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He Stroke She

When the police apprehended me I was still carrying the book I’d stolen from the Oxfam bookshop in Chipping Norton, a pretty Cotswold town where I’d been addressing a reading group. I’d received a hostile reception from the dozen or so of the members who, I realised too late, had invited me only in order to be insulting.

‘Why do you hate women so much?’ one of them had wanted to know.

‘Could you give me an example of my hatred of women?’ I enquired politely.

She certainly could. She had hundreds of passages marked with small, sticky, phosphorescent arrows, all pointing accusingly at the pronoun ‘he’.

‘What’s wrong with “he stroke she”?’ she challenged me, making the sign of the oblique with her finger only inches from my face, wounding me with punctuation.

‘ “He” is neuter,’ I told her, stepping back. ‘It signifies no preference for either gender.’

‘Neither does “they”.’

‘No, but “they” is plural.’

‘So why are you against plurality?’

‘And children,’ another had wanted to know, ‘why do you detest children?’

I explained that I didn’t write about children.

‘Precisely!’ was her jubilant reply.

‘The only character I identified with in your book,’ a third reader told me, ‘was the one who died.’

Only she didn’t say ‘book’. Almost no one any longer said ‘book’, to rhyme with took or look, or even fook, as in ‘Fook yoo, yoo bastad’, which was the way it was pronounced in flat-vowelled lawless Lancashire just a few miles to the north of the sedate, sleepy peat bogs of Cheshire where I grew up. Berk, was how she said it. ‘The only character I identified with in your berk . . .’ As though a double ‘o’ was a hyperbole too far for her.

‘I’m gratified you found her death moving,’ I said.

She was quivering with that rage you encounter only among readers. Was it because reading as a civilised activity was over that the last people doing it were reduced to such fury with every page they turned? Was this the final paroxysm before expiry?

‘Moved?’ I feared she might strike me with my berk. ‘Who said I was moved? I was envious. I identified with her because I’d been wishing I was dead from the first word.’

‘Were dead,’ I said, putting on my jacket. ‘I’d been wishing I were dead.’

I thanked them for having me, went back to my hotel, polished off a couple of bottles of wine I’d had the foresight to buy earlier, and fell asleep in my clothes. I’d agreed to go to Chipping Norton for the opportunity it afforded me to visit my mother-in-law with whom I had for a long time been thinking of having an affair, but the stratagem had been foiled by my wife uncannily choosing that very time to have her mother visit us in London. I could have caught the train back and joined them for dinner, but decided to have a day to myself in the country. It wasn’t only the women at the reading group who wished they was dead.

Getting up too late for breakfast, I took a stroll through the town. Nice. Cotswold stone, smell of cows. (‘Why are there no natural descriptions in your novels?’ I’d been unfairly interrogated the day before.) Needing sustenance, I bought a herby sausage roll from an organic bakery and wandered into the Oxfam bookshop eating it. A chalk-white assistant with discs in his earlobes, like a Zambezi bushman, pointed to a sign saying ‘No food allowed on the premises’. A tact thing, presumably: you don’t fill your face when the rest of the world is starving. From his demeanour I assumed he knew I was a hater of Zambezi bushmen as well as women and children. I put what was left of the sausage roll in my pocket. He was not satisfied with that. A sausage roll in my pocket was still, strictly speaking, food on the premises. I stuffed it slowly into my mouth. We stood, eyeing each other up – white Zambezi bushman and Cheshire-born, London-based misogynistic, paedophobic writer of berks, buhks, boks, anything but books – waiting for the sausage roll to go down. Anyone watching would have taken the scene to be charged with post-colonial implications. After one last swallow, I asked if it was all right now for me to check out the literary-fiction section. Literary. I burdened the word with heavy irony. He turned his back on me and walked to the other end of the shop.

What I did then, as I explained to the constables who collared me on New Street, just a stone’s throw from the Oxfam bookshop, I had to do. As for calling it stealing, I didn’t think the word was accurate given that I was the author of the book I was supposed to have stolen.

‘What word would you use, sir?’ the younger of the two policemen asked me.

I wanted to say that this more closely approximated to a critical discussion than anything that had taken place in the reading group, but settled for answering his question directly. I had enough enemies in Chipping Norton.

‘Release,’ I said. ‘I would say that I have released my book.’

‘Released it from what exactly, sir?’ This time it was the older of the two policemen who addressed me. He had one of those granite bellies you see on riot police or Louisiana sheriffs. I wondered why they needed riot police or a Louisiana sheriff in Chipping Norton.

Roughly, what I said to him was this:

Look: I bear Oxfam no grudge. I would have done the same in the highly unlikely event of my finding a book of mine for sale second-hand in Morrisons. It’s a principle thing. It makes no appreciable difference to my income where I turn up torn and dog-eared. But there has to be a solidarity of the fallen. The book as prestigious object and source of wisdom – ‘Everyman, I will go with thee and be thy guide’ and all that – is dying. Resuscitation is probably futile, but the last rites can at least be given with dignity. It matters where and with whom we end our days. Officer.

Before they decided it was safe, or at least less tedious, to return me to society, they flicked – I thought sardonically, but beggars can’t be choosers – through the pages of my book. It’s a strange experience having your work speed-read by the police in the middle of a bustling Cotswold town, shoppers and ice-cream-licking tourists stopping to see what crime has been committed. I hoped that something would catch one of the cops’ eye and make him laugh or, better still, cry. But it was the title that interested them most. Who Gives a Monkey’s?

The younger officer had never heard the expression before. ‘It’s short for who gives a monkey’s fook,’ I told him. I had lost much and was losing more with every hour but at least I hadn’t lost the northerner’s full-blooded pronunciation of the ruderies, even if Cheshire wasn’t quite Lancashire.

‘Now then,’ he said.

But he had a question for me since I said I was a writer – since I said I was a writer : he made it sound like a claim he would look into when he got back to the station – and as I obviously knew something about monkeys. How likely did I think it was that a monkey with enough time and a good computer could eventually write Hamlet?

‘I think you can’t make a work of art without the intentionality to do so,’ I told him. ‘No matter how much time you’ve got.’

He scratched his face. ‘Is that a yes or a no?’

‘Well, in the end,’ I said, ‘I guess it depends on the monkey. Find one with the moral courage, intelligence, imagination and ear of Shakespeare, and who knows. But then if there were such a monkey why would he want to write something that’s already been written?’

I didn’t add that for me the more interesting question was whether enough monkeys with enough time could eventually ‘read’ Hamlet. But then I was an embittered writer who had just taken a battering.

The Louisiana sheriff, meanwhile, was turning the evidence over in his hands as though he were a rare-book dealer considering an offer. He opened Who Gives a Monkey’s? at the dedication page.



To the fairest of the fair:

my beloved wife and mother-in-law



‘That’s coming it a bit rich, isn’t it?’ he said.

‘What is?’

‘Saying that you love your mother-in-law.’

I peered over his shoulder at my dedication. It was a few years since I’d come up with it. You forget your dedications. Given enough time you even forget your dedicatees. ‘No,’ I said, ‘it’s my wife who’s the beloved. To my beloved wife, and to her mother-in-law. The adjective applies only to the first of them.’

‘Shouldn’t you have put a comma before the and, in that case?’

