts talking about Madonna instead. He spends the next twenty minutes telling me a long and involved story about how he managed to get six tickets for her shows in Holland which he is now selling for a vast profit on eBay. I know that the coke has really kicked in when he tells me that the lyrics to ‘Confessions on a Dance Floor’ are very spiritual and that he’s thinking of going over to Kabbalah and changing his name to Habakkuk.
         
 
         Jonathan says he needs to go online to check the status of his auction, and that he will make us some more drinks if I get my laptop up and running, which fortunately doesn’t take very long because I have mobile wireless broadband, which I only ever seem to use when Jonathan comes around, because most of the rest of the time I use the internet at work. But he persuaded me that I had to have it at home, which is convenient as he no longer has internet access at home, what with the chopping up of the credit cards and other ‘cashflow problems’, all of which will be remedied if he manages to make the expected profit on the Madonna tickets. As soon as I have the computer unpacked and plugged in and connected to the outside world, Jonathan starts happily surfing away, checking his emails, his Gaydar profile and various other profiles that I have never even heard of, chuckling away to himself as he writes replies. When I try to see what he’s writing he shields the screen with his hand, which is a bit much seeing as it’s my computer he’s using, but I say nothing and have my drink quietly on the landing. I presume that these are the ‘irons in the fire’ he was talking about.
         
 
         It’s very quiet now that the ambulance has gone. I can hear someone’s TV, a dog barking and a child crying, other, more distant sirens, a train rumbling along the railway lines, the usual medley of sounds that make up ‘silence’ in London. I can smell Indian food coming from one of the flats. I can see for miles up here – right across the railways lines, over towards Hammersmith and the west. There should be some great sunsets. 
         
 
         Jonathan calls me in because he’s found the tattoo that he wants to have on his back; it’s a very colourful picture of the Virgin Mary, standing full length, surrounded by an orange and yellow sort of halo thing. I say that he’s not a Christian, but he says it’s about the design and the colours, not about the ‘meaning’ of the image, and that I wouldn’t understand because I am not a graphic designer like him. I mention that he hasn’t actually worked as a graphic designer since leaving college, which is more years ago than either of us cares to remember, and he says that he’s been doing some freelance work, which is news to me, but he doesn’t elaborate. He quickly changes the subject by saying that it’s high time I got a tattoo, that there are some really beautiful Maori tribal symbols I should have on my arms and shoulders, but I say that I’m not Maori, I come from Surrey.
         
 
         Jonathan thinks I don’t take body adornment seriously enough, that I might get more sex if I had some decent tattoos, but I have no desire to be one of those saggy old men you see in the clubs who got covered in ink when they were our age and now look like smudged photocopies. Jonathan has already got quite a tattoo collection, reflecting various phases of his life, the most recent being his yoga name Steady Stream in Hindi script at the base of his spine. I once happened to mention that I didn’t like the idea of ‘steady stream’ so close to his arse, but he said I was just jealous and that I was too scared to have a proper tattoo done, and that means I’m frightened of commitment.
         
 
         Eventually Jonathan decides it’s time to go, which could be something to do with the fact that the vodka bottle is empty and I’m not opening anything else. I do mention that the shop across the road is open twenty-four hours a day and has a small selection of wines, beers and spirits, but he chooses not to take the hint and instead announces that he’s got a date. When I ask who with, he gets quite mysterious and will only show me a text message on his phone which says ‘u r fuckin hawtt’. Then he starts scrolling through his texts and screams when a big picture of a knob comes up and says, ‘You weren’t supposed to see that – now you know what I’m going to be doing tonight.’ I don’t think it’s the yoga teacher.
         
 
         Jonathan leaves at midnight and I do a bit of unpacking, but it’s late and I’m tired and drunk, so I leave most of it in a heap in the middle of the floor. It can wait until the morning. The cocaine is wearing off but I don’t feel like going to bed, not least because I won’t actually have a bed until Monday, and so I decide to stay up and write this blog instead.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            One
            

         
 
         The first thing we had to do today was a Freedom from Infection parade, which meant we all lined up in nothing but our ‘drawers, cellular, green’ so that the Chief Medical Officer and the nursing orderly could lecture and examine us. It was much like being back at school, lining up to take a shower after games, and there was the same amount of fooling around and jostling and name-calling, the big difference being that we’re all young men now, all over eighteen, and no longer children. There were as many different types of body as there were accents. Some looked as if they had stepped straight off the pages of Health  and  Strength. Others must have bribed their way through the medical, because if they’re fit for service I’d hate to see the ones that got rejected. Some were short, some were tall. Some were broad at the shoulder and slim at the hips, others were as wide as they were high. There were hairy ones and smooth ones, pale ones and dark ones, even a couple of black ones, who attracted a certain amount of curiosity. There was blond hair, brown hair, black hair, red hair, curly and straight, thick and thinning – all of it shorn within half an inch of its life at the barbershop yesterday. Someone had written on the wall in pencil ‘This is just a fucking farce, they shave you like a duck’s arse.’
         
 
         I wished I had my sketch book or my camera with me, because waiting in line for sick parade was like a life class with a hundred different models, every physical type, every imaginable pose – leaning against pillars, standing tall and straight, arms folded, arms hanging, sometimes sitting or squatting, running on the spot to keep warm, clutching hands under armpits to thaw cold fingers. There was much banter about the cold, and how it would make things shrink – ‘the old feller’, ‘the todger’, ‘the willy’ (this was from some of the posher lads) and ‘the cock/ prick/dick’ (from the cockneys, Scousers, Geordies and so on). ‘That nurse is going to be disappointed,’ said one, looking down his pants and scowling. There was a great deal of laughter because the nurse, of course, was a man, and the general idea seems to be that all male nurses are queer. I joined in the laughter, but of course one of the reasons why I’m glad to be here, at RAF Reville, a medical base, is precisely because the medical corps has ‘that’ reputation. And that’s why this diary will remain hidden in the lining of my suitcase, along with the copies of Health  and Strength  and Man’s  World  that  I brought with me. If anyone asks, they’re to help with my art studies. If anyone reads the diary, God help me. I’ll end up in the loony bin.
         
