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  Growing up gay, beginning as a teenager to realise what you are. Just when everyone else is becoming involvedwith the opposite sex, you’re alone in having to hideyour feelings. It’s impossible to talk to anyone. It’s notsomething you want to blurt out to your parents, yourteachers - or the boy you fancy. The only salvation is tofind people like yourself. And that’s a big step. A very bigstep...


            


  Teenager Ewan Macrae’s progress to a positive gay identity is told with a sensitive frankness in this bestsellingnovel.


              


  The best fictional guide for gay youth that has yet appeared- IDENTITY.


                 


  
   
   
   
   


  Quite simply, it's one of the most important works of gay fiction to emerge for some time. A more convincing portrayal of gay coming-of-age isn't to behad -MISTER.
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  A native of Devon, David Rees is the author of many novels, including some for young people,and of several works of literary criticism. In 1978 hewon the Carnegie Medal for The Exeter Blitz, andin 1980 The Other Award for The Green Bough ofLiberty. His other books published by GMP includeThe Hunger and The Estuary.
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  About suffering they were never wrong,


  The Old Masters: how well they understood


  Its human position; how it takes place


  While someone else is eating or opening a windowor just walking dully along.


  



  W.H. Auden, Musée des Beaux Arts
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  One: The Meningitis Summer


  
             
  


  
              
  


  The summer I was fifteen I had meningitis. I don’t know how I contracted the disease, but a few days before I became ill Leslieand I had been poking around in a drain at the back of the shopwhere his mother worked. She had seen a rat scuttling into it.Mum was convinced that was the cause, but I’m not sure she’sright: Leslie didn’t get meningitis. I was unconscious a lot of thetime, and when I wasn’t, I was vomiting and experiencingheadaches so painful I sometimes screamed aloud. While Lesliewas on the beach, swimming, surfing, and giving himself a superbsuntan over as much of his body as he dared to expose. Whichmeant there wasn’t much trace of white! But his good luck andmy aches and agonies aren’t the reason I’m starting here; it’sbecause during my illness I noticed something about my mother Ihadn’t been aware of previously. ‘That we should suffer this!’ shesaid to me one morning. The pronoun was peculiar, I thought, afew minutes later when the remark had sunk in: it wasI who wassuffering. And I remembered she had said more or less the samething twice before, but in my fever the words had floated over meand not registered.


  When she brought to my bedside some little delicacy she had cooked, broth or an egg custard or a milk pudding — foods thedoctor had said I would be able to keep down — and I refused totouch them because even the suggestion of something to eat wasutterly nauseous, the hurt she obviously experienced made mefeel so guilty that I tried to swallow a spoonful just to please her.And immediately threw up.


  ‘What can I do?’ she asked on one of these occasions, as she mopped the sick from my chin and my lips. ‘What more can I do?I’ve tried everything!’


  I closed my eyes, wishing she would go away. It was easier for me, she seemed to be hinting, than it was for her: all I had to dowas lie there while she suffered helplessly.


  I thought about this, on and off, during the next few weeks as I recovered and took my first shaky steps out of doors, andwalked for the first time since my illness down to the beach andwatched Leslie laughing in the sea. Some heavy responsibilityhad been laid on me; I had discovered some tangled knot in theweb of feeling that existed between us, but I wasn’t sure what itwas. Maybe my purpose, in her view, was to bring her joy, pride,and achievement: sorrow was prohibited. Leslie came runningacross the sand. The smooth golden skin, the muscles thatworked in every part of his body seemingly without effort, eventhe long fair hair made me envious. After my sickness I waspitifully thin and white; it would take years, as it so happened, torecover that lost flesh — but I was also aware that I admired hisappearance too: he was strikingly good-looking. I felt a shiverinside. Of pleasure; but also ill omen, as if a cloud had just blottedout sunlight. I knew, at that moment, that I’d bring my mothermore sorrow than joy, though what the nature of that sorrowmight be I hadn’t the faintest idea.


  I remembered that when she had brought me that broth, that egg custard, she had been wearing her rings. As people do inmoments of drama or ceremony, a friend’s wedding, or on boarda sinking ship while waiting for rescue.


    


             


  But we got on well enough. As well as any teenage kid gets on with his mum, which meant our only arguments were overcoming in at night later than she said I should. And riding on theback of Little Michael’s motorbike: areas of behaviour in whichshe thought I’d hurt myself or be killed. But Dad said nothing.And when he found out that I’d been in pubs with Leslie, that Ismoked cigarettes occasionally, he simply remarked that as longas I paid for my own pleasures he didn’t mind; I was old enough,in his opinion, to decide whether I wanted to rot my lungs withtobacco smoke or not. And going to discos with girls — well, thatwas all right too. Not that I spent every one of my free hoursindulging in such activities: I liked the company of my parents.Helping Dad with the garden or with jobs round the house wasfun: I enjoyed working with him and chatting about nothing inparticular.


  Dad is a milkman. He’s luckier than some; he doesn’t have to get up in the middle of the night to start his job. Eight a.m. hebegins. Not in the town; it’s a country route — all the little villagesand outlying cottages south-east of Bude. Some of the peopledon’t get their milk till four o’clock in the afternoon, which is a bitsilly when you remember they live, many of them, a stone’sthrow from a farm. But that’s how it is these days: the farmermilks the cows at the crack of dawn, a lorry transports the stuffto the dairy, it’s processed and bottled, then Dad takes it back,half a day later, to people who live on the other side of the hedgefrom the field where the cows are eating the grass. Progress, Dadsarcastically calls it: modernisation, efficiency. When I wasyounger I used to go with him, during the holidays when I hadnothing better to do, or if he needed a helping hand. He doesn’tlike the work very much. ‘When you trot off into the big wideworld and earn your own living,’ he often said, ‘make sure it’s gotmore prospects than this. This is a dead-end job.’ Strange. I’vealways found it quite pleasant. No boss breathing down yourneck; and the countryside early on a summer morning is, as faras working conditions are concerned, as satisfying as anythingone could want.


  I got teased about it at school, however; that year the old song Lullaby of Broadway was revived and zoomed up the charts.When the kids saw me coming they’d call out ‘The milkman’s onhis way!’ which they seemed to think was very funny; then they’dquote things from the adverts on telly, like ‘Don’t forget yourdaily pinta!’ and ‘Are you getting enough?’ That last remarkespecially annoyed me, as the first time I heard it the sexualimplication made me blush bright red. If you’re pale, and havefreckles and gingerish brown curls as I have, you’ll know thatblushing makes you look much more embarrassed than if you’vegot a dark skin and jet black hair. So of course they said thatmore often than the other comments. I wasn’t, as it happens,getting enough in that sense; indeed I wasn’t getting anything atall. Nor were they. But we’d reached the age when we talkedabout it a great deal, Leslie in particular. Any good-looking girlwe passed on the road or saw on the beach, he’d stare after herand say it shouldn’t be allowed, such temptation. To me, heseemed obsessed, as if he was walking around with a non-stoperection three miles high. I was puzzled: girls didn’t have thateffect on me at all. Which bothered me slightly. They ought tohave some effect; I could see that, because all the other boysreacted like Leslie, even if they didn’t say as much as he did. But Iwas re-assured a little when I read in a book that people didn’tnecessarily develop in that way at the same speed.


  After I had recovered from my illness and was more or less fit enough to lead a normal life again, I found a change in people’srelationships. When Leslie and I weren’t doing things on our ownwe went around with four other boys — John Anderson, AlanCarter, John Whitton who was called Bookworm John todistinguish him from the other John, and little Michael Wadewho was a year older than we were and more or less our leader ashe had a motorbike. John Anderson was called Wimpy Johnbecause he’d just started work at the local Wimpy bar; he wasalso a year older. Bookworm John wasn’t really a bookworm.He’d been given that nickname after we’d found him in theschool library one day browsing through Plato’s Symposium.He’d been reading it, he assured us, not because he wasremotely turned on by the Ancient Greeks, but becausesomeone had told him it was all about sex. Very disappointingtoo, he added; it only described poofs, men having sex with othermen. He put it back on the library shelf. I didn’t bother to look atit. It hadn’t occurred to me, then, that the subject-matter wassomething I’d find, later, of enormous importance and interest.


  What I found had changed was that instead of talking about women, the others had actually taken some practical steps inthat direction. We were still a gang, but it had doubled in size.There were six girls: Molly, Juicy Lucy, Linda, Adrienne, Karen,and Louise. Everyone was more or less paired off, Molly withAlan, Michael with Lucy, Leslie with Linda. Adrienne and Karen,who were best friends, were supposed to be with the two Johns,though it seemed fairly clear that they weren’t really ready forthis sort of thing: they preferred to spend their time giggling witheach other rather than being alone with Bookworm or Wimpy.Which left Louise. Who was meant to be for me, I assumed. Shedidn’t look any more or less attractive than the other girls. A biton the fat side, with big dark eyes.


  We’d go to the beach and the cinema, all twelve of us, but mostly, in the evenings, because there was nowhere else andnone of us had any money, we’d sit in John’s Wimpy bar, tryingto make a cup of coffee stretch out for an hour without beingforced to buy another. We’d leave, not in a bunch, but in twos.On the way home, I’d put my arm round Louise and kiss her. Notparticularly because I wanted to — it never, once, excited me —but because it was expected. She expected it, and doubtless allthe others were doing it, and. . . hadn’t everything we’d evertalked about or read or seen on the telly or in the cinemasuggested that this was normal and desirable; what all girls andboys wanted? But to me it was a very over-rated pastime. Deadboring.


  Leslie, when I saw him on his own, talked incessantly about Linda. How far she’d let him go. (Almost nowhere, it seemed.)When he asked me about Louise, I was very evasive. But Iadmitted, eventually, that we had done nothing, and that the ideaof doing so didn’t particularly fill me with uncontrolled sexualdesire.


  He stared at me. ‘What’s the matter with you?’ he asked. ‘Are you queer or something?’


  Was I? I wondered if it might be possible, but I tried to push the idea out of my head: it was too awful to consider. I’d never metanybody who was, and a queer to me was a figure of fun, patheticand silly, like Mr Humphreys on Are You Being Served? I didn’twant to be like that. I wasn’t like that! But what was I? I didn’tknow. If I was a poof it would be the end of the world. I’d have tohide it from my parents and all my friends. I’d never do anythingabout it, not in a million years! Then I thought of Louise with noclothes on, of the two of us making love. The image wasrepellent, so totally undesirable that just the idea of it made mefeel physically ill. I glanced at Leslie. He was a damn sight better-looking than Louise. And I started to imagine me and Leslie. . .


  I went back to the book that said people developed at different speeds. Homosexuals, it told me, were sick people who, even ifsociety unjustly persecuted them, were perpetually unhappy anddissatisfied. But on one point I felt re assured: all teenagers, itsaid, went through a homosexual phase. It was part of theturmoil of adolescence. That must be it, I decided. A healthyinterest in girls would come later. It didn’t occur to me that thislittle sex manual — written especially for young people, andgiven to me by my parents — might be wrong on all these counts,though I did have enough intelligence to hesitate over thestatement about all teenagers going through a homosexualphase. Everybody I knew, boys and girls, appeared to have takento heterosexual behaviour as ducks to water. Or were theyhaving similar problems to mine, but hiding them so cleverly thatthe rest of us had no inkling? It was unlikely. None of my friendswas capable of being as secretive as that. Or were they? But Ikept my anxieties very much bottled up inside. Leslie?Impossible! Perhaps it was just some people, not everybody asthe book said. Though why the hell did it have to be me?


          


                  


  But life wasn’t one long round of worry. I quite enjoyed Louise’s company, and she was not all that bothered, as far as thephysical side of the relationship was concerned, that I didn’t wantto do anything more than hold hands or kiss her goodnight. Infact, she was rather relieved. Perhaps all the girls would havebeen relieved: Linda, certainly, wasn’t ready for more than that.Which caused arguments and tension between her and Leslie.Maybe, I began to think to myself, I was better off than he was. Itwas fun, the gang of us, going around together. Having a girl-friend made me feel equal with the other boys, conferred on me a kind of status. Leslie, however, wasn’t interested in status; hecouldn’t have cared less about the gang. For him, it was simplymore pleasant than being alone. What he wanted was Linda tohimself, just the two of them; but that situation, even if deep downshe liked the thought of it, she considered dangerous.


  And there was school work to occupy my mind. With September our last year started, C.S.E. exams looming closerand closer as the months went by. My illness meant I had missedalmost a whole term’s work. I tried hard to catch up. But I wasn’tvery bright, academically, and I felt pretty certain I wouldn’t dowell. Not well enough, that is, to escape the fate allotted to mostteenagers in a place like Bude, which had no industries of anysort: unemployment. There wasn’t a factory for miles around. Allyou could hope for, if you weren’t brilliant, was a casual job in thecafes and hotels during the summer.


  Dad nagged me a little about this. ‘You ought to think carefully about what you want to do when you leave,’ he said.


  ‘I have thought,’ I answered. ‘But I don’t know whether there’s any choice.’


  ‘Mrs Davis’s son is doing very well,’ Mum said. ‘You know — Peter Davis. He left school last year, didn’t he?’


  ‘Yes. With five “O” levels.’ Peter Davis worked in a solicitor’s office. It was not the kind of job I wanted, indoors and deskbound, and Peter Davis, a dull, shy kid whose face was studdedwith acne, wasn’t a person I looked up to in any way.


  Mum sighed. ‘A great pity you never got onto the “O” level course,’ she said.


  ‘No, it isn’t.’ Dad came to my defence. ‘ “O” levels and all that sort of caper aren’t suitable for everybody. Don’t give the boy aninferiority complex. He does his best.’


  ‘I am trying,’ I told her.


  ‘I’m sure you are,’ she said. ‘But I wish you hadn’t missed nearly a whole term last year.’


  ‘It couldn’t be helped.’


  ‘Be thankful he didn’t die,’ Dad said.


  I laughed. ‘I had no intention of snuffing it!’


  ‘Go on doing your best. That’s all we want.’


  Mum said that that was all she wanted too, but she didn’t sound so convinced. I felt close to my father at that time. Duringthe Christmas and Easter holidays I helped him on his milk-round: we never talked about anything very much, nothing likethe discussions and arguments I sometimes had with Louise orLeslie, but the hours passed pleasantly enough, dissecting lastnight’s TV programmes, or the strange lives of some of thepeople to whom we delivered the milk. Sometimes he’d mentionMum, never serious criticisms, but his remarks about her beingtoo house-proud, or feeling scared of horses and pigs, ordisapproving of the Benny Hill show, suggested that he and I, themales of the family, had a sort of alliance that might come inuseful when feminine ideas and opinions went too far. And oursilences — long and frequent — weren’t embarrassed black holesin the conversation, with both of us trying frantically to think ofsomething to say, but were warm and companionable: we kneweach other sufficiently well to know when it simply wasn’tnecessary to talk.


  Dad read the Sun every day, mostly the sports section. He took it with him on his round, and sometimes I would find himogling the girl on page three. ‘A right little cracker,’ he said on oneoccasion. ‘Isn’t she?’


  I had a good look: it was expected. As was my agreeing with his assessment. But she did nothing for me; she was just so muchbare flesh. A girl with extremely large tits. So what? I felt uneasy.It was bad enough, living a life of pretence with Louise, Leslie, andthe others; but I had learned to cope with that. Now it seemed tobe intruding into other areas of my existence: would I be able toget by? I’d be found out. That was my worst fear.


  He put the newspaper away, and started to talk about whether Exeter City would keep their place in the third division nextseason. That was the end, I hoped, of showing me that he likedpage three of the Sun and assuming that I did too. But I waswrong. On subsequent mornings, I was often asked for my viewson the girl of the day. ‘I wouldn’t turn her down,’ was his commenton one of these creatures, who was sticking her bottom out in asupposedly provocative manner. I thought she looked quiterevolting.


  ‘Dad, I didn’t know you were a sex maniac,’ I said, lightly. ‘Whatever would Mum say?’


  ‘It’s natural, isn’t it?’


  I imagined it was. For everyone in the world, it seemed, except me. ‘What’s wrong with Mum?’


  ‘Nothing.’ My question surprised him. ‘Nothing at all. What made you ask that?’


  ‘I wasn’t being serious.’


  ‘I should hope not, indeed! Your mother and I are very happily married. Always have been. Never any trouble between us of thatsort. But there’s no harm in looking at a picture. We’re allhuman,aren’t we?’


  ‘Oh yes.’


  He laughed. ‘I’m not one of those old fuddy-duddies who’ve forgotten what it was like to be fifteen. I should say nearly sixteen:only two months now to your birthday. Good God! It makes mefeel old!’


  We had arrived at the village of Marhamchurch, which I hoped would bring an end to this topic of conversation. There was workto do, leaving the correct number of bottles outside each house,he taking one side of the road and me the other. He would surelycome back to the van with something else on his mind: MrsPowelsland’s youngest girl had been ill yesterday, and he’d havenews of whether she was better or worse or much the same; MrsOke wanted two extra pints because she had visitors arriving,and Dad would tell me whether it was her brother and his familyor her parents-in-law; Mr Honeychurch had run off with someoneelse’s wife a few weeks ago, and Mrs Honeychurch was nowcarrying on with a lad of seventeen who milked the cows atFuidge Farm, but this lad was also carrying on with a girl fromWhitstone who was no better than she should be, and MrsHoneychurch had caught them, red-handed, on Saturday night:Dad would undoubtedly give me a progress report on thatparticular shemozzle.


  But he didn’t. As we drove up the road towards Bridgerule, hesaid ‘How are you getting on with Louise these days?’


  ‘What do you mean,’ I asked, guardedly, ‘how are we getting on?’


  ‘Nothing special. You seem to spend a lot of your free time with her.’


  ‘When I ought to be studying?’


  ‘I didn’t say that. All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy. No... I just wondered... if... ’


  ‘If what?’


  ‘If everything was all right. No need to get so prickly about it! I was only asking a friendly question.’


  Help! I thought. He wonders if we’ve been to bed together! ‘She’s just someone to go around with,’ I told him. ‘There’snothing in it at all. Absolutely nothing.’


  He smiled, then went on, as if he hadn’t taken in a single word I’d been saying, ‘It’s not very easy at your age... controlling yourfeelings. . . I’m always here if you want to ask my advice. You doknow that, Ewan, don’t you?’


  ‘Of course.’


  I stared out of the window at the passing fields, acutely embarrassed. Was he trying to say something aboutcontraceptives? It would be so good, so really good, to tell himexactly what was troubling me, to hear him say it didn’t matter,that he understood, that it was a phase he’d been throughhimself; but he wouldn’t: he’d be appalled. If this went on, Isuddenly realised, if it wasn’t something I could grow out of, I’d becut off — for ever maybe — from my parents in one of the mostimportant areas of life. It was too bleak even to contemplate. ‘Tellme about Mrs Honeychurch,’ I said, wanting to return to the safe,ordinary topics of our conversations. ‘Has Gilbert made hispeace with her? Given up the Whitstone girl? Or is he having itaway with somebody else?’


         


               


  When exams were over Leslie and I hardly bothered to attend school. The weather was magnificent and as the beach was onlyten minutes’ walk from home our days were spent swimming andsurfing. June, July. I spent much more of my time with Leslie thanwith Louise. She wasn’t particularly interested in the sea, like somany people who are brought up within sight and sound of it,whereas he and I often said it was the only thing that madeexistence in Bude just about tolerable. He had abandoned Lindaand was after other girls. Something struck him that had beenobvious to me for ages: women found him good-looking,attractive, and sexy. He could choose almost any girl he wanted.And the ones he was interested in now let him go a bit furtherthan Linda had. Though not as far as he hoped, he admitted whenI pressed him on the subject, not far enough by a long chalk.Which, he said, in the end was less satisfactory than Linda: he gotfrantically worked up and there was no relief whatsoever. Exceptby himself, he said, grinning shyly, as if he was introducing intothe conversation something that shouldn’t be mentioned; it was,he added, a stage he would like to leave behind. Women! Theywere holding him back, frustrating him, preventing him frommoving into the next department of life. ‘What about you?’ heasked.


  ‘Me? Oh... I’ve nothing to report.’


  He was silent. Then said ‘You’re a dark horse, Ewan.’


  The summer heatwave seemed to go on for ever. We wore only shorts and sandals, and even that, most of the day, was toomuch: we were constantly plunging into the sea just to cool off.We both began to take a serious interest in surfing. We’d beenable to use a board for years, from almost the time we couldswim; I can hardly remember when we couldn’t. But until now ithad been merely a pastime, just fun to wrestle with the swell orflirt with danger, enjoying the sensation of excitement as we shottowards the beach ahead of a really good wave. Now we began tolook at it as a particular kind of skill, one which we wanted tolearn to the best of our abilities. We had both asked for, and got,new malibu boards for our sixteenth birthdays. Bude is a surftown, though not as popular as it used to be. The sea is oftenexcellent, as good as anywhere in England, but treacherouscurrents can make even swimming impossible, particularly at lowtide. And the beaches face only one way — west — whereasfurther down the coast, at Newquay for instance, there are threedifferent directions owing to the structure of the cliffs and thepositions of the headlands, so that if the surf is poor at one place itis more than likely good or first class at the others. ‘Next year, if Ican, I shall spend the whole summer at Newquay,’ Leslie said onemorning, when we found ourselves staring at water as flat anduseless as a millpond.


  We read books on the subject. And joined the local Surf Club. We became almost fanatical about it; we could hardly talk ofanything else. My parents must have found us extremely boring.‘Make the most of it,’ Mum said. ‘The long hot summer won’t lastfor ever.’ She was trying to be particularly nice to me: C.S.E.results had arrived. I hadn’t done at all well. Nor had Leslie. Wewent down to the social security together and signed on. Therewere few jobs available. We tried for what seemed within ourcapabilities, but none of the bosses wanted to know. A few evenlaughed.


  So, more concentration on surfing. We improved, rapidly. And started to experiment with the more difficult and spectaculartechniques: going in the tube (which means allowing the wave tocurl right over you) or trying a spinner (you whisk the boardround in a 180 degree turn) or a side slide (you come down thewave parallel to it instead of at an angle). Leslie was stronger thanme, a heavier sort of person. He could conquer waves I wouldn’teven dare to attempt, but I was the first to execute a perfectspinner and master the skill of the side slide. I had more finesse,he said, a greater delicacy. We wanted to try our luck in achampionship; neither of us would win, of course, but we wouldhave liked to find out where we stood. There wasn’t such anevent for juniors, however, on the calendar at Bude.


  Leslie said we needed to build up our strength if we were to improve any more. Swimming and surfing were not enough; theydidn’t cater for all the body’s muscles. We ought to go for a four-mile run every day or cycle twenty miles; we should do variousgymnastic exercises and take up weight-lifting. ‘If we did all that,’ Isaid, ‘we’d have no time in the sea! Anyway, my bike is bust.’


  ‘We could go jogging. And there’s a gym club we could join. Look at your arms!’ He gripped my biceps. ‘You see? Flabby. Thegirls won’t like that.’


  ‘Flabby biceps? I don’t think it’s the sort of thing that worries them.’


  ‘Oh, that’s all you know about it,’ he said, loftily.


  ‘You reckon girls like a beefcake type of body? Mr Universe?’


  ‘Well. . . not Mr Universe exactly. But a bit of muscle wouldn’t look out of place.’


  ‘No. I suppose not.’ I rather liked the idea. I’d found, recently, that my eyes kept straying to the tough, well-built men on thebeach. They held my attention; and returned to my mind when Iwas thinking about something else. I didn’t interpret this interestas raging sexual desire; it seemed to me that I admired and enviedthem, as I did Leslie. I wanted to be like them. Even to be them.Which was stupid; in fact inexplicable, I told myself one eveningas I looked at my own body in the bathroom mirror. There wasnothing dreadfully wrong or misshapen with my own physique,though it was still very thin. There was no lack of muscle. And Iwas tremendously suntanned. What was wrong with me? Did Ifancy these men? Leslie? As I should a girl? I just didn’t know.And as usual, I pushed the problem out of my head as best Icould. My days were filled and happy; Leslie’s company was all Iwanted, and the hot summer nights, meeting the others at theWimpy bar, or wandering around the town in a group anddancing at the occasional disco, were fun too.


  So we practised weight-lifting, Leslie and I, twice a week at the gym. And we went out before breakfast, jogging. Not four milesof it as he had suggested, not even three. Round the edge of thegolf links, a big green triangle of open space just behind thebeach; on two of its sides were houses and hotels, on the otherthe cliff road. Then a sprint, racing each other flat out to see whocould be first. Sometimes he won, sometimes it was me: on oneoccasion a dead heat, each of us trying to jostle the other as wepushed open the back door of my house, then dash through thekitchen, up the stairs, and into my bedroom, which we’d agreedbeforehand was ‘home.’ I shoved him away from me in the hall,shot up to the landing, and threw myself, exhausted and panting,onto my bed. He pounded up after me, yelling ‘You ratbag!’, thenflopped down beside me. Silence, except for frantic gulping ofbreath. Our legs touched. Sweat. Then the most extraordinary,unlooked for, incredible thing happened. His hand was inside myshorts.


  For me, though not for him, it was one of the most important moments of my life: a revelation: nothing had told me so muchabout myself before, or was ever to spell it out so clearly again.


  I tugged at his shorts; I wanted to see. ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ he asked. But changed his mind: they wereobviously a handicap. He shut his eyes. I did not, amazed at whatI saw. I hadn’t realised how much the size of an erect cockdiffered from one person to another. Noticing other boys, limp inthe changing-room at school, had merely told me mine was muchthe same as other people’s. But Leslie’s was a prodigy. Would agirl be able to cope with such a weapon?


  I wanted to touch him, caress him, wrap myself round him, kiss him all over. I didn’t, of course. He was doubtless pretending thatmy hand was Linda’s or Adrienne’s or whoever the girl of themoment was, and I. . . I saw only him. The climax was the mostecstatic few seconds I had ever experienced.