He jabbed the page with his finger, showing me where he thought the comma ought to have gone.

Oxford, I remembered, had its own rules for where commas go. ‘The Oxford comma’ had long been a matter of fractious controversy inside the university, but I hadn’t thought the constabulary was hot on the subject as well. No doubt Oxford also had its own rules regarding the doubling of epithets. Wasn’t there a word for the rhetorical device I’d inadvertently – assuming it had been inadvertence – deployed? Something like zeugma, only not zeugma. Maybe the policeman knew.

‘Listen,’ I said, ‘as you appear to be an unusually discerning reader, can I make a present to you of my book?’

‘You certainly cannot,’ he told me. ‘Not only would I be guilty of taking a bribe if I accepted it, I would also be guilty of receiving stolen property.’

In the circumstances I considered myself lucky to have got off with a caution. Those were no small transgressions: stealing a book, leaving out a comma, and scheming to misappropriate my wife’s mother.
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V&P

They hadn’t come with a comma between them, that had been the problem from the start.

Vanessa strode into the shop I was managing one lightless Tuesday afternoon in February when my assistants had gone home – clip-clop up the cold stone steps of the converted Georgian town house that was Wilhelmina’s – and wondered if I had seen her mother. I asked her to describe her mother. ‘Tall’ – she made a sort of pergola of her arms. ‘Slender’ – she described what looked like two downpipes on a building – ‘yet high-breasted’ – she looked down at her own chest, as though surprised by what she saw. ‘Vivacious’ – she shook an imaginary orchard. ‘Red hair, like mine.’

I scratched my head. ‘I don’t think so,’ I said. ‘Could you be more specific about her appearance?’

Whereupon, talk of the devil, she arrived, clip-clop up the stone steps, as tall as a pergola, as slender as a downpipe, yet high-breasted, as vivacious as an apple orchard in a tornado.

And red hair, which just happened to be my weakness. Red hair styled in a near psychedelic frizz, almost comically, as though she knew – as though they both knew – that with beauty like this you could take all the liberties with your appearance you liked.

Two burning bushes, two queens of the music hall, red-lipped to match their hair.

A word about the shop I was managing. Wilhelmina’s was the most sophisticated women’s boutique in Wilmslow, a whisperingly affluent town mingling comatose blue-bloods and the newly and tastelessly wealthy, just a few miles to the east of Chester. Not only was it the most sophisticated, most stylish and most expensive boutique in Wilmslow, it was the most sophisticated, most stylish and most expensive boutique in the whole of Cheshire. Beautiful women from all over the north of England, unable to find anything that did justice to them in Manchester or Leeds, never mind Chester, dressed themselves from head to toe with a wink and a nod from us. I say ‘us’ because Wilhelmina’s was a family concern. My mother had started it and had entrusted it to me, in what she grandly called her retirement, while my younger and more suitable brother was being trained at a local business college with a view to his taking it over permanently. I was the dreamer of the family. I did words. I read books. Which meant I couldn’t be trusted. Books distracted me, they were an illness, an impediment to a healthy life. I could have applied for a disability badge for my car, permission to park anywhere in Cheshire, so incapacitated by books and words was I. Indeed, I was doing words, ignoring customers and reading Henry Miller who at the time was my favourite writer, when Vanessa, followed by her mother, no comma, clopped up my stairs. It was as though characters from Sexus and Nexus had suddenly come alive, like the toys in the Nutcracker Suite, on the shop floor of Wilhelmina’s.

You could say I saw more of the mother, first off, than I saw of the daughter, given that she appeared twice, first in words, then in person. And words affect me more than persons do. But Vanessa had made her own impression. Tall, slender, vivacious, yes, flamboyant even, but angry about something too – not improbably about having such an attractive mother – and not just incidentally angry, more as though her frame had been overstrung, taut, vibrating, in a way that reminded me of a description of a schooner’s rigging I had read by Joseph Conrad, the schooner being his first command. One of those descriptions that make you want to be a writer (though don’t explain why you might want to be a writer like Henry Miller). The ship’s quivering, I took it, was in reality the young commander’s own. So maybe that was true of Vanessa and me too. The sight of her set me trembling. My first command. Correction: her first command. But I haven’t imposed any anger of my own on her. It was all hers, the condition of her nature, as though she had to rage the way a sunflower had to turn its head. Besides, I had nothing, at that particular moment, to be angry about. I was in sole possession of a shop illuminated – someone might as well have lit flares – by the blazing red presence of Vanessa and her mother.

To this day I can remember everything Vanessa was wearing – the high black patent shoes, minimal so that you got to see her arches and her instep; the paper-fine leather coat belted so tight that it did what I thought only a pencil skirt could do, which was to make a still point of tension of her behind, a tremulousness, as though some law of gravity or protuberance were being defied; the V of its fur collar, like the vagina of a giantess; and pushed back a little from her red hair a Zhivago hat – Anna Karenina was who I saw (who else?) – the air from our fan heater winnowing its fine hairs, as though a Russian bear had stepped in out of the wind.

She wasn’t expensively dressed, at least by Wilhelmina’s standards. These were all top-of-the-range high-street garments, but the high street is only ever the high street. So I must be forgiven for imagining what she would have looked like had we dressed her.

Zandra Rhodes, I’d have put her in. She had the stature and the jawline. And could carry the brightest colours. And the boldest jest. But she wouldn’t consider it, even when she became my wife and could have the benefit of my fashionable expertise gratis, as she wouldn’t consider any of my suggestions.

As for Poppy, her mother, well, she was attired identically. They presented themselves to the world as sisters. Except that where the hem of Vanessa’s coat was if anything a fraction too long, Poppy’s was decidedly more than a fraction too short. But then she had lived for a while in America and American women were then, as they are now, beyond help when it comes to hemlines. How old would she have been when she first walked into Wilhelmina’s? Forty-five or -six. Making her, when the police apprehended me in Chipping Norton, knowing in their bones that I was on a pervert’s errand no less than on a thief ’s, in her middle sixties. A wonderful age for a woman who has kept an eye on herself.

Back in Wilmslow, she closed the shop door behind her, looking around.

‘Ah, here she is, ma mère,’ Vanessa exclaimed, as though after her description I needed telling who she was.

They kissed. Like herons in a park. One of them gave a little laugh. I couldn’t have said which. Perhaps they shared one laugh between them. And here’s the thing to consider when weighing up the rights and wrongs of my behaviour: how could I not fall in love with the daughter and the mother when they came to me so indissolubly bound?

‘Well, there’s certainly no mistaking who you are,’ Poppy said to me once she was able to distinguish herself from her daughter.

I raised an eyebrow. ‘Should there be?’

‘You even raise your eyebrows like her.’

‘Like whom?’

Vanessa blew out her cheeks with impatience. This was evidently as long as she could bear a confused conversation to continue. ‘My mother knows your mother,’ she said. Meaning, now can we get on with the rest of our lives?

‘Ah,’ I said. ‘Well?’

‘Well what?’ Don’t ask me which of them asked that.

‘No, I meant does your mother – forgive me –’ turning from the daughter – ‘do you know her well?’

At that moment a customer emerged from the dressing room wanting to be pinned up. How long had she been in there? All day? All week? This was too much for Vanessa who, having been in the shop all of three minutes herself, felt she had been there the whole of her life. ‘If we go and have tea might your mother be here when we return?’ she demanded to know.

