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    To the two men in my life—Dale and Jorge

  


  
    August 7th, 2006: Soho, London


    OPEN THE SHOP AT 11 A.M. WE SIT THERE FOR FIVE HOURS before we sell a thing. Then a two-hour whirlwind of activity. Firstly, two South African queens; one in a blue plaid shirt and the other with a “Michael Bolton” hairstyle. I point out the new ICE-B collection and a chic kid-glove leather jacket.


    “Hideous! But there again, what do I know about fashion. Do you like this, darling?” says Mr. Plaid as he holds up a floral print dress shirt. Mr. Bolton flutters his eyelashes and the deal is done.


    Minutes later, in falls a ruddy-faced man reeking of booze. “I want a lot of clothes—but can you slip in a free Tshirt? What trousers do you have to wear in Vegas? Do you have my size? What about these?” The man obviously has no intention of buying. You learn to spot the fake customers from the real ones quite quickly. “Oh, and I want a big discount. Can you arrange that?”


    After 10 minutes of this I can see Jorge is getting annoyed.


    “Would you walk into Harrods and ask for a discount before you’d even spent a penny?”


    “Don’t be mad!” Mr. Discount replies. “Look, I like you. Are you American? I’ll spend a lot of money once I sober up. I’m very rich. I own a fairground with a Wurlitzer!”


    We close at 8:30. Not making quite enough to pay off last month’s rent but enough for a few drinks at Comptons. Drinking outside, we get chatting to a 6’5” tall guy dressed in black with a large silver chain around his neck.


    “You and your boyfriend looked very dressed-up at last week’s Soho Pride,” says Jorge.


    Then I remember who they were. One had “SEX” written on his shirt, the other, “PIG.” One black, one white. Both in leather. Both with their bums exposed to the world.


    “Yes, we were rather, weren’t we? Well, I do think it’s important to make an effort on the big days, don’t you? After all, if you can’t dress up on a day like that, when can you?” he says in a very refined voice.


    “My name’s Clayton,” I say, looking up.


    “Mine’s Clinton,” he says, looking down. It turns out that Clinton’s a priest at a church in Kings Cross.


    “Are there many gay men in your church?”


    “Oh, yes, the Bishop is known as Bishop Beryl. And then there’s Bishop Wendy. She’s in San Francisco at the moment for her annual ‘hands-on healing’ session.”


    “What does that involve?” I ask, mystified.


    “Well, dear, she loves the sex clubs, so I’ll leave it to your imagination!”


    August 12th, 2006: A Bad Day for Hats and Cracks


    Saturday starts off on the wrong foot.


    At 2 P.M. a tall, dark-haired, muscular, tattooed guy and his smaller friend walk into the shop. The muscular one has one of those loud personalities that demand attention. Turns out he’s a well-known hooker with his own pay-as-you-view website.


    “I can’t wait to be in Ibiza next week, cocktail in one hand, snorting coke, wearing these shorts of yours!” he says in a broad Liverpudlian accent. “I’m gonna get me one of these hats too,” he says, fingering a white, handmade French import.


    His friend has other ideas. “That ain’t worth a hundred pounds,” he says disapprovingly. “You ain’t gonna get that, are you?”


    This banter goes on for a while until the short one leaves rather abruptly.


    “He thinks he can boss me around, but I’ll buy what I fuckin’ want with my money!” says Mr. Tattoo. He then proceeds to pull his low-rise jeans down and show me the Celtic tattoo that starts at the top of his bum and descends into his hairy cleft. “Do you think my ass is getting fat?”


    Having never seen his ass before to make a comparison, and being keen on keeping in his good books until the sale has gone through, I reply, “No, it looks quite nice from here.”


    Pleased with himself, he skilfully manoeuvres his buns over the tie display case, pulling his jeans down even further. “Really?” he says, his bum leaving a greasy smear on the glass.


    “Of course,” I reply, counting out the roll of cash he throws my way in a pay-as-you-view reversal.


    Thirty minutes later, his friend walks back in. “He wants his money back! This hat’s only worth five pounds!” he says, waving it in my direction.


    “I’m sorry that you think that. Unfortunately we can’t give refunds. It states on the receipt that you can only exchange the item for a store credit.”


    “He doesn’t want a store credit, he wants his money back!”


    This goes on for about five minutes. I’m not going to back down. We need every penny to survive. “Look, I happen to know that your friend did want the hat! It was you who didn’t want him to have it. Why didn’t your friend come in and ask for his money back if he was that disappointed?”


    He spins round and stomps out. Did I handle that well? I sit there on the display case, pondering.


    “It’s called buyer’s remorse,” says Jorge later. “Someone will buy an item and they quickly regret it. Whether you refund them depends on the scenario.”


    “But did I do the right thing?”


    “Well, you made the decision that you thought was right at the time.”


    I’m not so sure. Business is slow all day. On a Saturday too. Supposedly our best day of the week. It feels like I put a shopping curse on the day.


    Falling off to sleep that night, I imagine Mr. Tattoo pulling down his jeans seductively on his pay-as-you-view site, revealing his golden Ibiza-tanned buns with “Don’t Shop at Dirty White Boy!” stencilled across them.