 
         We shuffled across the dirty wooden floor of the lecture hall, getting splinters and black feet and God knows what else, it didn’t seem very sanitary, then when our time came we climbed the five steps up to the stage to be inspected. It was quite theatrical. People whistled. Some of the lads turned round and waved or took a bow. Others were shy, blushing furiously, the flush going right down their necks and over their chests. This was particularly the case with the blonds and redheads.
         
 
         My turn came, and I walked up trying to look confident. Nobody whistled. I stood before the nurse, who wasn’t bad looking, in a Jack Lemmon kind of way, at least from what I could see, because he never looked above belly button level.
         
 
         ‘Name?’
 
         ‘Medway.’
 
         ‘First name?’
 
         ‘Michael.’
 
         ‘Number?’
 
         I gave it.
 
         ‘Any trouble passing water?’ 
         
 
         ‘No, sir.’
 
         ‘Any rash discharge swelling or smell?’
 
         ‘No, sir.’
 
         He took notes and ticked boxes.
 
         ‘Drop your drawers.’
 
         I did so, just at the front. Some of the lads pulled them right down to their knees and showed their arses.
         
 
         ‘Pull your foreskin back.’
 
         I did so.
 
         ‘Right. Good.’ Tick, scribble. ‘Now I’m just going to … Mmm-hmm. Ah-hah. Okay.’ He broke a little wooden spatula out of its paper wrapping – it looked like a lolly stick – and lifted my cock up, pushed it to the left, to the right, raised my balls. I stared up at the ceiling, and thought about Mum. Anything to avoid getting a stiffy. He threw the spatula in the bin.
         
 
         ‘Now I’m going to inspect you. This won’t hurt.’
 
         His left hand – the one with which he was not writing – was sheathed in a rubber glove. He felt around my balls, around the tops of my thighs, his fingers gently poking and prodding. I thought of Granny. Finally, he picked up my cock between thumb and forefinger and squeezed the tip.
         
 
         ‘Good. All clear. No discharge.’ Finally he looked up at me, with the hint of a smile. ‘You can put it away now. Get dressed and report to the CO.’
         
 
         ‘Thank you, sir.’
 
         ‘Next …’
 
         I returned to the pile of clothes that I’d left on a bench near the door. I was buttoning up the itchy shirt when there was an outbreak of wolf whistles and catcalls from those still waiting in line. A pale, skinny figure, looking like something out of an Egon Schiele painting, had mounted the stage, thin arms crossed over his sunken chest, knees clamped together, toes delicately pointed out like a ballerina’s. His hair was cut short, of course, like everyone’s, but somehow he’d contrived to keep a lock or two at the front, and they fell over his forehead. His face was white, apart from two bright red spots on the cheeks. His shoulders were bony, and his ribs stuck out. There was not a single hair on his body. Oh, he’s going to have a rough ride, I thought, and felt relieved that there was an obvious one to draw any unwelcome attention away from me.
         
 
         The nurse went through the usual routine, businesslike as ever, but I thought I detected a blush on his face and a certain unease in his manner. A hush fell over the room. When it came to ‘drop your drawers’, you could have heard a pin drop.
         
 
         The boy said and did nothing, but hung his head and kept his knees together.
         
 
         The nurse looked up. ‘I said drop your drawers, Airman Poynter.’
 
         ‘Do … do I have to?’
 
         This got a big laugh.
 
         ‘I’m afraid so,’ said the nurse. ‘Orders is orders.’
 
         This too got a good reaction. It was turning into a farce.
 
         ‘I don’t … like to …’
 
         ‘Why not? Is something wrong?’
 
         ‘No,’ said Poynter, glancing over each angular shoulder. ‘But really … in front of all these … men.’
         
 
         This got the biggest laugh of all. I couldn’t work out if he was playing to the gallery or not. But his head was still hanging, and I thought I could detect moisture on his eyelashes.
         
 
         ‘Come on, Poynter,’ said the nurse, in a gruff voice, ‘we’ve seen it all before.’
         
 
         Eventually the poor boy did as he was told, and of course by now he had made things much worse for himself. Everyone was crowding the front of the stage, trying to get a good look. Out it popped, and the commentary began.
         
 
         ‘Cor, what a beauty!’
 
         ‘Pass the magnifying glass, I can’t see it!’
 
         ‘Don’t get many of them to the pound.’
 
         ‘Ooh, Daddy, what’s that?’ 
         
 
         And so on. The nurse, who had turned several shades darker in the face, dispatched it as quickly as possible, and said ‘Next’ with a great deal of relief in his voice. Poynter strutted across the stage with his nose in the air, trying to regain some shred of dignity, which is not easy in a pair of RAF-issue drawers, cellular, green. He got dressed, but nobody went to talk to him. He stood in the centre of an invisible cordon, as if the men were afraid of catching ‘it’. Queerness. Just by talking to one. Or perhaps, like me, they didn’t want to give themselves away. For whatever reason, Poynter was alone.
         
 
         When everyone had been poked and prodded and squeezed, we were sat in rows as the CO took to the stage. He was an old chap, looked like he’d been in the RAF since the First World War, big moustache and everything, row of medals on his chest, red face, white hair.
         
 
         He gave a speech that he had obviously given a thousand times before, to each new intake. The script had not changed since the twenties.
         
 
         ‘On the seafront at Blackpool you are likely to be approached by a number of undesirable characters, some of whom will offer you the services of prostitutes, or women of the night.’ This got a big cheer, and the old fellow beamed, cleared his throat and carried on. ‘Others will be persons of a class to which I hope none of you will ever have the misfortune to belong, the unfortunates who can be identified by their collar-length hair and bright shirts and … erm … neckerchiefs.’ This prompted a lot of whispering, and sideways glances at Poynter, who had developed an absorbing interest in his boot caps.
         
 
         ‘Moving on to Lytham St Anne’s, an equally dangerous location but less awash with what I might call the refuse of society …’
         
 
         He chuntered on in the same vein before coming to the main business. The nurse rolled down a white screen.
         
 
         ‘Could some of you men close the curtains, please? Jolly good. Lights, please, Austen.’ 
         