‘No. My mother is on holiday.’ I looked at my watch. ‘Probably on the Nile right now.’

Poppy looked disappointed. ‘I told you,’ she said to her daughter, ‘that we should have rung first.’

‘No, I told you.’

‘No, darling, I told you.’

Vanessa shrugged. Mothers!

‘I’m sorry,’ I said, looking from one to the other. ‘Have you come far to see her?’

‘Knutsford.’

I expressed surprise. Knutsford was only a short drive away. Given their agitation, I expected them to say Delhi. Vanessa read my surprise as anger. Angry women do that. They think everyone is at the same temperature they are. ‘We are new to the area,’ she said. ‘We are not yet used to the distances.’

Knutsford is of course the town on which Mrs Gaskell, a one-time resident of the area, based her novel Cranford. And this sounded like a scene from Cranford. ‘We are new to the area.’ Imagine, reader, the perturbation in every heart when the new residents were introduced on the first Sunday after Easter to the parishioners . . .

Which was nothing compared to the perturbation in mine. New to the area, were they? Well, in that case they would need someone who was old to the area to put them at their ease.

How it was that Poppy knew my mother, who was considerably older than her, I discovered later. Not that I was curious. Mere plot, how people come to know one another, on a par with why the butler did it. Something to do with an older sister (Poppy’s) who’d died in tragic circumstances – car crash, cancer, cranial palsy – one of those. Something about my mother having gone to school with her, the older sister. Who cared? Poppy, returned to Cheshire, wanted to pick up the connection again for her sister’s sake, that was all.

Mills & Boon.

‘Tasty shop,’ she said, looking about her for the first time. ‘A girl could get into trouble in a place like this.’

Girl?

HarperCollins.

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘My mother’s taste. She’s rarely here now. I keep an eye on the place for her.’

I was trying for insouciance. People who think of themselves as writers cannot believe that any other calling can be of interest. Only once they’d been apprised of the fact that I went home at night and wrote sentences in a lined notepad would Vanessa and Poppy want to know me better. As for shopkeeping – oh my Lord, I did that from a distance, through the back of my neck, while I wasn’t looking. But I couldn’t come straight out with it and say I was a novelist because then one or other of them, or most likely both of them together, would say ‘Should we know anything you’ve written?’ and I didn’t want to hear myself reply that I wasn’t a novelist in the crude sense of having actually produced a novel.

Even allowing for my naivety, that’s a measure of how things have changed in twenty years. Then, no matter with what foundation in truth, it was possible to believe that being a writer was a glamorous occupation, that two beautiful women might travel up again from Knutsford sometime soon to renew their acquaintance with a man in whose head words cavorted like the Ballets Russes. Now, one has to apologise for having read a book, let alone for having written one. Food and fashion have left fiction far behind. ‘I sell suits by Marc Jacobs in Wilmslow,’ I’d say today if I wanted to impress a woman, ‘and when I’m not doing that I’m practising to be a short-order chef at Baslow Hall. This fiction shit is just a way of killing time.’

Had I known then what I know now I would have burnt my books, boned up on Balenciaga, and held on to the shop for dear life, instead of letting it pass to my younger brother who lived the life of Casanova from the day he got it.
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Me Beagle

To Vanessa and to Poppy, anyway, my first novel was dedicated. It was theirs. My beloved Vanessa’s comma, and Poppy’s.

Or forget the comma.

An elegantly profane novel, told from the point of view of a young and idealistic woman zookeeper – hence its lingering interest to women’s reading groups, who found less not to identify with in it than in my later work – Who Gives a Monkey’s? made a bit of a splash when it was first published thirteen years before it found its way on to the shelves of Oxfam. The title, as I should have realised, and as my publisher should have warned me – but he might already have been contemplating a suicide of his own – was nothing if not a hostage to fortune. Who gives a monkey’s fuck? – ‘Not me!’ some tart reviewer was bound to say. And one did. Eugene Bawstone, the literary editor of one of those giveaway London newspapers no one wanted to be given. But as he had cracked the same mirthless joke in a review of a revival of Albee’s Who’s Afraid of Virginia Woolf? and no doubt said the same to King Lear when he asked ‘Who is it that can tell me who I am?’ and, more to the point, as no one read him anyway, his jeu d’ennui did not succeed in halting the novel’s gentle progress.

I had some insider knowledge of zookeeping on account of my having gone out for a while – before V&P (I should date everything from their arrival: BVPE meaning Before the Vanessa and Poppy Era) – with a woman who worked in the chimpanzee breeding centre at Chester Zoo, home to the largest colony of chimps in Europe. As a child of Wilmslow and Wilhelmina’s, brought up to think of women as exemplifying civilisation at its most delicate and refined, I was stirred to madness by the thought of the untamed jungle on our very doorstep. There I was, tying pretty bows around boxes of the laciest, most feather-light creations, yet just down the road apes and monkeys were riding one another with an abandon that made a mockery of the very idea of clothes at all, let alone haute couture. Push-up ruffle bra-dresses by Prada! Versace metallic skirts in chartreuse green, slit to the waist! Garter belts by La Perla! Who were we kidding?

Mishnah Grunewald was the daughter of an Orthodox rabbi, much given to weeping and mysticism, whose family had got out of Poland just in time. She had turned to chimpanzees in rebellion against the stories of persecution with which her relations had persecuted her. ‘I haven’t left the fold, I just want the space to question,’ she told me. ‘And nothing calls Judaism into question quite like monkeys.’

‘Not even pigs?’

She threw me a cross look. ‘Pigs, pigs, pigs! The one thing everybody thinks they know about Jews – their aversion to pigs. You, however, Guy Ableman, should know better.’

‘Me?’

I was no more in denial about being Jewish than she was. It simply never entered into the scheme of things for me. As it never had for my parents. Jews? Were we Jews? Fine, but just remind us what Jews were when they were at home?

Here’s the proof I wasn’t the genuine article. A genuine fired-up apocalyptic Jew, who thought about being Jewish every hour he was awake and most of the hours he wasn’t, could never have resisted concluding that sentence with a bitter, deracinated joke. ‘So what were Jews when they were at home – wherever home was?’ But I knew where home was. Home was Wilmslow. We’d been there for centuries. Look up the Wilmslow Ablemans in the Domesday Book if you doubt my word. There you’ll find them – my great-great-great-great-great-great-grandparents: Leofrick and Cristiana Ableman. Yeomen retailers.

Mishnah threw me a ‘whatever’ smile, though ‘whatever’ was not yet in common usage. I’d been smiled at like that before – by the Felsenstein twins and Michael Ezra, boys I’d flunked football and metalwork with at school. The bonding, we’re all in this ancient shit together smile, whatever my denials. They had even called me boychick which, as a boy lacking affection – only words loved me – I hadn’t minded. Michael Ezra, I minded, but that was later, and for other reasons.

