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PART ONE


‘I write entirely to find out what I’m thinking, what I’m looking at, what I see and what it means.’

— JOAN DIDION






Prologue

When did you know you were dead?

I’m asking you a question that I know you can never answer.

It is now ten years since we met, six years since we last spoke, four years since your death, and I’m writing you this from Mexico City, under grave obligation. It is not a letter, since I know you cannot reply; maybe it’s another monologue, certainly it does not require a second voice; let’s call it plainsong then. This is the chant recalling your life, it is fiction, it is biography, it is a transfiguration.

Last night I was walking home through my neighbourhood of Tacubaya, a few hours before dawn. I was with a very handsome American boy whom I had picked up at a house party, we were on our way to get breakfast at the all-night taqueria. Because we were drunk, and because we were high, and because Tacubaya is quite dicey at 4.30 a.m., we picked up the pace of our flirtatious stroll so that it became more of a determined tramp. It was chilly, and it seemed like we were getting lost, but we were stubborn, and both unwilling to pull out a phone for guidance, preferring to show off to each other with how well we knew the city.

My new American friend and I took several wrong turns, and found ourselves suddenly stumbling out of the crumbling residential streets, onto a massive six-lane highway which told us we had gone too far. Gargantuan heavy goods vehicles, massive petroleum tankers and enormous Coca-Cola trucks thundered across the dying night, bellowing diesel through the city, causing the pavement to rumble beneath our feet. We stood stock-still, dazed, in shock, in front of a shuttered mechanic’s shop, agog at the sight of this impenetrable traffic, regarding each other with an attitude of, Well, what now?

A few doors down, a pharmacy slept under an illuminated emerald cross, bolted to its facade and spilling lurid green into the easing darkness. Text skated over the horizontal axis of the crucifix – ¡Medicamentos, suplementos, descuentos y más! – the infinite scrolling jargon of drugstore commerce, cordially punctuated at the end of each round by a very civil proclamation of the time, date and temperature.

I stand and watch the information pass by several times, quite stupefied, before I find the wherewithal to ask out loud, ‘Is that right?’

The American boy says, ‘Yeah, I know. Feels colder than twelve degrees, right?’

I shake my head, ‘No. The date. Is that today’s date?’

He nods, ‘Yeah, it’s the twenty-ninth.’

‘Of February?’ I ask.

‘Yeah,’ he replies.

‘It can’t be,’ I say, incredulous.

‘I guess it’s a leap year,’ he says, and laughs nervously.

That was when I felt it.

‘I have to go,’ I say.

‘Where?’ he asks.

‘Home,’ I say. ‘Do I have your number? I’ll call you tomorrow, later, tonight.’

He looks confused, and says, ‘OK…’

I can see that he is put out. He thought he was going to get a fuck, but I don’t much care, I’m already hurrying away.

You see, it came over me like a compulsion, like food poisoning, like a scream in the dark tearing me violently from a dream: the exhortation to finally put this down on paper.

I crash into my apartment, drop my coat to the floor and skitter, still drunk, towards the kitchen table. I know that I have to begin right here and now, at 5.15 a.m., at least to make a start, if I am to ever to crawl up out of this perdition. With a clean sweep of my right hand I clear a mess of mail and half-read magazines from the tabletop, grab for my computer with my left, and began to write.

Disinterred, exhumed, hauled up from such an early grave comes the writer I had all but abandoned, here to type out the opening line, When did you know you were dead? The writer who has held silent all these years, sticking to the shadows of shame and fear, the writer who has watched the other players wear themselves out running amok, the psychic I is now coming into her legacy. Who else has the dominion and tenacity to accept the many months of solitude which will be required to perform this commission? Only the writer. Only the writer can tell the story of our life, and your sorry death. The priest, the painter, the soprano I might have been don’t have it in them. Only the writer.

The significance of the day’s date has opened like a portal onto mania. The phantasmagoric nature of its revelation, materialising before me on that lonely neon crucifix, driving me into a frenzy of desperation, contrition, and rage. And what is there to be gained now, after all this time? Am I hoping to perform some act of penance here on the page? I can’t answer. I simply sit and write, I give myself over. I turn inwards, and try to remember the first time I saw you, back when you were just one in a multitude of sweat-streaked golden boys.

I write straight through to lunchtime when the drugs and alcohol finally wear off, leaving only a headache. I go to my room around 1 p.m. and take out the cache of your letters from under my mattress, only to find my eyes are too sore to read them. Frustrated, exhausted, I throw myself into bed but I don’t undress, I don’t even draw the curtains; I simply sink into the low light of a room which never fully catches the sun, to snatch some rest, though I know I won’t really be able to sleep until this is finished, until it is all out and down, and staring back at me. As I doze, I dream of council tower blocks being dynamited, collapsing down into ascending clouds of hot grey smoke. In my dream I’m watching from a safe distance but still I am afraid and I say so, out loud from my sleep.

Above my body, across the street, a neighbour flings open a window and the sun’s momentary reflection on the glass lights up the bedroom like a camera flash. I snap awake, startled and disorientated, so confused by my lack of sleep that, for a few seconds upon waking, I believe that I am back in London, that I am coming to on that irreversible afternoon four years ago, when I woke up alone and found out that you were dead. Only this time I somehow know what has happened instinctively, without having to be told; briefly I believe that I have been woken by a pythonic vision. Slowly, I sit up, ragged and bemused, the letters fall from my bed, casting my eyes about the room, only very gradually understanding where I am. Then I begin to panic. I don’t know how long I’ve slept, I’m terrified that I’ve lost the whole of this precious day. I scramble about on the floor looking for the alarm clock, and am desperately relieved when I see that it is only 1.45 p.m. – I have barely dented sleep. It is still today, thank God, it is still 29 February. Nauseous, dehydrated and sore, I return to the kitchen. I spread out your letters on the table and begin to work again on this book, this exertion, this panegyric. It is for you, just for you, leapling, happy birthday.