  He opened his eyes. ‘What are you smiling at?’ he asked. His words were loud and harsh; they seemed to tear the silence toshreds and break the spell utterly.


  ‘Nothing.’ I made my mouth look stern. ‘Maybe. . .we shouldn’t have done that.’ I didn’t mean what I said, but I guessedsuch a comment was what he expected me to say. It would havebeen catastrophic if I’d let him know how much I’d enjoyed it.


  ‘Probably not,’ he agreed. He rolled off the bed and picked up his tee-shirt and shorts. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ he said. ‘Does it?Better than the solitary thing. I get so frustrated. . . If only I couldfind a girl, just one girl, who’d let me!’ I didn’t answer. ‘You’re notangry, are you?’


  ‘Angry? No, not at all.’


  ‘I was worried you might be. That you’d be so livid or something you wouldn’t want to speak to me again. I mean. . . Istarted it.’


  ‘I didn’t stop you.’ Then, as he looked at me with a slightly odd expression, I added, lying through my teeth, ‘I’ve got the sameproblems as you have.’


  ‘Oh? Louise?’


  ‘Well. . . you know. . . ’


  He was dressed now. ‘I feel. . . a bit bad about it, all the same.’ I shrugged my shoulders. ‘It’s not the end of the world. Ithappened; that’s all. It’s of no significance.’


  He nodded. ‘Just physical relief, I suppose. Bloody women! Well. . . I’m going home. Bath and breakfast.’


  ‘Shall I call for you later? The sea should be good this morning.’


  ‘Yes. Give me an hour.’


  I listened to him clatter down the stairs, and heard the door slam shut behind him. The silence surged back, so thick it wasalmost tangible, like velvet.


  A revelation, I said. Now I knew. Knew for a certainty that I’d never enjoy it so much with a girl. It couldn’t, it just wouldn’t bepossible. I wasn’t in a ‘phase’. I was homosexual. And always hadbeen. And always would be.


  But I was far from ready to be happy about that. I was terrified. And wanting Leslie all over again. I’d not ask, not even suggestor hint at such a thing. It would have to happen exactly as it haddone just now, spontaneously, he starting it. Any move on mypart and I would be exposed for what I was, with all the dire anddreadful consequences such knowledge in the hands of otherswould bring down on me.


  Sperm on my skin, his mixed with mine. I touched it, then licked my finger. I was still perpendicular, firm as a rock; asituation I could do something about, and I did, reliving theexperience in my imagination.


   
   
   
   
   


  Two: The Linga Longa Cafe


  
             
  


  
               
  


  One curious result of what happened was that, for a time, I drew closer to my mother. I remembered that moment on the beachthe previous year when I felt I’d bring her more sorrow than joy;then, I didn’t know why I felt that, or how it would come about.Now I knew. If she discovered what I was she’d never forgive me.Nor, maybe, herself: she’d think she was responsible, thatsomething in the way she had brought me up had caused thisdreadful thing. Thing? What name would she give it? Disease?Crime? Neurosis? Some such word, certainly. I thought aboutthat a lot. What had caused it, what ‘it’ really was. Disease wasabsurd. So was crime. I didn’t feel in the least bit ill. Or criminal.And I wasn’t a screaming neurotic. There was nothing veryterrible that she had done to me in early childhood; growing uphad been easy. My parents had never ill-treated me or madeexcessive demands. Nor had they dressed me up as a girl orstopped me from indulging in normal boys’ pastimes andinterests.


  I began to be more considerate to Mum: it was like paying cash into the bank in order to fend off some future crisis. Saving for theproverbial rainy day. She worked in a shop in KilkhamptonStreet, selling cakes and loaves of bread. Which, of course, waswhy the house had been empty when Leslie and I had returnedfrom jogging, why our escapade had been possible. I had grownused, when quite young, to having the house to myself in themornings and afternoons of the school holidays, to cooking my own breakfast and lunch. Now, when she returned from the shoptired out, I would, if I was in, make her a pot of tea and tell her toput her feet up, or in the evening bring her a cup of coffee whileshe watched the television. I wiped the dishes without beingasked, and on two or three occasions I actually did the ironing.


  ‘Are you about to put in a request for something big, Ewan?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘I was wondering why you’ve started being so thoughtful.’


  ‘No reason in particular. . . You look a bit under the weather.’


  ‘I have been more tired than usual this past fortnight, to tell the truth.’


  Dad glanced up from his paper. ‘I hadn’t noticed,’ he said.


  ‘Oh, you never notice anything!’ she replied, scornfully.


  ‘You’re not ill, are you?’ He began to sound anxious.


  ‘No, no. We’re just extra busy at the shop; that’s all. There seem to be more holiday-makers this summer than any year I canremember.’


  ‘Yes. There are.’ He returned to the sports page. ‘Good training for Ewan,’ he said. ‘Make somebody a nice littlehousewife one of these days.’ He laughed.


  My heart nearly missed a beat. What did he mean by that? Had he guessed?


  ‘What a thing to say!’ my mother exclaimed, affecting to be shocked.


  ‘No, I meant it,’ Dad said. ‘The whole world’s different from when we were young, what with women’s lib and all that sort ofcaper. When we got married we knew where we stood; some jobsbelonged to the men and some to the women. Ewan’s wife willprobably want him to make beds and change nappies and do theshopping while she goes out to work. That’s how it is now. I’mright, Ewan, aren’t I?’


  ‘Could be,’ I said, cautiously. I felt somewhat relieved at the turn his thoughts had taken.


  ‘It doesn’t do men any harm to be aware of what’s involved in running a house,’ my mother said. ‘If I had a stroke and got cartedoff to hospital, you wouldn’t know how to survive! Lord! Youdon’t even know how to boil an egg properly!’


  My father filled his pipe and lit it. This was something he often did when he was at a loss for words; it gave him time to think. ‘I doknow how to boil an egg properly,’ he said, as he blew out denseclouds of smoke. ‘And if you think I should do women’s work,why aren’t you rushing to learn how to do my jobs? Can youmend a puncture? Put a plug on a piece of flex? Fit a new washeron a tap? Dig the vegetable garden so we have a good crop ofpeas and beans? You wouldn’t know where to begin!’


  I could mend punctures and fix tap washers; I could also cook quite reasonably. A mixture. Was that yet another sign? Ofcourse not! It was simply that roles, as far as who does what isconcerned, had indeed changed.


  ‘I think this is a stupid conversation,’ Mum said. She got up and went into the kitchen.


  Dad and I laughed. ‘Game, set, and match,’ he said. ‘Still. . . she’s probably right about being tired. I am myself. Theysay the average milkman shifts about five thousand pints a week.I’ve never bothered to count, but last week it felt like tenthousand! I was leaving bottles on doorsteps in my sleep, all nightlong. Not good, that.’ He picked up the Sun and handed it to me.‘Have an eyeful of page three. Something extra special today.’I looked at her, and passed it back to him. ‘Not bad,’ I said.‘Not bad! What’s the matter with you? Sometimes I thinkyou’re a bit of a prude.’


  ‘Not at all!’


  ‘Found yourself a job yet?’


  ‘They need someone at the Linga Longa Cafe; I’ll go down in the morning and see what they want. But if they don’t pay morethan the dole it’s not worth taking. It’s only seasonal, of course,till the end of October.’


  ‘It’s a start.’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘You won’t be able to spend so much time in the sea.’


  ‘Surfing’s all very well, but it doesn’t bring in any money.’


  ‘I’m told you’re becoming quite an expert. I’m glad.’ He smiled,pleased to find something in his son to be proud of. If you knewthe truth, I said to myself, you’d probably want to kick me out of the house.


           


                 


  Was there a cure for it? I went to the library and searched for something that might help. I didn’t take the books out; noexplanation I could think of would sound convincing if my mothersaw in my bedroom a treatise on homosexuality. Even reading inthe reference section of the library was a furtive and surreptitiousact; suppose the girl at the desk saw the titles? My mother knewher. And gossip travels very fast in Bude.


  There wasn’t much on the subject. The local powers that be evidently didn’t seem to think it a matter of burning interest to theinhabitants of North Cornwall. But the few snippets ofinformation I did gather, from psychology books and sexprimers, all told me the same thing: there was no cure. About thecause of it they tended to disagree, which surprised me: didn’tpeople really know? And why didn’t they know? It had beenaround, I discovered, for as long as mankind had existed. Hadpeople been so irresponsible that they could never be botheredto find out? Most of the authors were emphatic that seduction bysomeone of your own sex was not the cause; they argued that itwas the result of having an overbearing mother and a weak orabsent father in the case of homosexual boys, the opposite withgirls: for some inexplicable reason, the children of suchmarriages found it difficult or impossible to model themselves onthe parent of their own sex. But one author argued very stronglythat if this theory was correct, then all children of these marriageswould be homosexual, and the evidence tended to suggest thatthis wasn’t so. There were sometimes identical twins where onewas gay and the other was not, and vast numbers ofhomosexuals from marriages that didn’t consist of hen-peckedhusbands and wives who wore the trousers. Gay: it was the firsttime I had heard this word. My parents’ marriage, certainly, wasnormal; whatever ‘normal’ implied — I was beginning to havedoubts about its meaning: it no longer seemed to conveyanything very coherent. This particular writer said man woulddiscover the causes of homosexuality when he discovered thecauses of heterosexuality, and went on to say that asking such questions was fundamentally absurd. More relevant, he thought,would be to find out why society had always disliked andpersecuted gay people: an attitude or emotion he called‘homophobia.’ I was, to some extent, relieved. I didn’t want tothink my parents had made me like this. It didn’t seem fair. Orwas I just looking for a reason, an excuse even, not to blame myparents because I loved them? Perhaps. But I don’t think so. I waslike this, quite regardless of anything they’d ever done. Andwould have been had they brought me up in an absolutelydifferent way.


  Why did people persecute homosexuals? Society, I read, always needed scapegoats. Jews. Blacks. Hitler had incarceratedhomosexuals and forced them to wear a pink triangle on theirclothes, just as the Jews had been ordered to wear the star ofDavid. Half a million gays had died at Auschwitz, Belsen, andother concentration camps. Loving your own sex, in the opinionof most of the human race, was unnatural, disgusting, and sterile.Probably its unproductiveness was, more than anything else, thereason why it was persecuted. A gay relationship didn’t producechildren, didn’t propagate the species. It appeared, to those witha puritanical cast of mind, to be sex simply for pleasure, anevasion of responsibilities, a threat to the basic unit out of whichthe entire fabric of society was structured: the family.


  One in ten people was, wholly or in part, homosexual. Five million in the United Kingdom! Where were they all? Hidden,presumably, as I was, under a heterosexual facade. As far as Iwas aware I was the only one in Bude. According to the statistics,there should be hundreds!


  But, as I returned the books to the library shelves, I felt sadness rather than relief. The feelings expressed in what I had read, withthe exception of the author who had stated that the cause ofhomosexuality was an irrelevant question, were either pitying,patronising or more or less condemnatory. I didn’t want pity,patronage, or condemnation. I wanted to be told. . . what? Thatthere was nothing wrong with me, I think. Be gay and happy. Ididn’t realise that I was the only person who could tell myself thatthat was so. The only authority.


  The Linga Longa Cafe decided to employ me. Waiting at the tables, washing up, sweeping the floor, anything that neededdoing except sitting on my backside at the cash-desk. Themanageress did that. The hours were helpful from my point ofview, eleven a.m. till three p.m., then in the evenings from halfpast six till half past ten; which meant there was time during theday for surfing. The cafe became so busy in the second half ofAugust that the manageress had to take on another person.Leslie got the job.


  The work was boring, hard, and not very lucrative, though the pay was certainly better than being on the dole. And they gave usour lunch and an evening meal. As we didn’t finish till half pastten, there weren’t a great many places open in which we couldwaste our hard-earned money. I bought some new clothes —jeans, a decent shirt, shoes. Mum took a couple of quid for mykeep, which was ridiculously small, but she said I wasn’t earning afortune, and, besides, she was spending less on thehousekeeping as I ate at the cafe. Leslie saved his up for weeksand eventually, in October, he bought a wet suit: prices haddropped as the surfing season neared its end.


  We were together now, he and I, almost from the time we got out of bed in the mornings till we slept at night, for we continuedto go for our run and surf in the afternoons; and on Saturdays,when the pubs stayed open till eleven, we’d drink two or threepints of beer before going home. (Saturday was pay day.) I likedthe arrangement: I preferred to be with Leslie than with anybodyelse I knew. But he wasn’t always happy. Not that he seemed toget fed up with my company: it was more a question of lacking thetime to pursue the opposite sex. In his third week at the cafe,however, he struck up a friendship with one of the waitresses,Sandra, a dreary, plain girl who, I guessed, might give himeverything he asked for. After work now I went home on my ownwhile he took Sandra for a stroll on the cliffs.


  ‘She’s a slut,’ I told him.


  ‘So much the better,’ was his answer. ‘But how do you know?’


  ‘I don’t. I just think she looks like one.’


  ‘Does she?’


  ‘You mean you haven’t found out yet?’


  ‘No.’


  Which I knew anyway. By tacit agreement our early morning run no longer ended with my bedroom as the winning-post; butwe had had sex again. More than once; several times in fact, andit always started in the same way, with Leslie the initiator. Neitherof us ever said a word to each other about it; his first remark,when it was over, was usually ‘I’d better go home and change’ or Iwould say ‘I must get myself something to eat.’ I acted as casuallyas he did, as if to reinforce his opinion that it was of the utmost irrelevance; but I was always worried that my face or my bodywould give me away by reflecting the intense pleasure I felt everytime.


  I began to wonder about him. Why did he want to do it? What really was going on in his head? Surely some of the girls he hadbeen out with, one or two of them at least, wouldn’t object todoing for him as much as I did, tossing him off. It would hardlymake them pregnant. Or were they scared that if they went thatfar, he’d want more, the whole thing? That they’d want the wholething? It was possible. Or, when he was alone with a girl, did hisnormally confident, cheerful, extrovert self vanish; did hebecome shy, tongue-tied, so nervous that he didn’t dare gobeyond kissing her goodnight? It was improbable, to judge fromthe Leslie I had always known, but it could be the explanation. Orwas he actually like me, one of those millions of hidden, buriedgays? Or bisexual? If that were so, he might fancy me as I did him.Wouldn’t I have some inkling, some sign, however small? Notnecessarily. He hadn’t a clue about me. We’d had sex now atleast a dozen times, and he still hadn’t the faintest idea. As far as Iknew. It was, I decided eventually, an insoluble mystery, and itwould remain so unless I came out into the open, and that, unlessI was being excruciatingly tortured, I would never do.


  One Saturday evening we went into a crowded pub. (Sandra had gone home early, suffering from a migraine.) Near us was alarge party of drinkers, all talking very loudly, as if they wantedthe entire bar to hear what they were saying. Everyoneaddressed everyone else as ‘darling’, even the men when theyspoke to each other; there was a lot of wild embracing, kissing,gushing, and showing off. It was like watching a play. Then Iremembered that the actors from the theatre in Exeter wereperforming all week in Bude: it must be them.


  The focus of attention was a tall, slim young man with dark hair, quite good-looking I thought, who, we gathered from theconversation, was the company’s assistant director. His voicewas the loudest, almost a shriek, and his words virtually anuninterrupted monologue. He had just bought a car, hescreamed; wasn’t that bold, darling?


  ‘What is it, Crispin?’ someone asked.


  ‘Blue, darling.’


  Amid the general laughter that followed came the question ‘But what make is it, Crispin?’


  ‘Make, darling? I don’t know. I just went in and said I wanted a blue one. Do you think that was wrong? It goes fearfully well. I’vealready driven up three one-way streets in the wrong direction,but, honestly darling, I don’t think road signs mean anythingserious. Nobody stopped me.’


  I nudged Leslie, who was staring open-mouthed in astonishment. ‘Poofs!’ he said. ‘The first I’ve ever seen in my life!’


  ‘Poofs?’


  ‘Queers! Homos!’


  ‘Are they?’ They seemed to me more like actors who, pathetically, had forgotten that the play had finished. It was all sofalse that you couldn’t label it as anything definite like ‘homo’.


  ‘Of course they are!’ Leslie said. ‘Bent as nine-bob bits! Anyone can see that.’ He took a long swig of beer. The tone of his voice —scorn and contempt — made me shiver. So that would be whathe’d think of his best friend if he knew: I’d been so right, Icongratulated myself, on hiding it all away from him.


  The assistant director was now giving a soliloquy on the subject of his landlord in Exeter. ‘. . . so he said there’s some freshfruit or you could open a tin. I said, darling, I couldn’t cope withanything so butch as a tin. I mean, what do these people expect?It’s the same with the light in my bedroom; he thinks I can fathomthe mysteries of a two-way switch. I asked the electrician from the theatre to come down and explain it all to me, but hewouldn’t. Isn’t that amazing? SoIhave to go to bed in the dark.Alone, darling, alone!’ Lots of dramatic gestures. ‘The theatre ismy only mistress, darling!’ Slight pause, while he sipped vodkaand tonic. ‘He said to me one evening he was going to commitsuicide. I said, darling, you can’t possibly do anything soinconsiderate! I’d have to find new lodgings, which would be afrightful bore! I said, you really can’t expect me to cope with adead body. I mean, what on earth would I do with it?’


  ‘Let’s go,’ said Leslie. ‘Or I’ll have hysterics!’ On the way home he ran onto the golf links and yelled at the sky, arms !outstretched, ‘It’s blue, darling! The theatre is my only mistress,darling!’ Then he exploded with laughter, jumped up and down,stood on his head, and executed three perfect cartwheels.


  When he had sobered a little, I said ‘Do you really think they were queer?’


  ‘Of course they were!’ And he added, in a less contemptuous tone than he’d used in the pub, ‘It’s their own business, I suppose. They’re not doing any harm.’


  Next morning was the only occasion I made any comment on what he and I had done. ‘Don’t you think,’ I asked, ‘this. . . youand me just now. . . was queer? More than those actors?’


  ‘Of course not!’ There was no hesitation in his answer. ‘With us it’s simply because our girl-friends won’t let us. Does it botheryou? If that’s the case, we won’t do it again.’


  ‘It isn’t that.’


  ‘What is it, then?’


  ‘I just thought we haven’t any real evidence about that assistant director. For all we know he might be happily married.’


  ‘You do talk a load of balls, Ewan! You can tell them a mile off!Wasn’t it obvious? Go on, ask him if he’s got a wife and three kids!You’ll find there’s only one thing he’ll be interested in. Your bum.’


  ‘Time for breakfast,’ I said. It wasn’t a load of balls: in thismatter, Leslie was full of confusion and half-baked prejudices,utterly lacking in real knowledge. Where ignorance isbliss. . . there was plenty of truth in that saying.


  The following day he was so excited he could hardly contain himself. It had finally happened. With Sandra, on the cliffs. No,not all the way; what he and I did. ‘But so incomparably better!’ hesaid. His eyes shone. I’d never seen him looking so happy. ‘Itwas. . . ecstatic! I’ve got to the next stage at last! I’m growing up!!’


  ‘Bully for you.’


  ‘Can you imagine what it was like, Ewan? Fantastic!’


  ‘Oh, yes. I can imagine.’


  ‘Your turn will come. It isn’t a race.’


  No, it certainly wasn’t a race. And even if it was, I was not one of the competitors. I could see that the moment had arrived whenwe would begin to grow apart; as he became more involved withthe pleasures of heterosexual life, he wouldn’t want to take mealong with him. Not where one boy and one girl were of the onlyimportance. It wouldn’t be Sandra, of course; she was merely aconvenience, poor kid. If and when he fell in love I’d lose himaltogether. I could look forward to envy and jealousy, watchinghim approach his rightful inheritance, while I. . . I would stay still.Mark time. There wasn’t any inheritance I could see that I couldapproach.


  It stopped, the two of us having sex. It was very hard to bear.


  At the end of October the cafe jobs finished. We were, both of us, back on the dole. Being almost penniless is much worse whenyou’ve had some money in your pocket than it is when you’re akid earning nothing, dependent on Dad for a hand-out. Thatautumn and winter was a difficult, frustrating, miserable time.


  I became a telly addict. I’d had a phase of that once before, when I was about nine. I watched it now all evening, sometimeslong after my parents had gone to bed: late shows, late lateshows, late late late shows, until the screen went blank and ahigh-pitched whistle assaulted my ears. Police serials, soapoperas, sit coms. And loads of American crap. Chopper Squad,which amused me because it was so unbelievably bad: but at leastthe surf boys were dishy enough to keep my imagination alive.There was nothing else to do. Nothing.


  Some of the programmes annoyed me. Anything about teenagers invariably reflected Leslie’s way of life, not mine: it wasas if being young and homosexual was a problem nobody had ever heard of. Or if they had, it embarrassed them so much theyrefused to admit that it existed. The adverts were the same.Happy, happy families. None of them seemed to suggest that onplanet Earth any other kind of arrangement was possible. Exceptone about tonic water, of all things; the guy orders his drink inRussian and tells the barmaid he’s bilingual. ‘Well. . . none of us isperfect,’ she says. Then he scowls at her. It made me feel cross.But Mum found it incomprehensible.


  ‘Why does she say that? And why does he look at her so oddly?’


  ‘She thinks he means bisexual,’ I informed her.


  ‘Bisexual!’


  ‘Yes.’


  It was as if she had never heard the word before. She stared at me, then said ‘I don’t know where you get such expressionsfrom.’


  ‘It’s a quite ordinary word. I don’t suppose they’d have it on Call My Bluff’


  ‘What does it mean?’


  ‘That you like men and women equally,’ Dad said. ‘We had one at the dairy, but he didn’t last five minutes!’


  Before what, I wondered. I couldn’t think of any reason why a bisexual couldn’t shift pints of milk. Or a homosexual, for thatmatter. Or a transvestite. Or a semi-intelligent ape if you trainedhim carefully. ‘What happened to him?’ I asked.


  ‘Couldn’t stand the teasing.’


  ‘So he left?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Being teased about what?’ Mum wanted to know.


  Dad and I laughed. ‘About liking men as much as women. Haven’t you ever heard of such people? He had a wife. And a boyfriend.’


  ‘Oh.’ She blushed. ‘Yes, I have heard of such people as it so happens. I didn’t know there were any in Bude.’


  Nor did I. More’s the pity. ‘They get in everywhere,’ Dad said.


  ‘Everywhere?’ I asked.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘I’m surprised you know about things like that, Ewan,’ she said.


  ‘Honestly, Mum! I wasn’t born yesterday! I’ll be seventeen in June.’


  ‘Kids know far more these days than is good for them.’ She pulled her knitting out from under a cushion, and began to purland plain with great vigour. A cardigan, pink, a sort of bed-jacket:it was hideous.


  I wanted to discover who this man was, but I couldn’t think of any way to pursue the conversation without Dad becomingsuspicious. I sighed. ‘I’m going out,’ I said.


  ‘Where to?’ Mum asked.


  ‘I don’t know. See what Leslie’s up to.’


  ‘If you’re going far, the pair of you, wrap up well. It’s bitterly cold! I was frozen to death at work. There’ll be a hard frosttonight.’


  ‘Yes, Mum.’ I sighed again.


  Leslie was glued to the television, a crummy old Western. He hardly looked up as I came in, and when I spoke his answers wereall monosyllables. His mother was out; the cat was occupying herarmchair. I shooed it away and sat down, then picked up amagazine from a pile which was lying on the hearth. I turned atonce to the help page. I always do; I don’t know why: maybe thebits of real life — I’m fourteen and still flat-chested, or myhusband has left me for another woman after twenty-seven yearsof married bliss, or is there some way of removing unsightly hairsfrom my legs? — seem more interesting than those soppy, boringserials about little Nurse Frump who swoons when the ruggedhouseman looks at her, or who dreams all day about waltzing offinto the sunset with Doctor Gorgeous.



  The shock of what I saw written there was so great that the magazine nearly fell out of my hands: a letter from a woman whowas disgusted to find examples of homosexual pornography inher eighteen-year-old son’s bedroom. Was he sick? Was it herfault? What should she do about it? The answer surprised meeven more. ‘Do not take such biased views towardshomosexuality. Surely you want to see your child grow up happy!


  He needs support and understanding, particularly in the extremely difficult area of coming to terms with his sexualorientation. Make use of the various counselling groups. Parents’Enquiry is a good starting-point; it exists specifically to advise andhelp young homosexuals and their families.’ And it gave a phonenumber.


  There were organisations to help homosexuals? I was amazed! Staggered would perhaps be a more appropriate word. Imemorised the phone number. But. . . would I dare to ring thesepeople? Who were they? What would they want out of me?Would I have to tell them everything about myself? I couldn’t doso; it was absolutely impossible!


  Ring them, a voice inside me said; ring them!


  ‘I’m off,’ I said to Leslie. He waved a hand, but didn’t shift his eyes from the television: a dozen baddies were pumping bulletsinto a lone goodie who was trying to hide behind a moth-eatencactus. All the bullets missed.


  I ran to the nearest phone box, telling myself not to think, not to stop to consider the matter. If I paused for one second mycourage would fail; I would never dial that number.


  ‘Hallo. Can I help you?’ A woman’s voice! It hadn’t occurred to me that women would be mixed up in such an organisation.


  ‘Yes. Look. . . er. . . ’ I didn’t know what to say. What to admit.


  ‘Where are you speaking from?’


  ‘Bude. Bude in Cornwall.’


  ‘That’s a long way from here! I wish I knew someone local you could get in touch with, but unfortunately I don’t. Never mind;perhaps I can help.’


  Silence.


  ‘I won’t eat you!’ She laughed: a gentle, friendly sound.


  I took a deep breath. ‘I think. . . I’m gay.’


  There was a loud thumping on the door of the phone box. Leslie! I slammed the receiver down. ‘What are you doing inthere?’ he shouted.


  ‘Ringing Louise,’ I said, as I came out.