 
         The lights went out, and there was the usual outbreak of wolf whistles, quickly silenced as the first slide came up – a technicolour close-up of a syphilitic chancre. ‘Venereal disease can kill,’ intoned the CO, sounding like the voice-over to a Cecil B. DeMille biblical epic. ‘It only takes one false step to give you this’ – the slide changed to a messy study of a face destroyed by soft tumours – ‘or this.’
         
 
         Deadly silence, and then a crash. Someone had fainted.
 
         Now that he had our attention, the old man rattled through the rest of the repertoire: the shame of gonorrhoea, the horror of herpes, the discomfort of crabs. The cures, it seemed, were even worse than the infection.
         
 
         ‘And now,’ he concluded, sounding quite pleased with himself, ‘fall out for tea and buns.’
         
 
         We dawdled over to the NAAFI in silence, many of us a little green around the gills. I was more cheerful than most – but then, I have no intention whatsoever of screwing the whores of Blackpool or even Lytham St Anne’s. I shall, as my mother advised me, ‘keep myself nice’.
         
 
         I think Mum was rather relieved to see me off when I went to basic training – at least as relieved as I was to get away. Our letters (I received one this morning and will reply tomorrow) are friendly but already distant. She tells me that the daffodils are up and there is frogspawn in the pond, that Nicola has been riding and that they’re hoping for a week in Sheringham at Easter. I tell her how busy I am, that I won’t have a long enough leave to make it worth the journey home, that I’m meeting some good chaps and that I’m hoping RAF Reville will give me an opportunity to put my knowledge of anatomy to good use (this was a sop to my father, who still grumbles about me going to art school).
         
 
         Neither of us shed a tear when I left. For me, it was an escape, and for her, an end to the embarrassment of having me at home, from the duty of dangling ‘suitable girls’ under my nose at parties, from dropping hints about her ravenous appetite for grandchildren. An end to my brother’s ‘off-colour’ jokes about my ‘artistic tendencies’, an end to parrying questions from aunts and uncles about whether I’m courting. An escape from suburban Buckinghamshire and half-timbered houses and Hillman Minxes in the drives. Basic was hell for some, but not for me. It got me fit, and it got me out. It was a gateway to a new world – RAF Reville, a few flat acres on the Lancashire coast, low buildings huddling on strips of grey-black tarmac, surrounded by square green fields, and beyond them the estuary reflecting the dead grey of the sky. The limitless sky, all over us, huge, blank, criss-crossed by planes and geese. Here to serve our country for two years from 1957 to 1959, to learn something useful, to clean bedpans and change dressings and make beds and maybe even save lives. To make friends. To start life.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         I write this diary at night, either in the toilet, where the rest of the men assume that, like them, I’m wanking, or in bed, with a torch, where they assume that I am ‘some kind of religious nut’. I’m in no hurry to correct them on either count because the less interest they show in it, the better. Often, I sleep with it at the foot of my bed, under the blankets. In the morning, during the ritual of washing and shaving and tidying the barracks, I squirrel it away in the little suitcase that lives under the locker. We all have our secret places. Most of them are respected. The only way anyone would find this diary is if I gave them a reason to look for it – and that I will not do.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Today we had basic anatomy, the first part of our medical training. Thirty of us in a classroom, windows closed, stuffy, the chalk squeaking on the blackboard as the corporal outlined a skeleton, in white. I did it much better in my notebook.
         
 
         ‘And this one?’ He tapped the board with the chalk.
 
         ‘The thigh bone,’ we chorused.
 
         ‘Connected to?’ 
         
 
         ‘The shin bone.’
 
         ‘And what’s this?’ Tap tap tap.
 
         ‘The knee bone.’
 
         ‘Thank you, Airman Wright. We can do without the accompaniment on paper and comb.’
         
 
         ‘Yes, sir!’
 
         Wright is the class clown, a loudmouthed Welshman, always at the centre of a gang. He has a big, square skull, a full mouth, and a good build – I noticed him yesterday, of course, the loudest of the lot, showing off, showing his arse, whistling and shouting and doing handstands while he was waiting in line.
         
 
         The corporal picked up his red chalk, and made a blob somewhere in the middle of the chest. We began again.
         
 
         ‘What’s this?’
 
         ‘The heart.’
 
         ‘And what does the heart do?’
 
         ‘Belong to Daddy?’
 
         ‘Thank you, Wright. Anyone else?’
 
         ‘Beats?’
 
         ‘Good. And why does it beat? Anyone? No?’ He drew a thick red line from the heart to the head. ‘It pumps blood around the body.’
         
 
         There was a general ‘aaah’, as if this was news to most.
 
         ‘Taking oxygen to the brain, to the limbs’ – more thick red lines – ‘and to all the vital organs.’ He picked up his blue chalk. ‘And bringing deoxygenated blood back to the lungs, where it will be … I see I’m going too fast.’
         
 
         The mysteries of circulation explained, the corporal selected his pink chalk.
         
 
         ‘Now, the muscular system.’
 
         Whistles from the audience, and a bodybuilding pose from Wright, who sprang to his feet and started modelling in the aisle.
         
 
         ‘Here we have the arm muscles,’ said the corporal, at work on the blackboard.
         
 
         ‘Biceps, sir.’ 
         
 
         ‘Correct …’
 
         ‘Then the triceps, deltoids, pectorals, latissimus dorsi, trapezius …’
         
 
         ‘Thank you, Wright. As you seem to know so much about it, perhaps you’d like to come up here and do my job for me.’
         
 
         ‘I’ll do better than that, sir.’ He started unbuttoning his tunic. All heads were turned towards him, apart from Poynter, who sat in the front row, staring fixedly at the blackboard. I could feel sweat breaking out on my forehead – but it was very warm in the classroom.
         
 
         ‘What are you doing, Wright?’
 
         ‘A demonstration. Better than a diagram.’ He pulled his shirt over his head, vaulted over a desk and took up a position in front of the blackboard. ‘There you go. And you won’t see a finer specimen in Her Majesty’s forces.’
         
