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         Praise for How I Became a Famous Novelist:
         

         
             

         

         ‘Brilliant … a cheeky book and a brave one, all but naming real-life literary emperors sans clothes … I was sold and sold again … [by Hely’s] subtle zingers … The cynicism is delicious, the humour never broad, with just enough modesty and conscience seeping into the story to make our con artist lovable … I may have read a funnier book in the last twenty years, but at this moment I’m hard-pressed to name it.’
         

         Washington Post
         

         
             

         

         ‘A gleeful skewering of the publishing industry and every cliché of the writing life.’

         New York Times Book Review
         

         
             

         

         ‘A hilarious send-up of literary pretensions and celebrity culture.’

         USA Today
         

         
             

         

         ‘In a satirical novel that is a gag-packed assault on fictitious bestselling fiction, Mr Hely … takes aim at genre after genre and manages to savage them all. Without really straining credulity, [his] travels through the world of publishing become exuberantly far-flung. Mr Hely has deftly clobbered the popular book business, [taking] aim at lucrative ‘tidy candy-packaged novels you wrapped up and gave as presents,’ the kinds of books that go ‘from store shelves to home shelves to used-book sales unread’. His complaints about such books are very funny. They’d be even funnier if they weren’t true.’

         New York Times
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            How I Became a 
 Famous Novelist
            
 
            Steve Hely

         
 
         
            
               
[image: ]
               
 
               
                  
               

            

         
 
      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            PART I
            
 
            RAGS TO RICHES

         
 
         
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            1

         
 
         In strewn banners that lay like streamers from a longago parade the sun’s fading seraphim rays gleamed onto the hood of the old Ford and ribboned the steel with the meek orange of a June tomato straining at the vine. From the back seat, door open, her nimble fingers moved along the guitar like a weaver’s on a loom. Stitching a song. The cloth she made was a cry of aching American chords, dreamlike warbles built to travel miles of lonesome road. They faded into the twilight, and Silas leaned back on the asphalt, as if to watch them drift into the Arkansas mist.
         
 
         Away from them, across the field of low-cut durum wheat, they saw Evangeline’s frame, outlined pale in shadow against the highway sky, as it trembled.
 
         That’s the way it is with a song, isn’t it? she said. The way it quivers in your heart. Quivers like the wing of a little bird.
 
         In a story too. He spoke it softly in a voice that let her hear how close they were. That’s the way it is with a story. Turns your heart into a bird.
 
         
             

         
 
         –from The Tornado Ashes Club, by Pete Tarslaw
         

         (me)
 
         
 
         
 
         
         
 
         
             

         
 
         You have to understand how bad things were for me back  then.
         
 
         I’d leave my radio alarm set to full volume at the far end of the AM dial, so every morning at seven-thirty I’d wake up to static mixed with a rabid minister screeching in Haitian Creole, because for sheer bracing power that sound cannot be bested. When the alarm went off I’d have no choice but to eject myself from my bed, panting, infuriated, flailing everywhere. I’d have to pee really bad.
 
         There’d be either one or two beer bottles filled with urine next to my bed. I used to drink five or six beers before going to sleep, but I’m much too lazy to get up in the night to go to the bathroom. My roommate Hobart, who was a med student, only once brought up the public health implications of this arrangement. My feeling was, if he wanted to do something about it, terrific.
         
 
         Sometimes I’d wake up wearing my jeans. I wore jeans daily because jeans can double as a napkin, and sometimes I fell asleep without bothering to take them off. So, often when I woke up I’d be covered in a film of sick feverish sweat. This was a blessing in a way, because it forced me to take a daily shower, which otherwise I might’ve done without.
 
         Walking into the kitchen, I’d shove my hand into a crumpled bag of kettle-cooked sour cream and chives potato chips. Two fistfuls made breakfast. This seemed only a few steps removed from a healthy plate of hash browns like a farmer eats. Next I’d open a 20oz Mountain Dew. Coffee-making is a process for which I’d had no patience ever since one time when we ran out of filters and I thought I could use an old shirt. You can’t use an old shirt. Bad results for floor, coffee, shirt, and the jeans I was wearing at the time.
         
 
         This was a good system anyway because it involved no dishes. In the novel Cockroaches Convene, there’s that great scene where Proudfoot puts his dirty dishes in the back of a pickup truck and drives through a car wash. Sometimes I wished I had a pickup truck so I could do that.
         
 
         The Mountain Dew acquired an extra kick because I’d multitask by drinking it in the shower. Traces of soap and Herbal Essences would get into the bottle. This is called ‘bonus spice.’
 
         After dressing I’d get in my Camry, with which I had an abusive and codependent relationship. I’d pull out of the driveway, bashing up the fender a little on the wooden beams that held up the garage. It deserved that. But the car knew I really loved it.
 
         In the car I’d listen to Donnie Vebber. He’s this borderline fascist talk radio host who advocates, among other things, rounding up illegal immigrants and then deporting them to Iran and we’ll see how the Islamopigs like it when they’re selling their burritos and pushing their twelve kids in shopping carts around the streets of Tehran. Another plan of his is a nuclear first strike against China. I don’t agree with this, I should point out. I listened to Donnie Vebber in the hopes that he’d rouse some scintilla of emotion or outrage in me. But I numbed to it fast. Then and now I thought about politics with the indifference a grizzled city coroner has toward the body of a murdered prostitute.
         
 
         I’d drive south out of Boston down I-93, past those oil tanks by the harbor, until I got to the place where all the clams and mussels were dying of unknown bacterial wasting disease. The tidal marshes gave off a car-permeating stink. Then I’d follow Old Town Road past St Agnes High, where I’d wait in front of the rectory and watch the half-Asian girl with the monstrous rack and her friend Sad-Eyes as they pulled cigarettes out of improbable folds in their uniforms. They’d smoke and I’d switch the radio to classic rock, except in November through January when the classic rock station turned to all-Christmas songs.
 