  ‘Oh.’


  ‘She’s busy.’


  ‘I’m off to the Wimpy bar. Coming?’


  I walked along with him, feeling like a prisoner. Not one being led to his execution, but as if I was condemned to a life-sentence.Locked in a cell and left to rot.


  Half an hour later I found I couldn’t remember the phone number.


   
   
   
   
   


  Three: The Fairground Summer


  
              
  


  
                 
  


  And when I had a chance to look for it again, the magazines had gone. Leslie’s mother had put them out for the dustman.So that was that.


  That was that: full stop. For months everything had grey edges. Other people, Leslie for example, went on living,developing, growing. I marked time. Or beat time, as in music,aware of hours, minutes, seconds even, that passed withoutanything happening. Locked in a cell and left to rot. Noemployment: I tried, but there was nothing. At night, watchingthe telly with Mum and Dad. Or drinking coffee at the Wimpy bar.Or going out with Louise: I wondered why she bothered to put upwith me. Seeing Leslie occasionally. As I’d thought, he’d less timefor me since he had broken the girl barrier. But things were moretolerable, curiously, during the winter when the rest of the worldseemed dead as well, when frost and freezing wind shrivelledexistence — plant, animal, human — back down inside itself,nipped the tendrils of growth; but in spring, in the first mild warmdays when life stirred, I found depression at its most acute: othercreatures revived, but not me. I was still withered. Dying insidemyself, as a plant may do yet appear to be healthy, and only whenit keels over does one notice putrescence has reached theoutside leaves.


  Yes, I know it’s all very self-pitying. The old crude message onurinal walls says your future is in your hands. True. Very true. But I hadn’t the guts, the experience, the know-how, theconfidence, the. . . anything. My ego had apparently beendestroyed. Or, at least, severely damaged. I longed to talk to myparents. Who else? Up till now they had been the kind, patientlisteners to all my troubles. Michael Tanner punched me on thenose; Roger Barnett stole my sweets; I dropped 10p and it rolleddown a drain; I fell off my bike and grazed my knee and it hurts. . .All the traumas of childhood they had soothed and mended, andwhen they couldn’t do so they had consoled and calmed.This. . . impossible. I wrote letters in my head, telling themeverything. I never actually put pen to paper. But why didn’t I getin touch with that counselling organisation? Leslie banging on thephone-box door was hardly a good reason for not trying again. Icould have found the number by ringing directory enquiries. Sowhy didn’t I? Cowardice. Not ready for it: it might be the start of avery long road leading God knows where, and I wasn’t oldenough, not sure enough of myself, to risk travelling on it.


              


  Dear Mum and Dad,


  
    By the time you've read this you'll know I’mhomosexual.

  


             


  What on earth would I say after that bombshell? That I hoped one day to meet a boy and fall in love with him, live with himperhaps? How easy it would be for Leslie to say to his mother,‘I’ve met a really nice girl!’ I could see in my mind’s eye MrsRadford welcoming her into the house. ‘So you’re Anne (or Juliaor whatever her name was). I’ve heard so much about you!’ Mymum and my boy-friend? Huh! What could I write in a letterconcerning my own gay life? That Leslie and I had had sex a scoreof times? Which would sound less shocking, that I’d thoroughlyenjoyed every moment of it because I fancied him — or that he’djust needed a helping hand but no girl would volunteer hers?They’d say ‘Get out of our house and never darken our doorsagain!’ Yet we were the same two boys as the sweet innocent kidsthey’d always known and loved. The same, for God’s sake! Nobetter or worse than we’d ever been. We hadn’t become villainous monsters, depraved moral outcasts.


  Why don’t parents listen to their children? They don’t. Perhaps it’s because they can’t guess at where we’ve reached. The nextstage always surprises them. And alarms them, because everymove means one more knot in the string of dependence isbecause I wouldn’t be able to take a lover of my own sex into myparents’ house: would the conversation turn to my life? Would my boy-friend’s name even be mentioned? No. So whoever Icould approach if I was in trouble, it would not be my parents.


  Better, then, not to say anything. Better not to risk anything.Life would be easier that way. I thought.


  That’s why I didn’t contact Parents’ Enquiry, why I went round feeling dead inside. It seemed preferable.


     


        


  Summer had one obvious compensation: I was still unemployed so I had all the time I could want in the sea. In themacho all-male world of the surf-board I was as good as anybody else, and I appeared to be no different from anybody else. As real a male as the next guy. Another attraction was that Leslie was no I better than me; we were equals, and rivals. Once again, we spent hours together. We resumed our old routine of jogging beforebreakfast and weight-lifting at the gym. I looked at myself one night in the bathroom mirror and thought, you look pretty good,Ewan. Suntanned and fit. The muscles in my arms and chest haddeveloped. A good curve to the biceps. Flat stomach. Even if I feltthat inside I was of an inferior species, I could pass myself off asone of the real people. It was a bit like blacks painting their skinswhite and dying their curls blond, but that was not how I regardedit then.


  Soon after our seventeenth birthdays a travelling fair came to town. Leslie went dotty over Kay, who worked on one of thehooplas. A good-looking girl, I suppose, with green eyes and longred hair, rather like Linda: funny how some people, once apattern is set, fall for the same types, again and again. Kay had aneffect on Leslie different from that of any other girl he had beeninvolved with. He was in love for the first time in his life. Hestopped coming to the beach, even though the surf wasexcellent. ‘No girl is important enough to miss surfing,’ I told him,but he was deaf to anything I said. The early-morning runsstopped. I hardly saw him at all, and when I did he was cool or offhand.


  The Surf Club announced that it was holding a competition for juniors, with cash prizes. Leslie said he probably wouldn’t enterfor it; he was thinking of leaving Bude to find work. I wasastonished. And upset; half the fun of the competition would belost if he wasn’t there. I could beat the other kids, I reckoned:Leslie was the only real challenge and I didn’t want to come firstmerely because he wasn’t available. I wanted to beat him for theprize. ‘It simplifies things if I don’t enter,’ he said. ‘Makes you theobvious favourite. You ought to be pleased.’


  ‘Well, I’m not pleased.’


  ‘Why? Are you jealous or something?’


  ‘If you think I fancy your girl-friend, you couldn’t be more wrong.’


  ‘I didn’t mean in that sense.’


  ‘What did you mean, then?’


  He wouldn’t say, but I guessed he knew I felt sore about being dislodged as the number one person in his life. Kay persuadedhim to enter for the competition, but that, surprisingly, didn’thelp my mood. When I nearly got drowned one morning afterattempting a huge wave in an extremely rough sea, and had to bedragged out, frightened, choking, and unable to walk, I was evenmore upset. Some of the adult surfers told me off for being soreckless, and Leslie and Kay had to help me get dressed I felt sofeeble. A few nights later we went to a disco and I was very rude toLeslie. I was a bit drunk. When the fair left town, I tried to apologise and pick up the pieces but things weren’t the same. Igathered from what he said that they’d made love, properly, thereal thing: his first time. But he was depressed and unhappy,though it wasn’t just that Kay was no longer there; something hadhappened that had humiliated him badly. When I asked him whatit was he told me to sod off. Perhaps he’d had some silly ideaabout working with the fairground people so that his beautifulromance could continue, and they had refused to let him.


  Our mothers went up to London; a women’s club outing which meant they were away for a couple of nights. After they’d gone Ileft Dad asleep in front of the telly and went next door with somecans of beer. Leslie was bored, having nothing in particular to do,but not even the sight of alcohol made him pleased to see me.‘Don’t you ever knock?’ he said, as I came in.


  But he opened one of the cans and drank from it, then switched on the television, pretending to find it totally absorbing.


  I needed to talk, to move the situation between us back to what it had been before the fair came to town. But how? I wanted to saysomething about friendship, that what could exist between oneboy and another had areas that no girl-friend could entirelyreplace. Without betraying myself, of course. It wasn’t easy toknow where to start, and my first words were clumsy, almostgave the game away. ‘I can’t see much difference when you thinkit all out,’ I said, ‘between having a girl-friend and going aroundwith another boy.’


  It was the first time since I’d arrived with the beer that he’d taken any real notice of me. ‘I can think of a few pretty obviousdifferences,’ he answered. ‘What’s the matter with you? Are youon the turn?’


  Well, at least I had his attention. ‘Don’t be daft. What I meant was I’d rather talk to boys. To you. . . I never seem to have muchto say when I’m with a girl. I get tongue-tied; I don’t feel at ease.And they giggle so much, particularly when they’re in a group. Isometimes think perhaps I’m. . . frightened of them.’ Had I gonetoo far? Revealed too much? It wasn’t altogether true, either: Iwas usually quite happy in Louise’s company. ‘Do you know whatI mean?’ I asked.


  ‘No.’


  ‘So you prefer the company of girls.’


  ‘A girl,’ he said. ‘I certainly wouldn’t want to be the only male in a great gaggle of women. But a girl, one special person of courseit’s more interesting than going around with people of your ownsex all the time!’


  ‘Well, I haven’t found it so. I prefer your company to that of anybody else I know.’


  ‘Don’t you get bored, always knocking about with me?’


  ‘Quite the opposite. I really enjoy being with you. . . doing things, surfing.’


  ‘I want. . .out! No more Bude! I want the big bad world outside!’ This wasn’t getting us anywhere. It was yet anotherstage of life he was after now, one which excluded me completely:friendship, at the moment, was of no importance. ‘I find girlsfascinating,’ he said. ‘And I’m not thinking of the excitement ofgetting your hand inside a bra; I mean the way their minds work,their feelings. Everything about them.’ He’d like to be married, hesaid; have a couple of kids: why not? ‘It could be bloodymarvellous!’


  ‘When your friends get married. . . no, I mean when they get deeply involved. . . you lose them.’ I looked straight at him. ‘Likeyou and Kay.’


  ‘You didn’t like me being with Kay because you felt left out; is that what you’re trying to tell me? You missed my company?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Sometimes I think you’re bloody pathetic, Ewan.’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘You’re asking me to stop doing what I want to do. Who do you think you are? If she walked through that door at this minute Iwouldn’t have any hesitation in telling you to fuck off! And if shewas here all the time, living in Bude, you wouldn’t see me for dust!What’s the matter with you?’


  ‘Nothing!’


  ‘Well, shut up then and let me watch the television.’


  ‘I was only trying to be friendly! Bringing you booze andthinking you’d be fed up on your own with nothing to do.’


  ‘I’m grateful for the beer. But I’m not fed up with being on my own.’


  ‘I’ll go if you like.’ I was being pathetic; he was quite right. Somehow I’d lost control of this conversation; every time Iopened my mouth I was making it all much worse.


  ‘Do what you want,’ he said. ‘I couldn’t care less.’ I went to the door and hurried out, but he followed, shouting, ‘Come here! Ididn’t mean it!’ I should have gone straight home, keeping onelast shred of dignity; to do anything else was cheap. But I hadalready stopped. I turned and walked slowly back into his house.


  We watched the television. Or rather he did; I saw it but nothing registered. After about an hour he switched it off, cameover to where I was sitting and touched me between the legs. ‘I’m. . . so randy anyone would do,’ he said, rather glumly.


  It was the last time it ever happened.


  ‘Are you queer, Ewan?’


  The moment I had been dreading for months. I licked my lips: my tongue suddenly felt dry. ‘I have. . . wondered,’ I said.‘Occasionally.’ My voice sounded high and strangulated.


  ‘Seems to me you could be.’


  ‘What about you?’


  ‘Me?’ He burst into laughter. ‘Me? You’ve got to be joking! Do you really think that’s possible? I should hope you know mebetter than that!’


  ‘Then. . . I guess you’re not.’


  ‘It was just the two of us having a wank.’


  ‘Yes.’ A vile word to describe what I thought was something beautiful.


  ‘Tell me. . . do you fancy me?’


  ‘Not in the slightest.’


  ‘Thank God for that!’ He smiled, apologetically. ‘I wouldn’t be able to stand that! I’d say, get out of my life. And I don’t want to dosuch a thing, not to my best friend.’


  ‘Am I?’


  He nodded.


  I went round there next morning, hoping he’d be up and ready for an early-morning run. There was no answer to my knock, butwhen I pushed at the door I found it unbolted. He was still in bed,fast asleep. My best friend. He’d said so! At that moment, I felt,despite everything, that I actually loved him. I was prepared toadmit to myself I could make such a dangerous leap in the dark;but another part of me said don’t be a total idiot: that way liescomplete ruin. So I swallowed the feeling. Which wasn’t a selfishemotion, not desire for sexual gratification. It was as if I could givehim my entire being: stay with him in sickness and in health,defend him against any pain the world could ever stab him with.Make him happy. Whole.


  I kissed him. On the mouth, very gently, so that he wouldn’t open his eyes and be disgusted. A gift, love, worth more than allArabia’s oil. And I went downstairs and cooked his breakfast,feeling so light and joyous I wondered why I didn’t float in spacelike an astronaut.


  It was a disastrous blunder. If at the time I’d been able to think properly, I would have known before I started; but it’s impossibleto live a one-hundred-per-cent lie and keep your wits about youduring every second of your existence. When the food was readyI went up to his bedroom. He was still asleep. Or so I thought. Ipulled the quilt off: stark naked, with a massive erection. ‘Caughtright in the act!’ I said. ‘Hands off!’


  He opened his eyes. ‘How the hell did you get in here?’


  ‘You forgot to lock the back door last night. And you forgot to put the cat out. What will your mother say? Oh, yes. Prize everytime for size!’ (‘Prize every time for children’ was what Kayshouted from her stall at the fair.) ‘And remember that it makesyou blind!’


  He leapt out of bed, extremely angry. And punched me hard on the mouth. Blood on my lips. ‘Get out of here and stay out!’ heyelled. ‘Bloody stupid fool!!’


  I sagged against the wall. ‘I’ve cooked your breakfast for you. It’s on the table.’


  ‘Who asked you to run round and do my jobs for me? I’m quite capable of making my own breakfast. Get out!!’


  I turned tail and fled. This time I was not called back.


  I deserved it, I suppose. Well, not deserved it, except in the sense that I’d walked straight into a situation — had been doingso for months — that could only end up like this. People beingwhat they are. Selfish and frightened and threatened and nastyand. . . human. I kept away from him, avoided him at all costs.On the beach I helped Phil Cloke with life-saving practices. Hewas one of the guys who’d bawled me out when I nearly gotmyself drowned. It was interesting and useful, and in the sea Iwas still a real man in the eyes of the others: butch, heterosexual.


  It was the afternoon of the surfing championship. Chilly late June weather. After Kay had left there was no more talk fromLeslie about not competing. I was glad, and determined to comefirst; it would be a sweet revenge. Show him that I didn’t have toscrew women to win this most male of sporting events. I hadn’tseen him for a week, and when I did, in the Surf Club changing-room, I walked right past without recognising him. Butsomething familiar made me turn round: he had permed his hair.


  ‘What do you reckon?’ he asked, grinning.


  ‘You look like a poodle!’


  We came first in our heats, and as I surveyed the opposition in the final I knew it was between him and me. Our fifth and lastwave was superb, the biggest of the day, a real giant that rose upand up: it demanded we went in the tube, the most difficult of allsurfing manoeuvres. I was terrified it would disintegrate on top ofme before I could shoot sideways along the slope of it, but therewas no time for thought or hesitation: I simply did it. Success!Marvellous!


  Leslie had done it too. We stood on the sand, laughing and smiling at each other, then hugged like footballers when thewinning goal has just been kicked into the net.


  We were placed first equal.


  I was thrilled: ideas of petty revenge seemed far away; we were joint champions! Justice had been done. ‘It’s the first timeanything good has ever happened to me!’ I cried.


  ‘A fair result,’ was his comment. ‘A very fair result.’


  In the showers at the Surf Club, I said ‘I’m sorry about the other morning.’


  ‘There’s nothing to be sorry about. I was the one who lost his temper.’


  It sounded less than warm. I did not answer for a while, but soaped myself all over. I watched him and he watched me. Heknew. Knew what I was. That I fancied him like mad. ‘We’regrowing apart,’ I said.


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Or to be more accurate, you’re growing apart.’


  ‘Yes. I want a job. I want a girl. Above all, I want to leave Bude.’


  ‘I shall miss you. A lot.’


  He walked away and sat on a bench. Then covered himself with a towel.


  ‘I’m leaving on a jet plane,’ I sang. ‘Don’t know when I’ll be back again; oh babe, I have to go.’


  When he was dressed he said ‘See you around.’ And left.


  Next day he hitch-hiked to Newquay, and found himself a job in the still-room of a hotel. At the end of the season he went toLondon and worked as a builder’s labourer. I didn’t see him againtill Christmas. Every night, for weeks, he was in my mind’s eye asI tossed myself off in bed.


        


                


  Mum’s fortieth birthday. It seemed incredibly old to me, though I had a vague suspicion that she was more hide-bound byroutine, more a creature of habit, than many people of her age.Leslie’s mother was born in the same year, but she was muchmore inclined to do things on impulse: the previous week she hadbeen dancing at a night club in Exeter till two in the morning. I’venever seen my mother dance anywhere, let alone at a night club.Forty: born in nineteen thirty-eight, a wartime upbringing. Mumhad often told me about evacuees and doodlebugs, whatPlymouth looked like after the destruction and Exeter with itsheart ripped out.


  I gave her a dozen mugs, each one different: those we used for tea and coffee were so old and chipped and stained they shouldhave been thrown out years ago. It cost me most of a week’s dolemoney, but that didn’t matter. In Bude the only things to spendmoney on were alcohol and fags. And she liked the present. Verymuch.


  We went out to dinner to celebrate, an almost unheard-of event in our family. It had only happened once before, and that wasso long ago I can’t remember why we did. Before I dressed, in aclean pair of jeans and a blue shirt, I surveyed myself in the mirroronce again. (It had become a habit; I don’t know why: I don’tthink I’m all that worried about my appearance. At least, no morethan anybody else.) Seventeen. Still thin. A hairless chest: I don’tsuppose that will ever change. But I shaved every other day now.And that thing down there, my cock, not exactly invisible. Morethan ready for active service. The outside of me was all right: andno one could see the horrible mess inside.


  It was a good evening, with Mum and Dad determined to enjoy themselves. Our family at its best. Though Dad looked weird in ajacket and tie.


  ‘It’s choking me,’ he said, fingering his collar. ‘Perhaps it’s shrunk in the wash.’


  Mum laughed. ‘You’re putting on weight; that’s all. Have a good look at yourself in the bathroom mirror some time.’


  ‘I’d rather look at you any day of the week.’ He squeezed her hand.


  ‘Or page three of the Sun.’


  ‘No. Not really. There’s nothing in the paper that’s a patch on my wife.’


  She seemed pleased, and embarrassed, and giggled like Adrienne and Karen in the Wimpy bar. ‘Everything all right,Ewan?’ she asked.


  ‘Yes. I’m trying to visualise you two when you were my age.’


  ‘Is it difficult?’


  ‘A little.’ I sipped my wine. Sauternes: far too sweet for my taste, but it was Mum’s favourite.


  ‘We didn’t know each other when we were your age,’ Dad said, as he tucked into steak, chips and tomatoes. What a peculiarmeal to order, I thought, when you go out to dinner for the firsttime in ten years! He could have steak, chips and tomatoes anyday of the week at home. And did, when we could afford to buythe steak. I thought it a splendid opportunity to eat something I’dnever had before, and I’d decided on chicken chasseur, whichwas proving to be quite delicious.


  ‘We met when I was nineteen,’ Mum said. ‘At a dance. I was working behind that same baker’s counter even then! If I’dknown I’d still be there twenty-one years on I’d have died on thespot!’


  ‘Eighteen,’ Dad corrected. ‘You were eighteen.’


  ‘No. You’re thinking of some other girl.’


  He grinned. ‘Could be! But I gave all that up when I met you. When you find the right one, then all that playing around seemsan absolute waste of time.’


  ‘If she is the right one.’


  ‘Come off it! I think we love each other now more than we ever did then. Though it was pretty good at the time, I remember.’


  ‘You grow into one another.’


  He nodded. ‘Yes. Marvellous, isn’t it?’


  ‘We ought to do this more often. Come out and enjoy ourselves.’


  ‘Question of money.’


  ‘I know.’


  I couldn’t make up my mind whether I was watching something that was perfect: , or was it a horrible kind of trap, atotal delusion? Narrow, boring, restricted; the little square inchmost people allowed themselves, and because it was just likeeverybody else’s lives you kidded yourself it was the ultimatepinnacle of happiness? It certainly wasn’t going to be my life. Butwhether that was a good thing or not I didn’t know.


  ‘You’ll be in the same position one day, Ewan,’ Dad said.‘And we’ll have grandchildren to look forward to.’


  ‘Give him a chance!’ Mum protested.


  ‘Oh, he’ll have plenty of chances. More than we had, I daresay. Don’t you want grandchildren?’


  ‘Oh yes! All the pleasures of babies without any of the responsibilities.’


  ‘Suppose I never get married,’ I said.


  ‘I hope you do,’ Mum said. ‘Life can be very lonely if you don’t.’


  ‘Till death do us part is an insurance policy against being lonely, is it?’


  ‘Well. . . you don’t think that at the time, of course.’


  ‘I certainly didn’t,’ Dad said.


  ‘Lots of people don’t get married these days,’ I pointed out. ‘And it isn’t like it used to be, being left on the shelf, I mean. Lotsof people don’t choose to get married.’


  ‘One of the reasons why the world’s in such a terrible mess.’ Mum was never a very logical person.


  ‘All boys of your age think like that,’ Dad said. ‘He always wants it without taking her to the altar; she wants the ceremonyfirst. The old, old story. I was exactly the same at seventeen. Butyou get caught in the end.’


  ‘Caught?’


  ‘I don’t mean in that sense, though plenty are. If we had been, you’d be several years older! No. . . I mean walking up the aisleand all that sort of caper.’


  I didn’t reply; the subject wasn’t worth pursuing. It was like trains on parallel lines; the chance of meeting was non-existent.As I said before, parents don’t hear you. Don’t ever wonder whoyou really are: they assume you’re a carbon copy of them, and, ifyou actually show them that you aren’t, they get very disturbed.And I didn’t want to disturb my parents. Particularly when theywere enjoying themselves.


  ‘Ah. . . this is nice!’ Dad said when we were back home, and he was sitting in his favourite armchair, tie off now and collarloosened, a cup of tea in front of him. ‘Did you have a good time,Ewan?’


  ‘Yes. I did.’


  ‘I’m glad. It wouldn’t have been the same without you, you know.’


  ‘That’s very true,’ Mum said.


   
   
   
   
   


  Four: First Love


  
                
  


  
                   
  


  The time after Leslie went was bleak and empty. The weather was beautiful and the surf good: I took my board into the sea everyday, and I liked the other kids looking up to me now I’d won acompetition, even if I’d had to share first prize with somebodyelse. But I was lonely as hell. I thought about Leslie nonstop: working, even if the job might prove boring and badly paid,and away from home and able to spend all his free hours withgirls he’d met. He had shifted so easily into the next stage of life:and I was still in Bude, out of work, and alone.


  But two important things happened that summer. I’d more or less given up going around with the gang: I hadn’t been in theWimpy bar for weeks. I just couldn’t continue having the sameold conversations with Alan and Little Michael about tits andhow far you could go with Molly or Juicy Lucy. I couldn’t relax,pretending to be fascinated with something that didn’t interestme in the least. But if I didn’t join in, they’d ask questions; ‘Areyou on the turn?’ Though I was probably more scared aboutwhat they might say behind my back than to my face. I avoidedthem all.


  Then one morning I bumped into Louise. Quite literally bumped into her. I was rounding the corner by Mrs Radford’sshop, my mind far away — in Newquay, I guess — and I bangedher on the head with my surf-board, very hard.


  Apologies, and ‘Are you all right?’ and ‘I’m fine; it didn’t really hurt’ for several minutes, then she smiled and said ‘Where’ve youbeen? Nobody’s set eyes on you for weeks!’


  ‘Busy,’ I answered.


  ‘Got a job, have you?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Same as everyone else, then. Except for Wimpy John and Leslie, of course, and Adrienne. So what do you do all day?’ 


  ‘Surf.’


  ‘You think more of that board than any girl, I reckon.’


  I laughed. ‘Well. . . making the most of the good weather,’ I said. ‘Soon be autumn.’


  ‘Why don’t you come round tonight? There’s a good film at the Picture House. Or we could stay in; I’ve just got a couple offabulous new records. Mum and Dad won’t be there: darts at theRed Lion for him, and she’s going to visit her brother in Stratton.’


  I looked at her. All that horrible make-up. Knockers that left other boys’ eyes hanging out on stalks. The thought of holdingher in my arms and kissing her. . . once it had vaguely interestedme, but the idea of it now made me shudder. ‘I don’t know,’ Imumbled. ‘There’s something I might have to do this evening.’‘Oh, come on!’ she said. ‘You can’t bash me around the facewith that thing in broad daylight and turn down an invitation. Halfpast seven?’


  And before I could think of a good excuse, she’d hurried off. How the hell did you get yourself into this mess? I asked thereflection in the mirror that evening. I could, I supposed, simplynot go. Or. . . I could regard it as a final test of whether I reallywas gay or not. Not very fair on her, though. Shit! She asked me.It was an extremely hot night. Sticky, heavy, with a promise ofthunder. I was wearing only a shirt and jeans: but even with aslittle as that I was sweating like a pig. Nerves, possibly. Mystomach felt knotted, and I couldn’t eat much tea. My motherraised an eyebrow and looked amused, but she didn’t sayanything till I was leaving. I told her I wasn’t sure when I’d be backand she said ‘Don’t have too good a time,’ which made me blushscarlet and feel like an absolute idiot.