 
         There was much clapping and cheering, and the corporal, fortunately for Wright, seemed to be a good-humoured fellow, glad of the distraction. ‘Very well, gentlemen, as we seem to have a stripper in our midst’ – more cheers – ‘I may as well save on chalk.’ He picked up a ruler, and prodded Wright in the chest. ‘So, here we have the pectoralis major.’
         
 
         Wright flexed his chest.
 
         ‘Bloody hell, it’s Diana Dors!’
 
         Wright winked and blew kisses.
 
         ‘The biceps …’
 
         He flexed again, and someone sang ‘Popeye the Sailor Man’.
 
         ‘The triceps …’
 
         He bent his arm back and the muscle popped up – a pose I’d seen hundreds of times in physique magazines.
         
 
         ‘The deltoids … trapezius … rhomboids.’ He had a pose for every muscle. ‘Moving downwards, the abdominal obliques, transverse and rectus abdominis.’ His stomach muscles looked like cricket balls under the skin. ‘You didn’t go short of protein during basic, then, Wright?’ 
         
 
         ‘No, sir.’ Wright grinned. ‘I always make a point of having a woman in the cookhouse.’
         
 
         More laughter. The corporal signalled for silence. ‘Now, Aircraftman Wright, we won’t trouble you for anything below the waist, much as I’m sure you’re dying to give us the benefit of your gluteus maximus.’
         
 
         Wright made as if to unbuckle his belt, looked around the room – caught my eye – daring us to egg him on. Then he took a quick bow, picked up his clothes and returned to his seat, with much back-slapping along the way.
         
 
         ‘Bad luck, Poynter,’ yelled a voice from the back. Poynter bent his head over his notes.
         
 
         ‘That’ll do for this morning,’ said the corporal. ‘Fall out for a smoke.’
 
         I walked to the perimeter and looked out towards the estuary. They already think of me as a loner. There are plenty of us, and we’re not disturbed. But today someone came running up behind me. It was Poynter. I looked to left and right; thank God there was no one near enough to see.
         
 
         ‘I saw your drawing,’ he said, in his rather nasal voice. ‘It was very good.’
         
 
         ‘Oh. Thank you.’
 
         ‘You’re very artistic.’
 
         ‘Well … I went to art school before call-up.’
 
         ‘I knew it!’ His face brightened, and he looked quite animated. ‘As soon as I saw you, I thought you were.’
         
 
         ‘Right.’ I smoked and looked out to sea, unwilling to pick up on whatever he was driving at.
         
 
         ‘I’m artistic too,’ he said, getting something out of his tunic pocket. ‘Would you like to see?’
         
 
         He unfolded a sheet of paper torn from a notebook. His anatomical drawing resembled an exaggerated Michelangelo sketch, complete with long eyelashes, curly hair and a cupid’s bow mouth etched in blue ink. The chest, the buttocks and the groin were all greatly enhanced. 
         
 
         ‘What do you think?’
 
         ‘It’s a little … out of proportion.’
 
         ‘I draw what I see in here.’ He tapped his smooth, ivory forehead.
         
 
         ‘I don’t think even our very own Steve Reeves is quite that well developed.’
         
 
         Now his face really lit up, and he clasped his hands in front of his chest. ‘Oh I do like Steve Reeves. They’re showing his film in Blackpool this weekend. Shall we go?’
         
 
         This sounded too much like a date, and I threw my cigarette end through the chainlink fence and walked on.
         
 
         ‘Sorry,’ he called after me. ‘I didn’t mean …’
 
         I kept walking.
 
         ‘My name’s Stephen!’ he shouted after me. ‘What’s yours?’
 
         I didn’t reply.
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         There is a NEW BOY at work this week who has already caused quite a stir of excitement in the advertorials department. At least Anna and I are excited, and that counts as the entire department. The rest of them get in at eight o’clock in the morning, keep their heads bent over their computers all day, don’t take lunch breaks, don’t take coffee breaks, don’t get social calls even on their mobiles, in fact don’t have mobiles, so Anna and I barely regard them as human and certainly don’t socialise with them. When we leave in the evening, they are still at their desks – in fact I am beginning to wonder if they exist at all outside the office, or have just been put there to test us. If that is the case, I suspect we have failed.
         
 
         The New Boy arrived yesterday. Anna and I have not yet decided if we officially fancy him or not. He is quite good looking in a rather nerdy way, that is to say he wears glasses, but quite stylish glasses, although I haven’t got close enough yet to find out who they are by, if they are ‘by’ anyone at all. He wears a suit, which probably means that he is an accountant, and although we have always said that accountants are against the rules we are both prepared to change the rules if necessary. Again, I am not sure who the suit is by, which is one of the reasons I have not yet mentioned New Boy to Jonathan, because the first thing he will want to know before he pronounces judgement is about the labels.
         
 
         NB walked through the office yesterday wearing his suit (charcoal with a very faint stripe, not sure if it’s stylish or just conservative) and a sky-blue shirt with a pink tie, which I think is very gay but Anna says that if wearing a pink tie is gay then her father is gay. His hair is short and neat and looks freshly barbered, which again is a good sign because I could never really love someone who did not get their hair cut at least once a fortnight, preferably weekly. Anna likes him too, which could mean the end of a beautiful friendship but we both agree that would be a small price to pay if it means one of us gets a husband out of it.
         
 
         He arrived in the building today at the same time as me, carrying a cup of takeaway coffee, which means he has some standards and is unwilling to drink the horse piss that comes out of the coffee machines we have here. Although I don’t drink coffee since reading that it disrupts absorption of proteins and vitamins, I smile at him in the lobby in a way that says ‘I see and approve of your choice of hot beverage, please feel free to ask me for a date and I can tell you at great length about my diet and exercise regime, you don’t think I was born looking this gorgeous, do you?’ He looks back at me in a rather watery way, which is not good. By the time I get to my desk I have decided that it’s all over between us, that he is a weak personality with addictive tendencies and that it could never work.
         