         On Tuesdays the girls had chapel or something so I’d just go straight to work.
 
         The Alexander Hamilton Building had little in common with its namesake, unless he was a brick man who squatted next to a bog. Hamilton was at one end of Founders Office Park, where in buildings named after Washington and Jefferson people managed mail-order sporting goods businesses, investigated insurance fraud, planned trips to Maui and so forth.
         
 
         In the lobby of the Hamilton Building there was a koi pond. I loved the koi pond. I was jealous of those fish. Fat, lumpy, blissful. Their time was theirs, to do as they wished: open and close their mouths, float, suck the algae off rocks. Perhaps I would have used my freedom differently. But the koi were living much the way I wished to.
 
         Exiting the elevator on the third floor, I would pass Lisa at her desk. She was a mountainous black woman who served as receptionist for a team of small-claims lawyers. At first I thought she was a cheery, lovely presence. On account of my undernourished physique, she frequently offered to take me home and ‘put some meat on those bones.’ This seemed cute and charming, and I’d grin and say ‘any time!’
         
 
         But then she started adding that when she got me home she was also going to give me a bath. ‘I’ll scrub you good. Scrub that dirt out of your hair.’ There were more and more details about the bath each time – which parts of me she was going to wash, and how, and with what kind of soap. I took to scurrying past while pretending to read the newspaper.
 
         Thinking back on it now, this is about the only affectionate human contact I had around this time, and I guess I really appreciated it. On this particular day, Lisa was on the phone, but she stared at me and made a vigorous scrubbing motion. I hurried along, eyes on the rug.
         
 
         This was a Friday. It wasn’t going to be too bad. I was carrying Hobart’s copy of last Sunday’s New York Times, and there’d be ample time for going on the Internet, looking at pictures of pandas, YouTubes of Danish girls singing karaoke, cats on record players, kids in Indiana launching themselves from homemade catapults. (Remember, this was a few years ago – the Internet was much less sophisticated.)
         
 
         My only assignment was Mr Hoshi Tanaka. I had to write him a business school essay.
 
         The company I worked for was called EssayAides. On its sleek brochures, EssayAides stated their goal of ‘connecting minds and expanding educational opportunities around the globe. Our 200+ associates, trained at the finest American colleges and universities, provide the highest level of admissions consulting.’ 
         
 
         What that meant ‘on the ground,’ as Jon Sturges was fond of saying, was that a wealthy kid would send us some gibberish words. We’d turn those into a polished application essay for college or grad school.
         
 
         This raises ethical issues, if you care to bother yourself with them. I’d worked at the company for three years. It’s not my fault the world is a nexus of corrupt arrangements through which the privileged channel power and resources in complex, self-serving loops. I needed to pay for Mountain Dew.
 
         Many of the clients were rich American kids. They’d be applying to Middlebury or Pomona or wherever, and they’d send you something about how Anchorman or the golf team had changed their lives. I’d polish it up, change Will Ferrell to Toni Morrison, and golf to learning woodworking from a Darfur refugee.
         
 
         I didn’t not feel bad about this. But I took pride in my work. Sometimes we’d get some work from a current college student. I got one unspeakably dumb sophomore at Trinity an A – in ‘Post-Modern Novel’ with a series of essays of which he should be quite proud, if he ever reads them.
         
 
         Soon Jon Sturges, the entrepreneur behind all this, knew I had a gift. He promoted me to Senior Associate. Here I learned that the real money was coming in from Asia, where aspiring applicants would pay more and never raise the tiresome questions about ‘accuracy.’ I wrote the toughest essays myself and farmed out the rest of the work to part-timers among the starving and overeducated.
         
 
         EssayAides had only one other full-time employee. As I sat down at my computer, she stood in my doorway.
 
         ‘Hey.’ 
         
 
         Alice couldn’t have weighed more than ninety pounds. Her voice should have sounded squeaky like a cartoon mouse. Instead it was disturbingly deep. She stood there for a really long time.
 
         ‘What’re you doing?’
 
         ‘A Japanese guy applying to Wharton. You?’
 
         ‘Just going over some things I farmed out. A lot of my team’s been making them too smart. I had an essay for Colorado College that I sent to one of those Palo Alto guys, and he put in two quotes from Walter Benjamin.’
 
         ‘Yikes. Gotta cut that out.’ Jon was always warning us not to make the essays too smart or colleges would catch on.
 
         Alice unfolded her arms and held out a hardcover book. On the cover was a pen-and-ink drawing of a flock of birds in flight. Kindness to Birds by Preston Brooks.
         
 
         ‘I’ve been reading this.’
 
         ‘Oh. How is it?’
 
         ‘Breathtaking.’
         
 
         I knew this Preston Brooks. He was sort of the Mannheim Steamroller or the Velveeta cheese of novelists. But I just nodded, because I liked Alice. There was a lot weird about her. Her grandmother had died two years ago and left Alice all her clothes, mothbally seventies sweaters with big poofy necks. That was all Alice wore, as some kind of tribute. But back then I wore napkin pants and ratty running sneakers and my hair had mysterious crusts, so as far as that goes Alice was friggin’ Donna Karan. Alice graduated from some woman’s college in Nova Scotia or something, and how Jon Sturges found her I don’t know.
 
         That the two of us came into the office at all was, macro-economically, pointless, because no one called or came in. Jon Sturges just liked having some humans in an office so his company felt like a legitimate enterprise. He paid us more to sit there for an approximation of regular business hours.
         
 
         My office was barren except for a framed poster of a Roman aqueduct. Jon Sturges based his business philosophy on this book called Caesar, CEO: Business Secrets of the Ancient Romans. He constantly made analogies to ancient Rome, in the flawed belief that knowing about one smart-guy thing made him not an idiot. He referred to our rival company, Academic Edge, as ‘Carthage.’ They did seem to threaten our empire; we’d been getting fewer and fewer Hoshi Tanakas this season. The application-essay ‘consulting’ business was getting more and more competitive. But Jon Sturges had other businesses in similar moral gray areas. He couldn’t really focus on one thing for more than like an hour at a time. ‘An empire has to expand,’ he said. He said lots of inappropriately grand things.
         