Mishnah Grunewald, with purple eyes and hair as is a flock of goats – straight out of the Holy Land she seemed to come, without a trace of her family’s long sojourn in Eastern Europe on her, whereas I was as colourless as pewter, of the same washed-out hue as the Polacks who’d tormented her family for centuries, which is not to imply, for Christ’s sake, that I was a bit of a Jew-baiting Polack myself – Mishnah Grunewald smelt of the animals whose confidante she had become, an odour of unremitting rutting that turned me into a wild beast whenever I got to within sniffing distance of her presence. ‘You’re worse than Beagle,’ she used to tell me, Beagle being the dominant male at the breeding centre. I pictured him with a blazing red penis that he was forever working at, much like myself. Though she was matter-of-fact about her work, Mishnah had only to let drop some circumstantial detail of her life in the zoo, such as that she’d once had to lend a hand in the tiger cage, masturbating the wild cats, for all reason to desert me. What was she doing masturbating wild cats? That was just something they did, to keep the zoo quiet. Honestly? Honestly. Tigers? Yes, tigers. How did that make her feel? Useful. How did it make the tigers feel? You’ll have to ask them. And Beagle – did she ever masturbate Beagle? This I demanded to know as I clawed at her clothes. I imagined him looking into her Song of Solomon eyes, his jaw hanging, a chimp besotted with one of the daughters of Canaan, as I was. The answer was no. You didn’t do that to monkeys. They were too dangerous. Whereas tigers would go all dopey. ‘So which am I,’ I asked her, ‘an ape or a tiger?’ In the end I insisted that she call me Beagle during lovemaking, so there would be no mistake.

Who Gives a Monkey’s? was only ostensibly Mishnah’s story. Its real subject was – no, not the fine line that divided animals and humans, nothing so trite – but the greater inhumanity and self-disloyalty of humans. Apes knew rage and spite and boredom right enough, but they were not cynical as mankind was. Crazed with undifferentiated lust they might have been, but they were serious in their monkeydom, understood what being of their species entailed, weren’t forever jumping ship and crossing over the way humans did, and cared for one another. They even showed a protective love to Mishnah which she assured me she had never met the equal of in her own species. ‘What about me?’ I’d asked. She laughed. ‘You’re more feral than any animal in Chester Zoo,’ she said. It was the nicest word any woman had ever used of me. Not zoo, though I loved the extra vowel she gave it – zooo, not zo or zuh – but feral. Feral! From the Latin for an unruly beast. Guy Feral. Feral Guy. But I turned it against myself for the sake of art. Who Gives a Monkey’s? told of unbridled selfishness and moral slippage in the world of men. If Mishnah was the heroine, I was the villain – a man ruled by pointless ambition and a blazing red penis, at whose behest he stumbled blindly into the zoo theologians call hell.

Or was that unfair to zoos? Didn’t the undifferentiated lust of their inmates make zoos a paradise? Here was my point: the chimps weren’t kinder to one another in despite of their libidinousness, but because of it.

I wasn’t some prophet of unbridled sex. I joined words, not bodies. But I remembered what the novel owed to sex, that sex was integral to it, that prose trumped verse because it celebrated our lower instincts not our higher, except that my point was that our lower instincts were our higher instincts.

‘Gerald Durrell meets Lawrence Durrell,’ the Manchester Evening Chronicle quietly enthused. Cheshire Life was more uninhibited in its praise – ‘At last Wilmslow has its own Marquis de Sade.’ You can’t buy notices like that. I was even invited to give the annual lecture at Chester Zoo until the head keeper read the book and discovered it ended in a scene of man-on-monkey mayhem in the chimp enclosure.

Mishnah Grunewald, whom I’d stopped seeing years before, and could barely remember, to be honest, now I had Vanessa and Poppy constantly before my eyes, wrote to say she felt she’d been betrayed. Had she known I was planning to make a tasteless priapic comedy out of her profession she would not have taken me into her confidence, let her alone her bed.

What had particularly annoyed her was the epigraph I had cobbled together from some throwaway sentences by Charles Bukowski – ‘I ate meat. I had no god. I liked to fuck. Nature didn’t interest me. I never voted. I liked wars. History bored me. Zoos bored me.’

‘How could you write those things about me?’ she wanted to know.

I wrote back to explain they had nothing to do with her. The remarks were not attributable to any living person. In so far as they were the views of anybody, they were the views of the chimp, Beagle. And if he couldn’t say zoos bored him, who could?

But she had no feeling for fiction. Who does any more? She took the ‘I’ in the novel for her and therefore supposed that every thought expressed was intended to be hers. ‘You of all people know that zoos don’t bore me,’ she wrote. ‘That’s the part that hurts.’

I buried my face in her writing paper. The ape-enclosure smell of it drove me half mad with desire, though I was married to Vanessa by this time. Vanessa, too, though she’d never been near a zoo, drove me half mad with desire. On her I smelt her mother.

Who Gives a Monkey’s? was shortlisted for a small prize administered by the estate of a Lancashire mill owner with a taste for local literature and discreet pornography, and was chosen by the arts editor of the northern edition of the Big Issue as his Book of the Year. Even the homeless, it appeared, recognised something of their essential nature in my novel. Then it fell into the literary equivalent of those same piss-soaked doorways in which the homeless laid out their cardboard beds – the black hole known as back list.



While I could chalk Chipping Norton down to spur-of-the-moment kleptomania brought on by professional stress – my own fault for succumbing to the hubris of supposing I could charm a book group, but stress is stress whoever is to blame for it – I couldn’t pretend I wasn’t in other ways behaving strangely. I was tearing off my fingernails, I was pulling hairs out of my moustache, I was peeling the skin from my fingers. When a caged parrot does the psittacine equivalent of one or all of these things, Mishnah had told me, he is diagnosed with depression or dementia. You open the cage and let him fly away; though by that time he has probably forgotten what it was about his freedom he has missed.

I the same. Had anyone opened my cage I wouldn’t have known where to fly. Well, I would: I would have flown to my wife’s mother’s place. But then she wasn’t my purpose, she was my consolation for having lost my purpose.

By purpose, understand readers.

I wasn’t the only one. No one had readers. But every writer takes the loss of readers personally. Those are your readers who have gone missing.

When you have no one to address you address yourself. This was another way in which I was behaving strangely: I was self-communicating, speaking words to no one in particular and not always realising I was doing it. Moving my lips to no effect, and certainly not in the hope of initiating a conversation, usually on long directionless walks through Notting Hill and Hyde Park – for I had moved south on the strength of my early, illusory success – unconscious of the world unless I happened to find myself outside a bookshop in the window of which not one of my books was to be seen. A writer found moving his lips outside a bookshop that doesn’t stock his titles is automatically assumed to be uttering menaces and maledictions, or even plotting arson, and I didn’t want people to think things had got as bad for me as that.

Whatever it looked like, I wasn’t talking, I was writing. Mouth-writing, I suppose you’d have to call it – practising the sound of sentences when I wasn’t anywhere I could write them down. This is called having a book on the go but the worrying part was that the book I had on the go was about a book I had on the go about a writer mouth-writing about worrying about mouth-writing. And this is when you know you’re in deep shit as a writer – when the heroes of your novels are novelists worrying that the heroes of their novels are novelists who know they’re in deep shit.

You don’t have to be a psychiatrist to see that stealing your own books symbolises sleeping with your mother-in-law.