  A bloody awful time it proved to be, but some of it was surprising, and. . . in the long run, helpful. What was obvious,almost as soon as I got inside Louise’s front door, was that shewanted to go a lot further than we’d done previously; anotherboy would have found he had only to tilt the situation slightly, andhe might have everything he wanted. It was nothing she said; itwas the way she looked and moved that told me, the sense shemanaged to convey of a barely concealed excitement. Wedanced to her new records and drank pints of ice-cold orangejuice. Then danced again, and I was kissing her because she’d beupset if I didn’t. Her hands were under my shirt, and, yes, it didexcite me; then we were on the sofa and I had her bra undone soquickly that even Leslie would have envied the speed. Somethingdown in my jeans stirred. But when I touched her, and felt hairand sticky damp, I Went completely limp.


  I looked at her, and, suddenly, I felt quite disgusted. There was no hope of an erection now. I shut my eyes and tried to imagineher hands were Leslie’s. He only had to touch my penis and itflipped vertical.


  ‘What’s wrong?’ she asked. She sounded a bit annoyed: I suppose it was a kind of metaphorical slap in the face.


  ‘I don’t know.’ I opened my eyes.


  ‘It doesn’t matter, Ewan.’ Her voice was softer, concerned.


  I zipped up my jeans, and buttoned my shirt. I couldn’t stand, any longer, her seeing me half naked. ‘It matters a hell of a lot!’


  ‘It isn’t just me, is it? I. . . think I know.’


  ‘Know what?’


  She stood up, re-arranging her clothes. She shook her head, smiling a little sadly. ‘You don’t have to say; it isn’t necessary.Shall I make some coffee?’


  I just wanted to get out of the house and leave this dreadful scene as far behind me as I possibly could; I wanted to walk on thecliffs, do something violently physical, and think and think andthink. But I said ‘All right’ and she went into the kitchen. I sat onthe sofa, puffing and choking on a cigarette. It soothes thenerves, people say. What rubbish! I ground it out, half finished.


  Had she told the other girls? Linda, Juicy Lucy, Adrienne? Were they, even at this moment, sniggering about it? Louiseknew! I’d always thought her nice but not exceptionallyintelligent: yet she had guessed. How could that be? I didn’t lookeffeminate, a prancing fairy, some drag act. Maybe it didn’t needintelligence, not that sort of intelligence. Intuition, sympathy,awareness of other people: Louise had all those qualities. She was warm and kind-hearted. I’d been so wrapped up in my ownproblems I’d almost forgotten what she was really like.


  I followed her into the kitchen. She was singing, that old Simon and Garfunkel number ‘A time it was, and what a time it was, itwas. . . a time of innocence. . . and confidences.’ It sounded reallysad. And horribly true. She looked up and smiled. ‘It’s just ready.I’ve put two sugars in yours. Do you want a biscuit?’


  I sat down, buried my head in my arms, and burst into tears. Slowly, ever so slowly, the tension drained out. I said ‘I’d betterexplain.’


  ‘Ewan, you don’t have to!’


  Nevertheless, I did. I told her everything. What I knew I was and how it scared me and that I didn’t know what to do about it.What had happened with Leslie. She listened, saying yes and noin the right places. And she didn’t mind! The relief that brought!More than her saying she’d kept her ideas to herself, hadn’t evendropped a hint to the others. But I was pretty pleased about that,too. ‘They haven’t a clue,’ she said, more than once. ‘How couldthey? I guessed, only because we’ve. . . well. . . been outtogether.’


  ‘It’s been good, talking,’ I said. ‘You don’t know how good!’


  ‘Maybe you should have told me before.’


  ‘Yes. Yes, I reckon so.’


  ‘Your only answer is. . . to find other people like yourself.’


  I nodded. Though I wasn’t ready for that. One day, but not yet.


  I was still too unhappy with being what I was, not reconciled to it at all.


  ‘You’re great!’ I said. ‘I wish I could appreciate it better!’


  She laughed. ‘I expect you’ll do as you are. You’ll have to, won’t you?’ I stood up and hugged her. Swung her round theroom. ‘Put me down!!’ she screamed. I did, and discovered I wasstaring at her parents.


  ‘What on earth is going on?’ her mother asked.


  I saw a lot of Louise during the next few weeks. We went to a disco one evening. The gang were all there: Louise and I smiled ateach other several times, a look that said ‘We know, but theydon’t.’ And some afternoons we sat on the cliffs and talked. Thenshe started going out with a guy called Martin, and I didn’t see so much of her. I began to keep a diary. When it rained I’d scribbleaway, more to prevent loneliness and boredom than for anyother reason. Not the usual stuff people write in diaries, like ‘Onep.m. lunched at home’ or ‘8.30 meet Louise,’ but thoughts andfeelings. It passed the time: there was nothing else to do. I wentafter jobs when I saw them advertised, but it was all hopeless.Nobody wanted a seventeen-year-old with four C.S.E.s, eventhough I had a grade one in English.


  Then the other interesting event of that summer occurred: during the first week of September.


  It was one of those magical days that seem to come only in September and early October, when the softness of the lightmakes everything precious and golden and the air is so still youthink the world has stopped turning. Yet the shadows are long —shafts of slanting greyness — and you know the earth has beennudged a fraction towards winter. And distances are hazy; thereis no edge to sea and sky. I took my board with me, but there wasno chance of surfing: the sea was so calm you could scarcely hearit.


  I wasn’t going back into town on a day like this. I walked along the beach, beyond the holiday-makers enjoying the year’s lastmoments of freedom: next week the schools re-opened and thesand would stay almost virgin till April. The board was anuisance; I should have left it at the Club. However, I walked on.Past Northcott Mouth where ten summers ago Leslie and I hadlearned to swim, and round Menachurch Point, beyond which, ifyou look back, you’ve got rid of Bude, any hint that it exists.Ahead is Sandy Mouth, nearly a mile away; today it was a milewithout people. Except for three men bouncing a beach ball.


  I took off my jeans and shirt, then stretched out on my towel enjoying the sun on my skin. I wasn’t far from the ball-game, but Ididn’t want to go too near; it would have looked odd. One of themen, slim and suntanned, with long dark hair parted in the middleand reaching down to his shoulders, was very attractive.Londoners, I guessed from their voices. Eventually the gamestopped and they lay on the sand. Then two of them stood up;they seemed to be leaving, though I couldn’t hear theconversation. There was a lot of joking and laughter; the darkhaired one didn’t want to go for some reason, and the others found this very funny. They walked off in the direction of SandyMouth. The man who was left turned over and looked at me.


  I decided to go for a swim. As I went past him, he smiled and said ‘Hi.’


  I stopped. I felt, suddenly, very tense: that knotted-up sensation in the stomach again. ‘Hi,’ I answered.


  ‘I think I’ll join you,’ he said. He had a chain round his neck, on it a flashy silver pendant. He was very hairy. From his throatdown to where it disappeared inside his shorts.


  We ran into the sea. It was warm, and almost as flat as a swimming pool, only a hint of rise and fall. ‘You swim well,’ hesaid, then dived and grabbed at my legs, pulling me under. Isurfaced, shook the water from my eyes, and grinned. ‘What’syour name?’ he asked.


  ‘Ewan.’


  ‘I’m Paul. The others are Jay and Derek. Del for short. We’re on holiday, renting a cottage in Coombe Valley.’


  ‘I live here,’ I said. ‘In Bude, that is.’


  He made a face. ‘Don’t like Bude.’


  ‘It’s a dump.’


  ‘Come on. Let’s sunbathe.’ We walked up the beach. ‘Bring your things over here,’ he said. I did so, wondering why I wasobeying the commands of a total stranger so easily.


  We talked for a long time. He had just completed his probationary year as a teacher, at Deptford in south-eastLondon. He was twenty-three. A surf enthusiast, but, he saidruefully, he’d obviously chosen the wrong week. I told him aboutsharing first prize in the competition. ‘We’re just amateurs,’ hesaid, ‘me and Del and Jay. If we get a fortnight each year in thesea, we’re lucky.’ The conversation drifted on, technical stuff:types of wave, different equipment, the personalities in theEngland team. How nice it would be to practise in Hawaii. Butcertain things in the talk seemed odd: half-finished statements heleft hanging in the air, as if he wanted me to pick them up andwork them out for myself, or maybe throw him back something ofa similar nature. ‘Del and Jay are together.’he said. Then gazingat me, a wide smile on his face, ‘I’m just looking. Looking around,that is’. But I didn’t know what the answers were that heexpected, so I said nothing. He had green eyes: open, trusting.Green as wet grass. There were some long silences. After one ofthem, he asked ‘Do you have a girl-friend?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Between girls, is it?’


  ‘No. Not really.’


  Another silence. ‘Maybe it’s a boy you’re interested in.’ I shut my eyes. ‘Or maybe you aren’t sure yet.’ He rolled over, his handbrushing my leg. He didn’t take it away. The effect was the sameas Leslie touching me. ‘Perhaps I should go,’ he said, laughing. ‘Idon’t want to be accused of corrupting the young.’


  I opened my eyes and sat up. ‘Don’t go! Please don’t go!’


  He said, very quietly, ‘You’re beautiful.’ And he kissed me. The first time in my life I had been kissed by someone of my own sex.‘Is it safe here?’ he asked.


  ‘Safe for what?’


  ‘Oh, Ewan! You are young and inexperienced!’


  ‘Yes, I am.’ I looked round. There was no one in sight. And he was touching my skin, caressing me, sucking my cock, arousingme so much that I felt there could be no stopping now even ifcoach-loads of people suddenly appeared on top of the cliffs. Itwasn’t a bit like it had been with Leslie. This was making love: somuch feeling passing between us, so much gentleness. We cameat exactly the same moment, in each other’s hands.


  ‘I think, somehow, you needed that,’ he said.


  ‘I did! Christ, oh, I did! You just don’t know! My first time. My first proper time, that is. I feel. . . oh, I can’t explain! Terrified.’


  ‘Terrified?’


  ‘I don’t want to be gay! Suppose people find out? And how can you ever be happy?’


  ‘Aren’t you happy at this moment?’


  ‘Yes. Yes!’ I stood up, ran down the beach, then jumped in the air and shouted at the top of my voice ‘I am happy!!’ When Ireturned, Paul was roaring with laughter. ‘What’s the matter?’


  ‘I think you forgot you’ve no clothes on!’


  I looked at myself and grinned. ‘Yes! I did!’


  I sat on my towel. ‘There isn’t anything wrong with being gay,’ he said. ‘When you’re sure enough of yourself to realise that itdoesn’t matter if people know, you’ll value the ones who accept itand not give a damn for the others who don’t or won’t or can’t. It’strue there can be a lot of problems, a lot more than if you’restraight. But that’s not so important as being content to be whatyou are. That’s the most difficult thing to learn. . . to loveyourself. Much more difficult for people like you and me becauseof what society thinks of us. But you’ve as much right to be hereas any other person, with as much right to find partners of yourown sex as they have to find the opposite. And as for beinghappy, provided you’re glad to be Ewan, you have the samechances as the rest of the human race. Just like the boy next doorwho screws a different girl every night. Or the one who’s faithfulto his wife and two-point-four kids and mortgage. The samechance.’


  ‘Ah. . . the boy next door!’ I told him all about Leslie.


  ‘Perhaps he’s bisexual. And won’t come to terms with it.’ Hethought for a moment. ‘Your mate’s not done you much good,has he? In fact, I reckon he’s done you a lot of positive harm.Without intending to, of course.’


  ‘What do you mean?’


  ‘He’s landed you with a huge inferiority complex. Because he’s so attractive and sexy and the girls wet their knickers when theysee him, and he’s left home and found himself a job, he’s madeyou feel you’re still a snotty-nosed kid. You’re even jealous thathe has an outsize cock. As if that added one iota of difference tothe total sum of human happiness! What’s wrong with your own,for God’s sake? You certainly know what to do with it! You’veended up more unsure of yourself than you were in the firstplace.’ It was absolutely true. But it didn’t stop me being enviousof Leslie, wishing I was him. Not one bit. ‘The worst thing you didwas to let him have sex with you. Oh yes, I know that’s easily said.But it’s caused more heartache than happiness, hasn’t it? I shouldgive him up if I were you. Not see him again.’


  ‘I couldn’t do that!’


  He shrugged his shoulders. ‘Perhaps you’re in love with him.’


  ‘No. I’ve wondered if I was, but. . . I don’t think so. He isn’t at alllovable. Not like you.’ I wished I hadn’t said that, the moment thewords were out of my mouth. ‘What a stupid thing to say!’ Imuttered, reddening to the roots of my hair.


  ‘It was a sweet thing to say.’ He touched my face, then stood up and started to dress. Jeans. Lemon yellow tee-shirt. ‘I have to gonow. The others will be wondering where the hell I am.’


  ‘When they went. . . why were they laughing so much?’


  ‘You don’t know?’


  ‘Because they knew you fancied me, and you said you wanted to try your luck?’


  He put his feet in his sandals, and smiled. ‘You’re not that green, then! Look. . . would you like to come to the cottage withus?’


  I glanced at my watch. There was plenty of time before I had to be home, but I shook my head. I needed to be by myself. To relivethe day, and think: decide if I wanted to see him again. ‘I have toget back,’ I said.


  ‘What about tonight?’


  Decisions. I had to make them now. ‘I’m not doing anything,’ I said.


  ‘Good. We usually go for a quiet drink in a country pub most evenings. The Bush at Morwenstow, or the Old Smithy atWelcombe. But you’re the local lad; you know better than wedo. . . you decide where.’


  ‘What time?’


  ‘About seven?’ I nodded. ‘We’ll pick you up in the car at. . . Will the corner of Kilkhampton Street do?’


  ‘Yes. But I have to be indoors at half past eleven or midnight.’


  ‘Oh.’ He seemed disappointed.


  I smiled. ‘I’m still a kid, Paul! With parents who don’t like it if I’m in late and who want to know why. I’m the same age as one ofyour sixth-formers.’


  He shuddered. ‘Don’t give me heart attacks!’


  ‘See you at seven.’


             


         


  The week that followed was an oasis in a desert. Afterwards, I thought nothing so marvellous would ever happen to me again;indeed, I wondered if I had just dreamed it all, spent seven daysoutside space and time, lost somewhere in a figment of myimagination. But no, it was real, and the ending a particularlycruel piece of real life. I should have seen that coming, but I hadno experience to guide me. The cloudless September weatherheld — hot, still. We lay on the beach and walked along countrylanes, and in the evenings we went to the cottage, then, later, to apub. Jay and Del came with us in the car to Tintagel, another timeto Clovelly. They had been an affair for nearly three years; hadmet at the university where Paul had also been a student, andthey, too, were teachers in London schools. They were fun to bewith: uncomplicated people, joking and laughing nearly all thetime, and they also knew when to take themselves off and leavePaul and me on our own. I was head over heels in love. All theclichés: walking on air, strolling hand in hand into the sunset.


  It was not, now, two boys masturbating, one of them imagining the other was a girl. Screwing. At first I was frightened; it wouldbe painful, I thought. Did I really feel an urge for this? It was,perhaps, a denial of my maleness? I should penetrate: that waswhat it was for. Wasn’t it? Everybody said so. Into Paul? The ideawas ridiculous. I wanted him inside me; I wanted to be fucked.Only that would give me absolute satisfaction, emotionally.


  ‘If it hurts,’ he said, kissing me, stroking me with his fingers, ‘I won’t do it. I promise. This will make it easier’.


  ‘What?’


  ‘K.Y. A lubricant.’


  Pain, yes, quite severe — he wasn’t small — but only for a moment as he entered: after that, though it still hurt a bit (I wouldget used to that in time; indeed soon there was never anydiscomfort), it was the most natural, normal and utterly beautifulexperience. His hand, still slippery with K.Y., on my cock, asensation more superb than any I had ever felt, then orgasm soperfect I thought I was changed from a body into pure dazzlinglight. And he, coming, the spurt and gasp of him inside me: oh,yes; this is what life is for, Ewan: for this I was made.


  Kisses, gentle hands touching skin. Drifting towards sleep.


  ‘I don’t have to wonder if you enjoyed it,’ he said, later. I smiled. No answer was needed. ‘Or if we were the right way round.’


  I opened my eyes. ‘I just want it again. For ever and ever like that. Till I’m ninety-six and dying.’


  I hardly saw my parents; in for a meal, then out again. It didn’t matter being absent during the day; with both Mum and Dad atwork, there was no one to ask what I was up to. But they lookedat me quizzically at tea-time, or when I returned at midnight.They said nothing, but clearly they knew something was afoot.What they thought that something was emerged when I askedMum if I could stay over at Bookworm John’s; he was giving aparty, I said. (This was a lie, an elaborate invention so that I could,just once, sleep with Paul for the whole night. I felt bad; I wasn’t inthe habit of deceiving my parents: at least, not over big things likethat.)


  ‘I don’t know,’ she said.


  ‘Why ever not?’ I was surprised; I’d stayed at John’s before. And Alan’s and Leslie’s.


  She looked hard at me. ‘Are you sure it’s John you’ll be staying with?’


  ‘Of course!’ It was dreadful! My face would certainly tell her I was lying.


  ‘We’ve scarcely seen you all week. This house has turned into the Macrae Hotel, I reckon.’ She smiled. ‘I hadn’t realised youand Louise were so close.’


  ‘Louise!’


  ‘Oh. It isn’t her, then?’ I didn’t answer. ‘Of course it’s Louise! You can’t pull the wool over my eyes!’ She laughed. ‘She’s a nicegirl. I’m glad. But. . . I don’t want you getting yourself into asituation where you’ll both end up doing something you’ll regret.And staying out all night. . . could . . .’


  I had a sudden wild impulse to tell her the truth, but I quickly repressed it. I stared at her, and said, eventually, ‘I’m seventeen.Not a kid any longer.’ I left the room, and hurried out of thehouse, in case the conversation became even more embarrassing. Later, Paul and I laughed about it; but my laughtercovered up sadness. A gay existence meant lie after lie wouldhave to be told, particularly to my parents. The gulf between meand them suddenly seemed a vast chasm. I’d have to be twopeople, one for home, one for away. It was tragic. Hateful andwicked! I began to feel as I had when I first realised — there wassomething loathsome about me.


  Friday: tomorrow Paul would be going back to London. I couldn’t bear the thought of it. Nothing had been said aboutseeing each other again; he hadn’t suggested I came and stayedwith him. I didn’t even know his address and phone number. ‘Iwish I could come with you,’ I said.


  ‘It isn’t possible.’


  ‘Why not? What’s to hold me in Bude? I haven’t got a job. Maybe I could get one in London. Paul. . . please. . . why not?’He shook his head. ‘It wouldn’t do.’


  ‘I don’t understand.’


  ‘Do you really think it would work? You told me yourself you were the same age as one of my sixth-formers. Pupil and teacherliving together. . . that would involve some careful planning,wouldn’t it?’


  ‘I’m not your pupil.’


  ‘But I’m the first person you’ve ever fallen for, the first you’ve had any real sex with. . . the first. . . everything! To run awayfrom home, to live with me, it would be. . . disastrous! You needmuch more experience, much more life, before you can makedecisions like that. If you met me again in a few years’ time, itmight be very different.’


  ‘You sod.’


  ‘Yes, it sounds like that, doesn’t it! But you know, deep down, I’m right.’ I did know it, yes, but I didn’t want it spelled out. ‘You’resweet, Ewan, and fun. . . and beautiful. As a person, I mean, notjust a body. I can’t say “I love you.” I couldn’t say it to anyone,after only a week. Though I could be more than half in love.’Later, over coffee with Jay and Del in the kitchen, when theywere discussing what time they ought to leave in the morning, Isaid again, ‘I want to come with you.’


  There was a long silence, then Jay said, rather sharply, ‘Youhaven’t told him. That’s not nice, Paul. I don’t like you for that.’


  ‘Told me what?’


  ‘Paul has a boy-friend — Steve. They live together; they share a flat. Steve is away in America; he’s been there nearly fourmonths.’


  ‘So what does that make me?’ Paul said angrily. ‘A monster? A bloody monster? Does it? Don’t come the holier-than-thou bit,Jason!’


  ‘I’m not! I wouldn’t! Del and I aren’t always faithful. What people of our age are when their lover’s away for four months?I’m not condemning you for that! But you should have told Ewan.At least you could have been honest!’


  ‘Stop it!’ I shouted. ‘I don’t want to hear!’


  ‘How could I tell him?’ Paul said. ‘I wanted to. I tried. . . but it stuck in my throat. He’s never met anyone else. . . He thinks thesun shines out of my arse. It was beautiful. And now it’s ruined.’He buried his face in his hands. ‘I didn’t want to hurt him!’


  ‘You have hurt him,’ Jay said.


  ‘You have! You have!’


  ‘He had to know!’


  ‘It’s not ruined,’ Del said. He was speaking to me: it was the first time in this conversation anyone had thought me worthincluding. Paul and Jay had been arguing as if I wasn’t in theroom. ‘And it’s still beautiful,’ he added.


  ‘I’m sorry, Ewan,’ Paul said. ‘I’m so sorry!’


  ‘It’s all right,’ I answered, trying to put on a brave face. ‘I still love you.’


  But it certainly hurt. As much as the fact that he wasn’t there any longer. The days were an aching, yawning, lonely emptiness.The weather broke, and there was no more surfing. And no jobs,anywhere. I spent a lot of time writing in my diary. I’d been duped:it had been just another bloody holiday romance. September.October, November. I felt almost suicidal at times. Then, justafter Christmas, I experienced another shattering blow.


   
   
   
   
   


  Five: The Diary


  
             
  


  
                
  


  I kept my diary in a record case — my only possession that had a lock and key. There it stayed, between two albums, Deep Purpleand Pink Floyd. My parents would never find it there. Oneevening I forgot: I left it where I’d been reading it, on my bed, andwent out to see Louise.


  ‘We found this,’ my mother said, holding it up, when I came in.


  My heart nearly turned over. ‘And you read it?’


  ‘Yes.’ Her voice trembled. My father sat on the sofa, looking utterly bewildered.


  After a long silence during which they both stared at me, and I gazed at the floor, wishing I could die that instant or at least havea stroke or an epileptic fit, I said, quietly, ‘You shouldn’t havedone that. You had no business.’


  ‘I went to your room, just to put some clothes away,’ my mother said. ‘I saw it and picked it up, wondering what it was.That’s all. It was open. . . September the fifth. . . ’ She began tocry.


  ‘So you couldn’t resist reading it from cover to cover.’


  ‘You’re taking the wrong attitude, Ewan,’ my father said, heavily. He filled his pipe with elaborate slowness. ‘We shouldn’thave read it; that’s true. You’ve as much right to your ownprivacy as we have, and that’s a difficult thing for a parent tolearn. But the fact is we have read it. We’re extremely upset.Upset. . . the word’s ridiculous! Your mother’s beside herself.


  Devastated!’


  ‘And you?’


  He didn’t answer; just shook his head and made a helpless gesture with his hands. I stared at the clock on the mantelpiece,the Christmas cards, the blank television screen, and tried toconcentrate, to hold on to these trivial props of everyday life as ifthey could prevent my whole world from drowning. TheChristmas cards were the same as they had been a few hoursago; this room was the same. And I was engulfed in quicksand.


  ‘I can’t believe it,’ my mother said, drying her eyes. ‘I can’t believe you’re. . . like that!’ She couldn’t bring herself to say anyof the words that gave me a label. ‘How could you be? We’vebrought you up as decently and honestly as we know how. . . Wemust have done something wrong somewhere!’ Her hands wereshaking. ‘I don’t know what! I wish I did, then perhaps we couldput it right. . . It must be our fault!’


  ‘It’s not your fault,’ my father said. ‘It’s not mine, either.’ I was about to say it wasn’t anyone’s fault; I was like that and probablyalways had been. Maybe from birth. But he added ‘There’salways one rotten apple in any barrel.’ The shock of those wordswas like having a bucket of cold water thrown in my face.


  ‘Perhaps it’s just those dreadful people you’ve met,’ my mother went on. ‘This. . . Paul. He should be behind bars! Teachingchildren in a school! But. . . how could you? And Leslie! I’d neverhave believed it!’


  ‘Leslie is not homosexual,’ I said.


  ‘But he started you in these. . . practices. And all this time I thought there was something between you and Louise. . . When Ithought you were out with her, you were doing. . . How could youdeceive us like that!’ Her left eye had begun to blinkuncontrollably, a nervous tic that always happened when she wasin great stress. ‘The lies, the deceit. . . I just can’t understand it!’


  ‘I haven’t deceived you. You merely assumed.’


  ‘I want you to promise you won’t ever see these people again. . . Paul and the others. . . and Leslie. Thank God he’s notat home! What on earth would his mother say?’


  Mrs Radford, I imagined, would be inclined to be more tolerantthan my parents. What she would think of me I didn’t know, but, as far as Leslie was concerned, while she would not exactlyapprove of her son having sex with another boy, she’d probablyregard it as something that happened occasionally in thematuring process: mildly reprehensible, but not the end ofcivilisation as we know it. And the girls in his life she’d feel werehis business, not hers. We were, both of us, only a few months offeighteen, for God’s sake! ‘If you tell Mrs Radford,’ I said, ‘I’ll neverforgive you.’


  ‘We’ve no intention of doing so,’ my father said. ‘It’s you we’re worried about. You’re not homosexual! How could you be? It’simpossible. You’ve come under all sorts of bad influences; that’swhat the trouble is. You just imagine you are. You’re far tooyoung to have any real ideas about it. I think. . . you ought to findsome help.’


  ‘Help?’


  ‘Your mother says she’ll have a word with Doctor Pearce. He might know someone.’


  ‘I am not going to see a psychiatrist!’ I said, very firmly. ‘I am not!! I’ll work out my own problems, thank you very much. I’mnot mentally ill. I thought, oh, a year ago, that maybe I was. . . butI know now that I’m not!’


  ‘I didn’t say you were mentally ill,’ my father said, patiently. ‘Just extremely muddled. And you’ll do what I tell you! You’re myson; you live in this house, and you’re not yet eighteen. I won’thave you seeing this Paul again. You won’t go out alone withLeslie. And you’ll be back here by ten thirty at night. Those areorders!’