 
         On my computer I opened up Hoshi Tanaka’s essay. The topic was ‘How do you expect an MBA from Wharton to help you achieve your career goals, and why now?’
 
         Hoshi had replied:
 
         
            Wharton School of Business is held in the first category. At this time in my career, it is passing to the next step to attend business school for study. As to what I can provide, experience.
 
            Warren Buffet has this word: ‘partnership.’ This is realistic. The many cases of blemishing companies were cases when this did not partnership. For one year I have worked at sales managing. Here, I dampened with the Japanese method of business: loyalty, namely self-sacrifice, namely adherence to the group, namely entrusted effort. This maintains the strong corporation, the flood of all sections is very skillful. Yet also I learned ‘partnership.’ This is seen in the part of a car. They experience partnership or the car failures.
            
 
            But ‘globalization’ means changings in turbulence. The company and the leader where the entire market is part of success always maintain the necessity of adjust to the environment. As for the business school, ‘actual state,’ and the serious problems which face the entrepreneur are engaged in the setting of science.
            
 
            This is as in a car’s machinery. A new leader is prepared. This is my sincere hope.

         
 
         Now began the part of the day where I would stare out the window and think about how I got here.
 
         It began with my mom: she was vicious about limits on the TV. This was back when moms could still pull that off. There probably would’ve been nothing she could do if I was born ten years later. But we didn’t even have cable.
 
         Books, on the other hand, were allowed. Books are not as good as TV, but they were the best I could do, so I read a lot. By the time I was twelve I’d read the entire Nick Boyle oeuvre, from Talon of the Warshrike to Fateful Lightning Loosed. I’d go to the library and pick up any book that had a sword, a gun, or a powerboat on the cover. This led to an interesting informal education, like the time I read The Centurion’s Concubine. I knew what a centurion was, and I assumed a concubine was a type of sword. 
         
 
         With no TV to fill it, my spongy brain absorbed everything. Once Mom took a bite of pecan pie and said it was really good. So I asked her if it made ‘her tiny muscle of passion quiver with inflamed anticipation.’ This was a line from The Centurion’s Concubine that didn’t apply.
         
 
         But all this reading taught me how to churn out sentences. Before long, Mom was paying me to write thank-you notes for her, a dollar a pop. And they were good, too – ‘I was touched to my very core with gratitude,’ etc.
 
         Thusly I cruised through high school.
 
         In senior year, an English teacher who was called Weird Beard recommended his alma mater, Granby College, ‘sort of a small college Ivy.’ The brochure he gave me showed a flaxen-haired woman in a skirt, half sitting and half lying next to a field hockey stick while listening to a guy with glasses reading from a book. The moral was clear: guys with glasses who read books could do well here. So that’s where I ended up.
 
         Suddenly I found myself transported to a secular paradise. A lush green valley where no one expected anything of anyone. I could do whatever I wanted, which it turned out was not very much plus drinking. I played Flipcup and Beirut and Knock ’em Toads. Off trays I ate cheese fries and ageless pizza in the Commons while girls scurried through in their last night’s clothes and fliers demanded I free Tibet and take guitar lessons. I slept on futons and went for pancakes and pounded the Plexiglas at hockey games and parsed The Simpsons and lost bets and threw Frisbees. I went to seafood dinners with people’s uncomfortable dads.
         
 
         The stoner who couldn’t shut up about Radiohead, the guy who tried to pull off smoking a corncob pipe and loaned me his dog-eared copy of Atlas Shrugged, the premed who would fall asleep with a highlighter in his mouth, the dude already with a huge gut who quoted Rudy and ordered wings – I loved them all. I knew the taste of Busch Light as the sun came up after a drive to the beach.
         
 
         But best of all was my girlfriend. The fetching Polly Pawson first slept with me because it was easier than walking back to her room. We’d have low-energy make out sessions that devolved into naps. She wore faded sweatshirts and track pants over her dainty figure, and her flops of hair smelled like raspberry shampoo.
         
 
         The actual classes of course were pointless. I signed on as an English major, but the professors were dreary pale gnomes who intoned about ‘text and countertext’ and ‘fiction as the continuance of a shared illusion.’ Instead of loving perfectly good books like Moby-Dick, where a fucking whale eats everybody, these fuckers insisted on pretending to like excruciating books like Boring Middlemarch and Jack-Off Ulysses. They were a bloodless and humorless race who spent their hours rooting around in eighteenth-century sonnets and old New Yorker stories looking for coded gay sex. But I got their lingo down. I could rattle off papers on ‘Moby-Dick: A Vivisection of Capitalism’ or whatever in a couple hours and get an A–.
         
 
         Polly had her own ingenious strategy to get herself out of papers.
 
         
            THE PAWSON METHOD. Rub bits of crushed-up flowers or peppers under your eyes. Your eyes will get red and puffed-up. Go to your professor at his office hours. He’ll (or she’ll, but Polly was especially good on males) be stunned to see you because nobody ever goes to office hours. He’ll be so excited he’ll start prattling about the Northern European Renaissance or whatnot. Look distracted. Stare out the window, look around the office, pick up a book or something. Then sob – once, not loud. Hold your face in your hands until he stops talking. He’ll ask you what’s wrong. Say ‘I … I need to go home for a while.’ GIVE NO DETAILS. The professor, remember, is just an awkward grad student, grown up. If he had people skills he’d be doing something cooler than lecturing hung-over twenty-year-olds about the Northern European Renaissance. He’ll be ashamed that he prattled on. Say, ‘I don’t think I can take the exam right now.’ Remember that these academics are trained to be on the lookout for depression, schizophrenia, etc. He’ll envision nightmare scenarios where you kill yourself and after an investigation and a lawsuit he doesn’t get tenure. He’ll agree to anything. Stand up and give him a hug. Hug him for a few seconds too long, to reinforce the awkwardness.
            