Help me, someone, I was saying.
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Death of a Publisher

Things had not been going well in my neck of the woods: not for me, on account of being a writer whose characters readers didn’t identify with, not for my wife who didn’t identify with my characters or with me, not for Poppy Eisenhower, my wife’s mother, where the problem, to be candid, was that we’d been identifying with each other altogether too well, not for my local library which closed only a week after I’d published a florid article in the London Evening Standard praising its principled refusal to offer Internet access, and not for my publisher Merton Flak who, following a drunken lunch in my company – I had been the one doing the drinking – went back to his office and shot himself in the mouth.

‘I suppose you think all this has got something to do with you,’ Vanessa, mysterious and beautiful in black lace, whispered at the funeral.

I shrugged through my tears. Of course I thought it had something to do with me. I thought everything had something to do with me. I was a first-person person by profession. ‘I’ was the first word of Who Gives a Monkey’s?. It was also the last. ‘And yes I said yes I will I’ – no matter that it was a monkey, or might have been a monkey, who was saying it. And the truth is, you can’t imagine yourself into the ‘I’ of another person, or indeed another creature, without imagining yourself.

But even though I was the last author to talk to Merton Flak alive, the fact that he had a gun in his filing cabinet at least proved he must already have been thinking about doing away with himself. Nor did I think I was wholly to blame for the crisis in publishing, the devaluation of the book as object, the disappearance of the word as the book’s medium, library closures, Oxfam, Amazon, eBooks, iPads, Oprah, apps, Richard and Judy, Facebook, Formspring, Yelp, three-for-two, the graphic novel, Kindle, vampirism – all of which the head of marketing at Scylla and Charybdis Press mentioned in her eulogy (with some embarrassment, I thought, since she was an inveterate Yelper herself and blogged regularly on weRead) as contributory to poor Merton’s taking the drastic step he had. Of these, I was as much a victim as anybody else.

Metaphorically speaking, at least, we all had pistols in our filing cabinets. Even those publishers who still had writers, even those writers who still had readers, knew the game was up. We laughed at what wasn’t funny – dry, cancerous explosions, like the guffaws of crows – and fell into moody silences, as though anticipating the death of someone we loved, in the middle of what in better times would have been animated not to say scurrilous conversation. We had stones in our gall bladders, our spleens were engorged, our arteries were clogged. At one time, war or plague would have thinned our population out. Now, unread, we were dying of word-gangrene. Our own unencountered words were killing us.

But there was no solidarity in disaster. We dreaded gatherings and parties in one another’s company for fear of encountering someone exempted from the common fate, someone who had broken rank, had received a sliver of good news, a whisper of interest from the gods of television or film, an endorsement from E. E. Freville, otherwise known as Eric the Endorser, a man who at one time would have given anybody a puff for a glass of cheap white wine but after hitting the endorsement jackpot with a succession of Nobel Prize-winners (‘Unputdownable’; ‘I laughed till I cried, then I cried till I laughed’; ‘A page-turner of page-turningly epic proportions’) had become a literary personality in his own right and was now said to be reading books before endorsing them. I myself, on account of a number of extraordinarily favourable not to say bizarre reviews I had suddenly started to get on Amazon – ‘Cross Mrs Gaskell with Apuleius and you come up with Guy Ableman,’ was one of the more recent – had become an object of mistrust to other writers. What was I doing different? Why did I have readers? I didn’t, as it happened, I just had stars on Amazon. To tell the truth, though no one believed it, every time a new and more extravagant review appeared – ‘A verbal spermfest! With his latest novel Guy Ableman surpasses anyone who has ever dipped a pen in the incendiary ink of erotic candour’ – my publishers reported a drop in sales.

‘Strange,’ Merton had admitted, ‘but it would seem that people don’t want to be told what to like.’

‘You mean in the way of erotic candour?’

He swatted the phrase away. ‘I mean in the way of anything.’

I had a suggestion. ‘In that case, why don’t we submit our own reviews to Amazon saying that my books are ratshit?’

He wouldn’t hear of it. People didn’t want to be told what not to like, either. And besides, slagging himself off on Amazon in the hope of increasing sales was an impropriety no serious writer would ever live down. ‘It could even be illegal,’ Merton reckoned, looking around to be sure no one was listening.

That last lunch I had with him, in a restaurant the size of a matchbox, was our first for more than two years. But for his rubbish wardrobe – British Home Stores chinos of the sort wives buy for husbands and on which he’d wiped his hands of hope a thousand times too often, and some sort of trekking jacket found in one of those safari shops at the Eros end of Piccadilly – I wouldn’t have recognised him. He had lost half his teeth and all his hair. Never a talkative man even when times were good and the Pauillac flowed, he sat slumped over his food, a barely touched glass of house wine in front of him, not eating his beetroot salad, his elbows digging into the diners on either side of him, revolving his head violently as though wanting to shake out more teeth. ‘Mmm,’ he said, whenever our eyes or knees met. Not knowing what else to do, I began ripping at my fingernails under the table.

There are ‘mmms’ which denote quiet acceptance of the state of things, the slow workings of reflection, or simply embarrassment. Merton’s ‘mmms’ were none of these. Merton’s ‘mmms’ indicated the futility of speech.

For which reason they were infectious. ‘Mmm,’ I said in return.

In the old days when a publisher took one of his writers out to lunch he’d ask how the work was going. But now, like all publishers, Merton dreaded hearing. What if the work was going well? What if I had a book to show him? What if I was expecting an advance?

Eventually – as much to bring the afternoon to an end as to start a conversation, because the way things were going I would soon have no fingernails left, and because I cared for Merton and couldn’t bear what he was going through – I said something. Not, Christ, these chairs are uncomfortable, Merton, not Do you remember when you used to take me to L’Etoile and we ate cervelle de veau, not spotted dick? but something more sympathetic to his state of mind. A couple of senior publishers – immediately castigated as dead white males – had gone public that weekend about the decline in the literacy of new writing: manuscripts turning up misspelt, ill-punctuated and ungrammatical, an uneducated jumble of mixed metaphors, dangling participles and misattributed apostrophes, less where there should have been fewer, mays where there should have been mights, mights where there should have been mays, theres for theirs and theirs for theres. We hadn’t only forgotten how to sell books; we had forgotten how to write them. I didn’t doubt that whatever else was at the root of Merton’s depression, misattributed apostrophes weren’t helping. ‘You look,’ I said, putting my paper napkin to my mouth, as though I too was in danger of losing teeth, ‘like a man who hasn’t read anything halfway decent for a long long time.’

I wanted him to see I understood it was hell for all of us.

‘No, the opposite,’ he said, probing the corners of his eyes with the tips of his fingers. He might have been trying to prise oysters out of their shells, except that he couldn’t any longer afford oysters. ‘The very opposite. The tragedy of it is, I’ve had at least twenty works of enduring genius land on my desk this month alone.’

Merton was famous for thinking that every novel submitted to him was a work of enduring genius. He was what was called a publisher of the old school. Finding works of enduring genius was why he’d entered publishing in the first place.

‘Mmm,’ I said.

Talking works of enduring genius made Merton almost garrulous. ‘It would be no exaggeration,’ he exaggerated, ‘to say that eight or ten of them are masterpieces.’

I pulled a couple of hairs out of my moustache. ‘That good?’

‘Breathtakingly good.’

Since none of these was mine, no matter what they said on Amazon, I had to labour to be excited for him. ‘So where’s the tragedy?’ I asked, half hoping he’d tell me that the authors of at least four or five of them were dead.