 
         I don’t see him for the rest of the day which is probably just as well because Anna and I are supposed to be working on a fairly important new pitch which if it comes off could be good for both of us, what with appraisals around the corner, so we opt out of the human race and join the drones with our heads bent over our desks, although obviously taking time to email each other every five minutes and discreetly checking our Facebooks on a need-to-know basis. It’s perfectly possible to create first-rate online marketing strategies and do social networking at the same time. It’s called multitasking, which is one of the skills for which they employed me.
         
 
         I have not mentioned to anyone in the office apart from Anna that it is my birthday today and so I am not too upset that there are no cards or flowers. However at three o’clock Anna pushes a very small, very elaborate box from her desk to mine, and at that precise moment an email pings into my inbox saying ‘Happy Birthday Fatso’. I open the box and there is a perfect miniature chocolate ganache cake, exactly the sort of thing that she has heard me fantasising about a thousand times a day for the last two years. On top there is a letter R in pink icing. ‘Go on,’ says Anna, ‘indulge yourself for once in your life.’ I am tempted to stuff the whole thing in my mouth in front of the entire office, making pig noises while I do so, but I would never hear the last of it. She is watching, so I take a bite, chew and even swallow, which satisfies her, and she gets back to work. I still have the taste of chocolate in my mouth, however, which is activating all sorts of addiction centres in my brain, and so I go to the kitchen and make myself a cup of nettle tea, which is enough to spoil anyone’s appetite.
         
 
         At five o’clock I get a text from Jonathan saying ‘Happy Bday 2 U, squashed tomatoes & stew, U look like a hamster & ur hung like 1 2’, and then it says ‘Barcode 7.30’ which is where we are meeting for tonight’s magical mystery tour in honour of my special day. So at six I switch off my computer and pick up my kit bag and am just heading off to the gym when I see New Boy coming through the office again, this time he’s looking around as if he wants something, and when he sees  me he smiles and sort of half waves, which is a bit pathetic. He looks a bit scruffy this evening, and I’m fairly certain that the suit is not Agnès B or Paul Smith but Marks and Spencer or even Next. I look straight through him, throw my bag over my shoulder in a way that shows my arms to good effect and walk out.
         
 
         At the gym I’m doing arms and chest and talking to Andy, the guy I see every time I go to the gym or to a club, he’s always there, he’s always super-friendly, I don’t know if he fancies me but we’ve known each other for so long now and he’s never made a move that it doesn’t really seem likely. I know absolutely nothing about him other than his name, his training regime and his drug preferences. I don’t know where he lives, where he works, if he’s got a boyfriend – he could be a serial killer for all I know, and then when they interview me on the news I’ll be the one saying, ‘He always seemed like such a nice, normal guy.’ Andy is friends with all the serious gym people and tonight I find out why, because for the first time, after hinting about it for weeks, he asks me outright if I need any steroids, because if I do he can get them for me. I say no thanks, but I’ll bear it in mind for the future, and we carry on chatting about creatine and protein shakes and carbloading as if nothing has happened, which I suppose it hasn’t although I think it’s probably illegal to sell steroids. For all I know it’s illegal to buy them as well, in which case a hell of a lot of the people I know are going to end up in jail.
         
 
         For the record, I don’t do steroids because a) I don’t want to get huge, and b) I don’t want high blood pressure, acne, baldness, heart attacks, loss of libido, low sperm count, testicular atrophy, liver damage, depression or mood swings. I’ve mentioned this to one or two people and they look at me as if I’ve just started speaking in Uzbekistani, or whatever they speak in Uzbekistan.
         
 
         Anyway the penny finally drops about why Andy has such big muscles when he seems to spend his whole time in the gym chatting to people. I look at him a little more carefully this evening and I notice that his back is quite spotty. I’m surprised I never noticed it before.
         
 
         After an hour I have a shower, and avoid the glance of the guy I call Sauna Slut, who comes into the changing room, gets undressed and goes straight into the shower, doesn’t even bother to go into the gym to make a pretence of working out. Then he spends the rest of the evening going to and from the shower and the sauna, occasionally coming out into the changing area to cool down a bit and stare at people like me, as if he could hypnotise us into following him. He’s actually not bad looking, and he does have a very big one, but he looks so mad that I try not to catch his eye. Who knows, if I ever get desperate enough I’ll smile at him and see what happens. He’d probably run a mile.
         
 
         I make up my protein drink, and have it while I’m getting dressed. I brought a change of clothes today because I don’t want to go out in my office stuff, even though Anna says that I wear to work what most people would wear to a nightclub. For tonight I’ve got a pink Abercrombie and Fitch polo shirt with sky-blue lettering, and my DSquared jeans which Jonathan made me buy on the grounds that they were the ones Madonna wore in the ‘Don’t Tell Me’ video, with the cowboys. I check myself in the mirror and accidentally catch Sauna Slut’s reflection so I have to beat a hasty retreat because he starts waving his thing at me again.
         
 
         It’s a nice evening although not really warm enough to be out in just a polo shirt but if I put my sweater on (John Smedley, white with an argyle pattern in light blue and brown) then no one will see my arms and chest, which I’ve just spent the last hour working on. So I knot the sweater loosely around my shoulders, but then I see myself in a shop window and decide that I look like a girl, so I tie it round my waist but then you can’t see my arse, so in the end I fold it up and put it in my gym bag. As a result of this, by the time I’ve walked into Soho I’m actually quite cold, and my nipples are sticking up through my shirt, which turns out to be a very good way of making an entrance into Soho. Heads turn. I shall underdress more often.
         
 
         Jonathan is always late for every date, and tonight is no exception, even though it is my birthday. I have time for a Coke Zero and a chat with the barman and a read of the mags and he’s still not there. It’s eight o’clock and I’m starting to look at my watch just to let everyone know that I am expecting someone, that I haven’t come to Barcode on my own/on the pull, but even I am finding it hard to remain aloof and self-contained and am starting to attract a certain amount of interest. I now wish that I’d kept the sweater on because I might look less obviously like an escort. I keep texting Jonathan WHERE R U? but he’s either got his phone switched off or is not bothering to reply.
         