    August 16th, 2006: Daddy’s Asian Boy


    By 4:30 P.M. we haven’t taken a penny. By 9 P.M. we are up to a thousand. Thank God for prostitution! Whenever a Sugar Daddy comes in with a chicken, we know the till will ring. We must have had half of QX in since February.


    Today’s big spender is a Daddy, in his eighties, shopping for his Asian boy. The boy is tall and slim, with a lisp. He tries on the Costume National low-rise jeans from Paris, Iceberg “hand-sewn” T-shirts, and Armand Basi polos. But after an hour Daddy decides that boy looks better in the Gianfranco Ferre white embroidered dress shirt, so a sale is made.


    Half an hour later, boy returns with an Asian accomplice.


    “Can I swap shirt for something else? I took shirt to please friend but it not my style.” So everything has to be unpacked all over again.


    It still amazes me how the line “Your ass looks good in that” can turn the tide. Some queens simper and coo. Some give a haughty look. Some pretend they haven’t heard a thing. But most end up buying. Boy goes into overdrive on hearing the “ass” line, turning into a Chinese Naomi, parading up and down the aisles, although his accomplice has other ideas.


    “We want big discount!”


    I explain that almost 75 percent of the Spring/Summer items are half price, but Boy 2 wants a discount on a discount.


    “Look” I say, slightly firmly, but still with a hint of flirtatiousness to keep their eyes batting, “to get the items you want you’d only need to add a bit of cash to the total. After all, Daddy bought the first one.” They settle on a credit note.


    “We be back—we like it here!” they say in unison as they sashay out of the shop.


    August 17th, 2006: I’m a Bear!


    Old Compton Street is closed to traffic from 6 P.M. to 8 P.M. because of a bomb scare in Comptons. Apparently a queen left her Gucci handbag in the toilet.


    As we drink outside, two customers, Abdullah from Abu Dhabi, who’s twisted his ankle spinning round at XXL and landing on a bear (you’d have thought it would be a soft landing), and what sounds like “Brohallah” from Lebanon, join us.


    “We don’t have a real gay scene in Abu Dhabi,” says the bearded Abdullah. “I didn’t even realise what a bear was until last night, and then I find out I am one!”


    August 18th, 2006: 24/7 at Costa


    From the early hours until very late at night, amongst the tourists, the waifs, and strays, there are distinct groups of people seated outside Costa coffee shop, on the corner of Old Compton Street and Dean Street.


    In the morning it’s the financially solvent gay man, living local, “working from home,” flicking through the Independent or surfing the net. iPod, Nokia, BlackBerry, Dell. Voicemail. Always connected. Never sleeps. Watching the markets. Grande cappuccino and a low-fat blueberry muffin.


    By 3 P.M. the hookers arrive. A combination of Brazilians and, er, more…Brazilians. It’s not unusual to see a gaggle of them nursing the same latte for two-three hours, watching for prey below the red-lit coffee sign. Like a mini Amsterdam; their heads move from right to left and left to right, like leering Wimbledon spectators in slow motion. Thus Old Compton Street repeats itself every few decades for a new gay generation.


    The clothes shop at the end of the street, Swank, was in the 1930s/40s known as the Black Cat. It was in this coffee shop, immortalised in The Naked Civil Servant, that Quentin Crisp and Bermondsey Lizzie sipped at their tea for hours on end while discussing the trade in Dean Street. I’m sure the hookers at Costa have similar discussions today.


    At 6 P.M. the middle-management “business gays” arrive; tattoos and piercings hidden beneath Boss shirts. Manbags a-go-go. It’s just a medium frappuccino to go with the “dressdown Friday” chinos. Only 30 minutes to spare before Body Pump at 3rd Space. No time to chat, darling. Love you too. Air kisses. See you at Barcode!


    The drunken hen night and “We love the gays” girls’ brigade attack the street from 10 P.M. By 11 P.M., having already downed one too many Smirnoff Ices, they’re ready to detox at Costa over a “cuppa.” We’ve closed the shop by then, so my analysis of this particular species is limited, but I am able to report that there is usually one left standing, clutching a Camp Attack GAY flyer, singing along to a Will Young cover, wrapped around the nearby lamppost into the earlier hours.


    When I peer out the window the next morning, apart from the beer deliveries for the Admiral Duncan, all is quiet again and Soho manages to grab a few minutes of valuable shut-eye.


    August 22nd, 2006: Theft


    Why are the gangs who steal from the shop always black? After six months of being in business my political correctness is rapidly evaporating.


    Since we’ve opened we’ve had two gang attacks, one big credit card fraud, and last week two expensive items went missing after three black queens had been in. Unfortunately they managed to pick a moment when Jorge was downstairs and I was swamped upstairs. Jorge, who can spot a missing item at 50 paces, noticed immediately that two Ferre shirts were missing. I blamed myself. I had a suspicion that something untoward was happening. One of the queens had gone into the changing room and I wasn’t sure how many items he’d taken.