         
 
         Polly was brilliant.
 
         If I could’ve stayed in college for ever, everything would’ve been fine. Sometimes, on dull afternoons, I’d duck down to the Talbot Reading Room, a wood-paneled chamber in the library, full of voluptuous leather chairs. I’d take out Stackpool of Granby College, a nineteenth-century boy’s book set at my very institution. It tells the story of Stackpool, who after a few missteps wins the big game for the Granby eleven in between innocent hijinks and courting visits to the daughter of a local farmer. Here’s Stackpool’s assessment of College Days:
         
 
         
            Bless the blissful idyll! Bless the companionable pipe, and the low arm-chair, by now well-broken for comfort. Bless evenings among that hearty fellowship, reading the old volumes and filling the head with wonders. Bless days free to wander in the scholar’s revelry, before the cares and labors of the world press down upon the brow. Bless those days before the summons of manhood must be answered, and one may linger for a fading hour as a carefree youth.

         
 
         Exactly. I’d fall asleep and dream of Polly.
 
         Stackpool ended his college career carried off the field in triumph. I was not so lucky.
 
         I should have known. The signs were everywhere. I even saw a test prep book in her room once. She claimed it was her roommate’s. And I guess I just wanted to believe her.
 
         Polly Pawson was cheating on me. With the LSAT. The whole time she was secretly working on her law school applications. Those times when she told me she was taking a second nap – a second nap! Think of how I loved her! – she was working.
 
         She hid her law school acceptances from me until graduation day. And then she broke up with me. I pleaded. I told her about my plans for us (conning a wealthy dowager) and she retorted that they weren’t ‘realistic.’ It was awful. There were hysterics and there would’ve been worse hysterics if I hadn’t been so hung over. I swore at her before vomiting on the granite steps of Prendil Hall.
         
 
         So I was shoved, bloodied, into adulthood.
 
         My friend Lucy told me to get a job like hers. She became an assistant at Ortolan Press in Manhattan. But I knew they’d find some twisted assignment like making me edit textbooks. The last thing I needed was for the universe to impose a Twilight Zone ironic twist.
         
 
         Anyway, that summer I decided to stop reading, because of the worst book I ever read.
 
         
The Worst Book I Ever Read
         
 
         During the Dark Period, right after graduation, I loafed around the Granby campus, sleeping on a friend’s futon, working at a sandwich place called Stackers. If you ate at Stackers that summer you should know that I rarely washed my hands.
 
         Worried about my condition, my mom paid me a visit. She gave me a copy of The Chronicles of Esteban, which her lesbian sister had told her was inspiring. It said ‘a touching, uplifting narrative of love, pain and healing’ right on the cover. Sounded like just what I needed.
         
 
         Wrong. Here’s the plot of The Chronicles of Esteban. As his ten-year-old daughter lies in a hospital bed, dying of leukemia, Douglas entertains her by telling a story of his own invention. It’s about a shipwrecked sailor from the Spanish Armada, Esteban, who’s stranded in Ireland.
         
 
         The daughter gets sicker and sicker. Meanwhile Douglas continues the story, in which Esteban gets sick. Esteban is helped along by kindly spirits and fishermen full of folk sayings. He searches Ireland for a mystical spring that’s been blessed by either Saint Patrick or some leprechauns, depending on who he asks. All of Douglas’s characters talk in a ludicrous brogue, but they all agree that there’s a spring somewhere with healing powers.
         
 
         Here’s the last paragraph of The Chronicles of Esteban. Douglas is talking to his daughter:
         
 
         
            ‘There, beside the cool and clear and dark, the placid waters, Esteban raised his hand. Trembling. He grasped at the thin mist as though he might capture it in his palm like a butterfly.’ Douglas paused. And he knew, in the silence, that the strained, timid breathing that had been to him like a second heartbeat, that faint and fickle dream of love and life, was gone. The moonlight illuminated the unforgiving steel of the respirator and cast its pale light across the bed. But Douglas wouldn’t look, knew he couldn’t look, not until he finished his tale. And so he continued, summoning everything within him. Memories and hands and remembered laughter he called upon now, to keep his voice steady. So he could finish his story, into the still air. ‘Esteban bowed before the waters, the sacred waters he had seen in visions. The waters that promised to heal. To restore. To give. He dipped his face, closing his eyes as his lips touched. And he drank.’

         
 
         I read that last section while I was adding bacon to a Stackers Meat Combo. In furious disbelief, I almost dropped the book into the vat of spicy southwest sauce. 
         
 
         ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake!’ I shouted, alarming several customers.
 
         It wasn’t that big of a deal at the time. I stopped reading. Whatever. The tide had already been turning me toward TV for a while.
 
         
             

         
 
         At the end of the summer I found the EssayAides job on Monster.com. Jon Sturges was impressed by my Granby degree and my shallow but convincing erudition. In a practice test, I turned a Korean high schooler’s dense babble into a tidy five paragraphs about how her pet snail taught her to love biology.
 
         Now here was Hoshi Tanaka. A core of earnestness runs through all four paragraphs of Tanaka’s work. You can tell he means what he says, whatever that may be.
 
         Hoshi did manage to get across that he worked in the auto industry and this had taught him something or another. So I made up a story where Hoshi learned about how important cars were from an aging mechanic. The mechanic took him into the shop and showed him how all the pieces had to fit together just so. It was a nice moment, ending with a grease-stained handshake. This, I’d have Hoshi conclude, was a good metaphor for running a company.
         
 
         This had all the elements of a tight business school essay. There was a vague metaphor, a sense of respect, a mentor figure, evidence that the applicant didn’t think it was all about money, and creative thinking (but not too creative). It sounded plausibly Japanese. Pleased with myself, I decided to knock off for lunch.
 