 
         Eventually at eight-fifteen he breezes in, carrying Selfridges bags, only forty-five minutes late which is not bad for him. ‘Don’t be cross with me,’ he says, holding up one hand in a traffic-stopping gesture, ‘I’ve been shopping for your present and I have found you something absolutely perfect.’ He puts all the bags down – there are four in total – around the base of a stool. ‘And I’m absolutely bloody parched.’ This is understood by all Jonathan’s friends to mean ‘Please buy me a drink’, so while I’m getting the barman’s attention and ordering two large vodka and Coke Zeros, Jonathan is bending down and fishing around in the bags. I try not to look as it would be bad manners, but I can’t help noticing in the mirror above the barman’s head that he has pulled out the smallest imaginable Selfridges bag and is clutching it between his hands with a very pleased look on his face. The other bags are obviously full of stuff that he’s bought for himself. I say bought, but ‘borrowed’ would be closer to the truth, because ever since Jonathan discovered that Selfridges has a no-quibble returns policy, he stocks up on new season clothes which he wears once or twice then takes back for a refund. He regards Selfridges’ menswear department as a kind of fashion lending library, and has trained himself to ignore the poisonous looks that the staff give him every time he goes in there.
         
 
         The barman is quite a cute Brazilian who always gives me large measures and tries to get my phone number so I busy myself with him for a moment, while Jonathan squirms in his seat and clears his throat to get my attention, but he’s kept me waiting for three quarters of an hour so it won’t hurt him. I keep a close grip on both glasses because he’s quite capable of downing one and wanting a refill while you’re still getting change.
         
 
         Eventually I relent and hand him the drink, and he doesn’t wait to say cheers but gets the straw between his lips and sucks so hard that it looks like his head is going to implode. I often wonder what it would be like to receive oral sex from Jonathan, but fortunately I have never had to find out. Even when we met at college, and everyone assumed we were lovers, we weren’t, which suited both of us just fine. The liquid in Jonathan’s glass zooms downwards, until there’s only ice, and he’s still sucking. I expect to see the ice cubes going up the straw.
         
 
         ‘Aaaaaah!’ He’s panting, like a little boy who’s just drunk a glass of squash in one go. ‘That’s better!’ Jonathan takes his pleasures at a gallop. I’ve barely sipped mine. He’s got an expectant look in his eye, but I can see that he’s torn between wanting another drink and giving me my present, so I say nothing.
         
 
         ‘Dis is for yoooo,’ he says, adopting a baby voice, holding the bag out with both hands, dangling it from its rope handles. ‘I hope you love it.’
         
 
         It weighs next to nothing.
 
         ‘Thank you, Jonathan.’
 
         ‘Open it open it open it!’
 
         When Jonathan gives a present – which isn’t very often – he does so because it gives him an opportunity to display his good taste.
         
 
         It’s a wallet. I have a wallet, of course, but I’m too polite to mention this – although Jonathan is familiar enough with its contents. Perhaps he feels that he’s worn it out, and that I need a new one.
         
 
         ‘It’s lovely. Thank you very much.’ It’s made of brown leather, and it’s got about enough room for a credit card inside. You certainly couldn’t keep cash in there, but as Jonathan never carries cash that probably wouldn’t have occurred to him.
         
 
         ‘Look,’ he says, grabbing it off me and turning it over, ‘it’s Ungaro.’
         
 
         If I hold it at the right angle, I can just about read the words EMANUEL UNGARO embossed into the leather.
         
 
         ‘Wow … It’s great.’ It occurs to me that it might make a handy holder for my Oyster card, which is probably not what Jonathan had in mind.
         
 
         ‘Go on, then. Transfer everything.’
 
         ‘Not now, Jonathan.’
 
         ‘You don’t like it.’
 
         ‘I do. I love it. I just don’t want to …’
 
         He snatches it out of my hand. ‘I’ve got the receipt, you know. I can take it back and exchange it for something else.’
         
 
         ‘No, really, I do like it, please give it back.’
 
         The wallet has been returned to its bag, and will go back to Selfridges along with the rest of this week’s wardrobe.
         
 
         Jonathan sticks out his lower lip and swirls the ice around in his glass, making sure it clinks audibly. I am not going to be made to feel guilty just because he’s stolen my present back. It’s my birthday and he can buy a round. Jonathan finds it hard to pay for things. I sometimes think that ‘share’, to him, means only the singer of ‘Believe’.
         
 
         Suddenly it’s time to leave, probably because I’m not putting my hand in my pocket, but also because Jonathan has seen someone he knows walking down the street, so he leaps to his feet and shoots out of the bar, screaming ‘Hadley!’ I should mention that tonight Jonathan is wearing what I call his yoga drag, a sort of loose raw linen trouser suit that’s five sizes too big for him, and some horrible Prada leather flip-flops that, apparently, are going to be everywhere this summer, and he’s determined to wear them first even though it’s far too cold. His hair is still quite long, gelled up into a complicated birds’ nest, which doesn’t really go with the outfit, I think he ought to shave the lot off but he says he doesn’t want to be mistaken for a bloody monk.
         
 
         I finish my drink, leave a couple of quid for the barman who sniffs and doesn’t seem to find me quite so irresistible any more, and follow Jonathan out into the street, where he’s deep in conversation with the person I assume is Hadley. Hadley is five-feet-ten tall, and about the same across; I have never seen anyone so built up, he looks like a saveloy that’s about to burst its skin. Speaking of skin, he resembles a saveloy in that department too, its a rich deep terracotta colour, particularly in the folds around his neck. He looks old, but not in the normal way of having wrinkles or grey hair, but in the new way of having a completely immobile forehead and a permanently wide-awake expression. His face is stretched and shiny, but if you look at the backs of his hands, oh dear, they tell a very different story. In order to stop you from doing this, Hadley moves his hands around a lot. I would guess that he’s in his mid-forties, but he could be anywhere from thirty to sixty, depending on how good, or bad, his plastic surgeon is.
         