  ‘If I refuse to obey?’


  ‘You can get out. For good. You’ll be no son of mine.’


  Did he really mean what he said? I couldn’t believe it. He was a loving, caring person. Or he had always seemed to be. I neverwent round thinking other dads were better than mine. Andwould I disobey him? I might deceive and lie perhaps, but Iwouldn’t openly rebel. Cowardice? Because I was afraid of him?Couldn’t face the idea of being cast out into the world, absolutelyalone and penniless, at the age of seventeen? Yes, partly. Butmore than that, I loved him. And Mum. I wanted the relationship Ithought I’d always had with them to continue. How could I livewith myself if they threw me out of the house?


  ‘I’m not likely to see Paul,’ I said. ‘I don’t know where he lives; I don’t even know his phone number.’


  ‘Well, that’s something.’


  ‘But you can’t stop me seeing Leslie. I mean, how can you? I know he’s not at home, but when he does come back, what then?Suppose he speaks to me over the fence? Do I ignore him? He’smy mate, my best friend!’


  ‘I didn’t say you weren’t to speak to him. I don’t want you spending long periods of time together, that’s all.’


  ‘I wish we’d never set eyes on him!’ my mother said.


  ‘Mum, that’s silly! I told you, he isn’t gay. That happened ages ago.’


  ‘Yes. . . and look what it’s done to you!’ She burst into tears. ‘I wish you’d never been born! Oh God! I wish I was dead!’


  My father moved to her, protectively. He looked at me, and said ‘See what you’ve done?’


  I ran out of the room and out of the house, slamming the front door. It was raining, and there was a chill wind. I had no coat, but Ihardly felt how cold it was. I walked for miles, just hoping a carmight drive carelessly round a corner, run over me and kill me.Eventually I found myself on the cliffs. The sea boiled andchurned, tossing up columns of spray, dashing itself repeatedly,senselessly, against the rocks. How was I able to see it so clearly?I looked up and was surprised to find that the moon was shining.The rain had stopped. When? I hadn’t noticed. I was soaked tothe skin and shivering, my hair plastered to my head, waterdripping into my eyes. I touched my face. Wet, lifeless flesh.Clouds tore across the heavens, but they didn’t obscure themoon. I looked again at the sea. It wouldn’t feel any colder than Iwas already. Seething, boiling, churning. Did I dare? ‘Don’t be sofucking stupid!’ I said aloud, and walked away.


  I passed Louise’s house. If there had been a light in her bedroom I would have thrown stones at the window and madeher come down; told her everything. Been mothered, soothed.


  But the house was in darkness.


  I went home, let myself in, and went straight up to the bathroom. They were still in the lounge, talking. I undressed,dried myself, and stared in the mirror. If I was, morally, such anugly person as they thought, I’d surely look ugly. Paul had foundme beautiful.


  It’s not designed and created for the sole purpose of producing descendants, I told myself. If it was, then after the acts ofprocreation it would drop off.


  In bed, I hunched up into a foetus; I was petrified with cold. Later, when I’d thawed out, I started to feel randy. Extraordinary!After all the emotion of the past few hours I should have beencompletely exhausted. But the impulses obey no rules. Ipretended I was Paul, and my pillow my own face.


            


      


  Louise said ‘If I were you I’d leave home.’


  ‘I’ve been thinking about it.’ Hardly surprising that I had: if for no other reason than being out of work. Surely there was morechance of a job in London, particularly in the winter when Budewas dead, from the neck up as well as down! A ghost of a place!Old ladies and their dogs, both animals and humans looking as ifthe end was nigh. I hated being on the dole! Hated it more andmore! Not only because it meant no one wanted you, that youwere consigned to a scrap-heap — a midden was the image thatoften occurred to me, a midden lousy and crawling with teenagerejects — but on the dole there was nothing to test myselfagainst, nothing to stretch my mind or my body. It was as if somegod had said ‘These shall not grow up; these shall not be adults.’The crippling financial dependence on parents: another way ofpreventing growth. And that third barrier; the world of straightpeople, the law, that said ‘Homosexual: thou shalt not touchanother; thou shalt not learn to love.’ At least not till the magicage of twenty-one. Though I didn’t care a damn about what thelaw said. That wasn’t going to stop me.


  But how many rampant gays were likely to be flaunting themselves in the streets of Bude on a wet Wednesday afternoonin February? Dad’s belief in corrupting influences was somewhatmisplaced. Nevertheless, he and Mum made my life prettymiserable. On the few occasions I received a letter, her eyesalmost drilled holes in the envelope. When someone telephonedfor me, she always wanted to know who it was. I felt guilty doingthe smallest thing, even a trip to Mrs Radford’s shop for a bar ofchocolate. I crept about at home, quiet as a mouse. The ten thirtycurfew had to be strictly observed. And I didn’t keep a diary anymore. It wasn’t worth it. I wondered how much longer I couldstand it all. To leave seemed the only right course of action: I hadnothing, absolutely nothing to lose by doing so. My parents haddriven me to think of them as nothing worth losing. Appalling,that.


  So I would leave. But not for a bit. I’d wait till the dust settled, till I could convince Mum and Dad that the reason I was going was tofind work and not because I wanted to rush off, as a result of theirdiscoveries, to some den of lascivious homosexual vice. It wasthe only way of keeping a link with them. I’d be welcome back. Inspite of everything, I still wished them to love and admire me. AndI still believed it was possible. Fortunately, they made noreference to what had been said. Not a single word. It was as ifthey had blotted it all out, erased it from their minds as theaborigines in New South Wales are thought to have done whenthey first saw Captain Cook and his ship: it can’t be, therefore itisn’t.


  ‘I told my mum about you,’ Louise said. ‘And what happened.’


  ‘You shouldn’t have.’


  ‘Why not?’


  ‘Because. . . ’ I was at a loss for an answer. I stirred the sugar round and round in the bowl, as if it might uncover the reason.We were in the Wimpy bar. The last day of February. Rainstreamed down the windows; wind roared and funnelled alongthe streets. The epitome of depression. John fiddled aboutbehind his counter, putting baked beans in a saucepan, just forsomething to do. Nobody was going to come in and eat them. ‘I’mreconciled to being gay,’ I said. ‘It’s stopped worrying me. I’m justas happy, inside myself, that I’m gay as you are not being gay. Iwant to love a man, live with another man. . . and I want sex withmen.’


  She was amused. ‘I like the way you alter man to men when you mention sex.’


  I laughed. ‘Slip of the tongue. I don’t know how to find what I want; I —’


  ‘Are you sure? If you were really happy about it, you’d get on and do it.’


  ‘Would I? There are other considerations.’


  ‘Such as?’


  ‘My parents. Now you’ve made me forget what I was going to say ! Why I wish you hadn’t told your mother. . . I’m quite happyabout being homosexual, but I don’t want other people to know.I’m not ready, I guess.’


  ‘They won’t kill you for it. Mum was very sympathetic.’


  ‘That’s difficult to believe!’


  ‘I wouldn’t have mentioned it if I thought she wouldn’t be. If you were her son, you’d find life rather different.’


  ‘Well, I’m not her son, am I? Lucky old non-existent male child of Louise’s mum and dad!’


  ‘Don’t be so bitter.’


  ‘I’m angry. The whole bloody business makes me very, very angry.’


  Louise’s boy-friend arrived. Did he know? Hell, what did it matter if he did? What did it matter if everyone in town wassniggering behind my back? She was right. They wouldn’t kill me.I was going to leave Bude anyway. I chatted for a few moreminutes, then I thought I’d better depart. I didn’t want the absurdcomplication of Martin feeling jealous! I said goodbye, and wentout into the rain.


           


               


  As I neared home, I saw a familiar figure inserting a key in the lock of the house next door. ‘What are you doing here?’ I cried.


  ‘Ewan! It’s great to see you!’ He seemed thrilled I was there, laughing and smiling and gripping my shoulders. ‘Come inside,for God’s sake! I was afraid you’d be off working somewhere. I’mhere for a couple of days. . . I haven’t let on to Mum; I thought I’dmake it a huge surprise. . . Cook the tea so it’s ready when she’sback from the shop.’ He laughed again. Take off that wet coat. I’ll put the kettle on.’


  Alone with Leslie. What would my parents think? They wouldn’t know, of course; they were out at work. That made it allso ridiculous: every day, from nine till half past five, I could behaving orgies in my bedroom and they’d never guess.


  He was still marvellously good-looking.


  ‘What’s happened in Bude since Christmas? Who’s run off with whom? Surprise winner at Women’s Institute bingo session?Anyone dead, married, born?’


  ‘Nothing. Nothing.’


  ‘That’s what I thought.’ He poured out the tea, and lit a cigarette. ‘Still unemployed?’


  ‘Yes. I’ll have to follow in your footsteps and go to London.’


  ‘Good money in the building trade.’


  ‘I know. Your mum told my mum.’


  ‘I’m a hod-carrier. Back-breaking work, but superb for the muscles. Look at my arms!’ He flexed his biceps: hard as iron.‘How’s your love life?’


  ‘Negative.’ I sipped my tea. I wasn’t going to tell Leslie anything. Not yet. One day, perhaps, when I felt we were equal.‘Ewan, you must have done something interesting!’


  ‘Have you?’


  ‘I’ve enjoyed myself. I don’t like London, but. . . well, I’ve made friends. Been out. Discos and pubs. Met a few girls. Thoughnothing I really want to see after breakfast-time next morning.’I felt jealous, as usual. Inferior, as usual. Paul was right: Lesliewas a bad influence. He destroyed my self-confidence. ‘Whatabout the girl at Newquay?’ I asked. ‘Anne. Do you ever see her?’‘No.’ His face clouded. ‘I miss her. Rather a lot. It was the bestthing I ever did, clearing off last summer and going to Newquay.The job was rough, but at least I had some money. And it was amuch better place for surf than here! Meeting Anne. . . sharinglife, even if it was in a grotty bed-sit. It was a fabulous time!’


  ‘I know. You’ve told me all about it before.’


  ‘Have I? Yes, I suppose I have. Mum liked her.’


  This was something I hadn’t heard. ‘I didn’t know you’dbrought her home,’I said.


  ‘I didn’t. Mum came down for the day. They got on very well, the pair of them. She was a bit horrified — Mum was, I mean — bywhere we were living. Damp, she said; we’d get pneumonia!’ Helaughed. ‘Load of nonsense!’


  ‘You mean. . . your mother knew you were sleeping together? Didn’t she mind?’


  ‘I didn’t tell her we were, but I suppose she guessed. No, she said nothing about it. Why?’


  ‘Oh. . . no reason.’ My parents, faced with such a situation, might possibly react in a similar way if nothing was pushedaggressively in front of them: of course, we didn’t do that kind ofthing, but the young don’t have the same approach to organisingtheir lives, what with the pill, and so on. It wouldn’t strike them asabnormal; it wouldn’t be such an affront to their morality thatthey would weep and faint, threaten to kick me out of the housefor ever. That’s the bloody problem with being gay; the differenceof treatment, the discrimination! God! How it hurt just looking atLeslie and hearing him mention — almost as a triviality — thoseenviable things that were forbidden to me! It hurt! It hurt!!


  Parents not minding you having a loving, stable relationship. Letting you bring your girl-friend back home, including her in theevents and routines of the family. And if you got married,presents to help furnish a house. Hold hands anywhere. Kiss inthe streets. Book a double room at a hotel and no eyebrowsraised. But me? Others like me?


  ‘I think I’d better be going,’ I said.


  ‘Why?’ He was astonished. ‘You’ve only just come! I haven’t seen you since Christmas!’


  ‘I have to do what you said you were about to do here. Start cooking.’ I wasn’t going to tell him the real reason: that justtalking to him for five minutes upset me beyond endurance.


  ‘See you tonight, then. Let’s go out and get pissed. Well. . . at least have two or three pints.’


  ‘I’m broke.’


  ‘I’m not. I’ll pay.’


  ‘I. . . might have to go somewhere with Mum and Dad.’


  ‘Ewan! What’s the matter?’


  ‘Nothing.’


  I hurried out of the house. An old man, taking his dog for a walk, went slowly down the street. Leslie, indoors, preparing hismother’s evening meal, knew only a little more about me thanthat old man. Could he imagine to himself what I’d been through?Everyone is alone. Particularly when they’re in pain.


            


        


  I changed my mind and went out with him that evening. Despite his ability to make me suffer, I thought I’d suffer more if Ifelt I was meekly obeying my parents’ injunctions. Honour thyfather and mother — or discard your oldest and closest friend.That made me want to be with him when, for other reasons, Imight not have bothered. I decided on a full-frontal collision withMum and Dad: I simply said where I was going and with whom.Which was greeted by complete silence from both of them.


  Leslie had moved on. All that male teenage talk about sexual frustration, about girls who cavorted on the sand in brief bikinisbeing such a temptation, such a cause of agony that a law shouldbe passed forbidding it, had been superseded by details ofconquests, the length of the chase, and who was best at it. ‘Doingmy utmost to add to the copulation explosion,’ he said with acoarse laugh. He’d grown up, in a way. Not in a very attractiveway, though. Was it all true, I wondered, this boasting? Probably.But what of the girls as human beings, what about his ownfeelings? I knew Leslie well enough to realise that he was givingme a very distorted picture; being a sexual athlete wasn’t hisdriving ambition. He was a one-girl person, basically. So why allthis rather boring stuff? He hadn’t adjusted from typical machotalk with his building-site mates, I guessed. Was there a femaleequivalent? I couldn’t imagine Louise in the women’s roomswopping notes with Linda on the quality of orgasm. Girls werenicer than boys. More caring, more loving. Or were they? I hadno more real idea of what went on inside the women’s room thanthe old man I’d seen walking his dog' had of what went on insideme.


  On the third pint my tongue was loosened, and I felt both a need to share confidences and a sensation of not being worriedabout the dangers of doing so. What was a best friend for, if youcouldn’t talk to him? Leslie wasn’t easily shocked. The only thingthat would unnerve him would be if I told him I fancied him. So Ileft that out. But I said all the rest.


  His reaction was the same as Louise’s: ‘You must leave home!’


  ‘I intend to.’


  ‘You often intend, Ewan. But you hardly ever do.’


  ‘Balls.’


  ‘No.’


  He was right. But he had no experience of the problems: in my shoes he would be the same. ‘I don’t know why I’m telling you allthis,’ I said. ‘I’d decided not to.’


  ‘I’d guessed. Some of it.’


  ‘How?’ He turned away, embarrassed. ‘I was getting something out of it that you weren’t?’


  ‘Yes.’


  On the fourth pint, when the room was beginning to spin, I said ‘Do you wonder if you might be bisexual?’


  ‘Because of what we did? The idea’s never entered my head! To be quite honest, I wouldn’t swear on the Bible that I’d never, inthe whole of my life, do it again. . . but. . . it doesn’t appeal,exactly! I like. . . penetration.’


  ‘I have experienced that too.


  ‘With Louise?’


  ‘Paul.’


  He stared at me, a variety of different expressions flitting across his face. I had shocked him now. It’s the hardest thing forstraight people to accept: what gay men do in bed. His nextremark was curious. ‘Which way round? You. . . screwed him?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘I don’t want to hear any more!’ He ruffled his hair, agitatedly. ‘I can’t. . . stand the thought of that!’


  On the way home the conversation was all about surfing. Had I lost him now; would we inevitably drift apart? I felt uncaring: thealcohol, probably. I was burning my boats, and it didn’t matter.Being alone was no longer a misery. There was a kind of strengthin it. Friendship with Leslie, with any heterosexual man, wasn’t adelightful road stretching into pleasant, undiscovered country: itwas a cul-de-sac.


            


              


  I told my parents I wanted to go to London to find a job. ‘Is this some mad scheme of Leslie’s?’ my mother asked.


  ‘Nothing whatever to do with him! Why should it be? OK, he lives in London and he’s working there. But I’ve been thinkingabout this for ages!’


  ‘I would be surprised if you hadn’t,’ my father said.


  I had not expected him to be an ally. I said, cautiously, ‘What do you reckon, then?’


  He didn’t answer at once, but made a great business of folding up newspapers and emptying ash-trays. ‘Have you thought whatyou might do when you get there?’ he asked, eventually. ‘Whereyou might live? Do you even know what the big city’s like?’


  ‘I’ve been there.’


  ‘I’m not having you living with Leslie,’ my mother said. ‘Or with that whatever his name was. . . Paul.’ It was the first time sincethey’d found the diary that she had made any direct reference towhat she had read in it.


  ‘I have no intention of living with Leslie,’ I answered. ‘Or Paul. I haven’t seen or heard from him. . . since. . . ’ I turned to myfather. ‘Dad, what do you say?’


  He cleared his throat, took his pipe out of his mouth and put it back again. ‘If none of that other business had happened, I’dprobably say it was a good idea. Young though you are, andlonely and upset though your mother would be. But now. . . I’mnot sure.’


  ‘Do you think it’s fair to keep me on the dole for ever? Because that’s what I’ll be condemned to if I stay here!’


  ‘Something will turn up,’ my mother said.


  ‘Pigs might fly!’


  ‘I’ll think about it,’ Dad said.


  I didn’t really care if he thought about it or not: I had decided to go. If he wouldn’t give his blessing, I would wait till my next socialsecurity giro arrived, then cash it and leave. Note-on-the-kitchen-table stuff. Hitch-hike to London. I could sleep on Leslie’s floor tobegin with, till I found my bearings. I didn’t want to do that, notone little bit, but I didn’t know anywhere else I could stay. Nor didI want to leave against my parents’ wishes: the anguish it wouldcause, particularly to my mother. Christ! How adults manipulatetheir kids! Using the love and affection children feel to hang themin chains! But my love and affection, I was beginning to realise,had certain clear-cut limits.


  A few days after this conversation, Dad said ‘I’ve been in touch with an old friend of mine. I haven’t seen him for two or threeyears, but I’ve known him for ages. Frank Sutton. He’s a fireman.Three kids; girls. . . the eldest, Tina, married six months backand left home. So they have a spare room. If you still want to go toLondon, you could live with them. You’d have to pay them somerent, of course. Nice people. You’d like them.’


  ‘Whereabouts do they live?’ I asked.


  ‘Richmond. That’s West London.’ I knew the name, but I had no idea where it was exactly. ‘What do you say?’


  ‘I say yes!’ I smiled and laughed. It was the first time I’d felt happy in his presence for weeks. ‘Thanks, Dad!’


  ‘Go and make peace with your mother. She’s dead against the whole thing.’ I was aware of that. I’d heard them arguing, throughmy bedroom wall at night, and though I couldn’t follow what theywere saying, the tone of her voice was usually querulous, his evenand reasonable.


  I was grateful. I could go because I was permitted to: which meant I could come back. As for Frank Sutton and his family, Ididn’t have to stay there for ever. If Dad had told them about thediary, and they tried to impose all sorts of restrictions on mymovements, my stay wouldn’t be long. But at least I wasn’tdoomed to be one of the teenage homeless, one of the thousandsof unfortunate kids who drift to London hoping to find the streetspaved with gold, and who discover instead dirt, poverty, drugs,despair.


  I left one bright morning at the beginning of April. Not thumbing a lift with a few possessions in a rucksack; but on thecoach, my fare paid by Dad, my clothes and personal thingspacked in two suitcases. Mum had been depressed and tearful since Dad’s phone conversation with Frank Sutton. She’d,convinced herself to a certain extent that my diary recorded atemporary lapse, that I regretted the folly of my ways, that Iwasn’t really like that at all. She now worried about drugs anddrunkenness. Or was it a rationalisation of more profoundfeelings she didn’t dare speak aloud? That the idea of beingseparated from her Ewan, her only child, her baby, was quiteintolerable? She saw, I guessed, a life ahead of her that would losesome of its point and purpose, though the routine of thingswouldn’t be much different. She still had her work at the shop,her friends, keeping the house spick and span. But no Ewan: itwas a savage wrench.


  Though not for me. I was as excited as an eight-year-old at Christmas. On the day of departure, yes, some pangs, somebutterflies in the stomach, even a moment of ‘What the hell am Idoing? I don’t want to go at all!’ Waving goodbye. Mum a smallbleak woman standing on the vast expanse of coach-stationtarmac.


  Bude disappearing in the distance. Ahead, work and money. And other people like me. Bude out of sight. At last I could growup!


   
   
   
   Six: The Swimming-Pool Summer


                  


           



  Other people like me were thin on the ground. That’s probably not a true statement: I mean I didn’t go looking for them. Whynot? Too much activity at first. Getting used to the bewildermentof London — its sheer size left me with a sort of permanent jet-lag— and trying to find work, trying to fit in with the Suttonhousehold, and being a tourist gazing at Buckingham Palace,Westminster Abbey, the Houses of Parliament, the Tower,etcetera, etcetera. Paul had mentioned pubs and clubs anddiscos and their names had stayed in my head, as well as hiscomments about which were a good scene, which bad. Perhaps Ididn’t dare, yet. What would they expect of me, those othergays? Going out deliberately to search for them was quitedifferent from the sheer chance of my meeting with Paul. I feltunable to initiate. And if someone else was the initiator and Ididn’t like him, how did I refuse? How could I avoid difficult,perhaps dangerous, situations? I was scared. Of people, Isuppose; of relationships. Paul’s legacy? Sex, quick andanonymous, would have been preferable. But I had no idea wherethat might be found. So I remained as chaste as my parents wouldhave wished. Perhaps, subconsciously, I was still attempting toplease them by not putting myself in a position where, if theyknew, they could pronounce me guilty.


  Life with the Suttons was, superficially, tolerable. Dad had told them: that was the fly in the ointment. They didn’t mention it, but


  I was convinced it was not my imagination; there was something a bit too obvious about the serious, silent way Frank Sutton lookedat me, the fussy anxiety his wife showed if I didn’t turn up at theexact moment I said I would be back. At night I was supposed tobe in by twelve, but I never gave them any worries on that score. Ihadn’t found anything likely to keep me out after midnight; mostevenings I was in their sitting-room, watching television. Though,when I could afford it, I went out for a drink, and, on two or threeoccasions, to the cinema with their daughters. Mandy was myage; Natalie a year younger. Dull, humourless, unattractive girlswho spent most of their time doing their homework — they wereboth still at school — and who, when we did venture into thebustle of London, seemed as bewildered as I did. I decided that assoon as I could I’d get a bed-sit of my own. I resented the Suttonparents knowing, and I remained as aloof as possible, short ofbeing impolite or surly. Mrs S. was the friendlier, but I didn’trespond. There was little in her conversation, which was mostlyabout local gossip, the plants in her garden, and the behaviour ofthe Richmond Borough Council, to which I could respond.


  Work was no easier to find than it had been at home. I hadn’t expected to stroll immediately into a job which gave instantsatisfaction and five thousand a year, so I told myself to bepatient. Something will turn up, I kept thinking, echoing Mum. Iexplored more of London: Trafalgar Square, the NationalGallery, Soho, Oxford Street, Kensington. I began to getacclimatised, to accept London’s vastness: the fact that youcouldn’t see country on the horizon, and that beyond the horizonyou would still be unable to see country. Richmond Park was areasonable substitute; almost beautiful in late April and thebeginning of May, with new leaves uncurling, deer grazing in thedistance. I even got used to the noise. The first days and nights ithad been impossible; Richmond was directly in the flight path ofplanes coming in to land at London Airport. To see Concorde,only a few feet — it seemed — above the Upper Richmond Road,was exciting, awesome: but night after night the planes disturbedmy sleep. Eventually, however, I shut them out. As I did theconstant roar of traffic.


  And I discovered a gay pub in Richmond. Not one that Paul had mentioned; I found it by accident. I realised as soon as I’dordered my beer: men looking me up and down, assessing mypotential, I suppose. I didn’t mind that. I did the same, every day,perhaps every hour of the day, walking in a crowded street. Justas straight boys do with girls they pass. At first, in the pub, I wasnervous, then, after going in three nights running, disappointed.Nobody, not one person, spoke to me. In a sense that didn’tmatter: the man of my dreams — whoever he might be — wasn’tin there. None of them measured up to Paul or Leslie for sheergood looks and sexiness. But the fragments of conversation Ioverheard gnawed at me inside: envy once again, gripping like ahuman hand. Parties, discos, boy-friends; who’d just fallen inlove; who’d quarrelled irreconcilably: a whole complex mesh ofrelationships was hinted at, a way of existence that wove in andaround the bigger, evident pattern of heterosexual living, butwhich remained unknown and unseen, except in here.


  At the end of May I found a job. A job!Incredible!! Lifeguard at the local swimming pool. The superintendent was actuallyimpressed by my qualifications. Nobody else employed there, hesaid, had life-saving certificates and first prize in a surfingchampionship. The pay was good, more than I expected. SoonI’d be able to find my own room! Freedom! Adulthood! And, Iguess, a kind of job-satisfaction: Leslie and I had always beenwater babies; neither of us was very happy when we were awayfrom the coast for long. I experienced pangs of regret whenever Ithought of the beach at home: I could, at this moment, be surfing.Leslie probably was. He had said he would go back to Newquaywhen the summer came, work in a hotel and spend all his sparetime in the sea as usual. Well. . . Richmond swimming bath wasn’tthe sea, but it was water: and the chance again to feel sun on myskin. My first job since the cafe, the summer I left school. Itseemed light-years away!