I

You were infamous, even before we met you held space in my imagination. You appeared out of nowhere, you came into view fully formed like that old Joan Baez ballad, and just like that you were everywhere, a hyperobject. I saw you at parties, at openings, on the runway, modelling for a mutual friend in his last season before he got the big job in Paris, plodding in the way that you did. How could anyone so slender be so heavy? I wondered. It was as if the pavement had always been calling your name. I had seen you read poetry at galleries and cabarets and other murky late-night gatherings, heaving your gangly build, unwieldy as a bicycle frame, up on a makeshift stage. In an unironed shirt and a cartoon character tie, you’d declaim verse with something like zeal. Some of it was yours, some of it was liberally borrowed, and all of it was spliced together in the Kathy Acker mode, uncredited in any case, as you tore through it all, shuffling slightly back and forth in the spotlight. We had occasionally shared a bill, and I think those readings were the only times I saw passion stir you, not that you lacked emotion, but it almost always came out in clouds of schoolboy sulking, rather than in bursts of ecstasy or animation. In that way you were like a cat, needy but incapable of admitting it. The written word seemed to hold some animating power over you though, it made your corpse dance.

You were not flash, no, almost impossibly casual, but you seemed to know everyone, or rather everyone knew you. You were ineluctable. How many times? I couldn’t count. How many times before we ever spoke had we locked eyes? Across a dance floor, in the scrum at a bar, sat wilting on a comedown in opposite corners of an acquaintance’s bedroom, but still we were strangers. And from this safe remove I indulged with distinct voyeuristic pleasure in your cruel beauty, your Greek nose, messy blond hair and blue eyes, each distinguishing feature a clue towards decoding the warning, Avoid this handsome bastard. Not that I had to do much to keep out of striking distance, your time was very well filled with a revolving cast of sprightly admirers. I watched as they flocked about you.

You always looked as though you had been violated; you were like a found photograph, black and white, black and white, of a little boy, bundled onto the Kindertransport by his desperate mother. You looked as though you had been dressed by the charity of a refugee relief organisation, all obscure football kits, acrylic granddad sweaters, cheap formalwear and nineties sports gear (as yet still not back in), helpless, impuissant, like you’d walked through the unspeakable. In truth, it was this aura of sadness that you radiated, as much as your physical allure, which drew these lovers to you, the anger and the pain that played across your face involuntarily. Or rather it was the tragic combination of the two, the defiled and the carnal, which spoke to the devoted masochists who offered themselves to you. In turn you toyed with each one a while, all of them so pumped full of speed and ego, each so sure that they were the one you were waiting for. Like big cat lovers, every one of them believed that they possessed the touch that would keep them safe from harm, and each one willingly shoved their head into your mouth; you had hardly to do a thing.

We had many mutual friends, and at twenty-one and twenty-three respectively, we were communards hell-bent on seizing the night, liberating it for ourselves, appearing at every party deserving of our self-regarding brilliance, dressed to kill, or fight at least. Me in Elsa’s black fur coat and a purple balcony bra, you in your cycling shorts and slogan T-shirts, fumbling our way in the darkness towards the people we were growing into, towards each other. We partied at a companionable distance for years, on boats, and in squats, in nightclubs, on rooftops, surrounded by every imaginable kind of attention-seeking behaviour, with photographers never ceasing, with our drug-fucked contemporaries staggering around in abandon, in clothes from three nights earlier, and the occasional supermodel, or movie star, drifting by and winking, ‘Love the look babes.’

Amongst all these tabloid icons and underage pill-heads we circled each other a drawn-out while; ours was a long, slow courtship, an incendiary device with a spolette fuse. We didn’t in fact speak until it was almost too late, until the very end of my final term at university, barely a month or so before I was due to leave London for good. We almost missed each other entirely, leapling, isn’t that a strange thing to think about now? The retrospective shudder I feel, when I think that we might never have met, can make this connection seem almost mystical; but then, every lover was once a stranger. Really the only detail of our first meeting that stands out as perverse or prophetic is the fact that it was Lulu who first introduced us.

It’s late but not that late. We’re all at a party for a magazine, at a restaurant in Mayfair, a plush affair but a tedious one, too far into summer for a party indoors not to be simply stifling. Lulu says, ‘Tom, this is JJ,’ then she cracks a broad, very satisfied grin and continues with cool intent, ‘And JJ, this is Thomas James.’ She presents you like the star prize on a TV game show, she wants a reaction, maybe she wants to cause a scene simply to liven things up, but none of us are really in the mood for drama. It’s too warm, we’re all fading. I smile politely, you don’t register any particular interest in me, just give a brief nod, looking vaguely irritated, and the three of us stand about scuffing the carpet for a while, mildly embarrassed. It’s boring, but we haven’t heard of anything better yet, and the bar is still free, so we linger awkwardly.

Lulu excuses herself a few minutes later, promising a swift return. You watch her cross the shag of the carpet, she’s so imperious and graceful, only the briefest flutterings of her fingers give away her butterflies, her nerves. Maybe out of boredom, maybe out of simple spite, you try it on with me, of course you do. I’m aware that you try it on with everyone, if only to ensure you are desired, so I’m not flattered, though seeing you here with Lulu I admit that I am intrigued. You tower over me, even with that terrible slouch of yours, and give me a few soggy lines about redheads being good in the sack. I roll my eyes, and understand that your reputation as a disco lothario is largely owing to conversation in a nightclub being almost always inaudible. You’re out of your element, but honestly so am I, we’re together in that.