         For lunch I favored Sree’s USA Nepal Food Fun, located in a strip mall across a four-lane highway from the Hamilton. Trying to cross without being killed was the most invigorating part of my day. This was in January, too, so there was the obstacle of melting snowpiles to add to the challenge. The thrill made Sree’s feel extra-relaxing, like sitting on the beach of a remote island surrounded by sharks.
         
 
         Sree’s was decorated with Nepalese posters for the movie Ghostbusters. Sree loved Ghostbusters, and he liked me. So, solid guy.
         
 
         ‘Hello! Pete.’
 
         ‘Hi, Sree.’
 
         ‘Did you see Conan O’Brien show last night?’
 
         ‘No.’
 
         Sree heaved with silent laughs. ‘Oh! He had a comedy who talked about women’s thighs. Oh!’
 
         This may not have been the conversation we had that day, but it’s the kind of conversation we had. Actually, I think that day he was in the back, setting traps for an animal of some kind, so I ordered from his wife who was shaped like a squash. I got the Nepalese Fish Fry, which was fish sticks with some sort of pineapple sauce smeared on top, $3.99.
 
         The only other regular was there. He was a lopsided old man with chapped lips who always wore a New England Patriots parka, ate a Curry Hamburger, and drank a Bud Light. When he finished his food, he would saunter over to me. He would tell me about his daughter, who lived in Arizona, and how when she was a little girl she could sing like Judy Garland. Then he would start alluding to terrible things he’d done as a Marine in Korea.
 
         Hearing him out was the closest thing I did to charity, but today I didn’t want to deal. So to keep him away, I’d brought Hobart’s Sunday New York Times along with me. I ate hunched over the magazine. I stared at the ads for houses in the back, sprawling Gothic castles in places called Bass Harbor and Elm Neck, and wondered how I would get the requisite 3.5 million dollars. I flipped through an article about the next generation of kitchen designers.
         
 
         Turning the page, I saw a full-page photograph that captivated me.
         
 
         It was black-and-white, and this is what it showed: in front of the shattered window of a discount electronics store, the mystery novelist Pamela McLaughlin was squatting, clutching a notebook. She was leaning over the chalk outline of a body. Her tube top was pulled tight over her fulsome cleavage by the weight of a pistol in her shoulder holster, and she stared grimly at the camera. Next to the chalk outline lay a book. Unclear what book, but you don’t have to be the steel-willed and firm-bodied, half-Vietnamese, half-Cuban crime reporter/freelance investigator Trang Martinez to realize that’s an important clue.
         
 
         It was part of one of those photo essays they have sometimes. This one was called Best Sellers, and it was all portraits of writers who were currently on the bestseller list.
         
 
         The Pamela McLaughlin photo suggested an editorial message, like ‘readers are America’s real victims.’ You might agree, if you read Pamela McLaughlin’s latest, Fashion Victims, wherein Trang penetrates the lingerie industry in a desperate ploy to stop a serial killer who targets makers of bridal wear. For one regrettable chapter, Trang poses as a pre-op transvestite to lure a depraved leather magnate into an unwitting confession. The tagline on the paperback was Blood is the new pink.
         
 
         I took a bite of fish, and with a mouthful of saccharine sauce turned my attention to the opposite page: the sunglassed eyes of Nick Boyle, my beloved author of action thrillers, gleamed against the light. Nick Boyle was wearing a windbreaker, and a baseball hat that said ‘USS Hornet – CV-12.’ Framed against the sky, ocean spraying behind him, he was at the helm of a hulking Second World War amphibious landing craft. True Nick Boyle fans wouldn’t call it a landing craft, of course. They’d identify it as an LCT Mk-5 or whatever, because you’ll find his books baffling if you can’t keep track of different pieces of military hardware.
         
 
         Nick Boyle has the smushed-up face of a bullfrog. His cheek-skin could be stretched into a full yard of normal face. I counted twenty-six folds of faceflesh, and eight isolated bulges. But he was grimacing with vindictive American anger. And he pulled it off. He looked ready to start setting wrong things right with the business end of a 20mm machine gun.
 
         The eyes of Nick Boyle, who’d given me so much weapons-related entertainment, accused me of civilian weakness. He looked at me with revulsion, knowing I was unworthy to stand beside him in the crush of battle. He looked at me as though the best thing I could do was get the hell out of his way, so he could launch armor-piercing shells and win freedom for pantywaists who didn’t know what to do with it. Later, at some salty bar where war banners hung, he and his comrades would mutter grimly over bourbon and nod at each other’s bloodstained shirts.
         
 
         I took a sip of Nepalese nut soda and turned the page.
 
         Next was Josh Holt Cready. He was done up like a Civil War tintype. Clever enough, although it looked like those old-timey photos lame families get at amusement parks. Josh Holt Cready was the precocious author of Manassas, a novel about a precocious author named Josh Holt Cready who retraces the steps of his ancestor who fought for the Union and died at Cold Harbor. Writing a novel about the Civil War is lazy. Brother against brother, battles in peach orchards and wheat fields, all those Biblical names, the poignant geography, Abe Lincoln and slavery hanging over everything. There’s so much built-in pathos, it writes itself.
         
 
         But being lazy myself, I couldn’t fault Josh Holt Cready for cheating. So I didn’t hate him. Not even when his book first hit the bestseller list. Or when awestruck profiles of the fresh-out-of-Yale prodigy started cropping up everywhere. I certainly didn’t hate him when Entertainment Weekly ran a three-page feature and talked about him as though you were some kind of crazed nihilist if you failed to be floored by his brilliance. I didn’t hate him when his smarmy wide eyes stared out at Ann Curry on the Today show while I tried to get through a bowl of Froot Loops. And I didn’t hate him when he was briefly linked to Scarlett Johansson. Or when Sean Penn signed on to play Grant in the Manassas movie, to be directed by Tim Robbins.
         
 
         In a burst of not-hatred I turned the page so fast I gave myself a paper cut.
 
         There was Tim Drew, he of The Darwin Enigma, posed with his arms folded, in a natural history museum, in front of a Victorian phrenology model.
         