 
         I’m left hovering on the margins for a few minutes, while Hadley shoots appraising glances at my tits and arms. He’s obviously not that impressed, because after a while he looks straight through me. There’s another much younger guy also hovering in the background – he is dark and handsome in a rough kind of way, he looks like a Romanian gypsy dressed by Vivienne Westwood, ill at ease in his designer gear, shifting from foot to foot, waiting for Hadley to move on, but Hadley and Jonathan are deep in conversation about Madonna tickets and circuit parties, so neither of us is going to get a look-in. Eventually I step around Hadley – which is quite a detour, as he’s so large – and offer my hand to the young guy and say, ‘Hi. I’m Rob.’ He’s confused, and quite possibly doesn’t understand English, and looks up to Hadley for guidance. Hadley is suddenly very attentive, and interposes himself between us.
         
 
         He takes the hand that I’m still holding out. ‘Hi Rob.’ I can’t work out whether he has an American accent or not. ‘Hadley.’
         
 
         ‘Hello Hadley.’
 
         He doesn’t introduce the Romanian gypsy, who is now busy texting someone.
         
 
         ‘Anyway, I don’t know yet if I’m definitely going, it depends if I can get some you know what,’ says Jonathan, who hasn’t stopped talking.
         
 
         ‘Oh, sure,’ says Hadley. ‘Charlie will be there. And Tina.’
 
         ‘Fabulous,’ says Jonathan. ‘I’ve never met Tina, and I’m dying to make her acquaintance.’
         
 
         ‘You’ll love her, Nathan,’ says Hadley. I raise my eyebrows at Jonathan, who gives me one of his ‘don’t you dare’ looks. We’ll discuss this later.
         
 
         ‘And are you going to be there?’ says Hadley, turning to face me full on. This has an effect rather like a total eclipse of the sun; I swear Soho suddenly gets a little bit darker.
         
 
         ‘I don’t know,’ I say, because I haven’t got a clue what they’re talking about.
         
 
         ‘Bring him,’ says Hadley to Jonathan, as if it’s an order for a takeaway. And then he’s off, with the Romanian gypsy trotting along after him, still texting. As he recedes down the street I notice that he’s actually got a normal person’s legs, which look far too thin to support the massive superstructure. Perhaps the mirrors in his gym only go down to waist level.
         
 
         ‘So, Nathan,’  I start, and Jonathan turns on me and is about to launch into a number, but he twizzles himself off his flip-flop and lands with one bare foot in a patch of chewing gum. This takes the wind out of his sails, and for the next few minutes I’m squatting down scraping sticky peppermint-scented crap off his heel, which is pretty dirty already as it would be if you insist on wearing flip-flops in London. Disgusting as this job is, it does show my thighs to quite good advantage, and it completely puts me off the idea of eating, so I don’t have to worry about fat and carbs.
         
 
         Jonathan is obviously hoping that I’ve forgotten the whole ‘Nathan’ thing but I haven’t, I’m waiting for him to say where we’re going next, as this is supposed to be my birthday treat and he’s been hinting about ‘something really special’ for weeks now. I’m actually quite excited although I should know better, having known Jonathan for as long as I have. 
         
 
         ‘So,’ I say, as we walk along Old Compton Street, ‘where now?’
 
         ‘You’ll see,’ says Jonathan, in a way that makes me nervous, because if he’s excited about something I’m almost bound to hate it. And I’m not disappointed.
         
 
         We turn into Charing Cross Road and my heart starts to sink.
 
         ‘Oh God, Jonathan, we’re not going to GAY, are we?’
 
         He looks offended, like an angry duck.
 
         ‘Don’t you know who’s on?’
 
         ‘Don’t tell me, some has-been from the nineties who’s got a best of to flog.’ I’m quoting Jonathan almost verbatim here, because he’s said as much, in a very loud voice, when sailing past the queues on our way into Soho.
         
 
         ‘No. As a matter of fact, it’s Lukas.’
 
         For a moment the name doesn’t register.
 
         ‘Don’t stand there looking like a fucking mong. Lukas.’ He shouts. ‘Lukas!’
         
 
         Of course – the olive-and-brown twink who came second in Star  Search.  Jonathan is still obsessed, because he can’t resist an underdog, and he’s been muttering darkly about how he was prevented from winning by some homophobic conspiracy. Obviously we have no proof of this, we don’t even know that Lukas is gay, but we know he’s aggressively courting the gay audience, which is always a sign of a career in trouble.
         
 
         ‘Lukas,’ I say. ‘So that’s my birthday treat, is it?’
 
         ‘Well I’m going.’
 
         ‘Enjoy yourself.’ I’m angry, not because Jonathan is being selfish – he’s never anything else – but because I could have done something else to celebrate my birthday, like going to my parents’ for dinner, for instance, and seeing my sister, whom I’ve not seen for a year, but I told them I was being ‘taken out’. Now I see what a mistake that was.
         
 
         Jonathan’s already forgotten it’s my birthday, and is talking to someone he seems to know on the door, presumably so he can get in without paying. 
         
 
         ‘See you, Nathan,’ I shout, trying to sound as sarcastic as possible, but he either doesn’t hear me or does a very good job of pretending not to. I get the bus home. I’m not particularly upset. In the six years I’ve known Jonathan (or Nathan as he’s obviously about to become, Jonny and Jon-Jon as he has been in the past) this is not the first time an evening has ended this way.
         
 
         Why do I bother with Jonathan? How many times have I asked myself that question? How often have I decided that enough is enough, he’s just a user, our friendship has run its course, it’s time for me to move on? And then I remind myself that a) he was the first gay person I met when I went to college, b) he helped me to come out (in fact he told me I was gay before I told him) and c) my social life isn’t so full of exciting alternatives that I can afford to cut him out. Jonathan is my best friend, my ‘sister’, more like family than family, and although he’s a constant source of irritation I could never really chuck him. I like to think that we’d do anything for each other, that we’d be ‘there for you’ as they say on Friends, although if this was actually put to the test I wouldn’t put money on the outcome. Jonathan. A fact of life, like housework, or taxes. Neither of which he ‘does’.
         
 
         It’s only ten-thirty when I get home, and there’s a lot of old men coming down the stairs from the second-floor flat, the one where someone died. They seem to be quite drunk, which means they’ve been having a better time than I have, which is a bit galling as they’re at least three times my age. I can’t help noticing that a few of them give me the once-over, even though my tits and arms are now covered by the argyle sweater.
         