But I knew the answer. None was suitable for three-for-two. None featured a vampire. None was about the Tudors. None could be marketed as a follow-up to The Girl Who Ate Her Own Placenta.

It was even possible that none was free of the charge of dangling a participle. Though Merton was a publisher of the old school, the new school – which held that a novel didn’t have to be well written to be a masterpiece, indeed was more likely to be a masterpiece for being ill-written – had begun to wear away his confidence. He didn’t know what was what any more. And whatever was what was not being submitted to him.

‘Do you know what I am expected to require of you?’ he suddenly looked me in the eyes and said. ‘That you twit.’

‘Twit?’

‘Twit, tweet, I don’t know.’

‘And why are you expected to require it of me?’

‘So that you can do our business for us. So that you can connect to your readers, tell them what you’re writing, tell them where you’re going to be speaking, tell them what you’re reading, tell them what you’re fucking eating.’

‘Spotted dick.’

He didn’t find that funny. ‘So why particularly me?’ I asked.

‘Not just you. Everybody. Can you imagine asking Salinger to twit?’

‘Salinger’s dead.’

‘No bloody wonder.’

He fell silent again, and then asked me if I used the Internet. Used the Internet – you had to love Merton, he was so out of touch.

‘A bit.’

‘Do you blag?’

‘Blog? No.’

‘Do you read other people’s blags?’

‘Blogs. Sometimes.’

‘The blog’s the end of everything,’ he said.

The word sounded uncouth on his lips. It was like hearing the Archbishop of Canterbury talking about taking a Zumba class. The blog belongs to yesterday, I wanted to tell him. If you’re going to blame anything you should be blaming myBlank and shitFace and whatever else was persuading the unRead to believe everybody had a right to an opinion. But it was rare to hear Merton open up and I didn’t want to silence him almost before he’d begun. ‘Tell me more,’ I said.

He looked around the room as though he’d never seen it before. ‘What’s there to tell? Novels are history, not because no one can write them but because no one can read them. It’s a different idea of language. Go on the Internet and all you’ll find is –’ He searched for a word.

I offered him expostulation. A favourite word of mine. It evoked the harrumphings of bigoted old men. Only now it was the bigoted young who were harrumphing.

Merton seemed happy with it, in so far as he could be said to seem happy with anything. ‘Novelists find their way to meaning,’ he said. I nodded furiously. Wasn’t I still finding my way to mine? But he was speaking to the unseen forces, not to me. ‘The blog generation knows what it wants to say before it says it,’ he continued. ‘They think writing is opinionated statement. In the end that is all they will come to expect from words. My own children ask me what I mean all the time. They want to know what I’m getting at. They ask the point of the books I publish. What are they on about, Dad? Tell us so we don’t have to read them. I can’t come up with an answer. What’s Crime and Punishment on about?’

‘Crime and punishment.’

He didn’t appreciate my facetiousness. ‘So you think their question is fair? You think a novel is no more than its synopsis?’

‘You know I don’t.’

‘Do you have children? I can’t remember.’

‘No.’

‘You’re lucky in that case. You don’t have to see how badly educated they are. You don’t have to see them come home from school having read a scene from King Lear – the one in the rain, it’s not considered necessary to read about him when he’s dry – and thinking they know the play. It’s about this old fart, Dad.’

‘So what do you say to them?’

‘I say literature is not about things.’

‘And what do they say?’

‘That I’m an old fart.’

These were more words than I’d heard Merton utter in a decade. But they were to be his last. ‘Mmm,’ he said when he saw the bill.

Later that afternoon, without twitting about it to anyone, he did what he had to do.



If you discounted the book-stealing, the mouth-writing and the hair-pulling, I was in better shape than many. I was certainly in better shape than poor Merton. I still dressed well, couture being in my veins, bought expensive shoes and belts, and tucked my shirt into my trousers. (Slovenly dresser, slovenly writer.) But by no stretch of the imagination could I have been said to look like someone who was thriving. I was in my forty-third year – ancient for a twenty-first-century novelist, and certainly too ancient to go on appearing on any of those lists of writers under whatever that I had once graced – but I could have passed for someone ten or twelve years older. I’d let my gym membership lapse, upped my wine consumption to more than two bottles a night, and stopped trimming my eyebrows or having my hair cut.

Anyone would have thought I didn’t want to see out. (Which in point of fact I didn’t.)

But more worrying was that no one wanted to see in. I was like a garden no one gave a monkey’s fuck about.
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Me, Me, Me

Make allowance for the self-pity intrinsic to a dying profession. In truth, Vanessa gave sufficiently a monkey’s fuck as to say she thought I needed a holiday. And never mind that she’d been saying I needed a holiday, needed to be off, needed to be somewhere else, needed to be somewhere she wasn’t, for the nearly twenty years we’d been together.

‘A holiday from you?’

‘From your work. From yourself. Be somebody other for a while.’

‘I’m always somebody other. Being somebody other is my work.’

‘No it isn’t. You’re always you. You just give yourself different names.’

I sighed the marital sigh.

‘Don’t make that noise,’ she said.

I shrugged the marital shrug.

But she was flowing. It was exhilarating, like being swept away in a warm river. ‘Get away from yourself. And if you think you need a holiday from me as well, then take one. I won’t stand in your way. Have I ever? Look at me. Be honest with me.’ She slipped her hand between my thighs. ‘Be honest with yourself. Have I ever?’

In the excitement I forgot the question. ‘Have you ever what?’

She withdrew her hand. ‘Stood in your way.’

‘No,’ I said.

‘Thank you for being honest.’

I waited for her to slide her hand back. Wasn’t that how a wife was meant to reward a husband for his honesty?

‘But this isn’t a green light for one of your literary flings,’ she went on. ‘I’ll know. I always know. You know I’ll always know. You get soppy with me on the phone and shitty garage flowers start arriving twice a day. In which case enjoy yourself, just don’t expect me to be here when you get back.’

‘If I get back . . .’

That might sound like a man looking for a way out. But I wasn’t. I loved Vanessa. She was the second most important woman in my life. What I was looking for was something to write about that somebody not me wanted to read about. If she left me I’d have been heartbroken, but at least heartbreak is a subject. It’s not abuse but it’s still a subject.

‘Don’t threaten me with empty threats,’ she said. If I was running low on ideas she was running low on humour. Not that jokes had ever been her strong suit. She was too good-looking to be a joker. At forty-one she could still walk on seven-inch heels with blood-red soles without her knees buckling. And you need serious concentration for that.

‘Come with me,’ I said, picturing us strolling arm in arm down some Continental promenade together, she towering over me in her sado-spikes, men envying me her legs. Our stopping every now and then for her to stoop and slide her hand between my thighs. Men envying me that.

‘I can do fine on my own,’ she reminded me.

‘I know you can do fine on your own. But life isn’t all about you. I don’t do fine unless you’re with me.’

‘You, you, you.’

‘Me, me, me.’

‘And where would we go?’

‘You choose. Australia?’

Now that was picking a fight. We’d been to Australia the year before, to the Adelaide Festival – where else? – in the hope I might get a book about a writer going to the Adelaide Festival – where else? – and had very nearly come unstuck. The usual. Fan of writer in need of a fillip (fan is even called Philippa: get that) tells how she’s trembled over every word writer writes whereupon writer checks the coast is clear, takes fan outside and trembles over every button on her dress.