    They operate in groups. Two will distract you while one is stealing. In this instance the one in the changing room removed the security tags and dumped the tags on the chair. He even had the audacity to ask me on his way out to save two items for him that he would collect later.


    It’s hard to describe how you feel after. Stupid, gullible, angry. We’ve been working seven days a week for six months to try and make this shop work. We’ve sunk in every penny we’ve had. It’s affected our relationship, health, and social life. God knows when we’ll be in a position to take a holiday. As we sometimes sleep at the premises, it’s like waiting inside your home, around the clock, to be robbed. It can get really stressful.


    Yesterday Jorge was outside the shop having a cigarette and I noticed a fracas developing outside. One of the queens had minced past yelling a “Hey, girl!” number at him. Well, he wished he hadn’t. I jumped up from behind the desk and we both screamed at him.


    “You or your friends ever set foot round here again, we’ll break your fucking legs, you Goddamn piece of fucking shit!” (Or words to that effect.)


    Screaming definitely helped. We do have a police panic button, and a metal pole behind the desk as a next step. Let’s hope it never comes to that…


    August 23rd, 2006: Flirting and Friendship


    Sometimes customers can mistake friendliness for friendship, which, if not kept in check, can involve a customer chatting away for 30 minutes without spending a penny. You quickly learn how to overcome this so that the wad of cash still ends up in your greasy palm. Here’s what we do…


    The first method is to try and manoeuvre the conversation back to clothes (and away from their fluctuating weight, boyfriend’s infidelity, favourite piercing, etc.). This is a skilled art. The conversation must be steered very gently so it doesn’t have the feel of a hard sell. It’s no good saying “This Costume National black polo would look great with your dark jeans” as they tearfully recount the hymn from their cat’s recent funeral. A more subtle approach is required. I would suggest bowing your head very slightly, starting the conversation along the lines of “Allow me to take your mind off your loss…” while holding up a First Collection cashmere knit.


    The second approach is to try and slowly extract yourself from the conversation. Again, this is easier said than done. Trying to wind down a customer on Day 3 of their 14-day holiday in Maspalomas Beach is difficult. From a customer’s point of view, however, they feel that they’ve gained a friend. This is good. In my case, if they don’t buy, you can end up feeling like you’ve prostituted yourself for 30 minutes.


    As I steam-press the shirts this morning and the condensation begins to smother the windows, it crosses my mind that I’d probably have to flirt less, and the shop would be far more profitable, if we transformed it into a gay sauna.


    Undressing could be more profitable than dressing. Hmmm. I wonder where we could get hold of designer cum towels?


    August 23rd, 2006: Rant


    There’s an overweight Pakistani man, dyed hair, in his fifties, who’s come into the shop five times now to ask if we would like to sell our lease. Apparently he has two supermarkets in the West End already.


    Now, our location has a history of businesses opening and closing very quickly. In the early 20th century it was the location for a succession of grocery shops. In the 80s there were a succession of clothes shops and peep show booths. In the 90s, it was the bar Minty’s, owned by scene queen Minty, and the previous business was our landlady’s, selling underwear (until she fell foul with Westminster Council after they found she was also selling dildoes and poppers in the basement). We even had a middle-aged gentleman in the shop last week walking round looking at everything but the clothes. When I asked if I could help him, he told me he used to dine in our shop when he was a boy and it was a very well-known Italian restaurant, frequented by Charlie Chaplin.


    So I can understand someone thinking that our shop may soon be up for grabs, as businesses just don’t seem to last very long here. In fact, we could be the next to go. We’re late with the VAT bill, a month behind with the rent; designers are queuing up to be paid. The list goes on. And now, on top of everything else, we have this vulture circling.


    To make matters worse, whenever he comes in, the shop is empty. So he walks in with this huge smile on his face, as if to say You won’t be here much longer, guys, just sign here when you’re ready. Well, he left with his tail between his legs this morning. “Get the fuck outta here! We’ve got your details!” said Jorge, pointing at the door.


    Mr. 7-Eleven gave us a sickly smile, looked around as though sizing up the walls for vegetable shelving, and left. There is no way we’ll hand the lease over to him, whatever happens.


    August 24th, 2006: Monster Cock


    “Hey, honey! I’ve gotta get myself something pretty to wear. I’ve been wearing this tired old top for four hours now and my new man’s coming to meet me here. Quick, what you got?”


    Chico is a very colourful, Afro-Caribbean American, based in London. Decked out in Gucci, D&G, Prada. You name it, he flaunts it. And he’s become one of our regular customers.


    Over the past few months I’ve got to know quite a lot about Chico. Turns out he was once a Diana Ross impersonator who married rich, but his boyfriend died. Thus he was left with a large amount of money, two properties, and a broken heart. The perfect aphrodisiac for a QX hooker.


    The first time Chico came in the shop, he brought Mukhtar. Mukhtar, whose photo had been splattered over the centrefold of our gay weekly magazine QX the previous month, had become the talk of the town, primarily because of his 9-by-8-inch “monster cock.”