 
         ‘Oh,’ says one, deliberately blocking my way as I climb the stairs, ‘you’re the boy next door, aren’t you?’
         
 
         ‘I beg your pardon?’
 
         He’s an obvious queen – a tight-fitting grey suit, cinched in at the waist, a bright red shirt with a huge collar, large specs on a chain and woofy grey hair that is probably a wig.
         
 
         ‘Upstairs.’ 
         
 
         ‘That’s right.’
 
         ‘Thought so.’ I try to sidestep, but he mirrors the move. ‘You might want to pop in and pay your condolences.’
         
 
         ‘Sorry?’
 
         ‘To the grieving widow.’
 
         ‘Oh,’ I say. ‘I … I don’t really know her.’
 
         ‘No, you don’t, and that’s the trouble with you young ones, you don’t make the slightest effort.’ He’s had a few drinks, and he’s gesturing with long, skinny hands, covered in signet rings. ‘How long have you been here? Weeks. And not once have you popped down to offer a bit of tea and sympathy. And him with his husband barely cold in the ground.’
         
 
         I’m losing track of this, and mumble something about being tired and wanting to go to bed, but he won’t let me past.
         
 
         ‘You’re coming with me.’ He grabs my wrist, and I’m about to shake him off when I realise that it would be very stupid to grapple with a drunk old man on a concrete stairwell, and I can really do without broken hips on my conscience. So I follow meekly along the second-floor landing.
         
 
         ‘Michael! You have a late arrival!’ he shouts, walking straight through the open door.
         
 
         Another old man appears in the doorway, wearing a sludge-green cardigan and a check shirt with a brown tie, and a pair of very worn carpet slippers.
         
 
         ‘Who is it?’ He looks exhausted.
 
         ‘Look what I found hanging around on the stairs, dear.’ He ushers me in. ‘Go on. Introduce yourself.’
         
 
         I put out a hand and say, ‘Hello, I’m Robert. I live upstairs.’
 
         ‘Oh,’ says the old man, ‘I know, I mean I’ve seen you coming and going. How are you getting on?’
         
 
         ‘Fine, thanks.’ I can’t think of anything else to say, and I’m about to leave when the other one says, ‘This young gentleman wanted to say how sorry he was for your loss. Didn’t you.’ It’s not a question. 
         
 
         ‘Oh, er, yes,’ I mumble, although I’m not quite sure who’s died.
         
 
         ‘That’s very kind of you,’ says the old man. ‘Will you come in for a drink? There’s still some sherry left.’
         
 
         ‘Sherry?’ screeches the Other One, pushing me in. ‘Don’t be ridiculous. Young people don’t drink sherry. Give him some gin.’
         
 
         I don’t drink gin either, but I don’t like to be awkward, and so I accept the gin (warm) and tonic (flat) that is pressed into my hand.
         
 
         ‘I’m so sorry,’ says the old man, and I think he’s apologising for the lack of ice. ‘I’m forgetting my manners. I’m Michael, and this one,’ he says, nodding towards his friend, who is leaning in the doorway with his arms folded, looking down his long nose at me, ‘is Stephen. Don’t worry. His bark is much worse than his bite.’
         
 
         ‘What would you know, dear? It’s many years since I’ve bitten you.’
         
 
         We all shake hands and I am shown into the living room. Michael’s flat is the same basic layout as mine, but looks tiny in comparison, it’s so full of furniture and books and pictures and what Jonathan would call ‘knick-knackery’.
         
 
         I sit down on a sofa that’s covered in that sort of tapestry material, with big flowers on a grey background that might once have been white or cream. There are crocheted covers on the arms, probably to cover holes. Every surface has something on it – framed photographs, model aeroplanes, tacky souvenirs of foreign holidays including – I can hardly believe my eyes – a Spanish lady flamenco dancer doll, complete with tiny castanets. The walls are painted a muted pinky brown colour, like liver, and the light fittings are made of brass.
         
 
         ‘I’m sorry I’ve not asked you down for a drink before, to welcome you to the block,’ says Michael, ‘but I’ve been unusually busy. You see, we buried my partner today.’
         
 
         ‘Ah,’ I say.
 
         ‘He died a couple of weeks ago.’ 
         
 
         ‘Yes, I …’ I suddenly remember Jonathan wolf-whistling the ambulance man, so I stop in mid-sentence.
         
 
         ‘It takes so long to get things sorted out these days. I’d much rather have got him planted the next day, to be honest, but there seems to be so much paperwork involved.’
         
 
         ‘It was a lovely service,’ says Stephen, who’s perched on an arm of the sofa and is leaning rather too much towards me. ‘Nice music. Lovely readings.’ He brushes away a tear. ‘Sorry, here I go again.’
         
 
         ‘She’s been like Vicki Carr all day with the crying,’ says Michael, and then stops short. ‘Sorry. I mean he.’
         
 
         ‘It’s all right, Mickey,’ says Stephen. ‘I think he understands.’
 
         There’s a silence, during which I think I’m meant to make a declaration, but I don’t know what to say.
         
 
         ‘You are, aren’t you, dear?’ says Stephen, touching me lightly on the shoulder. ‘I mean, you’re not one of them that just looks the part.’
         
 
         ‘No,’ I say, ‘I’m … one.’
 
         ‘There,’ says Stephen, pointing at Michael, ‘I told you. God takes away with one hand, but gives with the other.’
         
 
         I finish my drink. ‘It’s been lovely meeting you,’ I say, getting to my feet, ‘but I really must go to bed. I’ve got an early start in the morning.’
         
 
         ‘Of course, of course!’ says Michael. ‘It’s very kind of you to pop in. I do appreciate it, and it’s nice to know that there’s someone friendly in the block.’
         
 
         I’m about to leave, but I can see Stephen looking daggers at me.
         
 
         ‘I’m very sorry about your partner,’ I say. ‘Had you … er … been together long?’
         
 
         Michael and Stephen look at each other, and burst out laughing.
         
 
         ‘Yes, I suppose you could say that, Robert. If you think forty-eight years is a long time.’ 
         
 
         I can still hear them laughing when I turn the key in my front door.
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