          


             


  It was not so glamorous as I had imagined. Life-saving duties were only a small part of the work, and on the days when theweather was dull and showery, there were few people to rescue;in fact, during the whole time I was there, only one person got into difficulties, and as she was at the deep end of the pool and I was atthe shallow end, somebody else on the staff dragged her out. Andrather enjoyed, from what I could observe, giving her the kiss oflife. Like all the other attendants, I was a sort of odd-job man.Weeding flower-beds, picking up litter, emptying bins, makingtea and coffee, painting doors and a variety of other tasks filledmy day. There was little of it spent strolling along the edge of thebath, watching the swimmers and pretending to be big and butch.Pretence it was: the other employees were huge hunks ofbronzed beefcake who seemed to be perpetually adjusting theircrotches. I was easily the thinnest, apart from Robin, the cashier.That was the only job we didn’t do, taking in the money. The bestactivities were being a lifeguard when the sun was shining, andswimming in the pool when it was closed to the public. Butpicking up litter was nasty: after a hot, busy day, the discardedice-cream cartons, bottles, plastic mugs and rotting bits of foodwere distinctly unattractive. Worst of all though was cleaning outthe lavatories. The pipes from the cistern that flushed the waterinto the men’s stalls had to be polished every morning withbrasso. Not nice, when you thought of the hundreds of maleswho had urinated on them the previous day. Mopping the floor.And the lock-ups: often there was an absolutely disgusting messthat made me want to puke. And wonder that people shouldbehave like that: they certainly wouldn’t leave their ownlavatories in such a revolting state. The morning of my eighteenthbirthday started with that particular job. But on the whole Ienjoyed being at the pool. My skin darkened with the sun, and Iswam every evening, length after length — on one occasion thirtylengths — thinking of the right wave, on the beach at home, to goin the tube or ride till the sand ground me to a halt.


  My fellow-workers accepted me, despite the fact that my body was puny compared with theirs. They admired my swimmingability, I think. In any case, they were more interested inpersecuting the cashier than in taking the piss out of me. Robin,they said, was a poofter.


  Whether he was gay or not I didn’t know. He was about twenty-four, slightly built, with short fair hair and blue eyes —very piercing blue eyes, with long lashes. He wasn’t at all camp oreffeminate, but anyone would look a bit effete beside the hairyapes we worked with. Robin was a loner: hardly ever leaving thebooth where he took the customers’ money and gave outadmission tickets, and he spoke only when he had to. He didn’tjoin us in our tea-breaks. On the few occasions when he left theturnstiles and went on some errand to another part of the pool,Dave, the most loud-mouthed of the lifeguards, would mincegrotesquely in front of him, waving his arms and flicking hiswrists, and make stupid comments like ‘Lost your handbag,dearie?’ or ‘Watch it, everybody! Don’t turn your backs to him!’Robin would walk on, pretending that Dave didn’t exist.


  These incidents left me with confused emotions: anger and disgust, but chiefly annoyance with myself for being too scared toprotest. If Dave grinned and winked at me after he’d said ‘She’slost her lipstick’ or some other similar inanity, I’d grin back at him.I was frightened, I suppose: frightened that if I didn’t respond, I’dreceive the same treatment. On one occasion when I laughed atsomething Dave had said, I looked round and saw Robin staringat me, his cold blue eyes blazing with hatred. I blushed, andturned away. Why, I wondered as I went about my duties, did helook at me like that, whereas he regarded his tormentor withstudied indifference? Because he thought I should know betterthan to collude with Dave? I did know better, of course: but whatcould I do? Perhaps it was something more subtle, though. IfRobin was homosexual, he had perhaps guessed that I was, andthat I was behaving like a traitor to myself. As a Jew mightpretend he was a Gentile to escape torture during a pogrom.


  One morning there was a lot of silly giggling and whispering between Dave and his mate, Trevor. ‘I’ll take it over to him,’Trevor said. ‘He’ll smell a rat if you do it.’ He walked towards theturnstiles, carrying a cup of coffee. I followed; I had to get a keythat had been left in Robin’s office.


  Robin looked up, surprised, when we came into his room. ‘Here you are, darling,’ Trevor said. ‘A little refreshment. Makeyour short and curlies grow.’ He laughed, and went out.


  The saucer was on top of the cup. Robin removed it: warm urine. We looked at each other. Then I said‘I’ll get rid of it.’


  Robin’s eyes blazed. ‘You can sod off,’ he said. I stared at him, hurt to the quick.


  Two mornings later I had to clean out the lavatories. I heard the murmur of conversation coming from one of the cubicles: Daveand Trevor. I put my bucket and mop down, as quietly as I could.The cistern was filling, so it wasn’t easy to catch what was beingsaid, but when it was full the words were hideously clear.


  ‘All you’ve got to do is to admit you’re a poof,’ Dave was saying. The tone of voice was eminently reasonable. ‘Then we’ll let yougo.’


  Silence.


  ‘Lusting after little boys.’ Trevor was speaking now. ‘No wonder they have to keep you in the cashier’s office. Just thinkwhat would happen to those poor kids if you supervised thechanging-room!’


  Silence.


  ‘Hit him again,’ said Dave.


  Fist on flesh. A strangulated gasp. ‘Fucking queer!’ Thud. ‘Fucking faggot!’ Thud. ‘Fucking fairy!’ Thud.


  ‘Pull the chain again. That’ll cool him down.’


  I banged on the door with the mop. ‘I want to clean in there,’ I shouted.


  ‘It’s only Ewan,’ Trevor said. ‘He won’t say anything.’ He laughed. ‘If he wants to clean up, he can start on this creature.’


  The door was unlocked. They emerged; Dave said to me ‘That’s what I’d like to see happen to all of them.’ They went out.


  Robin was upside down, his feet tied to the cistern. His hands were tied behind his back, and his head was dangling in the waterof the lavatory pan. ‘Christ!’ I exclaimed. ‘What shall I do?’


  ‘There’s a knife in my trouser pocket,’ he croaked. I was about to cut the knots that bound him to the cistern when he said ‘No,no! I’ll crack my head on the porcelain! Hands first!’


  When he was free and the right way up, I said ‘Shall I call the police?’


  He laughed. ‘Don’t be so bloody stupid!’ He was shaking uncontrollably; all of him, legs, arms, his torso. ‘Fetch me a towel.It’s opening time in five minutes; I can hardly let the public inlooking like this.’ His hair was saturated, and water dripped allover his clothes.


  I found one in the men’s changing-room. While he was drying his hair, I said ‘What are you going to do? You can’t allow them toget away with it! You can’t!’


  ‘Give up the job? Go back on the dole?’


  ‘There must be something!’


  ‘There isn’t.’


  ‘But why. . . why are they doing it? Why you?’


  He sighed. ‘I was in the pub one evening, having a quiet drink with some friends. Yes. . . you know the place; you’ve been inthere. I didn’t know who you were then, but I recognised youwhen you came here to work. Anyway, some yobs paid us a visitthe night I’m talking about. Started being very offensive, makingrude remarks about poofs and queers. . . They got turned out,but it was quite a scene: they smashed a dozen beer-mugs ontheir way to the door. The landlord should have phoned thepolice, but he didn’t. So they came back later, withreinforcements. Including Dave and Trevor. The landlord didsummon the police then, and they all went off, quiet as mice.Nothing happened. But for me the damage was done; Dave andTrevor had seen me and. . . that’s it.’ He shrugged his shoulders,a gesture of hopelessness. ‘You can imagine what I thought ofyou grinning and laughing at what they were doing to me.’


  ‘I didn’t feel particularly good about it. I’m sorry. Very, very sorry.’


  ‘Well. . . I suppose it’s easy to say you should be honest and open, but when the chips are down it’s bloody difficult. I mighthave acted as you did if I’d been in your shoes.’


  ‘I’m sorry,’ I said again.


  He looked at his watch. ‘If I don’t open up I’ll get the sack. There’s always someone waiting to come in, dead on the hour.’He squeezed my hand, then touched my face. ‘See you in thepub?’ He smiled, a rueful half-smile: neither of us felt on top of theworld at that moment.


  When I arrived the next morning, Robin was not in his office. Nor was there any sign of Dave and Trevor. I hurried into thelavatories; the same cubicle door was shut: Trevor and Daveuttering the same obscenities. This time I must do something, Isaid to myself. But what? I ran out, hoping to find thesuperintendent. That could be difficult: he wasn’t always on thepremises, which was probably why the two lifeguards had foundit easy to bully Robin and remain undetected by anyone inauthority. The superintendent didn’t often turn up when we did,at nine a.m.; sometimes he wasn’t there till noon, and if businesswas quiet, he would leave after an hour. I was in luck, however: hehad just parked his car and was coming through the turnstiles.‘There’s been an accident in the men’s toilets!’ I shouted.


  ‘What’s happened?’


  ‘It’s the cashier!’ I rushed off, not wanting to answer any questions.


  I waited by the entrance to the lavatories. ‘What is it? What’s going on?’ he asked when he caught up with me.


  ‘In there,’ I said, pointing at the locked cubicle.


  As soon as they heard our voices, Trevor and Dave came out. There was not much else they could do; staying inside wouldhave seemed even more suspicious. Robin was kneeling on thefloor, looking like a drowned rat. They hadn’t tied him up thismorning, just shoved him to his knees and pushed his head intothe lavatory pan.


  ‘You two — into the men’s changing-room,’ the superintendent barked. ‘And you’d better have a pretty good explanation!’ They shuffled away. ‘Robin! get up and dry yourhair. Then go to your office. I’ll have a word with you later.’ Heturned to me. ‘You! Get a bucket and mop and swab this placeout. It doesn’t look as if it’s been touched for a month!’


  ‘I cleaned it yesterday!’


  ‘Well, you can do it again today!’


  I did as I was told, but very quickly; I wanted to find out what was going to happen to Dave and Trevor. Dismissed on the spot,one of the other attendants said; perhaps they went over themark with Robin, just a little bit, but people like that cashierdeserved everything they had coming to them; didn’t they?


  The superintendent was walking over to Robin’s office. I followed, anxious to know what they would have to say to eachother.


  The office was not a particularly private place. It was a one-roomed building, with windows on three sides. One faced the pool, one looked out into the car park, and the third was by theturnstiles. The weather was hot, so all three windows were open.It was ten to ten, I noticed; a queue of people was already formingby the entrance. As I approached, I could hear Robin and thesuperintendent shouting. What on earth was happening now? Istood against a corner of the building and listened.


  ‘Damn it, man!’ the superintendent was saying. They must have had some reason! What sort of provocation did you givethem?’


  ‘I didn’t give them any!’


  ‘They told me. . . well, to put it bluntly. . . that you’re queer. That you like small boys.’


  ‘I’m not the least bit interested in small boys! It’s an outrageous accusation!’


  ‘Maybe, maybe. People can invent absurd excuses to defend themselves; I know that. But the point is. . . I can’t afford to takethat kind of risk. This is a swimming pool, Robin. Paid for by therate-payers; their money keeps it going. Suppose Dave wastelling the truth? There could be a nasty scandal and I’d be heldresponsible. Now, I want to know. Are you a homosexual?’


  Silence. Tell him you’re not, I begged inwardly. Tell him you’re not! It doesn’t matter, lying about yourself. Why chuck away agood job?


  ‘Yes,’ Robin said.


  There was another silence. ‘Collect your cards on Friday. I’ll have your wages made up to the end of the month. Which isgenerous.’


  ‘You can’t do that!’ Robin shouted. ‘I haven’t done anything wrong!’


  ‘I can’t afford the risk! I’ve told you already!’


  ‘What risk? There isn’t any risk! Do you think I can seduce half a dozen people in here while I’m selling tickets? That I’d evenwant to?’


  ‘Don’t be ridiculous.’


  ‘I shall appeal. I’ll write to my MP! I’ll go to an Industrial Relations Tribunal!’


  ‘That won’t get you far.’


  I couldn’t stand it any longer. What I did next was without thought, the result of indignation I couldn’t restrain. I kicked theoffice door open and yelled ‘You can sack me while you’re at it!I’m one of those horrible, nauseating people you call queer! AndI’m proud of it!’


  Robin smiled.


  The superintendent looked utterly bewildered. ‘I think the whole world’s gone mad this morning,’ he said. ‘What do youmean by bursting in here like that? What the hell are you doing?’Normally he was a mild, not unpleasant man; indolent and easygoing. He expected his swimming pool virtually to run itself,without his having to check up and harrass his staff. But now hewas flushed and breathing heavily; his hair had flopped forwardover one eye, and a vein in his temple throbbed. ‘Get out of hereat once, Macrae! Go back to your duties, or I’ll sack you forinsolence and insubordination!’


  ‘You don’t need to,’ I answered. ‘I’ve already resigned. Jesus! Do you really think any decent person would want to work herenow?’


  I walked out, through the turnstiles and into the street. The queue of people had grown; some of them were becomingrestive: it was gone ten o’clock and the doors were not yet open.


  Robin came after me. ‘I certainly underestimated you,’ he said. ‘My God. . . you change quickly!’


  I looked at him, puzzled. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’


  ‘Last week you were joining in the laughter at my expense.Today you’ve talked yourself, I mean bawled yourself, out of ajob when you could easily have kept quiet!’


  ‘I don’t know why I did it,’ I said, and leaned against a parked car. I felt sick. ‘Something just boiled up in me. Maybe I’ll live toregret it.’


  ‘I doubt that.’


  ‘Well. . . we’ve been honest, I suppose.’


  ‘A good starting-point for leading a reasonable life. Listen. . . what are you going to do now?’


  ‘Back on the dole, I imagine. And you?’


  ‘I didn’t mean that. We’ve got the whole day ahead; that’s what I was thinking of. What shall we do with it? Look. . . come roundto my place and have something to eat. I’ve had no breakfast thismorning.’


  He lived in an untidy attic on the top floor of a large, rambling Victorian house; it was the sort of room a painter might use as astudio, particularly as the view was magnificent: a picturesqueclutter of roofs and chimneys of all shapes, angles and sizes, and— beyond — the Thames threading its way through whatseemed like a vast expanse of trees which defended it from theincursions of the factories and houses stretching on, one wouldthink, for ever. I was staring at almost the whole of West London.‘There are some marvellous sunsets,’ Robin said. ‘Spoiled byaeroplanes, of course. Some nights the floor shakes with thenoise.’ The room itself was badly in need of redecoration, and thefurniture was old and shabby. The curtains looked as if theywould fall to bits if you touched them. There was a double bed, awardrobe, a table and chairs. An antique gas fire. On themantelpiece, various ornaments and some framed photographs.Pictures on the wall: a still life and Van Gogh’s Sunflowers.Clothes, books, records, dirty plates scattered everywhere. Thekitchen was tiny, off the landing, no bigger than a cupboard.Robin had offered me breakfast, but he didn’t appear to be in ahurry to start cooking. He was sitting on the edge of the bed,hands over his face, shivering.


  ‘What’s wrong?’ I asked.


  ‘Shock. I think. It’s just beginning to catch up with me. I was so struck by what you did it sort of postponed it.’ He held out hishand, and I put mine against it. ‘Come to bed with me.’


  I was so surprised I didn’t know what to say. ‘I’m not sure if I fancy you,’ I answered, after a moment’s silence.


  He looked at me. The blue eyes were now sad and defeated.


  ‘I’m ugly?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Haven’t you ever been to bed with someone for reasons other than sexual attraction? Out of affection? Or because the otherperson at that moment so desperately needs you to touch himand hold him he’d maybe lose any sense of reality if you didn’t?’‘No. I’m. . . how can I describe it?. . . very new to it all.’


  I held him: he shuddered as if he were ill or freezing, and though he made no sound, his tears were wet on the skin of my throatand my shoulders. Gradually he calmed, and rested against me,just breathing, as if all the hurt he had experienced in the past fewdays was beginning to ebb. Now I did want to make love to him,not because I felt randy, but to tell him it was all right now, thatnot everyone in the world was vile, sick and brutal: I wanted tohelp heal the wounds. So I screwed him, because that was whathe seemed to be asking me to do. The first time in my life I’d donethat. Peace. I lay there, quite still, feeling sane and alive and clean.It was good to be Ewan, I said to myself, and good to be heredoing this. I’m no longer a muddled kid: this is man’s estate.‘Do you want to get dressed?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Neither do I. But I must find some fags.’


  I watched him walking about the room, and I wondered why it had never occurred to me before that he was beautiful. Slim, well-proportioned, graceful in his movements. A human’s toes, thecurve of an arm, the knobs down a spine, the way a shoulder-blade shifts under the skin, can make you stare because theyeach have something in them of perfection.


  He came back to bed, and we smoked and talked. Talked for hours. The history of our lives. He was brought up in Woodford,on the other side of London, the third of four brothers all straightexcept for him. All married now. His parents didn’t know and hewouldn’t dream of telling them. School he hated, shining as thedunce of the class. Then a series of dead-end jobs. He liked discodancing, classical music, reading. A solitary, but not from choice.‘I remember when I was about fifteen,’ he said, ‘I was in thechanging-room at school. We’d been playing rugby, which Iloathed. I suddenly realised, Christ! I’m looking at these boys in the way I’m supposed to look at girls.’ And there was nothing, hesaid, absolutely nothing he could do about it, no one he couldspeak to; it all had to be smothered up inside. ‘I reckoned I wasunique! A genetic mistake, like a mongol. Oh God. . . the miseryof those years!’


  ‘What happened?’ I asked. ‘Eventually?’


  ‘It’s a bit easier in London, I guess, than Bude.’


  The knowledge, gained slowly from snippets of conversation accidentally overhead, that there were gay pubs and clubs anddiscos, that there was a newspaper called Gay News; but whatmade him ‘come out’(an odd expression, I thought ) was seeing anotice, a small round sticker in fact, on the window of a telephonekiosk, advertising an organisation called Icebreakers. Depressed, lonely and unhappy gay men and women, it suggested,should ring them; it printed the number. He did, after dialling itfour times and putting the receiver down because he was soscared of what he might be doing. He laughed. ‘Was it aninvitation to an orgy was my main fear. To be blackmailed. But itwas almost unbelievably prim and proper. A very sweet, gentle,middle-aged man giving a Sunday afternoon tea-party in hiselegant Regency house in Camden Town, trying to calm thenerves of a dozen extremely worried people, who were asterrified as I was at the thought of how vulnerable they might bemaking themselves.’ He laughed again. ‘I’ve travelled a long waysince!’


  ‘How old were you?’


  ‘Seventeen.’


  He had hundreds of gay friends and acquaintances now. But he’d been on his own this past nine months, since James hadmoved out. The real love of his life, I guessed from the number oftimes and the way, bitter but also affectionate, in which hereferred to James. This attic had been their home. Its untidy,almost dilapidated condition, he said, was because the heart hadgone out of it. Since James had left he’d existed rather than lived.‘He was black.’


  ‘Black!’


  ‘Yes, the colour of soot. All over. I used to call him Kwango. You sound surprised.’


  ‘I’ve never thought before about blacks being gay. Or Chinese, or Russians, for that matter.’


  ‘There’s no reason why there shouldn’t be gay Tibetans or Eskimos.’ He was amused. ‘I know a gay Tibetan, in fact.’


  ‘There’s a great deal for me to learn, I’m beginning to realise.’


  ‘I envy you.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘The voyage of discovery is very pleasant.’


  ‘Yours hasn’t finished.’


  ‘True. But I didn’t bargain for being mangled by thugs and losing a job. James would simply call it one of the risks. Of beinghomosexual, of leading a gay life. But I don’t see why the hell itshould be.’ He got out of bed. ‘I’m going to find something to eat.Are you hungry?’


  ‘Starving!’


  ‘Man cannot live by words and sex alone.’ He looked at his watch. ‘I promised you breakfast, but it won’t even be lunch! Across between lunch and tea. Stay there; we’ll eat in bed.’


  A fry-up: bacon, eggs, tomatoes, sausages, and toast. And a bottle of red wine. It was much more pleasant than cleaning thetoilets at the swimming pool, but tomorrow? The dole queue.And before that, the Suttons. I didn’t want to move: the bed waswarm, and it had Robin. More attractive than any other kind ofexistence I could visualise for myself.


  Hours passed. Robin talked about oppression and gay militancy. His friends. Old lovers. Good clubs. Clubs that werenothing but a rip-off. We had sex again. ‘Are you staying thenight?’ he asked.


  ‘I can’t.’


  ‘Oh yes, you can! Go back now and tell those nice but not very sympathetic people you’re lodging with that you’ve foundsomewhere else to live. Collect all your stuff and bring it here.Then we’ll go out, find a not too expensive restaurant, andcelebrate. After that, we’ll return to this room and. . . you’ll beable to stay the night. Easy!’


  I stared at him. ‘Don’t joke with me!’


  ‘I’m not! I mean it! I need someone to help pay the rent.’ He laughed, and said ‘I don’t need any old person to help pay therent. But this place is lonely. . . and I think I want you.’


  ‘You’ll regret it.’


  ‘That’s in the future.’


  Inside me, stars danced: mad, I said to myself, mad; what do you know about him, what are you letting yourself in for? But, ifyou don’t leap at what’s possible, what’s offered, you’ll end upwith nothing. Nobody had offered me anything before. I kissedhim. ‘I’ll try not to make you regret it. Ever!’


  ‘That doesn’t matter now. And don’t ever talk about ever! You’ll regret that.'


  He smiled and ran his forefinger across my face. ‘Your eyes!’


  ‘What about them?’


  ‘Alight.’


  On the bus, half-way home, I thought: what on earth was I going to say to Frank Sutton? And. . . would I be able to cope withthe memories of James?


   
   
   
   
   


  Seven: Coming Out


  
               
  


  
                     
  


  These questions, I found out, didn’t matter. The first led to a very uncomfortable half hour, but once I had packed all my things andgone I pushed it out of my mind. James was a problem that took abit longer. Robin made his own position totally clear from thestart; I would never be able, I was glad to realise, to useaccusations of deception against him. Neither emotionaldeception — a common human crime is to say ‘I love you aboveall other; I will love you for ever’ when something else is meant —nor that of any other sort: financial, sexual, a misplaced desire toflatter and please. James he loved above all other, and he said so.If there was a possibility of the black man returning to him hewould unhesitatingly say yes. They still met and talked, usually ina crowd at the pub or at a party; it was as if they could not reallyleave one another alone. As far as I was concerned, Robinthought of me as a friend he enjoyed living with and sleeping with.If ever we wanted someone else, he said, we should, both of us,be honest enough to say so: hiding feelings and pretending noattraction existed when it obviously did, was a sure recipe for thedestruction of the relationship.


  ‘You’ll be hurt by what I’ve said,’ he added.


  I was. It seemed to me a very peculiar way of behaving. But over the next few weeks, as I examined what I felt and thought ofthe implications, I discovered that it was my ego that was bruised,not my emotions. I wasn’t in love with him — he wasn’t Paul —any more than he was with me; it was circumstances that haddriven us together, not an all-consuming passion. He wasn’t my ‘type’, sexually — Paul and Leslie were. It didn’t work out in bed;we both wanted the same thing. We were, neither of us, initiators;and screwing just simply didn’t satisfy me, bring any real pleasureor happiness, except on rare occasions. It bothered me still that Iwanted a so-called ‘passive’ role: I wasn’t a woman, in no way !thought I was born in the wrong sex, in no way wanted to act like a woman. The signals I gave out were totally male, and mybehaviour and all my preoccupations I considered just asmasculine as Paul’s or Leslie’s. ‘Just get on and enjoy it while you have the chance,’ Robin said, when I told him of my worries.‘You’ve been brought up to believe that because you’ve got acock it automatically has to be shoved into something.Conditioning, that’s all. If you don’t want to do it, then don’t.There’s no law about it. And if you want a great big cock up you,then go out and find one. There’s no shortage, as far as I can see.’


  It was good advice. I was still the same Ewan Macrae; more of the same Ewan Macrae when I was being fucked, being what Inow knew I had always wanted to be: fulfilled, adult, complete. SoI slept from time to time with the attractive men who smiled at me in the pub, hoping always that one of them would be that special person I’d fall in love with, another Paul. None of them was. That didn’t upset me very much: time was on my side; I could wait.And living with Robin was relaxed, easy, and open: fun. One day in the future I would be dispossessed from the flat by James; of that I was sure, and the thought made me sadder than the factthat my love life was mostly a series of one-night stands. When James returned I hoped I’d have the strength to be alone. It would be wrong to want to cling, barnacle-like, to the first rock I had gripped.


  I was astonished that Robin, from time to time, still made love with James. I had thought that the black man would be the one person he wouldn’t sleep with, unless they came together againon a permanent basis. But astonishment was a frequent reactionas I began to explore the gay scene with Robin. His friendsbecame my friends. He had no heterosexual acquaintances. ‘I can’t be bothered any longer,’ he said. ‘The pretences! Themasks you’re forced to wear! And if they know, they think they’rethe ultimate in tolerance, which is patronising.’ He had no one like Leslie. The curiously tangled relationships his friends hadwere to me extraordinary: not at all what I wanted for myself.Monogamy was rare, though it did exist. Strange polygamousstates were more prevalent, triangles, even quadrangles; or totalpromiscuity, or affairs that lasted a month, a week, beforeanother was tested and that found wanting. Everybody at sometime or another, I felt, had slept or would sleep with everybodyelse. Was this just cosmopolitan London? Did it in any wayresemble the heterosexual world? It wasn’t easy to imaginepeople behaving like this in Bude.


  But they seemed as happy as anyone else. My entire upbringing — which, of course, recognised marriage betweenone man and one woman as the only possible avenue to bliss —suggested that such a way of life as I was now involved with waslike Dead Sea fruit; sterile, unfulfilling, the primrose path toeverlasting misery and a VD clinic. Mortal wounds that were notonly self-inflicted but inflicted by others on others. Yet quarrels,depressions, jealousies were not all that common. These peoplewere remarkably unbitchy. The petty backbiting, the no-holds-barred vindictiveness, that are tags hung by the straight world onthe gay, did not, as far as I could see, exist, except at a jokinglevel, when one man would score off another like a catsharpening its claws on a chair, just to keep his wits keen.