    Now, normally, when the QX hookers describe themselves in 9-inch terms you know the measuring stick has probably started at the lower end of their stretched ball bag. In Mustapha’s case stretching wasn’t required, as the shape of the cock suggested some kind of surgical enhancement. So much so that what was left resembled a throbbing Bride of Wildenstein.


    Strangely enough, last week we were also visited by two other well-known London sex acts, a “self-fister” and a “self-sucker.”


    Now, we do have a shop policy of asking anyone who comes into the shop with coffee to leave the cup on the side table. Similarly, if a customer is eating, we ask them not to handle the clothes, as a slight grease stain on an expensive shirt can mean we’re out of pocket big time. So when Selffister came in I was tempted to ask him to please wash his hands before handling the clothing, as tomato-skin stains on the cashmere knits can be a bugger to remove. Self-fister was accompanied by an older gentleman who looked like Daddy, but could have just as well have been his full-time manicurist. Anyway, I digress.


    So for a month Mukhtar was Chico’s escort, and whenever Chico and Mukhtar came in, Chico would buy Mukhtar a little “token.” Over the course of a month these tokens came to quite an amount, and as we got to know each other more, with each hooker who came along, I started to feel sorry for Chico.


    “Girl, this is the one! I haven’t felt like this for so long!”


    One night in the Village, though, Chico broke down and cried on my shoulder. He cried about the last six months spent with his dying boyfriend; how he’d nursed him to the bitter end; the family harrowing him for their share of the will; and how he still has so much love left to give. I wanted to tell him what was on my mind about the hookers, but it didn’t seem right to spoil the moment.


    August 25th, 2006: Directions


    If I could have a fiver for every person who’s asked me for directions. Standing in the shop doorway for any length of time is like waving a red flag at a bull. Literally one after the other. Every Tom, Dick, and Harry bombarding you with questions.


    “I’m looking for LVPO!” “Do you know where the Prince Edward Theatre is?” “Can you tell me where Soho House/ Bar/Hotel is?” Even “Where’s Soho?” (I point to the floor) and “Where are the hookers?” (I point to the brothel above).


    To anyone watching me from a distance, I must look like an air traffic control man with Tourette’s (in a designer uniform).


    For the most part I don’t mind helping out, as you do get to meet a varied cross section of lost souls. But after six months of acting like a walking information booth, to relieve the boredom, I have started to play with my audience.


    “Do you know where Chinatown is?”


    “Yes, thank you!”


    It’s quite easy to take this even further. As they stumble forward, like something from Dawn of the Dead, mumbling the desired location, I wait until they hit the two-foot barrier, then try and get in there first. “Do you know the way to Big Ben?” I shout. In a few cases they are so thrown off track that they do a double take, turn right round, and stumble off.


    Mind you, I’m sometimes thrown off guard myself and have to admit defeat, bow my head, and apologise. If any readers have the answers to this week’s most bizarre questions, please let me know: “Do you know a shop where I can buy juggling equipment, I mean the mini batons, not the balls?” Or “Can you tell me where there is an Egyptian restaurant round here that also sells chips?” Finally, yesterday’s: “I’m looking for a local book shop that has a section on Victorian clockmaking.”


    August 28th, 2006: The Pale Man


    QX recently ran a feature on the “faces of Soho.” Drag queens, DJs, club owners, cabaret acts, promoters, party hosts. Anyone who’s anyone in “gay glitterati” land.


    The Box, a gay bar off Seven Dials, currently has a piece of artwork stretching the whole length of the bar showing all these Soho celebrities. Yet you’ll rarely see any of these faces on a day-to-day basis. The movers and shakers who bring a touch of glamour to Soho’s nightlife are usually just here for a night. They flit in, create some fabulous party, then fly off again with their records, makeup, and glitzy outfits.


    The real faces of Soho are never featured. You won’t see them in the documentaries on Soho that seem to pop up on our televisions with increasing regularity. Yet they are the lifeblood of the village. They are the underclass, the true eccentrics, the waifs and strays the party crowd passes by as they make their way to the Shadow Lounge.


    There’s the old woman with the waist-length beaded hair and striking makeup who strides down the street with a “Don’t fuck with me” look on her face.


    The failed actor with the blond quiff always wearing the same light-brown leather jacket, waiting for his one big chance.


    The old homeless man, dressed as a barefoot geisha girl.


    There’s Danny and David outside our shop, taking punters to the lap-dancing club, or to the girls upstairs.


    And then there’s the Pale Man.


    I see the Pale Man every day. He walks, with his head down, past the shop on the Dean Street side, then down Old Compton Street, around the block, again and again.


    Sometimes he’s one of the first on the street. Sometimes he’s the last. I follow his movements every day, but he never sees me. He never looks up. Always the same route. Always the same expression on his face. Pensive. Anxious. Mumbling. His face is very lined and he looks like he’s in his late 50s (although he could well be 10 years younger).


    When I first saw him, in February, he had colour. But over the past few months he’s become very pale. Now he’s almost translucent. His pace is much slower too. Half stumbling. Like the final stages of a death march.


    Last week he’d had his dry grey/brown hair cut very short at the sides. This surprised me, as I realized he must be aware of his appearance. Maybe it was a last stab at making himself presentable. Not that anyone notices him on Old Compton Street.