I cast my eyes about the room hoping to see Elsa or Jovian maybe, to be spared this experience, but neither have arrived, they’ve probably heard what a dud this party is. It is officially too late now to hope for any improvement here tonight, I decide to cut my losses and split.

‘Will you say goodbye to Lulu for me?’ I ask.

You don’t reply, just sort of shrug, coarsely.

A week later, at a party on the Thames, as you casually brush up against me you tell me that you intend to become the leader of a major political party, it doesn’t really seem to matter to you which. I never could see you as the coherent product of all your composite parts, but then maybe that’s because I couldn’t ever tell when you were being serious. You say that you’re going to set the country straight, you tell me the nation needs a strong man, you’re showing me the outlines of your thinking, you’ve changed tactic.

Having spent my collegiate summers living communally in acid-soaked Northern California, participating in experimental performances as political protest, I thought you were unforgivably out of touch, that all your ideas were half-baked, though obviously I was completely blind as to how embarrassingly anachronistic my own worldview was. We both suffered from a millennial cognitive dissonance, believing that the mass-market political remedies offered up by the twentieth century could yet ease the explosive new ills of the twenty-first. We were clinging to the fading glory of parliamentary democracy, global capitalism and liberal socialism with a fervour not unlike that with which I now cleave to your letters, to your evaporating memory.

When I met you, I was myself primed to disappear. I was intent on heading back there, into the past. I wanted to return to California, to stay forever wrapped in the feel-good flower-power dream of art as transformative. It was the summer in which I was supposed to escape the mortification of my childhood and adolescence for good, and ride off into a golden future of acclaim and self-actualisation, a tomorrow only the United States of half a century ago could offer. And you, you were only ever supposed to be a minor figure, just someone I knew back in London, a handsome boy I used to see around, with whom I once shared an awkward ten minutes shortly before I left the old country.

And yet.

I had a respectable second-class degree pending confirmation, and a relentless desire to get out of England. I felt an expanding fear that if I didn’t leave as soon as I could, I would be eaten up like all the other kids I grew up with, clever but unconnected, swallowed whole by bad drugs or dream-killing jobs in supermarkets. That I had made it to university was miracle enough. My early life had been characterised by the quality of poverty and violence you might find in Marguerite Duras’s writing on Saigon: all of the scarcity, all of the dashed illusions, though none of the sunset glamour. I even had a depressive schoolteacher for a mother, well, part-time classroom assistant, but why interfere with such an upright fantasy?

Very early on I came to know that indigence was the one unforgivable sin; that I would have to divorce myself from it through education, through distance, through my work, or succumb to its vices totally. I think my mother had an inkling of this too, which is why, after her second divorce, she moved us from Liverpool to a nameless town in Lancashire where she could recreate herself again, and where my disaffection could more fully blossom. This feeling of alienation ran through my life, looming like the Berlin Wall, separating everything I knew from everything I wanted. The inscrutable grey concrete of class, connections, power, it seemed utterly insurmountable. I could only get on, I figured, if I got out, tunnelled under the wall, smuggled myself across the border in the boot of a Trabant, used what I had to greater advantage, in a more flattering context.

I went to study in London, but the capital was only ever the first stop on a longer voyage. Ever since I was a child looking west over the Mersey, my eyes had always been drawn to the Atlantic, and America beyond. It could have been the Stonewall riots, or David Hockney’s swimming pools, the image of Bogie and Bacall sharing a smoke, or all those canned nineties sitcoms. I didn’t puzzle it out, I just accepted it; as all butterflies abide by their predestined migrations, it was in my queer genes. I was looking for a place to be reborn, why else choose San Francisco? Why not mainline NY or LA, if not for that city’s reputation (so Wilde had it) as the place where everyone who disappears is said to be seen again?

I had spent each academic year in London biding my time, attending far more parties than lectures, coasting by doing the bare minimum, completing only the work that was required in order for me to attend summer school at the University of California, Berkeley. If I had not found that exchange scheme, funded by frozen food philanthropists to encourage underprivileged international students to expand their career horizons, I don’t think I would ever have believed in the future. It wasn’t the classes in sociology and American history that made me believe, Lord knows. It wasn’t the good cheer of the campus, or the stoned coalitions of marriage equality activists that gave me faith either. No, hope was the effect of the psychedelicised souls I met there; the dropouts, the dreamers and the comeback queens I encountered, shuttling back and forth across the Bay on the BART train each day.

The minute I was done with my academic requirements in London I was determined to get back there, although since I had now graduated, there wouldn’t be any more summer school, but then that had never really been the point of the exercise, had it? Before the ink was even dry on my final theology paper, I left London to begin the journey back to California. I walked out of the Gower Street examination room and over to Euston train station, skipped out on my rent, left the distractions, the assurances of friendships to be continued, and the years of all-night parties where I had found you, and countless others like you, behind. I’m sure I didn’t spare a thought for you, and if I did, I was certainly not weighed down with any regret or distress at the idea of letting you slip forever into the bygone. Why should I be? We’d barely shared a drink.

I went home to my mother’s house in the broken Northwest, and sat waiting in a sort of penurious limbo for my final student loan cheque (which always arrived, somewhat illogically, after classes had ended) so that I could buy my ticket back to America. My mother was unconvinced.

‘What about a teacher training qualification? That’s a good job,’ she said.

‘It’s just not what I want,’ I replied.

She grew impatient, ‘Why do you always have to make it so hard on yourself? You never could just accept what you’ve got and be grateful, could you?’

I didn’t respond.

‘Anyways, what do they have there, in California, that we don’t have here?’ she asked, but she wasn’t being ironic.

I wanted to answer, ‘Good drugs,’ or ‘Hope,’ but I didn’t. I just said, ‘Avocados.’