  I discovered, too, that limp wrists and handbags, mincing walks and wiggling bottoms, were mostly a myth invented bystraights. Not that they were totally absent: but they were usedmore as an act, an entertainment gays put on for each other inthe places they met, rather than a mode of existence outside. Thedesire to outrage the straight world by imitating the stereotype ofheterosexual assumption in, for example, Putney High Street ona busy Saturday afternoon was, if not as rare as a black one-legged nun driving a Morgan, rare enough. There were uniformsand stereotypes, but only other gays would see their realimplications: the men in leather were not Hell’s Angels, the onesin camouflage not deserters from the white Rhodesian army, themoustachioed clones with short back and sides and nondescriptplaid shirt and jeans weren’t having a quick drink beforereturning to their wives in Twickenham and Teddington. Uniforms exist everywhere: the fawn coats, brown suits, beigepullovers and tan shoes of young middle-class farmers in Budetrying to look smart on a night out; or the long flowered frocks,the dyed permed hair and imitation jewellery of middle-agedwomen going to the theatre or their husband’s firm’s annualdinner.


  Maybe at this time I was just naive, but would the comments one might make about the sad and sordid, or the joyous andfulfilling, aspects of gay life be very different from any strictures orpanegyrics on human behaviour in general? I doubt it.


            


            


  We both found jobs quite rapidly. Not through the labour exchange, but through friends of friends of friends. Oneinteresting function of the gay community, I learned, was itsability to help its own members, almost as Jews or West Indiansor Freemasons do. Somebody had usually heard of somebodywho could put you in touch with a gay plumber, a car mechanic,an electrician, or a television repair man who would do what youasked more quickly, and possibly more cheaply, than people youcontacted through the yellow pages.


  Robin got work as a clerk in the tax office. ‘Deadly dull,’ he said, ‘but at half past five I can switch off and forget it completely.And the money’s just slightly more than it was at the swimmingpool.’


  My job was a bit more esoteric: assistant stage manager (in theory), general dogsbody (in practice) for a dance company. Itoperated on a shoe-string budget, touring in the outer suburbs ofLondon; its studio was a ramshackle church hall not far fromwhere we lived. The hours and the pay were, to put it mildly,unpredictable. So were the members of the company. Thedirector and sole choreographer was a fierce old woman, a realdragon with close-cropped black hair and a man’s voice; shetended to regard as a personal insult anything that the companywas interested in that was unconnected with dance, and activitiesthat might lead to someone being late for rehearsal or want anhour off she treated as sabotage. Her husband, who wore an ill-fitting red wig, was, though he was much too old for it, thecompany’s male lead. He could do no wrong, as far as the director was concerned; his mistakes (which were more frequentthan those of any other dancer) were always somebody else’sfault. The rest of the company, in a different way, were just asweird. They took themselves so seriously. They lived for their art— breathed, ate, and slept it. Which was undoubtedlymeritorious, but they were in the habit of thinking theirproductions, and the whole philosophy that lay behind what theywere doing, were vastly superior to anything put on by the Kirovor the Royal Ballet. Margot Fonteyn was, to them, a four-letterworld. The company could not afford an orchestra, and as it wasillegal to use taped music without paying royalties, they danced toa cacophonous assortment of noises they recorded forthemselves: bangs, crashes and whistles that sounded likeblocked drainpipes in agony, or pigs being subjected to medievaltortures. These curious pieces were given names like ‘SummerNight’ or ‘Fragment’, or one-syllable abstractions: ‘Art’, ‘Space’,‘Planes’. Similarly with the decor: they could never pay for a set,so it became a virtue not to have one. All this economic difficultywas elevated to a spurious kind of excellence: dispensing withreal music and scenery made it possible to move nearer the realmof ‘pure dance’, whatever that was.


  Pure hocus pocus was my opinion. Not that I ever said so. I got on with my job — operating lights or the tape recorder, brewingtea, checking seating arrangements, hiring minibuses, darningholes in costumes, preparing salads (they were all ardentvegetarians and obsessed by the need to diet), finding cigarettesat crucial moments — anything that no one else could do at thetime. But it seemed to me to be a severe case of the emperor’sclothes. Particularly in the pauses between the grunts and gaspsthat emerged from the tape recorder: the grunts and gasps of thedancers then became embarrassingly audible, like overhearingother people’s orgasms. That was intentional, I discovered; it wasall to do with ‘the total experience’. I was surprised that anybodywanted to come and see such rubbish, but it wasn’t unusual foran audience to consist of two or three hundred earnest-lookingsouls who imagined they were plunging into an important, ifobscure, cultural extravaganza. I found it difficult not to laugh as Iwondered who was the most deluded — the audience or the company. Whatever turns you on, I suppose: the human species,I was beginning to realise, was capable of an infinity of variationsas far as that was concerned. Though why? It would have beeneasier to understand if someone in this outfit was laughing all theway to the bank, but nobody was.


             


              


  My relationship with my parents at this time was very strained, indeed almost non-existent. My mother, in the past, had calledme ‘the jewel in her crown’; I had hurt her once by saying that myfather should occupy that place in her affections. But I felt I hadbeen like some precious gem, treasured, kept carefully in adrawer, an insurance against middle age when my mother —grandmother as she looked forward to being — could view withsatisfaction her son, married, with children, mortgage, and a safe,steady job. She would never be able to reconcile herself to thefact that I was not a machine for fashioning other Macraes. Manygay people regret that they won’t have children: not me. Mymother’s assumptions, and my efforts to copy her behaviour, hermoral and sexual attitudes, had imprisoned me in that drawer.But I had escaped now.


  I wrote, giving my new address, and said, briefly, that I was sharing a room with a friend because I was happier there than atthe Suttons. I waxed eloquent about the charms and comforts ofthe new lodgings, describing in detail the splendid panorama Icould see from the window. But she was not taken in. Nor was myfather. Letters arrived, reproachful, threatening: it would killthem to think I had returned to my bad old ways; they weredepressed, and when was I coming home? I asked Robin’s advice.But he had little sympathy, and could scarcely conceal hisimpatience. ‘Tell them you’re being screwed by every dishy manin London,’ he said. ‘They’re using emotional blackmail. Which isas contemptible as real blackmail.’ It was more complex thanthat, I felt; they loved me, and cared about what happened to me.As I loved and cared about them. One day I hoped they wouldunderstand. And accept me, not just grudgingly, but so that thenumerous pleasures and joys of a relationship between parentsand sons could again be experienced. ‘You’re asking for themoon,’ Robin said. He was a great one for cutting losses. I was driven to write that they were making it very difficult for me toreturn, even for a weekend; this produced a frantic reply, and Istopped writing for a while. Eventually I wrote a non-committalthree pages, chiefly about the weather. (It was late August, andhot; London sweated and struggled for breath in the grimy heat.)There was no answer. In October I sent my father a birthdaycard, but that also elicited no response. I was now more angrythan sad.


  But I felt so inwardly well balanced that distress and indignation were emotions I could cope with; they didn’t disturbthe happiness of that time. Living with Robin had given me beliefin myself. Apart from the pleasures of friendship and sharing ahome, I found, with guys I met in the pubs and the discos, arelatively contented sex life. Sexual misery, it began to dawn onme, was one of the most destructive of human conditions; itpervaded every area of activity, sapped the ability toconcentrate, the will to do anything other than seek an end tofrustration. For the first time in years I could work, read, enjoypeople’s company, listen to music, dance for hours at a club, anddevote all my energies to what I was doing.


  At Christmas we decided to repaint the attic, and make new curtains, lampshades and cushions. We didn’t start the job,however, for another six months. When it was finished, we satthere for ages, admiring our efforts. ‘I like that mushroom colour,’Robin said. ‘It soothes.’


  ‘At home we never eat mushrooms. I was sixteen when I first ate one. With bacon and chips in a Wimpy bar.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘My mother is so frightened a toadstool might have slipped in by mistake that she never buys them. That way, she feels there’sno chance of being poisoned.’


  ‘Like never crossing a main road because a car might knock you down. She’s round the bend, your mother.’


  ‘No. Not really.’ It annoyed me, hearing him criticise her. Though what other reaction could I expect after what I’d said?His comment was not unreasonable. I was the irrational onehere: it was quite all right for me to tear her character to bits, butno one else was allowed to. Robin wouldn’t do so, of course, if I stopped making unfavourable remarks, but that was difficult.One has to talk to someone. I hadn’t in any way come to termswith what I felt about my parents. I should have gone home for aweekend: but that was easier said than done.


  ‘James wants to know if he can leave his car outside. He has to do some major repairs and it isn’t possible where he’s living now.Do you mind?’


  ‘I don’t own the house. Or the road, for that matter.’


  ‘But do you mind?’


  ‘Not at all. Are you. . . the two of you. . . any closer now?’


  ‘If we were, I wouldn’t have agreed to all this refurbishing of our room. Our room, Ewan.’


            


              


  He was telling the truth, but the moment James parked his decrepit, rusty Triumph Herald by our front door, I felt my daysin the attic were now numbered. His leaving it there seemed tome a kind of claim being staked, an unspoken message that said ifhe couldn’t yet resume permanent quarters inside the house, hewas only a foot or two from the door bell, waiting. At weekendsand on several evenings — it was now high summer again; Robinand I had been living together for a whole year, and I had justcelebrated my nineteenth birthday — James’s long legsprotruded from under his car while the rest of him, invisible,banged away at whatever it was that he had to do to his exhaustbox or his track-rod ball joints or the bottom of his oil sump.Invisible, but not inaudible: he was always either singing orswearing. Then coming indoors to wash, and sometimes hewould stay and eat with us, or accompany us to the pub.


  I could understand what Robin saw in him. Very sexy, and all of a piece, without any problems of any sort. He was more relaxedinside his own skin that any white person I had met. Mentally andphysically serene, but given to marvellous extrovert outbursts ofenergy, whether dancing, arguing, or just laughing and joking: itwas an exhilaration that left me envious, made almost everybodyelse I knew look anaemic. I could easily imagine him in the placewhere I thought his origins were, some tropical island paradise,so I was very surprised when he said he came from Stroud inGloucestershire. A native West Country boy like me. He was twenty-five, a postgraduate student at London University, doinga Ph.D. in physics. Another error: I had assumed a West Indianimmigrant job, on the buses or a porter at a railway station.


  I liked dancing with him. Indeed I liked dancing, period: now I could be on the floor with other boys rather than with girls, Istopped worrying about clumsiness, or what did she want fromme. Inhibitions that had sometimes spoiled straight discos at theage of sixteen vanished and I found my legs and my arms, mywhole person, more and more part of the music. It was anunwinding process in which the self ultimately became anexpressive instrument, moving, moving, moving, in patterns andsequences that perpetually changed and developed, grewsimpler or more complex; body and music, dancer and dance, aninseparable entity. The gay clubs: their ridiculous names,suggestive of all sorts of heaven on earth, their cheap glitter andhigh prices, their lights subtle enough to deceive everyone intothinking everyone else was good-looking (‘Never stay till thefinish,’ Robin said. ‘Unless you want to see how unattractive theboy you’ve landed up with really is’), the crowds of lonely menwaiting for Mr Right to walk through the door, eyeing everynewcomer and only seeing Mr Compromise, the pick-ups, therejections, the certainty for most of only a one-night stand atbest: oh yes, it was easy enough for me to feel superior, going as Ialways did with Robin and James and a crowd of our friends (theirfriends, in fact; without Robin, would they include me?) and neverbeing at a loss for someone to dance with. James in particular.


  When I found that I very much wanted to go to bed with James, I thought long and hard about my relationship with Robin. It wasobviously time to go, and leave the two of them together. Lovers:we hardly knew any lovers, not in the proper sense of that word.And it wasn’t surprising: they didn’t haunt the pubs and the clubsas we did. They stayed at home, entertained their friends, sat infront of the television, and whatever the multitude of activitiesand hobbies they might pursue, they only occasionally needed tobe part of the gay scene, or indeed any kind of scene. They were,simply, themselves and each other. The feelings James producedin me were dangerous: I was beginning to fall in love, a dizzy,delirious sensation that made me gasp for breath. And wasn’t I using Robin as a crutch, my entrée to the gay world? I ought to stand on my own two feet. I watched James and Robin at adistance as I danced with somebody else and saw glimpses oflong, serious conversations, noticed them touch each other, acaress on the arm or a kiss.


  And as Robin said nothing, I decided it was up to me to broach the subject.


  ‘You’re right in what you’ve thought,’ he said. ‘We could be together again tomorrow.’


  ‘Well. . . why aren’t you?’


  He frowned. ‘We haven’t exactly worked out what the relationship should be. Though I know what I want.’


  ‘One to one, no casual sex with other people, and to hell with pubs and clubs and discos?’


  ‘Yes. That’s certainly part of it. I don’t know about James. He says that’s what he wants, but I’m not sure.’


  ‘Why not try?’


  ‘Mmm.’


  ‘Look. . . don’t take this the wrong way. I haven’t met anybody else, nothing like that. But I think I need to move on. Be alone for a bit. . . stop doing everything as if I was your shadow. Can youunderstand? I’m sort of. . . flexing my muscles or something.’


  ‘It was inevitable, right from the day you moved in here. But. . . where are you going to live?’


  ‘I’ll find a place.’


  ‘If what we’re talking about really does happen, I should be the one who goes. Not you. I’ve already discussed it with James. Heagrees.’


  I stared at him. ‘You really are incredible!’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘You’re so. . . what’s the word I want?. . . good.’


  ‘Oh, for Christ’s sake!’


  ‘I don’t think I shall ever meet anyone I’ll respect so much.’


  ‘Balls! And shut up, will you! You’re making me feeling acutelyembarrassed!’


  A week later he went. I couldn’t decide if it had come about because of our own inner needs, or whether we’d manipulatedeach other into a situation from which it was impossible to withdraw. James arrived to help with the packing; he was in anodd mood, uncommunicative and a little morose. At one point,when Robin was in the kitchen, he looked up from what he wasdoing — fixing the travelling screws in the record player — andgazed at me, a solemn, mournful expression in his eyes. Heseemed to be trying to say something, but what it was I couldn’tfathom. Surely he didn’t regret what was happening now? Robinfor his part, could scarcely conceal his excitement. James knowsI fancy him, I said to myself. It must indeed be obvious. I blushed,and turned away.


  When they had gone the room looked pitiful. Almost empty, except for the basic furniture — the bed, the table, the chairs andthe wardrobe belonged to the landlord — and I suddenly realisedhow little of this place had been mine. It was as if some beautifulthing, that had become what it was by a slow process of organicgrowth, had been mutilated. Robin-and-Ewan was dead, James-and-Ewan impossible. I didn’t like the idea of living here now.Absurd! I was just as responsible for the present situation asRobin or James. Hell! It’s what we all wanted! Or thought we did.


  I was absolutely free to do as I wished. I was on my own, and the dance company was not working for the next month; it washaving its summer break. What to do with this freedom, thisability to choose anything, accountable to nobody, unencumbered by any obligations? I had a little cash in the bank. Icould go abroad if I felt like it. Another new experience! I hadnever left England. Or I could throw myself into a frenzy ofpubbing and clubbing, play the scene for all it was worth.


  What I did was on the spur of the moment; indeed if I’d stopped to think I wouldn’t have done it. I went home to Bude, arrivingwithout any prior announcement on my parents’ doorstep.


      


       


  To say they were delighted to see me would be a gross understatement. It was the return of the Prodigal Son. Theycross-examined me about my job, what shows I had seen inLondon, whether I was looking after myself and eating properly;was my living accommodation adequate: all the usual questionsany parent might ask of a son who has been away a long time. Iwas told the local gossip — a year’s births, deaths, marriages,separations and divorces. My father proudly showed me hisgarden (a good summer for soft fruit, apparently) and my motherexplained why she had re-arranged all the furniture.Conversational small talk flowed with ease. The importantsubjects were avoided.


  Mum, however, was anxious to find out why I had selected this particular moment to reappear; she obviously thought thatsomething of a serious nature had happened: and one eveningwhen Dad was out of the way she asked if I was in any sort oftrouble.


  ‘No,’ I answered with a smile. ‘What trouble should I be in?’


  ‘I don’t know, Ewan. But is there? Anything. . . you feel youshould tell us. . . the law, for instance.’


  ‘The law?’ For a moment I was baffled, then I understood: no sex before twenty-one. A more idiotic, cruel law, in my opinion,would be hard to imagine. A boy and a girl were legal at sixteen;why not people like me? ‘I told you already,’ I said. ‘I’ve a month’sholiday. I’ve come down for a few days; that’s all.’


  ‘What’s happened to. . . to your friend, the one you share with?’


  ‘Robin? He’s moved. I live on my own now.’


  ‘Well. . . maybe that’s for the best.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Not a very good influence, I imagine.’


  ‘You don’t know anything about it, Mum. And for heaven’s sake, I’m beyond the age of being influenced! Would youlike. . . to discuss it? Robin?’


  ‘No. No! I don’t want to hear! Ever!’ The deep feeling in her voice saddened me. Appalled me. Only a Ewan who could utterdecent platitudes about the weather or the neighbours wasacceptable; what was beneath could not be mentioned in caseshe discovered it really did exist. Ours would always be a patheticapology of a relationship. Mother and son! More like a couple ofacquaintances who might talk to each other because theyhappened, once, to have lodged under the same roof.


  ‘You’re still making it difficult for me to want to come back,’I said.


  I had inadvertently touched a very raw nerve. She flared up: ‘I think that is an extremely unkind thing to say, Ewan! After allwe’ve done for you, to tell us you don’t want to be here! Theingratitude of it! It leaves me. . . speechless!’


  ‘But youdon’twant me. You want Ewan, yes, but someone quite other than what I am, some imaginary child of your owninvention, not the real me!’


  ‘I’ll say this: whatever trouble you’re in, we’ll stand by you. We love you.’


  Silence. I should have left it there; I should have been tactful, discreet — and dishonest. ‘You don’t love me,’ I said. ‘I can’tbelieve you do. Because if you did. . . you’d take me as I am. Loveshould be stronger than all your loathing that I’m gay.’ She burstinto tears. ‘I’m sorry; I went too far. I shouldn’t have said that.’ Iwished I could touch her, hold her hands: I thought of the easywarmth between so many people I knew, but in my family wenever touched. It wasn’t considered proper behaviour.


  ‘I don’t think you’re a bad person.’ She sniffed and dried her eyes. ‘Only. . . very muddled. Very bewildered.’


  ‘I’m not.’


  ‘Tell me. . . can you honestly say that you’re happy? I don’t mean in the sense of ordinary everyday things going right orwrong. I meanreallyhappy.’


  ‘Yes. Now.’


  ‘I just can’t believe that.’


  I sighed. The conversation was over. But it was the first of several, all more or less the same. The gulf was impossible tobridge.


           


            


  Leslie was at home. I was glad to escape and seek out his company. He had injured his back, surfing; the only cure for itwas to rest. He disliked losing even one day on the beach, andthis enforced holiday meant that he was not only missing the bestpart of the season, but several championships as well; nor couldhe continue with the job he had had the previous summer —teaching people to surf. He was fed up, angry with himself, andtherefore delighted when I appeared. He had come a long waysince we’d shared first prize two years ago; he was now the juniorchampion of England. I had hardly touched a board in that time, whereas he, apart from hod-carrying in the winter, had spentalmost all his daylight hours in the sea.


  He’d filled out; a man now. Bronzed skin, hair almost white from the sun, salt in the lines on his face: the healthy, all-malebeach-boy. He’d taken to smoking a curly pipe, which made himlook not quite himself. It was a pose, a macho signal. I surfed, aclumsy amateur now, while he, the cool professional, stood onthe sand, commenting on my mistakes. In the evenings we wentout drinking. He was going on holiday next week, to Greece,island-hopping. By himself; he didn’t really know anyone hewanted to go with. Except me. ‘Greece is cheap,’ he said. ‘Muchcheaper than here. I’d like you to come! We. . . seem to havepicked up the threads. I don’t know anybody else I’d rather bewith. Ms Right, I suppose, butshedoesn’t seem to be anywhereon the horizon.’


  “I’ll think about it. I’m not sure I can afford it.’ That wasn’t quite true: I’d done a rapid mental calculation, and discovered I hadjust about enough money. The idea, in fact, appealed to me verymuch. But. . . and it was a big but. . . how would we get on witheach other? I was determined that never again would I be put in aposition where I’d feel second-rate, jealous, angry with bothmyself and him.


  ‘You’ve changed, Ewan.’


  ‘How so?’


  ‘Much more sure of who you are.’


  I told him some of the things that had happened in the past twelve months, and I listened to the story of his nineteenth year.There had been no time, he said, for a proper love life; it had allbeen hard work, earning money and surfing. A few sexualadventures, but nothing that had lasted more than a week. Hewas tired of that kind of thing: ready for something totallydifferent.


  Next day I said I would go with him. He wasn’t able, any longer, to make me feel inferior: I was enjoying his company as much as Ihad when we were kids. We were equals now. I felt elated, a surgeof joy, when I realised that not one flicker of jealousy remained.What happened in Greece has already been written about inTheLighthouse, so there’s no need to repeat it here. Leslie found what he’d wanted all his life, or what he thought he’d wanted — agirl called Victoria — then panicked when he came back toEngland, feeling he couldn’t cope with having achieved his heart’sdesire, and he nearly lost her for ever. Indeed he did lose her; itwas only the accident of his mother’s sudden death that broughtthem together again. I met Christos, a man so hairy you couldhardly see any skin. He took me to Rhodes, which I’d never havevisited otherwise. A holiday companion. Nothing more.


  In the autumn, when Leslie returned to London, we decided to share the attic. It wasn’t a good idea, and he moved out after onlya week; he couldn’t stand my life-style, he said. It might be truerto say that our very different life-styles would never make it easyfor us to occupy the same room: a house, yes. Which we now do,very amicably. But a gay and a straight in one room! It was stupideven to think it would be possible. I was behaving a bit madly atthe time, I suppose. I plunged briefly into a hectic life of pub, club,and promiscuity. I dyed my hair yellow, and wore all sorts ofoutrageous gear borrowed from the dance company’s wardrobe.I got used to waking up in other people’s flats in various parts ofLondon. Or, when I found nobody to go back home with, I’d limpinto the attic in the small hours of the morning, and crash out inone of the armchairs. Was I now trying to prove something tomyself? No. It was a bit like the reason why people tackle Everest:because it’s there. I was lucky not to get the clap, or worse.


  But maybe it’s something everybody has to do at least once in their lives. There is an excitement: every first time has promise,anticipation; maybe this man tonight will fulfillallyour dreams.And, though he never performs that function, you can say youwere not rejected, not one of the ugly and unwanted, leftunchosen at two a.m., going back alone to your unlovely bedsitting-room. Why do the unchosen almost always remainunchosen? Not necessarily because they are hideous to look at,but in some indefinable way the mysterious processes of sexualselection mark them out as flawed. Is it inhibiting shyness thatmakes it impossible for them to approach or to be approached?Or age: forty plus in the gay world can be as grotesque adisfigurement as lacking an eye.


  I soon grew tired of it. I said to myself, I’ve done it; I know what it’s like: it’s time to stop. The repetitive rituals became so tedious.Bath, choosing clothes and after-shave, drinks in tatty dimly-litdancing-places at absurdly inflated prices; who would I pick, whowould pick me, your place or mine? A naked body, particularly inthe intimacy of the bedroom, is always interesting; none is quitelike any other. But the procedure, when it’s possible to have sexwith almost anyone, was for me becoming sterile andmeaningless, not even physically very exciting.


  I don’t care if I never see the inside of a gay club again, I said to myself as I danced one Saturday evening, wanting to leave thefloor but not doing so because it was Gloria Gaynor, and, oldthough it is, everyone invariably dances to that one. Why? Thewords, I suppose; they speak so directly to gays:I will survive.Leaving my partner rather abruptly when it finished, I cannonedhead-on into a very tall black man. James! ‘Dance with me,’ hesaid.Lullaby of Broadway.Well, I couldn’t resist that one either.Or James, for that matter. My stomach knotted up; I felt dizzy.‘Where’s Robin?’ I yelled over the music.


  He shook his head. ‘Not here.’


  ‘How is he?’


  ‘Later. We can’t talk against this.’ Goodnight, baby; goodnight, the milkman’s on his way. ‘Your song,’ he said, smiling.


  ‘How do you know that?’


  ‘Robin told me.’


  ‘Oh.’


  When it stopped, he said ‘Can I come back with you tonight?’ I was amazed. ‘Why?’ was the only answer I could think of.He laughed. ‘I left some things in the flat.’


  ‘Oh yes?’


  ‘Under the bed. Have you ever looked under the bed?’


  ‘No,’ I admitted.


   
   
   
   
   


  Eight: James


  
               
  


  
                 
  


  ‘I can’t believe it!’ I cried. ‘So much waste of feeling! Of time! Of. . . ’ I looked round at the things of my room. To a stranger, toJames even, it would seem occupied by someone in transit, livingout of a suitcase. ‘Of all this.’ I was remembering it as it was,comfortable with Robin’s possessions. ‘Of Robin himself.’‘There’s no blame to be attached. To any of us; him, me, you.You can’t bend feelings, make them fit expected slots. You knowthat, better than any of us.’


  He and Robin had split up. For ever: finally, irrevocably. Right from the beginning, the reconciliation had not worked. Robin hadgiven up his job and emigrated. To Australia: as if he needed toput the greatest possible distance, half the world, betweenhimself and James. It was sad that he had not tried to get in touchwith me, but, to put it mildly, I could understand his reasons. Iwas the unwitting cause of it all.


  ‘Do you know why I worked on my car outside this house?’


  ‘I believed what you said. That you couldn’t, for some reason,do it elsewhere. And that you wanted to be near Robin.’


  ‘That’s the truth, Then I started to fancy you. In a vague sort ofway. Perhaps I was curious: wondering what Robin had found.You misinterpreted all the signals.’


  ‘When did I become more than a potential bit on the side?’