 
         Turning the page again, I was confronted by a man of about sixty. In contrast to Nick Boyle, the skin on this face was stretched tight around the skull like a drumhead. Two thin lines of beard converged on his chin into a vulpine point. He was sitting on a park bench, shot in dreary overcast gray. Along his arms and legs, birds were perched. Different kinds and sizes of birds. One nestled in the lap of his corduroy pants.
         
 
         The picture, like all those in the Best Sellers series, was identified only by the author’s name and his current bestselling book: ‘Preston Brooks, Kindness to Birds.’ This was just too much, the old bastard sitting there with birds on his arms. I smushed some fish rind on his face, threw him in the garbage, and said good-bye to Sree.
         
 
         It’s likely I never would’ve thought about Preston Brooks again if it wasn’t for an email that I read when I got back to my desk.
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            FROM: pollypizzazz@gmail.com
            
 
            TO: undisclosed recipients
            
 
            RE: announcing …
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Hello all
 
            Sorry for the mass email, but not sure when I’ll see some of you, and wanted to give you the news. It’s been a year and a half since I first met James. Back then I thought he was the only good thing about DC:) Last weekend we went up to the Shenandoah Valley, blankets, hot chocolate, lovely B&B. James played me a song on the piano (I know, almost too cheesy, right?) and – you know what’s coming – WE’RE GETTING MARRIED! So weird even to type it, but I’m giddy.
 
            Okay, so planning time, guys – wedding is a year from April. I know it’s a long way off, but now you’re committed! That’s the only time we can get the whole James clan in from Australia. And it’ll be cherry blossoms, Virginia spring – the works! Plus all of you are coming! OF COURSE you’re all coming. Mark those calendars. Big drunk wedding, cheesy band, crazy relatives, the whole deal.
 
            Anyways, drop me a line, let me know what’s happening. I’m still doing diligence (and avoiding office politics!) at Mintz Cohen. Probably get a chance to see you New York folks a bit this spring, and also hoping to get back to Granby and show James all the places I puked. You guys ALL have to call and fill me in!
            
 
            Cheers,
 
            Polly P.
 
            
                

            
 
            Polly Pawson  
 Associate  
 Mintz Cohen Condon Keane  
 Washington, DC
            

         
 
         –email sent to Pete Tarslaw
 
         
 
         
 
         
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Now, I’m not saying I’m blameless in all this – far from it. But read that email. Start with the address – I don’t care if ‘pollypawson’ and ‘ppawson’ and ‘pawsonpolly’ were all taken, ‘pollypizzazz’ is unacceptable.
         
 
         Imagine reading that email like I did, after everything I just told you. And I think I won’t seem quite so bad.
 
         The news wasn’t a surprise, really. She’d mentioned this ‘James’ in our awkward and infrequent conversations. Losing Polly didn’t bother me. That false-hearted overcapitalizing strumpet was welcome to marry whatever Pacific Rim lout would call her missus.
 
         The problem was the wedding.
 
         I could picture it. I’d be seated at a table with the disgusting sort of apprentice adults with whom Polly had now made common cause. Strapping men with dimpled chins in khakis and blue oxford shirts, with false casual laughs and slappable shoulders, who look like they’re fresh from crewing the first boat and are now in the glorious rise as junior analysts at Bain. Men already accustomed to putting their BlackBerries and laptops through airport security as they fly back from Denver and Dallas.
         
 
         If it sounds like I’m describing someone specific, by the way, I am – this dude named Chad Cooley who went to Granby with us, a guy we used to mock when we’d see him jogging, who was now Friendsters with Polly (this was before the Facebook Revolution). I’d stuff artichoke appetizers into my face as this vapid ant regurgitated magazine articles and spouted misremembered movie quotes and faulty sports analogies.
         
 
         Also at the wedding would be women, talking about how beautiful Polly looked. Secretly of course they’d all be full of the primal jealousy that surges through women at weddings. Their crazy woman-brains would be telling them they’d better get cracking if they wanted to avoid a life of barren spinsterhood.
 
         So there’d be that to deal with.
 
         Worst of all, Polly’s wedding would be filled with Australians. Men who forked snakes in the sun-baked desert, and popped the eyes out of dingos with old ANZAC rifles, and surfed between gaping shark mouths, all while downing 20oz. cans of Victoria Bitter. Men trained by gap years padding about Thailand and India in a drunken stupor, flipping off the local constabulary. These men, friends of the groom, would dare each other to feats of athletic drinking. One of them, the one called Bonky or Rhino, would collapse off his chair half conscious as his comrades hooted with raucous delight.
         
 
         The desperate women, bridesmaids especially, would swoon over these marsupials, and wedding-weakened ladies would be treated to vigorous matings on the coatroom floor.
 
         Back at my table, some well-meaning bald guy who’s Polly’s boss or something would turn to me and ask, ‘So Pete, what do you do?’
 
         I’d answer, ‘I write fake application essays for foreign kids.’
 
         My neighbor would look at me with enough shame for two. Then, first chance he got, he’d wheel himself – for some reason I pictured this guy in a wheelchair – to the bar. 
         
 
         Rumors of the shattered ex-boyfriend whose pathetic presence was a blight on the reception would trickle through the hall. The aunts and cousins and the reverend would all hear about it. As I stumbled to the bathroom, Polly, glowing and radiant, would clutch the firm arm of her new husband, and point at me, and whisper to him about the sorry wretch she toyed with in her younger days. Then they’d kiss, full on the mouth, as the entire assembly applauded.
 
         I’d end up carried home by my two remaining college friends, Lucy and Derek. They’d haul me back to the Marriott as I alternated between begging them to stop for pancakes and passing out.
 
         Polly would win. The whole event, from the reading of First Corinthians 13 to the dainty little chocolate tarts with raspberry filling and the creepy old guy who dances with the little kids, it wouldn’t just be a wedding. It would be a celebration of how Polly defeated me.
 