At the time I thought my mother’s resistance to my aspirations was something selfish and unimaginative, and so I was angry, in much the same way I had been when I told my family that I didn’t want to be a boy anymore, and Auntie Viv said, ‘I’ll pray for you.’ She wasn’t praying for the forgiveness of my soul, she wasn’t asking God to undo this affliction, she was praying that my difference wouldn’t make my life more difficult, but being full of unearned pride, I refused to understand her prayer. Likewise I couldn’t credit my mother with the experience required to legitimately question my choices, to ask whether someone like me would ever face anything but intolerance and indifference when setting off on such an implausible path through life.

My brothers and sisters were very young then, primary school age, and so I would pick them up at three each afternoon, four little blond beauties, who looked more like your children than my siblings. I walked them home, my arms full of backpacks and blazers, watching them skip on ahead of me in the brilliant mid-afternoon sun, calling after them at thirtysecond intervals, ‘Watch the road! Don’t go too far – do you hear me?’ At the main intersection, between the petrol station and the discount supermarket, while we waited for the orderly green man, I would listen to them squabble about whose turn it was to feed the guinea pigs, and imagine how beautiful it would be, if only I could accept that this was my life. If I could smile and bow to an unremarkable existence in this worn-out town in Northern England. If I could kiss goodbye to my filthy ambition, perhaps happiness would be my reward.

I gave the children batons of carrot and peanut butter, most of which I guessed would go straight to Bert and Ernie, and I watched them from the kitchen window as they tumbled in the garden, perfect and golden and unspoiled. I tapped on the window when their play turned too rough, and when they found something exciting in the grass they’d wave to me and hold it up, the stick, the forgotten bucket and spade, the snail. I knew that I was witnessing something precious, that these summers would never come again, that soon they’d be too big, too cool, too stoned to want me to cut up carrots for them, and even then, the images seen through the glass seemed to me already like memories revisited, when the family camcorder footage is finally digitised. Why couldn’t this be enough?

I usually had just enough baseless optimism to see me through until sunset, until bedtime. Afterwards however, as I watched the sky evolve steadily from blue through purple to black, panic would set about me – all my little incubi and succubi creeping out to tease and torment me. The night has always been my kingdom, ever since I was a sinful teenager slipping out from my bedroom unnoticed at 11 p.m., but here, now, far from the big smoke, having long outgrown one-horse nightlife, sunbed tans, older men and 1 a.m. closing times, I felt deposed.

Lying on the couch, in the thickening dusk I grew so horribly aware that I had nowhere to go. Agonised by the endless wait on funds, bored and without any other stimulation besides incessant children’s television shows populated by nightmarish singing puppets, and a few illicit backseat fucks with a local copper, I grew agitated. Palpitating, almost insane with impatience, calling to check my bank balance every night at midnight to see if the money was there yet, if I had the funds to leave, turning crimson in the face when those mocking robot zeros taunted me over the phone. ‘I can’t stay here a minute longer,’ I muttered to myself, grandiose and piss-elegant. ‘My life can’t be all potato waffles and bedtime tantrums! I’m a person of ambition and drive.’

I wanted to be a writer; it had replaced my childhood dream of taking holy orders before I even started secondary school. My mother shook her head and despaired, and you, with your relentless middle-England attitude, would only ever ask, ‘And what will you do for money, eh Bibby?’ Although I had more or less ignored you in person, given you the cold shoulder and the slip in public, we struck up an easy rapport when at a distance again, during this purgatorial period after graduation. The connection there was so flimsy that I would have to walk over to the library if I wanted to successfully compose and dispatch a message to you. They started out as meaningless how-are-yous, sandwiched between searches for cheap flights and taps on the shoulder from the elderly librarian, reminding me that my allotted half-hour was almost up. But quickly and deliberately my emails grew more and more blue.

I promise at first it was just for my own amusement, but you responded with something so enticing that I was taken in by my own game. It’s likely that I seduced myself, reading your messages under my breath in the library, in my own voice, imbuing your words with my choice of intonation. In person you were so unappealingly self-aware, but here onscreen you were unpretentious and direct.

You wrote, ‘When are you coming to see me then Bibby? When you gonna put your money where your mouth is?’, and my body came alive.

I told my mother that I was going back down to London, to look for a job. I said I’d be back in a week or so. She said, ‘Oh here we go again, the frigging wandering star! I never know if I’m coming or going with you.’ But she wasn’t upset, no, something like amusement played on her face as she waved me off again.

The inevitability of it all.

The Megabus to London took seven and a half hours, approximately the flight time across the Atlantic, but it only cost eight quid. This impulse, to pack up and go extemporaneously, on the spur of the moment, to throw all my plans out of the window and do the exact opposite of what I had set out to do, has come to define me. This and my insistence on running straight towards the thing most likely to do me harm.

I wasn’t going to London explicitly to see you, it was just that I figured it would be as easy to eat toast and fret about money on Elsa’s couch in Westminster as it was at home, and besides, maybe I would benefit from a few final weeks in the capital. There was an exhibition of costumes worn by the Supremes at the V&A, and the BFI were showing Vertigo on the big screen, though of course in my heart I had accepted that I wouldn’t make it to either. I was heading to your bed and I knew it.

Elsa had been my first friend in London. We met a few months after I started at university, on a shoot for a jeans label, which neither of us should ever have been booked for. I felt as uncomfortable in the studded denim jackets as she looked in the tasselled miniskirts, and the whole discomfiting thing bonded us immediately. She’d spent her own childhood cutting her hair short with paper scissors, trying to look more like a boy; she spoke Swedish, Spanish, French and Italian; she’d been a model since she was fourteen and had picked up languages as other beautiful girls pick up fiancés. Her flat was in a very sedentary block, otherwise populated by members of Parliament and well-to-do old ladies. A friend of a friend owned it and let her have it for £400 a month; she had that kind of life, comic and sad, we spoke the same language. The whole place was full of canvases and half-finished collages, bits of costume, and tear sheets from magazines that hadn’t yet been slotted into her portfolio. She was the only twenty-something resident in that inscrutable old building, which always gave her life there shades of Eloise at the Plaza.