Did Vanessa know? Vanessa knew everything.

‘Vanish again,’ she warned me, during a getting-to-know-everybody breakfast in the Barossa – Philippa, whom I knew well enough by this time, sitting opposite in all her prim lasciviousness: such dirty girls, these word tremblers – ‘and you’ll be going back to London on your own.’

‘What are you proposing – that you stay here? You’d go mad here.’

‘No, that’s you. You’d go mad here. You already are mad here.’

‘And you’re telling me you’d keep chickens and grow wine?’

‘I’d get some peace.’

Ah, peace! The one person you don’t get married to, if it’s peace you want, is a writer. You’d have more chance with a bomb-disposal expert.

So my suggestion, when we were back home, of an Australian holiday, was purposely provocative. Novelist provokes wife – there was surely a novel in that.

In the event we stayed in London and talked about a divorce.

‘Don’t threaten what you can’t deliver,’ she said.

Actually, the idea was hers. I reminded her of that. Divorce was the last thing I wanted. I still enjoyed her bruising company, still got a kick out of looking at her. Her face was like a small hall of mirrors, all sharp edges and bloody reflections. When I looked at my face in hers I saw myself cut to ribbons.

The halo of red hair around her head – the blood fountaining from mine.

The slightly snaggled front tooth, which looked loose but wasn’t – the state of my brain.

So why had I vanished into the South Australian night with Philippa whom I did not get a kick out of looking at? Because she was there. And because I had a reputation for wildness to keep up. Don’t ask with whom. With myself.

And because Vanessa threatening to divorce me was exciting.

‘You don’t have to tell me it’s my idea,’ she said. ‘All your ideas are my ideas.’

‘I grant you that. I don’t have any ideas. I’m not a philosopher. I’m an anti-philosopher. I tell tales.’

‘Tales! When did you ever tell a tale unless I gave it to you.’

‘Name a tale you gave me, Vee.’

‘One!’

‘Yes, one.’

‘Do you know what,’ she said suddenly, turning her face from me as though any sight had to be better, ‘I hate your mind.’

‘My mind?’

‘What’s left of it.’

‘Is this all because I’ve started a new book?’

Vanessa hated it when I started a new book. She saw it as me getting one over her who hadn’t started a new book because she hadn’t finished, or indeed started, the old one. But she also hated it when I hadn’t started a new book, because not starting a new book made me querulous and sexually unreliable. At least when I was writing a new book she knew where I was. The downside of that being that as soon as she knew where I was she wished I were somewhere else.

In fact, my question hid a lie; I hadn’t started a new book, not in the sense of starting writing a new book. I had mouth-written a hundred new books, I just didn’t believe in any of them. It wasn’t personal, it wasn’t only my books I didn’t believe in, it was books full stop. If I was over, it was because the book was over. But Vanessa wasn’t aware of the full extent of the crisis. She saw me trudge off to my study, heard the keys of my computer making their dead click and assumed I was still pouring forth my soul abroad like Keats’s logorrhoeic nightingale.

I even affected high spirits. ‘I’m sitting on top of the world,’ I sang, breaking for tea.

‘No you’re not,’ she shouted from her room.

She was contradictory to her soul. ‘I did it my way,’ I sang the morning after our wedding. ‘No you didn’t,’ she said, not even looking up from her newspaper.

If my singing irritated her, the sound of my writing drove her to the edge of madness. But so did the sound of my not writing. This was part of the problem of our marriage. The other part was me. Not what I did, what I was. The fact of me. The manness of me.

‘You, you, you,’ she said for the umpteenth time that night. It was like a spell; if she said the word often enough maybe I, I, I would vanish in a vapour of red wine.

We were out to dinner. We were always out to dinner. Along with everybody else. Dinner was all there was left to do.

It was one of those restaurants where the doorman comes round to greet the diners he knows. Be ignored by the doorman and it’s plain you’re no one. He doffed his top hat to me. We shook hands. I held his long enough for everybody to see just how well we were acquainted. It even occurred to me to call him ‘Sir’ and hold my hand out for a tip.

After he’d passed on we resumed where we’d left off. ‘You were saying,’ I said. ‘Me, me, me . . .’

‘You think you’re the only person out there not getting what you deserve. Do you think I get what I deserve? The spectacle of you wittering on about the extinction of the art of reading makes me sick. What about the extinction of the art of writing? Dirty-minded shopkeeper looking for sex in Wilmslow writes about dirty-minded shopkeeper looking for sex in Wilmslow. Christ, with a subject like that, you’re lucky you’ve got a reader!’

‘I wasn’t a shopkeeper, Vee, I was a fashion consultant.’

‘Fashion consultant, you! Whoever consulted you on fashion?’

I wanted to say ‘The women of Wilmslow’, which would have been the truth, but in the context of this argument lacked gravitas. ‘My advice was frequently heeded,’ I said instead. ‘Though not, I accept, by you.’

‘You looked after your crazy mother’s shop and drooled over her customers. I saw you, remember. I was one of the customers. And as for heeding your advice – why would I want to look like a Cheshire trollop?’

She had a point.

She never didn’t have a point. It was why I respected her. I’d say it was why I loved her but it felt as though I loved her in spite of her always having a point.

I scanned the restaurant. A psychologist might have supposed I was unconsciously searching for the Cheshire trollop Vanessa had refused to be, but in fact I was wondering if there was anyone here I recognised. It calmed me to think that rich and famous people had nothing better to do with their evening than I had. Ditto less rich and famous people who would be finding it calming to see me there. It’s possible I was looking for them too.

Vanessa was still ranting about readers and how I should count myself lucky that I had any at all. ‘If you had only one that would still be one more than you deserve and certainly one more than I’ve got.’

I didn’t point out that the reason she didn’t have a reader was that she hadn’t written anything for anyone to read. And I hadn’t been saying I was the only person out there not getting what I deserved. I’d been saying – well, what had I been saying? No more than that the roof was falling in on all of us. No one was getting what he (sorry: ‘he/she’) deserved, unless he (‘he/she’) was getting more than he (‘they’) deserved. There was, in the new scheme of things, no proportionality of reward. Either you got too much or you got too little. Which was a universal, not a particular complaint. But Vanessa didn’t believe I had a right to voice a complaint of any sort. I was one of the lucky ones. I was published . . .

And there you have it. Like the rest of the world, Vanessa wanted to be a published writer. She was the promise of the future: no readers, all writers. She’d seen me become a writer, watched the empty pages fill, been present during the initial excitement of publication, and if I could become a published writer, a man shorter than her even when she wasn’t wearing seven-inch heels, a man who said foolish things, fucked foolish girls, stole his own books from Oxfam and all his best ideas from her, why couldn’t she? Hadn’t she written a sample chapter? Hadn’t an important agent said she had what it took?

‘That was ten years ago,’ I reminded her.

I didn’t mention that the agent had his arm up her skirt while he was telling her she had what it took, or that he had since slashed his wrists – though there was no provable connection between those two events. It wasn’t tact that stopped me; Larry’s suicide was simply not worth mentioning. You could count on the fingers of one hand the number of people in publishing still breathing.

‘Well, what time do I have to finish a novel? I’m always having to listen to the racket of you belting out yours.’