    I watch the crowds as the Pale Man passes. Either they don’t see him or they pretend not to. Maybe he’s a ghost. I feel sad when I see him. I have a feeling he won’t be walking this street for much longer.


    August 29th, 2006: Boys from Burnley


    One of the first lessons Jorge taught me about selling clothes is the difficulty of selling to someone while they’re shopping with their friend. He explained that if the shopper is good-looking and the non-shopping friend is bit of a dog, the chances of a sale are virtually nonexistent. Whatever Mr. Good-looking puts on, Mr. Ugly Friend will invariably put down.


    “Oh, no, you can’t wear that. Brown doesn’t suit you.” “Oh, God! You look awful in that!” “That hat makes you look like a thug.”


    When a situation like this arises, there are a couple of ways of dealing with it. The first is to gradually befriend Mr. Ugly Friend, perhaps by mildly flirting, to make him feel less the outsider.


    The second option is to manoeuvre the conversation against Mr. Ugly Friend. This is a tricky one, as you are in danger of Mr. Good-looking playing Sir Lancelot and them both walking out.


    I decide to go with the first option.


    “I don’t know how anyone can spend two hundred pounds on a pair of jeans. I get mine from T.K.Maxx. Two pairs for twenty quid.” At this, Mr. Ugly Friend spins round and shows me his prize jeans, striking a variety of poses, his ass reminding me of an old-school geography wall chart depicting Canada.


    “Where are you from?” I ask.


    “We’re from Burnley,” he replies, sounding like Ena Sharples. “I love it down ’ere but I miss the food. My favourite is pie, peas, and gravy. You can’t get that in London so we ’ave Steak Diane instead. But I always bring black puddings down with me in case we meet people.” I imagine him handing them out on the dance floor in G.A.Y.


    He looks at Jorge. “Look at those muscles. I could get mine like that if I wanted.” He flexes one of his arms. “I go to the gym once a week. It’s called the Saint Peters Centre. It’s near the church,” he says, as if I was a local resident.


    At that point, Mr. Good-looking walks over wearing a hat, and this time the feedback is far more complimentary, and a sale is made.


    “Now, that one suits you better. Buy that one. It hides your receding forehead!”


    August 30th, 2006: Exhibitionism


    As Quentin Crisp once said, “Exhibitionism is a drug. You get hooked!” And the exhibitionism Quentin described in himself, parading up and down Old Compton Street, is still very much alive today.


    Sitting on my chair, watching the crowds pass by the window, I realise that the exhibitionism displayed outside is also prevalent in our shop, in the dressing rooms.


    The dressing rooms hold a fascination for exhibitionists. Maybe it’s the mirrors inside, or the half-exposed curtain, the reminder of furtive schoolboy glances in swimming pool changing rooms. Whatever the reason, a customer in the cubicle for more than 10 minutes trying on swimwear usually signifies a “cock showing.”


    Jorge had the shop in the US for 15 years, and he’s seen ’em all! All sizes, all nationalities, hairy, shaved, cut, uncut, pierced, pink, low or high hung. You name it—he’s had it flashed at him. In a typical scenario a guy will spend a few minutes in the dressing room, “getting himself ready.” Then he steps out, in a revealing piece of swimwear, asking for fashion advice.


    Now, when you buy clothes from Dirty White Boy, we are different from the majority of clothes shops in that Jorge provides style advice. This may range from the colours you should wear for your skin tone to wearing something that is “age appropriate.” But when someone is standing in front of you semi-naked, bursting at the seams, their helmet popping up and their Prince Albert sparkling away, you get the feeling it’s not just the hem they want adjusted.


    I’ve quickly learnt to differentiate between the gay and straight exhibitionists. The straight ones stick to flashing the upper body. With the gay ones, it’s all about the willy.


    I like the straight ones the best. If it wasn’t so sexy it would be comical. They stand in front of the mirror, curtain drawn back, topless, admiring themselves from every angle, a hint of a look in your direction, as they try on a pair of shoes. And you know they know they are being watched.


    It’s exhibitionism at its safest. There are no boundaries crossed. It doesn’t go any further and everyone gets something from it. In fact we may incorporate it into the new Dirty White Boy strap line. “Dirty White Boy, where you can shop ’til you flop!”


    September 2nd, 2006: Memories


    Saturday morning. Two gentlemen walk past the shop doorway. One looks like he’s in his sixties and the other in his nineties.


    The older man walks slowly, with an old-fashioned walking stick, the type you see in old British black-and-white heritage films. He looks dishevelled, but stylishly so. I try not to stare at the nasty bruise on his nose, the result of a bad fall or an operation, I guess. Then he stops and looks up at me, accusingly, on the doorstep.