When she saw me arrive from the window, she flung it wide open, singing the Queen of the Night aria out into the late June sky.

‘Liza Minnelli!’ she shouted. ‘Listen to my song of rage and seduction!’

I chuckled and went inside. I don’t know when it started or why, but as far back as I could remember we had always called each other Liza Minnelli. It was very confusing for a lot of people.

Every afternoon Elsa went to Costcutter to buy the same handful of ingredients. Baba behind the till was in love with her; he would light up each time he saw her, thrusting a pot of Onken into her arms and saying, ‘Here! Your favourite yoghurt.’ She cooked the same pasta dish each evening too, arrabbiata; she’d learnt the recipe when in Milan, skipping castings in favour of sketching in Da Vinci’s vineyard. She welcomed me back to London with a bowl of this famed pasta; it was spicy and fragrant and I’ve never been able to eat it since without thinking of Elsa stuffing pillows up her shirt and pretending to be an elderly soprano called Victoria Plum as she cooked.

After dinner, I wrote a message to tell you I was in town, and promptly, as if you’d been waiting to hear this, you invited me over, you said, to watch the football. When I told Elsa that I was going out to see a friend, she said, ‘Mon Dieu, Liza! You are an absolute tart,’ kissed me on both cheeks and then sat back down at her sketchbook.

Perhaps it was the World Cup, or maybe the FA Cup final? Regardless, the game was of no interest to me. I only wanted to see if you could cut it head-to-head, devoid of the kaleidoscopic backdrop of nightlife, if you were as competent without the smokescreen of email free verse. You weren’t, and sitting there upright and self-conscious in front of your tiny portable TV, I began to feel a little silly for having obeyed your summons to this fruitless conclave.

Your apartment was enormous. I think you said it had previously belonged to a radio station that had outgrown the place. It was one big room, which you had shoddily partitioned with plywood into a kitchen, two tiny bedrooms that you rented to unlucky acquaintances, and your own room, much larger. There was a photocopier in the kitchen and shelves of photographic prints, market stall garbage and old vivisected video cameras strewn about the place. The linoleum floor tiles were turquoise and worn through, the furniture was uncomfortable and mismatched, bulky and old-fashioned, and there was a taxidermied bird in a glass box scowling at the sight of it all. It was cool, even in summer it was chilly, but then your roommates had gone out, so we had the place to ourselves, and the slapstick, hangdog, outworn nature of it all was almost romantic.

You offered me cheese and cider, like we were in a pub in Kent, sitting nervously through the game, through the commentary after the first half, through the second half, through extra-time, through the post-match discussion, and every move you made towards me was more cumbersome than the last. I regarded you and your obvious discomfort from somewhere else, I was outside of myself observing from a distance. I could have said, ‘Look! All you have to do is lean slightly this way, then that hand there will naturally fall here, it’s that easy!’

But I didn’t, I left you to your own devices, and I was quite sure that, come a little after midnight, I’d be making my excuses and heading over to Aldgate to catch the last train. Maybe you sensed that, though I know it’s worthless now to try and decode what you had deduced back then, but all the same you took on a sudden pose of frankness, and reclaimed the tone I had gobbled up in your emails. Standing up and indecorously adjusting your junk, which being forever half-cocked was always jammed too tightly in your underwear, you shot me a look deep and inquisitive. You popped your head back, chin up, eyebrows raised, offering me for the first time this nod in reverse which I would come to know so well.

You said, ‘So, what’s the vibe then, eh Bibby?’

You never used my first name, you had upper-class pretensions, and besides my name was too masculine for what you considered me to be, or too Catholic perhaps, because though God rarely troubled your thinkings, my being a Roman always struck your good Anglican self as ludicrous and Irish and peasantly. I felt similarly contemptuous of your trademark argot, and replied with a derisory snort, ‘The vibe?’

‘The vibe,’ you continued, and your head gestured towards your bedroom door in two little spasms. Or rather, the lack of a bedroom door because all you had was a doorway, which I followed you through all the same. You sealed the cave by dragging another piece of plywood over the abyss, like the rock rolled over Christ’s tomb, and we disappeared into the twilight of shed inhibitions. There were no curtains, only a cantankerous set of vertical blinds that would never descend, so the room was never more than murky, with light spilling in from all the restaurants in the streets below. I think it was Ramadan, so they were all full with late-night merrymaking, much to your obvious and immediate chagrin.

Your bed was very high and the sheets were pretty dirty. You seemed to pride yourself on being slovenly, it was your own little way of kicking over the apple cart, futile and unoriginal as it was. You kissed me like an amateur, graceless, breathing too heavily, but connecting your mouth to mine much too timidly, until I curled up my fingers in your hair and forced you to kiss me harder. That seemed to work, and you clambered backwards into your bed pulling your clothes from your long limbs with a lithesome dexterity I had not at all expected. Naked with your cock hard and already spilling something syrupy, you lay on your back and pulled me towards you, on top of you; now I towered over you.

My clothes came off with equal expediency, hitting the floor in a cascade of fabric, discarded pins and brooches, and I lay flat upon you. I felt your hips tilt, your bony pelvis rising violently from the left and the right, and, still totally silent, I felt you reach for my dick, wrapping your hand around it and squeezing it, almost painful, seeming quite satisfied with yourself, smirking in your caliginous bedroom. Your legs spread, your hairy ass crack rubbing deliberately on my stiff cock, you fingered yourself with your spit, and I started to fuck you with no niceties or formalities.