  ‘I don’t know.’ He yawned, and rubbed his hands over his eyes.It was late: three a.m. I was exhausted. Physically andemotionally. The misery and suffering that had been revealed, the possible excitement and happiness of the future—I looked atboth blankly, almost objectively: I was too tired to react, to take itall in. ‘As soon as Robin left here,’ James said. ‘Then, certainly.Your face, your body. . . voice, gestures. . . everything hauntedme. All the time. Everywhere. At the university. Having a bath, cooking a meal. Most of all. . . in bed.’ He stroked my arm. ‘Theselast few weeks have been agony. Inflicting pain on somebody else. Twice.’For a moment he looked haggard. Then touched myface and kissed me. The effect was electric: rousing something atmy absolute interior that had never before been stirred. ‘Maybethe day I helped him move out of this room. It was. . . shutting a door. On a sunlit garden.’


  ‘I remember.’


  ‘Remember what?’


  ‘How you looked at me. The sourness of your mood.’ I wassilent for a while, yawning myself. ‘You don’t think,’ I asked, ‘that Robin. . . will do anything stupid?’


  ‘Try to kill himself?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘He isn’t the type. You don’t book a passage from London to Sydney in order to do that.’


  ‘But if he finds nothing when he gets there?’


  ‘Sydney, I’m told, is a good place for gays.’


  ‘I’ve never fancied it.’


  ‘Ewan. . . ’He glanced at his watch. ‘It’s late. Do I have to go home now?’


  ‘No. But I only want to sleep.’


  ‘So do I.’


  ‘Have you looked under the bed yet?’


  ‘What?’


  ‘As I thought. A way in.’


  He peered underneath it, pulled something out, and held it up for me to see. A small roll of white carpet, a remnant, of no use at all. ‘That has been there since. . . oh, long before you met Robin.You’ve never noticed it?’


  I laughed. ‘No.’


  ‘Now I’ve discovered what limits there are to your housecleaning abilities.’ He put it down on a chair. I started to undress. ‘It may come in handy some time. You never know.’


  ‘What, a thing that size?’


  ‘Why not?’ He unzipped his jeans and stepped out of them. I trembled. ‘You and I, one day, could have a bedroom carpetedwall to wall in white. Do you like that idea?’


  I nodded.


                


                 


  There is no such thing as perfection and it is often our own fault that there is not. The next few weeks might have been that, but Icould not escape a sensation of illicit and stolen pleasures, ofguilt. I worried about Robin a great deal. I tried to convince myselfthat I wasn’t responsible for what had happened; that in no waywas it my doing. Simply the fact that I existed and had come intotheir lives at a certain time had been the cause. Or was it? If notme, would it have been another person? Possibly. I wanted to feelresponsible, in Robin’s debt: to do something that would ease hispain, this person I respected so much. I suppose in order to easemy own. James and Robin had tried to repair a thing that wassmashed, but there were too many pieces missing. I wished I hadhis address. But what could I have written? Or he in reply to me?


  ‘Stop bleeding,’ James said. He was teaching me to drive at the time; I had just stalled his car at some green traffic lights.


  ‘I will. But it has to take its natural course, I think.’


  It did. But it’s buried somewhere inside me, and if I dig it up and look at it, I do so still with a sense of shame. We never heard,either of us, from Robin; not even a postcard.


             


            


  Some people leave an indelible mark on you, an imprint of themselves like Christ’s face on the handkerchief. An Irish boy Ispent one night with and never saw again, a boy who’d picked meup at a disco, pale-skinned and red-haired with vivid green eyes,spoke to me of Ireland, of soft rain and wet green grass, of bigclumsy potatoes just lifted from the soil, the red dust still on them.It was not in his words. His only remark about Ireland was thathe’d never been so glad in his life as the day he’d stood on theHolyhead boat, watching Dun Laoghaire recede. Our conversation was mostly banal. Though I was interested that hewas a practising Catholic who attended Mass every Sunday,went to Confession and took Holy Communion: and never onceadmitted to the priest on the other side of the grille that he hadsex, promiscuously, with men. ‘That’s my own private affair,’ hesaid. ‘Between me and God.’ I thought no more about it as wemade love. It was rain, grass, and clumsy potatoes his bodyspoke of; I could almost smell the earth, the red dust. I felt sadafterwards. I wanted to see him again; he’d given me something ofhimself, something important. He, evidently, did not think so. Inthe morning he was impatient for me to be gone.


  Leslie was the same; I had experienced the essence of him: merman, water baby, beach-boy, surfer. The smell of the sea. Onevery inch of his skin it was written. Victoria knew that.


  But not Robin. Robin had left no such impression, nothing of himself. It’s very difficult, therefore, to describe him. I can’t evensee him in my mind’s eye. Not once had I glimpsed that essence,and maybe that’s why I could never love him as I did James. Andperhaps why he, of all people, attracted the attention of thequeer-bashers. They saw something they could they thoughteasily destroy.


  Skin and silence and touch communicate more than words. James’s mark, his imprint, changed me. Branded me. Before Imet him, if I’d been at the point of death, I’d have said nothing inmy past life would make me want to live it a second time, but nowI would say it had all been worthwhile, if only for the best halfdozen times with him in bed. Though there is far more to it thansex. There are no words I can find to explain adequately what hemeans to me.


  Such a filthy people, some say of the blacks, those who cannot find anything in anyone who does not reflect their own self-satisfied image. His absolute difference from me is perpetualfascination. I shall never unlock the whole secret of it. I likestudying the palms of his hands, paler than the rest of him, as ifthe patterns of lines were ancient runes that might one day yieldup their meaning. It amuses him. ‘What do you see?’he asks.


  ‘Rum and banana boats? Feathered bodies in a tribal dance?’ Something of that, I guess, though I never say so. ‘It’s like bat’sskin,’ I tell him. How ignorant are those people who talk of thesterility of homosexual life; of the impossibility of real satisfaction,mental, emotional, spiritual, physical! A story of when he wasfourteen, a comment about badly cooked carrots, his breath inmy ear, discussing music or stained-glass windows or the peoplenext door, watching him laugh across a room full of people, thesound of a syllable left hanging in the air: they are all bits of themosaic that is him. Straight people are scared that it isn’t sterile,that something other than a baby can be a wholly satisfying end-product of love.


  If our relationship is like some sort of narrative that has a beginning, a middle, and not yet an end, discovering each other’spast is as if the book stops for a moment, and one observes aphotograph, a lantern slide, that has nothing to do with us as apair, but which has helped in some small way to our beingtogether. So he learned of my meningitis summer, of Leslie,Louise, my parents. And I of a primary school in Stroud notunlike my own, of grey Cotswold cottages that more than anyother houses grow out of landscape. Of student life in London.His family. Mother, father, two sisters (one married, one still atschool). They all know he is gay. Have accepted it withoutdifficulty, have even made his boy-friends welcome at home. Hehad told them when he was seventeen. Though he’d been aware,long before, of what he was. From the age of twelve he wascertain, and prior to that he’d had some idea. ‘We were eatingcold beef and pickles at the time,’ he said. ‘A Monday. Fortwenty-four hours my father was a bit stunned. But my mothersaid so long as I was happy, then she was. Though she feared Iwould not be. The world, she pointed out, was not disposed tolike or even tolerate homosexuals.’


  ‘I find it incredible!’


  ‘I was in love. Quite hopelessly, with a boy called William. I needed to talk, and my parents listened.’


  ‘I’ve never heard of such a thing! Is it to do with being black?’


  He roared with laughter. ‘Of course not! I’ve met a few others,all whites as it happens, who are equally lucky with their families.Not very many. Mostly the opposite. And one friend whose father refuses to believe that homosexuality even exists! “It’s all inthe mind,” he says. “A myth. A deep American plot.’”


  ‘A deepAmericanplot?’


  ‘Yes. A variant of reds under the bed. An invention of the CIA to sap a nation’s morale.’


  ‘Never, in a million years, will my parents be happy about me!Never!’


  ‘I’ve been with mine to gay clubs. Dad gets bored, but Mum is fascinated. Not that she understands. She looked round the clubin Cheltenham and said “This room is full of gorgeous men!” Iagreed; yes, it was. “Don’t they realise almost any girl would go weak at the knees?” Perhaps they do, I told her, but so what? They aren’t interested. “I shall never work it out,” she murmured.She has this theory, you see, that you take up with your own sexafter some disappointment with girls. There’s nothing I can do toshift that idea from her mind.’


  ‘The thought of my parents raving it up in a gay club is mind-boggling! Ludicrous!’


  ‘We often joke about it. Once, when I was telling my father some involved story, he said, “James, your life sounds like aneveryday story of sodomy.” Noteveryday, I answered. Robinwas with us, one Christmas, swopping recipes with my mother. Acosy domestic conversation. “I stuffed a marrow last week,” hesaid. A slip of the tongue, he told me afterwards; he had meant tosay he hadcookeda stuffed marrow. “Really, Robin?” she said,laughing. “Whatever did James do that night?”’


  ‘What a difference it must make! There’d be no guilt, no low self-esteem. Just. . . be happy!’


  ‘This Christmas, we’ll visit them in Stroud. Would you like that?’


  ‘Yes. Yes, I’d love it!’


  ‘And. . . next Easter, or in the summer, we’ll stay with your parents. It’s time we sorted them out.’


  ‘We’ll. . .staywith them? No. Oh no! It would be quite impossible! A recipe for disaster!’


  ‘We’ll see about that.’


                  


             


  He isn’t easy to live with. We don’t fit domestically, as Robin and I did. We have rows. He’s unpunctual. Domineering.Sometimes he goes off on his own. I don’t know where and I don’task, because it doesn’t really matter. His thesis has to be writtenthis year, and he sits up half the night, working. Which makes mefeel lonely. We lived in the attic at first, but I was never entirely atease with him there: too many memories of Robin. He warned methat it would be difficult to move out. Rented accommodation inLondon, he said, whether it was furnished or unfurnished, wasalmost impossible to find and the prices sky-high. And even if wedid discover somewhere suitable, we might not get it: somepeople objected to two men sharing. ‘Landlords think that if theylet a room to gays,’ he said, ‘every queen in London will be trollingin and out with her poodles. And I’m black as well! It isn’t worthtrying.’ But I did try: and found he was right on every single count.A gay negro: a double cripple in society’s eyes. Let him have aroom in their house? Send him back to Trinidad — if they’ll takehim! Though that was not what people actually said, I could feel itunder their words.


  Often he can be infuriating. One evening the lights fused. ‘You’re the physicist,’ I said, expecting him to repair the damageat once. ‘Let James be, and there was light.’


  ‘Dark. Ebony all over.’


  ‘I know.’


  ‘I’m a theoretical physicist, not a practical one.’ He lit a candle and went on reading. I had to stagger about in a dusty cupboardunder the stairs and learn to do it myself. I was angry. Of coursehe must know how to mend a fuse! Twenty minutes later I hadsolved the problem; light was restored. ‘So you’ve had a physicslesson,’ he said, calmly blowing out his candle. ‘You can’t expectto go through life totally ignorant of these things.’


  ‘Are you?’


  ‘Of course not!’


  I threw a cushion at him.


  On Christmas Eve, when we were at Stroud, Mrs Radford died. A heart attack. Leslie was there, at home, when ithappened. All he could think of was to find Victoria. He hitched alift across Devon on Christmas night, and arrived in a state of collapse at her parents’ house — numb, cold, and so upset hewas scarcely aware of what he was doing. He poured out ajumbled, hysterical tale, the thread of which was ‘For Christ’ssake, help me!’ And they did.


  He turned up, unexpectedly, at the attic, one evening at the end of January. He was selling his mother’s house, he said. Andwith the money he was buying a place in London. In Kilburn.There was a vast difference in the prices, but he was hoping totake out a mortgage to cover that. Would I, he wanted to know —he had never met James before, and was eyeing this long, loose-limbed black man rather warily — move in as a lodger to help paythe mortgage?


  Some months later, we — James and I — did so. We have the whole upstairs; it’s a self-contained flat, with a grandstand view ofother mean little dwellings. But our home. Easy to cope with: it’sso empty there’s almost nothing to sweep and clean, apart fromthe floors. James borrowed a hundred pounds from his parents;that, and the little money we had, bought us, second-hand atsales, some basic essentials: bed, an electric cooker, table,chairs, a paraffin stove. A few odds and ends since, when we’vebeen able to afford them. But we’re a long way off carpeting ourbedroom wall to wall in white.


  I’ve rented a colour TV. I was able to do that because I changed my job, and I’m earning a little more than when I worked for thedance company. A new job was essential: the church hall inRichmond was miles away from where we are living now; the costof travelling would have been astronomical. And I’d hardly haveseen James. When it was Robin, that didn’t matter, but it wasdifferent now. I found work — as a milkman!


  On my first day I kept thinking how I’d love to compare notes with Dad. Not that he would be proud; he always looked tosomething better for me than following in his footsteps. But Ienjoy what I’m doing. It’s easy; it’s out of doors, and there’s noone supervising me all the time. Unlike Dad, I have to get up atfive a.m. But I’m finished by early afternoon, which means thatunless James has gone in to the university or disappeared on oneof his solitary walkabouts, he and I have a large part of the daytogether. I’m often so tired in the evenings that I fall asleep in frontof the television. When that happens, he undresses me, picks meup as if I were a baby, and carries me to bed. Which always seemsto turn him on, for the next thing I know is he’s screwing me likemad. ‘I’m too exhausted to resist,’ I mutter. ‘Rape!’


  ‘Shut your eyes and think of Trinidad.’


  I open them, look at him, and kiss him.


               


            


  James is a bully, and he takes an enormous pleasure in organising my existence. He nagged, on and off for weeks, aboutvisiting my parents. ‘Don’t mention me,’ he said. ‘Just let themknow you’re coming. And when we arrive,say you’ve brought afriend with you. They won’teatus, for God’s sake!’ Eventually Iagreed. What had I to lose? Nothing, or next to nothing; myparents and I had drifted apart, almost totally. ‘I’m not going toswitch on a lot of synthetic charm,’ he said. ‘But I can show themI’m not a primitive savage who’s just dropped out of a tree.’


  ‘Youarea primitive savage,’ I answered. ‘And, besides, they’venever even heard of you. Let alone your being the colour of soot.’


  ‘Well, it’s about time they did.’


  ‘I’m warning you. . . on your own head be it!’


  I took a day’s holiday, a Friday. James was more or less his own master now his thesis was finished. Leslie and Victoria were inNewquay: I wrote to tell them what was happening, and theyreplied that they’d come up to stay with Little Michael, who hadrecently married his Juicy Lucy, and give us moral support.


  It was not exactly an easy weekend. My parents have no particular prejudices about colour, though that is accidentalrather than considered: I don’t expect they’ve ever thoughtabout it. The subject has not been part of their lives; it isn’t aneveryday occurrence to see a black person in Bude. Theyguessed immediately what the relationship was between Jamesand me, and the colour of his skin may well, in the circumstances,have added an extra dimension of horror. I don’t know: it wasn’tdiscussed. Nor was the dreadful problem of homosexuality evenhinted at. We spent the time, the four of us, simply being polite toone another: careful and non-committal. James and I tried ourbest to give no offence; didn’t touch or kiss, and certainly didn’tsleep together. I was in my old bedroom, he downstairs on thesofa. It was all a great strain, and it was good to escape and spenda few hours with Leslie and Victoria, to relax and be our normalselves.


  My father and I did swop milk roundsmen’s stories. Which was pleasant, though he said he was disappointed I hadn’t found amore worthwhile job. He seemed to have forgotten that when hewas my age there was no unemployment, that nowadays peopleare grateful for almost any kind of work. And one entertainingdiversion occurred: the lights fused. James immediately leapedinto action. ‘Now a man with a first class honours degree inphysics should be capable of doing something about that,’ he saidto me, and asked my father to show him where the fuse box was.Not only were the lights on in next to no time, but he was able topoint out what had caused the fault. He went round the houselooking at plugs and sockets. ‘The entire system is very old,’ hesaid. ‘And dangerous. It needs re-wiring.’ He suggested that ifDad bought the necessary cable he would come down oneweekend and do the job for nothing. An offer which Dadaccepted.


  ‘You’re a bastard,’ I said, when we were on our own.


  He grinned. ‘Yes. Isn’t it fun?’


  They could see, I suppose, that we were sane and happy, not the monsters of popular myth, though I doubt if they’ll everaccept us for what we are. But I’m glad we’re trying. They are myparents,for God’s sake! How can you discard parents —whatever they think of you — and feel one-hundred-per-centhappy about it?


               


                 


  Leslie had given up attempting to teach James the rudimentary skills of surfing. I was amused that something I thought was aseasy as breathing my lover found impossible. I lay on the sand,beside Victoria. Leslie and James started to wrestle with eachother.


  ‘They’re so physical, those two!’ she said. ‘It wears me out, justbeing near them.’


  ‘It’s a good thing they get on so well. It could have been awkward, sharing the house.’


  She sighed. ‘I don’t suppose it would have mattered. We’re hardly ever there.’


  ‘Everything OK with you and Leslie?’


  ‘Of course. Couldn’t be better.’ She looked at me. ‘You often ask me that question. As if you were expecting it not to be.’


  ‘Will you marry him one of these days?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Christ!’ I was extremely surprised.


  She laughed. ‘When I’ve got my degree. I’ve one more year at Cambridge. Though I can’t see us having babies, not for a longtime. I want to work: I’d like to go into publishing. You’ll be thebest man, of course.’


  ‘Isn’t that. . . rather up to Leslie?’


  ‘We’ve discussed it; it’s what he wants. He’s very fond of you. He’s spent all his life measuring himself against you. He still does.I don’t think he’s as adult as you are. You’ve outstripped him in somany ways.’


  ‘It was quite the opposite, four or five years back. Apart from his parents dying, he’s never had to suffer.’


  ‘I wouldn’t say that.’


  ‘You should have known us at sixteen!’


  ‘I’ve heard.’


  ‘Have you?’


  She nodded. ‘Everything.’


  ‘Everything?’


  She was silent for a moment, then said ‘Do you still fancy him?’


  ‘Yes. Not that it bothers me. I am. . .rather occupiedelsewhere! Does it bother you?’


  ‘Not in the slightest. I asked him once, when we’d had a row, if he’d prefer to go upstairs and sleep with you two intead of me.’


  ‘I wouldn’t have kicked him out! Nor would James.’


  ‘Men. . . do you ever stop being tom-cats?’


  ‘What did Leslie say?’


  ‘Well. . . I wasn’t exactly being serious! He thought I was, andgot very worried that I imagined he would like to.’


  ‘Andwouldhe?’


  ‘No. Not in a million years. So he said.’ She laughed. Tough luck, Ewan!’


  ‘I always wondered if he was bisexual.’


  ‘It’s possible. Even probable. You and James. . .you both certainly seem to have something. Will it last?’


  ‘Oh, yes. For a long time. All the foreseeable future. Do you doubt it?’


  ‘No.’


              


           


  That evening I overheard a conversation between Mum and Dad. ‘One day he’ll settle down and marry a nice girl,’ she said.‘You see if I’m not right!’ Dad’s answer was inaudible. And maybeunprintable.


           


               


  The foreseeable future. I had long since grown out of thinking that it was worthwhile making plans. Nothing can last for ever.James and I might get bored, break up, fall in love with otherpeople. Nobody is your own private property; people are onlylent to you. But the longer you’re together the harder it must beto part; you stay because of shared possessions, shared routines,or you can’t face the emptiness of being yourself, alone. All thewrong reasons. Learning to be happy alone: that’s probably themost difficult thing of all about growing up. Not the problem of ‘I’llsurvive’ but of finding the strength to be sufficiently fulfilledwithout the prop of a lover, a wife, or a husband.


  There’s a wonderfully huge amount of life left to me: fifty years, if I’m lucky. All the adult decades. I’m twenty; I haven’t evenstarted!


  But the milkman’s on his way.


               


  other novels by David Rees published by GMP:



             


  THE HUNGER


              


  Ireland in the late 1840s, where a beleaguered population falls victim to massive famine following the spread of an uncontrollable potatoblight. Against this harsh background of turmoil, starvation anddisease, an English landowner and an Irish peasant struggle to keepnot only themselves and those around them alive, but also the lovethey feel for one another in a society and era which violently condemnit.


                


  ISBN 0 85449 008 6 £4.95


                


         


  THE ESTUARY


             


  Luke, an extremely attractive but selfish young man, surprises himself when he gets involved with an older man after breaking up with hisgirlfriend.


                  


  ‘Highly readable and once begun is difficult to put down. It examines sympathetically and realistically the complexities of homo, hetero andbisexual relationships and the irrationalities, uncertainties, doubts andsuspicions which surround love and sex. Highly recommended’-Time Out.


               


  ISBN 0 907040 20 9 £3.95


  



  other recent fiction from GMP:


           


  Jeremy Beadle


  DEATH SCENE


                


  The discovery of Guy Latimer’s mutilated body in an alleyway near one of London’s leading gay nightclubs opens this intriguing andcompulsive novel. It soon becomes apparent that the killing waspremeditated and that the assailant must have been known to thevictim. Suspicion falls on Guy’s circle of gay friends, all of whom seemto be hiding crucial information, but who soon find themselvesobliged to join forces to try and solve the killing, fearful of a set-up bythe police.


  A highly innovative and cleverly plotted mystery that in classic whodunnit style grips the reader until the very last pages, with adramatic final twist. The first of a new genre - a contemporary gaymurder story set in present-day Britain, with sharp observations onboth the nature of the gay community in post-AIDS London and onthe reactions and attitudes of the wider community around it.


                   


  ‘Beadle’s writing is adept and assured, the characters are well-drawn and plausible... I recommend it as a rattling good yarn’ -New MusicalExpress.


  ISBN 0 85449 088 4 £4.95


           


                


  Timothy Ireland


  THE NOVICE


                


  New fiction from this award-winning author.


  Donovan Crowther is 23 years old and still a virgin. Romantic and uncertain, he is drawn to London in his search for love. And from themoment he arrives in the capital, it’s clear that whatever happens, hislife will never be the same again.


  Donovan’s experiences will be all too familiar to the many who have taken the same path, yet Ireland achieves a level of intimacy with thereader that is disarmingly immediate.


                       


  ‘Ireland ... has a way of capturing the immediacy of emotional experience, with all the attendant confusions and contradictions,without ever resorting to hackneyed sentimentality or galling setformulas. A talent to be reckoned with’ -Time Out.


  ISBN 0 85449 089 2 £3.95


             


                    


  Also from Timothy Ireland


  WHO LIES INSIDE


                


  ... It was as if out of the corner of my eye I could see a stranger standing in the shadows and I was scared to look too closely in case I saw who itwas. Worst of all the stranger seemed to have wriggled under my skin,or had grown inside me all my eighteen years; only now for somereason that stranger was not content to stay in the shadows butwanted to step out into the light and be seen ...


  The much acclaimed novel about growing up gay, winner of The Other Award for fiction in 1984.


                 


  ‘This is an exciting, innovative book which deserves the widest possible readership - it will open your eyes to some issues about gaymen and must be made available to young people themselves’ -ILEAContact


        


          


  A T Fitzroy


  DESPISED AND REJECTED


            


  This major piece of gay literary history was first published at the height of the First World War. Focusing on the brutal persecution ofconscientious objectors, and with its two main characters a lesbianand a gay man, it was almost immediately banned. This is its firstreissue in Britain for seventy years.


  In a new introduction written for this edition Jonathan Cutbill examines the background to the novel and the trial of its originalpublisher.


  



  ‘A sophisticated and well-crafted novel’ - Sunday Times.


  ‘A thoughtful and well-considered book...brave and pioneering. Compelling fiction about a world that may seem light years away - butfrom which many attitudes still prevail’ - GayTimes.


  ‘Fitzroy presents the socialist-pacifist cause with intelligence and passion and manages to avoid sentimentality. She entertaininglylampoons the social pretensions, patriotic double-think, snobbery,smugness and bloodlust’ - Peter Parker, TimesLiterary Supplement


             


                  


  James Purdy


  IN A SHALLOW GRAVE


    


  When they sent Garnet Montrose to Vietnam they told him he’d go out a boy and come back a man. But he comes back a freak, sohideously scarred that no one can stand to look at his face. Theexplosion which destroyed his company has skinned him alive.


  living as a recluse on a storm-battered Virginia farm, he dreams of the days when he was eighteen and king of the local dance hall, kept aliveby his obsession with the untouchable Georgina Ranee, his childhoodsweetheart still living down the road. It seems this half-life will neverend - until the arrival of the mysterious Daventiy, offering him totallove or total destruction... '


  



  ‘...a lyrical mystery, unsolved because unsolvable, but crammed with a sense of spiritual beauty at work in the physical world. James Purdy ismore than just a good writer. He has created his own genre ofrhapsodic horror stories’ -The Pink Paper.


  ‘Mr Purdy writes like an angel, with accuracy, wit and freshness, but a fallen angel, versed in the sinful ways of men’ -The Times.


  ‘A marvellous tour de force. A novel that engages as it entertains, draws the reader in as it draws something out of him’ -PublishersWeekly.


              


                  


  Rohase Piercy


  MY DEAREST HOLMES


  



  Although Dr Watson is known for recording nearly sixty of his adventures with the celebrated Sherlock Holmes, he also wrote otherreminiscences of their long friendship which were never intended forpublication during their lifetimes. Rescued from oblivion by RohasePiercy, here are two previously unknown stories about the greatdetective and his companion, throwing a fresh light upon theirfamous partnership and helping to explain much which has puzzledtheir devotees.


            


  ‘Thoroughly amusing...Wonderful stuff -Stanley Reynolds,The Guardian


  ‘Any Holmes aficianado would enjoy it for its own sake’ - GayTimes


  ‘These pieces work on a number of levels - the detective story (written in a style amazingly close to the originals), and the social document.Most importantly, a literate and humane portrait of one man’s love foranother’ - GayLife.


  ‘Just because two chaps share digs doesn’t mean they’re queer’- Captain Bill Mitchell, secretary of the Sherlock Holmessociety, as reported in theDaily Mail.
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