When I wasn’t defending my right to make a racket, I was sorry for her. I could see she was at her wits’ end, that non-production was making her ill. It was as though, without a novel on the go, her life had no meaning. Sometimes she would put her fists between her breasts, like a mother ripped from her babies, or a Medea who had killed her babies, and beg me to be quiet so she could think. I was killing her, she told me. And I believed it. I was killing her.

She kept asking me to leave the house to write, to build a shed at the bottom of the garden, to rent an office, to go away for a year. It was the noise my writing made, the computer waking – ‘Boing!’ – to my presence every morning, the hammering at the dead keys. She was more jealous of my computer than she’d been of Philippa. Sometimes I thought I heard her crouching outside my door, to punish herself with the noise of the detested keyboard. On those occasions I typed gobbledegook at speed to goad her still more. It wasn’t my intention to torment her into greater extremes of jealousy, it was my intention to torment her into getting back to her book. In this I was as crazed as everybody else. Books were over but writing them was the only thing I valued. So long as she didn’t have a novel to her name, yes, Vanessa was a dead woman.

Everyone was. You wrote or you were nothing.

‘Just fucking finish it, Vee.’

‘Just fucking finish it! Just fucking finish it! What the fuck do you think I’m doing? Get out of my life and I’ll fucking finish it.’

I was lucky I wasn’t a dead man myself.

You know you’re in deep shit as a novelist when it’s not only your heroes who are novelists having troubling finishing their novels but your wife is a novelist having trouble finishing hers.

But since the novel as a living form had had it, why did it matter what either of us was doing?

A fair but stupid question, such as someone visiting from another planet might ask. Life as a living form had had it – life with purpose, life driven by idealism or belief, life that was more than shoving down expensive grub in restaurants that were booked up two years in advance unless you knew the right people, as I did – but we still lived, still made our reservations, still sat at our favourite tables eating food we could no longer taste and could barely afford. Don’t look for logic. The worse things get, the more attached to them we become.

I called the waiter over. ‘André, another bottle of Saint-Estèphe.’

He returned with the wine list. He was sorry, no more Saint-Estèphe.

No more. It was the catchword of the times. Everything was running out. No more of anything. I thought of Poe’s great poem of ecstatic madness – Quoth the Raven, ‘Nevermore.’

‘What did you say?’ Vanessa asked.

I was starting to talk to myself. ‘Nevermore,’ I said.

She thought I was describing our marriage. ‘Bring it on,’ she dared me.

On the way out of the restaurant I noticed an unfinished bottle of Saint-Estèphe on a vacated table. I looked around to see if anyone was watching. Everyone was watching, there was nothing else to do but watch – but what the hell! I grabbed the bottle by its neck and knocked back the dregs.

The novelist as drunk. I hoped readers of mine had seen what I’d done. Then I remembered I had no readers.

‘They call me mellow yellow,’ I sang.

‘No, they don’t,’ Vanessa said.



On the emptied street, Vanessa paused to give a pound coin to a tramp. Not any old beggar or derelict, not a drugged-up Soho layabout or a Big Issue seller, but a tramp of the old school, wind-burnt face, long white beard, trousers ripped all the way to his groin (so better dressed than most of my profession), a who-gives-a-monkey’s indifference to whether anyone noticed him or not. He was sitting on a wooden bench outside a pub, writing in a reporter’s notebook.

‘He looks just like Ernest Hemingway,’ Vanessa whispered admiringly, reaching into her bag.

‘He seems to be writing longer sentences than Ernest Hemingway’s,’ I whispered back.

I wanted to see what he was writing but couldn’t, with decency, get close enough. I felt slightly shamed by him, such profound concentration, such fluency of the hand, no need of a computer. Was he the last of the pen-holding, plein-air novelists?

In so far as she was capable of doing anything discreetly, Vanessa discreetly plonked her coin in front of him. He didn’t look up or otherwise acknowledge her. I knew how he felt. There was a sentence he had to get right, and nothing else existed.

Vanessa took my arm. She was trembling. All acts of generosity on her own part moved her deeply. I even wondered if she was going to shed a tear. (Were going to shed a tear? Was going to shed a tear.)

As we walked on, the sound of a coin hitting the pavement and then rolling into the road followed us.

Vanessa jumped. Anyone would have thought she’d heard a gun go off. I jumped with her. We were all keyed up. A car’s exhaust backfired and we feared another publisher had taken his life.

‘If you’re thinking of going back and picking it up for him, I wouldn’t,’ I said. ‘That didn’t sound like a fall to me. It was too violent. I’d say he threw it.’

‘At me?’

I shrugged. ‘You. Us. Humanity.’

I was secretly impressed. Not just the last of the plein-air novelists, but the last of the idealists for whom only art mattered.



A question that was sometimes asked: What had a woman as beautiful and confident as Vanessa, who could have married a rock star or a banker or a presenter on breakfast television – who could, for God’s sake, have been a presenter on breakfast television – seen in me?

The answer I invariably gave: ‘Words.’

In the century of the dying of the word there were still women who lusted after men to whom words came easily. And vice versa, of course, though the men who didn’t have words themselves were less likely to value them, and were certainly far more frightened of them, than the women. Give a man a word or two more than the common and he’ll always find a woman to revere him. Fill a woman’s mouth with words and she’ll scare the living daylights out of the other sex. Nothing but bags of nerves, the other sex. Every man I knew, a quivering wreck the moment a woman spoke.

Something else that was dying – men.

As both a reverer of words in men and a woman whose own words put men off – I’m talking about the words that flowed from her, not the novels she was never going to assemble from them – Vanessa considered herself lucky to have found me. She never said as much to my face, but I understood that to be the reason she had married me in the first place, the reason she had stayed with me and the reason she once flattened a young reviewer whose name was all initials and who had spoken ill of my prose style.

There’s loyalty for you. But when I thanked her for it afterwards she denied it had anything to do with me. ‘You qua you deserve all you get,’ she said. ‘It was your gift I was defending.’

‘I am my gift,’ I told her.

She coughed and quoted Frieda Lawrence at me. ‘Never trust the teller,’ she said, ‘trust the tale.’

‘That’s D. H. Lawrence,’ I corrected her.

‘Oh yeah!’ She laughed wildly.

But her point remained the same, whichever Lawrence she was quoting. The initialled reviewer had traduced the tale, the fragile thing of words spun only incidentally by me, as the farmer only incidentally grows the wheat. (And stolen from Vanessa, anyway.) That was why she trod on his spectacles: so that he would know how it felt to be the word, the wounded logos, kicked when it was down.

Things dying can have a voluptuous beauty. Only think of the dying of the day or the dying of the summer. So it was with the word. The sicker it grew, the more livid it turned, the more people of an over-refined and morbid disposition fell in love with its putrefaction.

Would I be around to see it finally pass away? I wasn’t sure, but I could imagine the scene, like the burning of a Viking hero at sea – the sky, as bloody as a reviewer’s nose, painted by J. M. W. Turner; the last of the verbalising men looking into the self-combusting sun, hoarsely mouthing their goodbyes; the women tearing their hair and wailing. Foremost among them, atremble in lacy weeds such as those she’d worn to see off poor Merton, my Vanessa.

Magnificent in mourning.
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