I could see that your mouth was open and murmuring, mouthing something, but still you stayed dumb and noiseless. It was like that throughout, as I fucked you hard and fast, then slow and tender, pulling out all the way to slam back inside you remorselessly. I knew you were enjoying it, you wanked your cock furiously, vigorously, and squeezed your hole tighter to drain as much pleasure as you could from me, and when I told you I was going to cum you opened your mouth wide and stuck out your tongue and I knew what you meant. Pulling out of your ass only just in time, I unloaded a copious stream of semen across your face and into your open mouth, splattering your cheeks and plastering your blond hair to your forehead. I kissed you as you continued to jerk off, and with merely a whimper in my mouth and four white jets, you decorated your own torso with another coffee cup full of spunk.

There was nothing sentimental about any of it, nothing romantic, no tender doe-eyed gazing, and yet I slept so soundly next to you, and you were dead to the world too. Even when daylight crept in, announcing another period of fasting for the neighbours you so scorned, we barely stirred until the high June sun began beating down on the bed, causing you to kick aside the duvet, causing me to marvel at your marble naked body.

Inevitably I began to run my fingers through your fair pubes, and you lying still as if asleep, let me play with your immediately hardening cock. Your balls, I noticed, were tight; I hadn’t been able to scope you out properly in the demi-darkness of the night before. You had a funny little paunch above your hips, though the rest of your body was almost skeletal. I kissed you, regardless of your atrocious morning breath, and you responded hungrily, wanting not just my tongue in your mouth, but to feel me as deep as I could go inside you again.

So I lifted up your legs and put your feet in my face, I wanted to smell them, they were sweaty and dirty and made me as hard as I’d ever been. I went next to your asshole, taken aback by how perfectly pink it was, and licked it with all the tenderness that had been missing eight hours earlier. You never did have any patience though, and my amorous touches were wasted, trampled by your desire, your pressing need to be penetrated. Again I fucked you, with your calves on my shoulders, and your big beautiful feet poking out behind me like the Devil’s own unfurled wings. This time you came first, spilling it all on your stomach, then rolling over to let me fuck you like a dog before I came all over your downy arse. Panting, I watched my cum trickle and dribble down towards the mattress as you stretched out languidly face-down on the bed in the sun, on those sheets for which the morning light did no favours.

I didn’t shower, we didn’t make plans to see each other again, I don’t think you even offered me breakfast, anyway I would have declined. When I hit the street below, the windows of the secretarial college opposite your room burst open, and an almighty gale of screams came forth. Ten or fifteen business-casual ladies had been gathered at the window, watching as I fucked you, and (our foreign desire obscured to them when viewed through the fixed lens of their own rigid sexuality) they yelled out: ‘We saw ya!! What were you doing to ’er, eh? Eh? We saw ya!’

They were laughing uproariously and not unkindly. It was jarring, flattering somehow, and alienating since usually I am the one read as a woman. I gave them an idiotic frat boy thumbs-up, sparking another riotous wave of hilarity which I heard all the way to the end of your street, ‘We saw ya!’, ringing out all the way to the tube, seemingly the whole way back to Elsa’s apartment.

How many times? How many times did I leave your apartment after similar nights over the course of our incomprehensible acquaintance? How many sunny mornings did I walk into with a smirk on my face, how many evenings did I kick my way out of there molten with illogical rage? Numberless. There was no middle ground with you, which makes your own endless moral ambivalence all the more frustrating now I come to review it. You had no steady code of ethics yet you dealt in absolutes. There were only those you esteemed and those you detested, and I had the dubious luck of being pitched between the two like loose cargo on deck, thrown between prow and stern on turbulent seas. I’m not sure what I ever did to earn your desire or deserve your contempt, but I took comfort in knowing that this was how you acted with any number of people. I know I wasn’t the only person who left your presence seething and cursing, and to quote my mother, calling you fit to burn.

Looking about me now, ten years since we met, six years since we last spoke, four years since your death, acknowledging this indefatigable era of puerile talking heads who have clawed their way to infamy, with a litany of manufactured outrages stoking their phony moral panics, I can’t help thinking that you were a sort of John the Baptist for them all. I don’t mean that as a compliment, only a thought that comes to mind when I think of the world we’re left to deal with now.

But these aren’t the things that are most pronounced when you are in love, they are truths which reveal themselves over time, like the bones of a skeleton as the flesh rots away. Somehow it’s been a decade since that first fuck and I don’t know where all the time has gone. Perhaps the heat of the affair has burned it all up? It’s like that sad scene in The Blue Angel where the once-dignified Emil Jannings serves Marlene Dietrich as her handmaid, testing the temperature of her curling tongs on the pages of a wall calendar. He clamps the jaws of the tongs down on the date, scorching away day after day, month after month, until years are elided in a montage that lasts no more than a minute. This is how the years have gone by.

The gap between that morning, when I left your bed for the first time, and this extrasolar evening, from where I sit at my kitchen table in Mexico City trying to write it out, is bridged by a love story so white-hot as to burn my hands even as I attempt to put it down on paper.

Our letters are the only real archive. So affected, so antiquated; who else even wrote letters after the year 2000, besides you and me, and you and him, and him and me? They’re unsophisticated and at points pretty embarrassing to revisit, but I kept them all, of course I did. I’m a natural hoarder, I’m horribly sentimental, and I always have one eye on the idea that someday these things might prove useful. So, I stashed your letters with my birth certificate, my change of name deeds, my passport, and the letters I wrote to you, which found their way back to me, along with drafts of other missives and unconnected pages, addressed to me but somehow forgotten on your desk until after your death. Now they’re all spread out on this table together, both sides of the conversation, an endless tundra speckled with cigarette ash and dotted with cans of Coke.