    “I’ve been coming here for sixty years. I’ve seen it all!” he says. His friend nods in agreement. “It’s all changed. You see that shop down there?” He points his walking stick at the “open all hours” supermarket on the corner of Old Compton Street and Frith Street. “Used to be a fish restaurant. You see this street?” He waves his stick round with surprising speed in the direction of the Oxford Street end of Dean Street, just missing my face by a fraction. “Used to be a Jewish synagogue down there. You know the Jews? Persecuted in Yorkshire as far back as the eleventh century. They were moneylenders. Cromwell. He brought them over. He killed Charles. Just like him from Wuthering Heights. Bronte. Heathcliff. He did it too. I’ve seen them all. I was ’ere in the thirties. You should have seen the men then. All swishing. We was all persecuted back then.”


    I try to follow his train of thought as he moves from subject to subject. He stares straight at me and I can feel his friend’s eyes watching me too.


    “It’ll all change again when you’re my age. You’ll see. You’ll see,” he admonishes me. “It never stays the same,” he says, his voice starting to tremble.


    Then he stops, for a few seconds, as if pondering the next sentence. “I’ll be dead soon. After ninety-three years I’ll finally be dead.”


    I lower my head, as it seems the appropriate thing to do, and I wonder if he is suffering from something terminal that he isn’t coping with.


    “Thank fuck for that!” he chortles, and off they go.


    September 3rd, 2006: A Giant Stiletto


    Sunday morning is my favourite day of the week on Old Compton Street. The street is like a ghost town. Usually just one or two joggers or the odd straggler from a club, tottering home. Bizarrely, this is when the police are most out in force. They walk past the shop with nothing to do except look professionally grim.


    This Sunday is slightly different. As I peer through the window display on the Dean Street side, just outside the Soho bookshop, a man head-to-foot in black latex lies spread-eagled on the floor, his arms and legs flayed out and upwards as though he is skydiving.


    On a typical Saturday night this would be quite a common phenomenon and hardly worth mentioning. But it’s Sunday morning. What makes this occasion different is that Latex Man is struggling, like a fish out of water, due to a 10-foot red stiletto heel crushing him from above. He looks like a human cigarette being stamped out. As he squirms beneath it, a photographer bends down and clicks away from either side.


    What is going on? Is it an art student’s final dissertation about the stresses of life and how we are all crushed from above? Is it an advertisement targeted at women with elephantiasis? Or maybe the 10-foot stiletto has dropped from the sky onto Latex Man as he made his way home from a local fetish club and the photographer just happened to be in the right place at the right time.


    This being Old Compton Street, the few people who walk by hardly give the scene a second glance. In fact, even I carry on with opening the shop. And when I look out again a few minutes later, the giant stiletto, the Latex Man, and the photographer have all gone, whisked away by their savvy marketing team or by confused ambulance staff, no doubt.


    September 7th, 2006: The NVCs


    When celebrities come into the shop, they behave in different ways depending on how well known they are.


    The well-known ones don’t engage in conversation. People like Graham Norton and Peter Stringfellow walk in, confident of their stardom. It’s an unspoken rule. They don’t talk. We don’t talk back. No eye contact. Everyone knows their place. And, hopefully, if you’ve deferred for long enough, Mr. Stringfellow will buy another see-through 100 percent silk black extra-large thong.


    When a Non Visible Celebrity like a screenwriter, director, or American B movie actor comes in, they act very differently. They’re aware that you probably have no idea who they are and they therefore feel compelled to put that right, providing you with a potted history of the trials and tribulations of their life leading right up to their current project.


    This is interesting to listen to, but a bit strange. It’s very unlikely that I would inform the checkout girl at Tescos how many “A” grades I achieved at Broadoak Comprehensive in 1974. Firstly because she’d think I was mad but also because I wouldn’t want her to become so absorbed in the conversation that she’d inadvertently double-scan my crème caramel 4-pack puddings.


    Why the NVC needs me to recognise their greatness is mystifying. Could it be the NVC is surrounded by so many VCs that they’re trying to make their non-visible status more visible? Maybe, as they’re still on the cusp of being known, they inhabit a kind of celebrity limbo land where nonentities are still worth talking to.


    Whatever the reason, when the NVC tells you that he has just finished filming the murder of his wife’s lesbian lover for next month’s episode of Emmerdale, there’s really not much you can say except “That’s really nice!” or “Oh, I love a good murder.” In most cases what you want to do is stare blankly and say, “I’m sorry, I never watch Emmerdale, as a soap set in a muddy field holds no interest for me.” But of course you can’t. It may jeopardise the sale. So, you’re led down this fake path of gushing to make the NVC feel good.


    As I stand by the shop doorway contemplating the conversion of stardom from non-visible to visible, I am brought back down to Earth rather quickly by a reminder of the route a lot of actors probably have to take to become visible.


    Looking all of 16 and dressed in a sky-blue shell suit, the latest pimp on the street saunters over.


    “Wan’ a woman upstairs?” he says with an Italian twang, eyebrows raised toward the brothel above.


    “No, thanks,” I reply. “Nice of you to ask, but I’m gay.”


    He looks at me for a second, switching his sales technique in an instant. “That’s okay! I’m bisexual. How ’bout a ten-quid blow job instead?”


    September 9th, 2006: A Big Flood


    Barcode is empty. We’ve been here for an hour, drinking, musing over the day’s events.