         That’s how I thought about it at the time.
 
         Now, you might suggest that I could’ve just declined Polly’s invitation. But that would be admitting defeat. I’m lazy, but I’m no quitter. I wouldn’t let her have the satisfaction of telling her friends, ‘I wish Pete had come,’ and later sending me a little note about how ‘unfortunate’ it was that I ‘couldn’t make it.’
         
 
         Again, I’m not proud of feeling this way. I’m just trying to let you know where my head was at.
 
         After work, on the way back to Somerville, I stopped at a liquor store and picked up a case of Upstream Ale. I don’t even like Upstream Ale. It tastes spiky like it’s brewed from a mixture of club soda and creamed corn.
 
         But the label features a grinning cartoon salmon. He’s flinging himself into the air from a rocky stream. He’s smiling like he loves the challenge. That was the spirit I needed.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         A few hours later I was sitting on the couch in my apartment, watching TV with seven empty bottles of Upstream Ale in front of me, eating some smoked almonds I’d found in the bowels of our kitchen cabinets.
         
 
         Next to me was my roommate, Hobart. He was eating instant mashed potatoes right out of the pot. This was the only thing he ever ate.
 
         Hobart had hair that looked like a nest made by an incompetent bird. He seemed not to know how to shave quite right, so tufts of fur were always lingering on his face.
         
 
         But lifewise, he seemed to have me beat. Hobart was a grad student at Harvard, studying for a joint MD/double PhD in chemistry and economics. The only books on his shelves were volumes of medical reference and a thin guidebook called The Gentleman’s Code: Etiquette for the 21st Century Man. This was produced by ‘MacAllister Distillers, Crafters of Fine Spirits Since 1818.’ Hobart had gotten it for free with a bottle of whiskey he bought one night after a pained conversation with his girlfriend back home in upstate New York. At least half of his conversations with this woman were followed by hours of piercing sobs. This was his major flaw as a roommate. On the plus side, he was rarely home. When he wasn’t studying, he was a research assistant at Lascar Pharmaceuticals, where they made medicines to control attention deficit disorder. 
         
 
         Hobart and I sat on a secondhand beige couch that sagged and slumped like an old lady’s bosom. We watched our TV, which had had a green tint ever since an incident three months ago when I threw my shoe at a commercial for a Zach Braff movie and scored a solid hit.
 
         I’d like the reader here to really get a sense of how pathetic our apartment was. It’s important, storywise. Just know that there was a scratchy gray carpet splotched with Rorschach stains, random bolts and things sticking out of the walls, and deep fault lines in the plaster. There were no posters. I’ve never had a poster I wasn’t later embarrassed by, so why bother? Some US Postal Service crates held my old paperbacks. A review copy of Peking, a novel Lucy had sent me, had been on the coffee table for months. We used it as a coaster.
         
 
         I opened another beer.
 
         Hobart had only one vice, and he was indulging it now. It was a show on CBS called Summer Camp. If you never saw it, it was a reality show – basically a Survivor rip-off – where there’d be four teams of ‘campers’ and they’d compete in canoeing and making s’mores with, like, Mario Batali as the guest judge. But the unbelievably unsettling and creepy ‘twist’ was that each team consisted of half adults and half six- to eight-year-old children.
         
 
         Now, obviously, if I start writing about how weird this program is, how it’s a sign of the complete post-postmodern collapse of Western civilization, I could fill a whole book, so I’ll just point out one crazy thing, which is that the kids – because they were all screwed-up precocious showbiz kids whose brains are so warped they know how to smile on cue and so forth, are always much smarter than the actual adults.
 
         Hobart watched this show every Friday, without fail. What dark recess of his brain compelled him to do this, I don’t know, but I didn’t complain. Tonight a six-year-old named Brooke was in a screaming match with a divorced accountant over this berry-picking challenge they’d been teamed up on.
         
 
         This took my mind off Polly’s wedding.
 
         The show went to commercials, and Hobart clicked around from police videos to European soccer.
 
         In a way, I guess all the events that followed were the result of a channel flip. Because Hobart clicked again and paused, because he saw the comforting figure of Tinsley Honig.
 
         Hobart and I agreed that Tinsley was our favorite television-news-magazine journalist. Several times Hobart and I had watched her auburn tresses float about her porcelain-doll face as she interviewed a nun who makes prizewinning saltwater taffy, or an autistic kid who’s an expert on the Founding Fathers, or a teacher who turned an inner-city classroom around by teaching the kids Scrabble.
         
 
         On this night, Tinsley was sitting on a country porch, on a hand-crafted wooden bench next to an older man, stout as a beer keg, with a thin beard like an evil count. The camera shot from a distance, so as to take in the gables of the enormous house and the piney mountains in the distance. The house was the kind of glorious country house that people in catalogs live in, where the woman modeling the Sea Pine Rangely Knit pullover brings iced tea to the man modeling the Cropped Linen Washables.
 
         Tinsley had on her trademark Listening Face, cocked fifteen degrees to the left, one slender finger on her chin. The stout man was talking. He spoke as though for medical reasons he had to keep his lips as tightly sealed as possible. His voice sounded like crinkling tissue paper.
         
 
         ‘Some say the novel is dead. Well, some say the Devil is dead. I don’t think so,’ he said. ‘Writing is a cudgel I wield to chase away the brigands who would burn down the precious things of the human heart. Today we have too much of the image, video screens everywhere. Girls barely off the playground gyrating about like trollops at a Turkish bordello. But words still count. They still break hearts, and heal them.’
         
 
         ‘Don’t change this!’ I cried, with difficulty because at that moment I’d been seeing how long I could hold eight Upstream Ale bottle caps in my mouth. I recognized the man with the thin beard and the tissue-paper voice. It was terrible novelist Preston Brooks.
 