Reading back over them now, I am beginning to discern the course they plot, from that first stolen morning to the fatal instant when I heard the news. To that afternoon when I lay squandering my final moments of innocence, in another unmade bed, staring at the screen, learning the horrible truth. And in such pedestrian words, nothing that carried the spirit of your Brutalist personality, or the sting of your infantile ire, or the sadistic poetry you threw around. Just an unpunctuated phrase, barely a sentence, tossed out into the world by a friend of a friend who had somehow heard the news before me. When did you know you were dead?

Of course, I didn’t believe it, of course I thought it was a joke, a mix-up. I scrambled, naked and automatic, for my phone, and called the only person I knew had the authority to confirm it. Shaking, hardly able to breath, all I said was, ‘Is it true?’

In the ragged way his own breath came, in the sorrow that filled the silence as he tried to speak, I knew that it was.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Thomas is dead.’

With that single line came the mission to write this story out, it descended in totality, flickering like the tongue of the Holy Spirit above my head. But I would not accept it. I didn’t believe I had either the talent or the moral sovereignty, and so I ran in the opposite direction, away from this nomination, to the Middle East, Far East, to South America. But in every place I arrived I found some remembrance of you, an inscription or a legend, like the Viking graffiti carved into the marble at the Hagia Sophia, which told me you had been there before me. Pursued by these illusions, I kept on going, trying to find a plot of unspoiled earth, some place that wouldn’t try to enslave me to your story. I roamed until I found myself waiting out the winter here in Mexico City, a place which I believed lay undisturbed by your spectral presence. And I was happy here, happy and complacent, until last night, when you rose up before me as if to say, Come on then, and I knew I could deny you no longer.




II

You were a photographer, you were a creep. Architecture is what you studied but photography is what you loved. You paid the same slavish Rabelaisian devotion to images of post-war buildings (which are now canonical but were then only ugly) as you did to pictures of young boys sliding off their underwear. You had a disorganised, xeroxed collection of both, dog-eared and stacked up, falling to the floor, an upheaval of your twin obsessions, a mess which would have become an archive I’m sure, had you lived that long, had you become that famous photographer.

You took pictures, all the time, sneaky snapshots at parties on cheap compact cameras, blinding people in nightclubs with those incandescent flashes, throwing a shadow up the wall, exposing reddened eyes, capturing revellers mouth-open, mid-revelation. Of course you never asked first.

You took pictures of the circles we inhabited, and the globe you travelled. You visited Iceland, South America, the coast of China; yes, you voyaged far and wide in your short life. Meanwhile, I managed to to-and-fro from California once a year, imagining that I was the one seeing the world. How hindsight embarrasses us. It’s almost as if that’s her sole function – not reflection, not contextualisation, no, just a note to let you know, in private moments of contemplation, just to say, ‘Oh dear, look what an idiot you were then.’

I’ve seen some of the places you photographed first-hand now. Sometimes, especially when passing through the capitals of Latin America, I almost thought I might discover you there, that maybe you’d faked it like a Nazi general and fled to Buenos Aires. It gave me the same uncanny sensation of nauseous comprehension, when I recognised a building from one of your pictures, as when I first saw the photograph of The Falling Man, plunging from the North Tower of the World Trade Centre, and remembered that I had been up there myself as a child in the nineties. Everything disparate rushes together in moments like that, and makes me feel like there is nothing beneath me anymore, as though I’m hurtling downwards too, like that falling man striking his beautiful pose, like an arrow, like a dancer, his final seconds now forever suspended outside of time.

You took pictures with cameras of dubious workability, on film of untrustworthy character, even when you were photographing a friend’s wedding, or some other important moment that didn’t seem well suited for pranks. Yes, it was irresponsible, it was selfish even (and that was motivation enough for you), but more than that, it was an experiment in seeing the world. The pictures might come out in strange ghostly greens, or as double exposures, as spectral blurs, or else they might not come out at all, leaving you only with twenty-eight black and shiny canvases of nothingness, streaked occasionally with red trails like an eyeball stricken with uveitis.

You photographed strange street scenes, tricks and lovers, the jungle, and always those same square ineluctable buildings, Brutalist, Bauhaus, which to my underclass eye could only ever speak of council estates and tower blocks, but which seemed to you (born of Kent’s cricket fields) so bold and clean and honest, free of any frivolity, masculine, authoritative.

My own tastes have always been baroque, florid even; I always wanted everything in gold leaf, on Louis heels, candied fruits and marzipan, pencil eyebrows, turquoise walls, tea on the lawn, antique pearls, sadism in lipstick and rouge, jazz-age desolation, crumbling hauteur, genteel contempt, and a rococo attitude to accessorising. Clearly then your enthusiasm for stark grey buildings was lost on me. I couldn’t appreciate these concrete hulks any more than I could salivate over your cache of slender, hairless boys posing nude for unseen, unknown pornographers.

I lived in one of those unforgiving slabs of modernity you adored until I was primary school age, until we were burgled by junkies, and the council moved us to a new estate near the docks. My grandparents lived in one too, on the fourteenth floor of a shoddy 1960s tower block. From their living room you could see out over the Mersey, and as a child I dreamed of flying from the window to somewhere new. I would stand, resting my chin on the window ledge, hypnotised by the sublime terror of being so far above the little houses below, panic-stricken in case I should somehow be taken by a gust of wind and dropped onto the street. Torpid in terror, but comforted by some proto-erotic sensation, I stared for hours out of the window, imagining how long it would take me to hit the ground.

I would ask my nanny in alarm and delight, what would happen if there was a fire at night? Knowing that we were forbidden to use the lift in case of emergency, I was paralysed with the holy fear of being trapped up there, with nanny in her wheelchair and my grandfather, still sprightly in his late fifties but hardly fit to carry her down a thousand blazing stairs.

‘You’d have to go down with your granddad,’ she said, knitting pragmatically, ‘and send the fire brigade up for me.’