    Yesterday we had a huge argument, an argument that’d been brewing for two days, and the atmosphere between us is still not quite back to normal. It feels like a first date, and at 1 A.M. we make our way home, heady from the amount of drink we’ve consumed in such a short period.


    As we open the door to the shop, I hear the sound of running water in the basement. We look at each other. Oh no! Another leak from the brothel upstairs. The fifth in as many months. Only this is no ordinary leak. Water is gushing down the stairway, down the walls, through the light fittings, big puddles of dirty brown water everywhere.


    We sober up rapidly. Buckets, pans, sweeping the big pools of water into the drain.


    “I’m going up to the brothel!” I shout above the noise, leaving Jorge to move jackets, clothes, and boxes into the far corner of the basement that seems to have escaped the torrent.


    I race up the side door on the Dean Street side, the door with the yellow neon “Model” sign. By the time I reach the first-floor landing I can see what the problem is. The madam is standing on the balcony watching one of her pimps trying to push a broken water pipe back into its original position, water spraying all over the place, the pipe waving around like an aggressive snake.


    “What the hell’s going on?” I scream. “Our shop’s flooded out!”


    “I’m sorry, luv. The plumber’s on his way. It just snapped!”


    As she says “snapped,” the lights suddenly go out, and through the darkness voices cry out, “Hey I’m only halfway through!” “Turn the fuckin’ lights back on!” “Get off my face!”


    As I make my way back downstairs, the fire alarm suddenly wails into action and Jorge, stripped down to his jockstrap, tries manically to rescue furniture and merchandise. After a while the noise of the alarm becomes too overwhelming and we call the Fire Brigade.


    So to the small crowds passing down Old Compton Street at 2:30 A.M. this morning who witnessed three uniformed firemen, a muscular guy dressed in a black jockstrap, a handful of prostitutes in various states of undress, punters in a variety of outfits ranging from schoolboys to nurses, I apologise for disturbing your night.


    September 10th, 2006: Chico’s Big Date


    “Hey, honey! Chico’s here!”


    Sunday afternoon, and in waltzes Chico dripping in D&G, Gucci, and Ferre Black Label.


    Whenever Chico bursts into the shop the atmosphere turns into a camp extravaganza, and any straight customers shopping at the time peer through the clothes racks with a mixture of fear and fascination.


    “So which shop did you go to?” I ask, peering into the plastic shopping bag.


    “The sex one!” he replies with a grin.


    He isn’t wrong. When he opens up the bag, coiled up at the bottom like a sleeping boa constrictor lies the biggest dildo I’ve ever seen.


    “I only bought it ’cos it was in the sale. I can’t usually take them that big but it was winking at me on the shelf, saying, Chico! Buy me! Buy me!”


    “What about the other boxes?”


    “Well, I bought six altogether,” he says, without a care in the world.


    “Six?”


    “Well, honey I’ve got a hot date coming over at eight and you know I’ve just gotta have all the essentials. So every hour I’ll go up a size and colour until we get to Big Joey!”


    As he goes to leave I notice the label at the back of his jumper hanging out, so I tuck it back in.


    “Oh, honey! Leave the Gucci hanging out! You know what a shallow bitch I am!” He laughs, and off he goes to the Sheraton for another date with a QX centrefold.


    September 15th, 2006: Queen Judy


    Not everyone who visits Dirty White Boy is a customer. The majority of people who come in are just “visitors.” These visitors can range from the casual browser, wiling away a few minutes between appointments, to thieves, who descend in small gay gangs, throwing attitude in the hope that they will distract you, to the local eccentrics, who think of any shop in Soho as their home.


    From Quentin Crisp in the 30s to Francis Bacon in the 60s, Soho has always attracted eccentrics. These are the real faces of Soho, and Queen Judy is one of them.


    When Queen Judy enters it’s with a combination of a skip and a run. The estranged straight brother of local club promoter Jeremy Joseph, Queen Judy could be the exotic love child of Grayson Perry and Zandra Rhodes. A mass of garishly luminous colours, like a Jackson Pollock painting lying in a pool of vomit, multi-coloured ponchos and leggings, floor-length scarves in the summer, over-large sunglasses, and a bright-pink trilby balanced precariously on a mop of unkempt hair. For the past six months my conversation with Queen Judy has remained the same, and every time he enters he acts as if it’s the first time we’ve ever spoken.


    “Do you sell pink trousers? Oh please! Please! I just have to have pink trousers!” he says as he hands me a pink business card bearing the name “Queen Judy.”


    I politely take it, pretend to examine it again; then open the desk drawer and add it to the 10 I already have.


    “I’m Queen Judy. I’ve got a pink hat but I need pink trousers. Can you help? I’ll pay! But in instalments if that’s okay.”


    Each time I explain to Queen Judy that our clothes are ordered six months in advance and the designers aren’t showing pink in their collections for next Spring/Summer, his face drops and he looks like he’s about to cry.


    “I have to have more pink clothes soon!” he pleads.


    Then, last week, Jorge came to the rescue. “We do have one pair of pink trousers coming in from Thierry Mugler. But they won’t be here until early next year.”