‘I couldn’t do that!’ I exclaimed, disgusted at the idea. ‘We couldn’t leave you.’

‘You’d have to, love,’ she said, and changed the channel in time to shout her answers out at a favourite TV quiz show.

Having lived in them, having feared dying in them, I couldn’t love those buildings like you did; that aesthetic of social uplift through moral discipline was not at all photogenic to me. I think of my nanny often, combing her waist-length grey hair, like a jukebox Rapunzel with her Doris Day records on display, dying of a heart attack, waiting for the ambulance, and I wonder now whose story I’m trying to tell. The way all of this comes together, every previous sorrow paving the way to you, as Agnes Varda put it, the most cherished of the dead.

You liked to amalgamate your collected softcore stock images of skinny naked boys with the photographs you’d taken of grave Soviet architecture. The boys were torn from magazines, ripped from the internet and printed on A4 home office paper, photographed from photographs, photocopied in greyscale. They were forever striking attitudes of such lascivious naivety that they seemed doubly lewd. That moment in front of the leering lens that memorialised their innocence (and concurrently the destruction of it) was surely where you found the erotic located. They were underage, or at least looked to be, and so you loved to flaunt them, enlarge them, and pin them to your wall, cut them out and glue them to envelopes, collage them in with pictures you’d found of long-defunct Ukrainian scientific institutes. Boys posing unconvincingly as soldiers or boxers, xeroxed with the contrast turned way up, or bleached and so drained of detail, slapped together, then copied again and blown up, so the whole monolith of soft dicks and dour concrete looked monumental and ridiculous.

The young boys and the Brutalist buildings have become inseparable now, and when I think about you, these fixations of yours rush to the front of my mind, vying for priority against images of your own naked body, your bike, your blue plastic comb, your handwritten letters, your VHS tapes, your erratic emails, your little tile of eczema, your Morrissey records, your cocked eyebrow, your crooked smirk, your insouciant swagger. A memory of you eating a bagel on Brick Lane one lost Saturday morning, whilst sorting through tables of junk, loses priority to the snapshots you found there, discarded 8 x 4s of vintage teens in their undies, taken by some other long-forgotten degenerate.

These images, these acts of twink-worship came from a tradition I wasn’t a part of: a golden gay boy lineage, like a cool enticing stream, which I stood alongside but not in. I felt alienated by your desire for them, because I knew I wasn’t a boy, surely, but didn’t I feel envious too? Certainly I was uncomfortable when you showed me these pictures, but I saw how it made you smirk when I looked askance, so I tried to make my face register disinterest. I didn’t want to seem prudish, like I didn’t get it. Can I chalk that obsession with adolescent boys up to an immature desire (omnipresent with you) to stick out your tongue at conventional mores, and to do so using imagery we’ve all been conditioned to wilt at, to shrink in silent indignation when faced with? I’m not even sure it was sexual to you. It could have just been another stupid joke, another way to get a rise out of people. Or am I just an apologist now, has time made me an apostle for your paederasty and nothing more? Have I become president of your fan club, willing to bend over backwards, to pull off gravity-defying feats of logic to scrub your name clean? Like an old Peronista, weeping at the grave of Evita decades later, ignoring the despotism, forgetting the financial ruin, mourning the spiritual leader of the nation under the Andrew Lloyd Webber lyrics which actually, ludicrously, adorn her tomb.

Perhaps it’s as simple as this: my flagrant, Romantic aesthetic is built as much on sentimentality as decadence (surely they’re flipsides of the same coin), and now that you’re gone everything that made you the curt, antagonistic bastard you were has gone with you, and all that’s left behind is the narrative we want to circulate in your absence. Or maybe it’s because after I read what the newspapers wrote about you I desperately wanted to resuscitate you, by scraping the insidious sensationalising homophobia (which introduced you briefly to a wider public) from your reputation. All of that trash, all of that GAY FASHION PHOTOGRAPHER PARTY DRUG DEATH FALL SEX SHOCK is what you get if you die young and handsome at a party in a house owned by someone very famous. Maybe you would’ve thought it was funny, maybe you would’ve got a kick out of the insinuation that your sexual desire was directly responsible for your death. But spare a thought for those of us who had to read it, suffer it, knowing there was nothing we could do to unwrite those tabloid lies. Those of us who took to scuttling about, beatifying you, petitioning for your canonisation, and adding you to that very, very long list of bastards raised to sainthood.

None of it makes sense. I’m trying to stitch these scenes from a life together, I am trying to master the art of cinematic collage, but I find the material has become amorphous. I can no longer tell what is true apart from what I want to be true anymore. It’s like a movie I watched when I was high. The images shimmer somewhere in the murky depths, I know I have watched this film before, but I can’t pull up anything I would trust as a real, true detail, because everything has been embellished by these years of grief, guilt and remorse. The celluloid has tarnished, it wasn’t ever deemed to be worth much, it wasn’t stored properly, so now the writer can’t even decipher the director’s name on the film can. I can no longer separate what happened onscreen from the stoner wisecracks I made whilst watching it. All I know is that I’m sorry.

How many times have I told you that? Prompted to sob by some asinine song playing in a department store, catching myself absentmindedly staring at a picture I’ve googled up, straining from the window of a bus to keep in vision a passerby who looks like you, muttering under my breath when I’m convinced you’re in the room with me. It feels so different to write it down, though; it’s somehow official, ‘I’m sorry.’ It’s too late, I know that these words can’t amount to anything more than artifice now, but maybe I can find some shelter for myself in that fabrication, in Nietzsche’s maxim, We have art in order not to die of the truth.

You, Lulu, Finley, Morgan, Elsa; I have always been drawn to artists, to talented people, perhaps I was hoping that one of you might reveal my own gifts to me.
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