    Queen Judy’s face lit up. “Oh my God! Please save them for me. Here, take my business card!” Then he skipped out the door with a beaming smile, singing, “I’ve got my pink trousers! I’ve got my pink trousers!” and leaving a handful of bemused passersby in his wake.


    September 18th, 2006: I Am Invisible


    I’m sitting by the window, the smell of the pastries from Patisserie Valerie wafting through the air, sipping a grande mocha, flicking casually through the latest Vanity Fair. The only sounds, the romantic trundling of the delivery trucks as they creep slowly up the street unloading their delicacies, and the madam from the brothel above leaning out the window shouting to a drunk, “Get outta my fuckin’ doorway or I’ll rip your bollocks off!”


    I look up from my magazine as two tall, well-dressed men walk into the shop and make their way to the jeans section.


    “Good morning, guys!”


    They don’t respond and carry on their conversation.


    “…so I logged on to Gaydar last night under my fake profile to catch him out and I messaged him and I said, ‘Do you fancy a fuck?’ And he wrote back, like in 30 seconds, and he said, ‘Sure, come over, I’m versatile but I’d flip for you.’ And you know what really hurt?” The taller of the two turns to face his friend, holding a pair of Iceberg jeans against his legs. “Just last night he told me his piles were playing up!”


    It’s strange, but when you work in a shop you’re deemed invisible by a majority of the buying public, so much so that when you do speak, “Excuse me, guys, if I can help you at all do let me know,” the question is usually met with a mixture of disdain or a look as if I was something smelly they’d just stepped in.


    By lunchtime it’s happened again. This time a small, effeminate Asian guy in his twenties and a much larger, much older, bearded gentlemen. The Asian guy trails his fingers along the clothes rails until he stops at the most expensive shirt we have, by Roberto Cavalli.


    “Daddy, please, can I have a new shirt? Cupcake wants a shirt. Pleasy! Weasy!”


    “Cupcake’s being a naughty boy and you know what happens when you’re naughty, don’t you?” says Daddy, looking down sternly.


    At this, Cupcake bends over and starts to lightly spank his own bottom with his delicate hand. “I get spanky wankys.”


    This scenario then moves a step further as Daddy Waddy starts to lightly spank Cupcake’s bottom with his bulging leather wallet. Sitting behind the desk, I realise that unless I interrupt very quickly Daddy Waddy’s belt will soon be off and Cupcake will be having a Cantonese ejaculation all over the cashmere polos.


    “Can I help you with a size at all, gentlemen?”


    Again they both look round in horror and stare at me as though the potted plant had just come to life.


    Then, just before closing time, a middle-aged lesbian couple comes in. The Levi’s circa Castro Street 1973, matching fleeces, and deck shoes indicate that a big sale may not be imminent.


    So I sit quietly in my chair and listen carefully as “Kath”


    explains to “Joyce” that the abnormal, odorous discharge from which she is suffering is in fact bacterial vaginosis, which can be effectively treated by a botanical alternative medicine formulation containing a blend of 15 all-natural herbal extracts, of which, strangely enough, she has a month’s supply in her bag.


    September 18th, 2006: Energising Britain’s Prostitutes


    I watch the madam from the brothel upstairs cross the street six or seven times a day.


    We’ve been open since February, and in that time she must’ve put on two stone. What started as a dainty step has literally become a stomp. A big lady already, she now sways while she stomps, like the Titanic on its maiden voyage, majestic but menacing, sailing down the street, her bottle-blonde mane swishing from side to side, her face set into a hard grimace. And when she returns it’s always with the same shopping: Wotsits (they look like the cheese-flavoured ones although they could well be Barbeque Beef) and bottles and bottles of Lucozade.


    When the Lucozade first started to arrive I hardly paid any attention. But as the days turned to months, with her trips taking longer and longer as she combs the late-night supermarkets, I couldn’t help but notice how much of the stuff was being consumed. Always returning with one bottle under each arm, which, when she walks toward you, coupled with her very large breasts, gives the impression that there are four nuclear warheads aimed in your direction.


    Six months later, after what seems like a tanker truck of the stuff has made its way upstairs, I start to wonder what they are doing with all that Lucozade.


    Is it a fetish that’s passed me by? Do the punters writhe underneath a fountain of it like an energy-flavoured golden shower? Or perhaps the clue is in the Lucozade strap line? “Aids recovery.” Recovery for who? The clients? Surely the “girls” wouldn’t want the clients to recover that quickly. So maybe it’s for the “girls” themselves. Although “aiding recovery” conjures up nasty visions of overworked orifices.


    Intrigued, I go to the Lucozade website and find that Lucozade can help maintain concentration, focus, and alertness, and is being promoted along with their “Energising Britain” campaign.


    How marvellous. So there you have it. After being first produced in 1927 by a Newcastle chemist as a source of energy for those who were sick, Lucozade is now enabling the prostitutes of Soho to stay focussed into the early hours.


    September 18th, 2006: The Flyer Boys


    Thank God for the Flyer Boys.


    When life gets tough and stressful I look out the shop doorway and watch the Flyer Boys at play. Whatever the weather, whatever the time, the Flyer Boys parade the street, handing
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