         The screen cut to Tinsley and Preston walking by the reeds along the edge of a brook. Over the footage, Tinsley’s voice-over was saying, ‘There are no teenage wizards, or codes hidden in paintings. But Kindness to Birds, a quiet story of love, family, and the power to believe, has touched readers across the country on its way to the bestseller list. I traveled to Preston Brooks’s horse farm in West Virginia, to talk to a writer who says he’s an old dog’ – here her voice lilted upward – ‘who’s learned a few new tricks.’
         
 
         Cobralike I shot out my arm and snatched the remote from Hobart.
 
         ‘I was a foolish kid, a dumb kid, so I dropped out of school and joined the Air Force,’ Preston was saying. ‘There’s a lot wrong with the military, more now than there was then. But they know what to do with a dumb kid. They sent me up to a radar post on the DEW line in Alaska. That was my job, for three years – listening. I didn’t know it then, but it’s the perfect training for a writer. In the Arctic, I listened to the elders of the Gwich’in people. They’ve lived there for thousands of years. They know a thing or two. We’d all be in better shape if my grandchildren listened to a Gwich’in elder for a while, instead of Lindsay Loohoo and Dee-Jay Stupid Face, or whatever these rappers are calling themselves now.’
         
 
         Preston held out his arm and stopped Tinsley short. He crouched, and scooped something off the ground. The camera went in close and showed a newt, or a salamander or something. Some kind of terrified lizard, trembling on Preston’s palm.
 
         After a moment’s contemplation, Preston put it down. The newt was shaken for a second but then realized it got off easy and made a dash for the reeds.
 
         ‘Uh, Pete?’
 
         Hobart was staring at me.
 
         ‘We’ll miss Fireside Chat.’
 
         I’d like to believe I said something soothing, but I think what I did was sort of swat my hand. In any case, I missed what Tinsley asked next.
 
         ‘… Four Roses, Old Charter, Mud River, Jim Beam, Crooked Chinaman, Colonel’s Daughter,’ Preston was saying. ‘I drank any kind of forgetting juice in a bottle. I kicked around from job to job. I was in a granite quarry for a while. On a lumberjack crew. One summer I tried to mine uranium. Spent awhile in a fish-gutting plant in Tacoma. Hell of a way to earn a dollar.
         
 
         ‘Then one morning I woke up in an alley in Minot, North Dakota in the snow. I rooted around in a trash can, hoping to find an old jacket. And I found a tattered copy of Of Mice and Men. Maybe from an angel’s hand. Maybe just a lazy schoolboy. But I read it. And John Steinbeck showed me there was stronger stuff than whiskey.’ 
         
 
         I leaped up and tossed the remote against the wall, where it smashed and the little batteries rolled out. First of all, it was obviously a lazy schoolboy. I am 100 per cent certain a tattered copy of Of Mice and Men was not put there by an angel’s hand.
         
 
         Second, Of Mice and Men? That stupid ninety-page eighth-grade-English Hallmark Special bullshit about the retarded guy who loves rabbits? You want me to believe that kept you off whiskey?!
         
 
         Hobart was looking at the broken remote. ‘Maybe we can change it manually.’
 
         The TV cut to Preston Brooks leading Tinsley into an airy, book-lined office with bay windows facing a still lake.
 
         ‘I call this the dance hall,’ he said. ‘Because characters will appear, and introduce themselves and ask me to dance. The character always leads. I bow, accept, dance for a while.’
 
         Tinsley nodded sagely as though this were the wisest, truest thing anyone had ever said. Then she pointed at a vintage typewriter.
 
         ‘And you always work on a typewriter.’
 
         ‘My daughters tell me to get a computer. But they also told me we’d have eight years of Jimmy Carter, and magnet cars. So what do they know? I hate the damn things. A typewriter was good enough for Faulkner, and it’s good enough for me.’
 
         ‘Oh, come ON!’ I shouted at the TV. Hobart was crouching over the broken remote.
         
 
         Preston nuzzled his cheek against the tongue of a horse that leaned over a picket fence. ‘A horse can tolerate anything except a liar. A horse knows a liar. Readers can tell a liar, too. If I put one false word, one lie, down on the page, readers would buck me as fast as a horse bucks a fool.’ 
         
 
         Then Tinsley began explaining the plot of Kindness to Birds. It was something to do with a convicted prisoner named Gabriel, who finds redemption during Hurricane Katrina. The video accompaniment to this was Preston, playing washboard in a zydeco band. Apparently he’d spent time in Louisiana ‘helping hurricane victims, and listening to their stories, and learning the rhythm of their language.’
         
 
         Tinsley explained that Preston was head of the creative writing program at Shenandoah College. And we watched as he declaimed from his book in front of a packed college lecture hall.
 
         
            ‘Is they chickory in that coffee?’ she bellowed down, in a tired voice that still shook like a thunderclap, a calling-hounds voice.
 
            ‘No, ma’am,’ Gabriel hollered back, steadying himself against the buckboard of the Tidecraft Firebird, swaying in the swamp water that swelled and fell like the breast of a mother asleep. ‘No chickory, but you sure a Cajun woman, asking for chickory coffee when you stuck on a patch-tar roof and more water coming up, they sayin. Now reach out your hand, Mez Deveroux.’
 
            And slowly her fingers, rich in texture as a knitted throw rug, fitted into Gabriel’s palm, stained by motor oil and bacon grease. And they looked at each other, and felt that touch, the one from the other, until each helped the other and soothed the other and where the one began and the other ended was lost to both of them.

         
 
          
         One could spend hours parsing that intricate latticework of literary sewage: the cartoon bayou dialect, the touches of ‘realist’ detail, the labored folksy imagery, the vague notes of spirituality and transcendence muddied enough to make it palatable to anyone. I didn’t bother. Instead I focused on Preston’s audience.
 
         Maybe you’d have to see this audience to understand my epiphany. And weird issues with Polly were in play – I’m not going to psychoanalyze myself. I’ll just tell you what I saw.
 
         In the rows of the lecture hall, listening to Preston, their backs arched forward and their eyes expectant, were rows of college girls. Young women in little sweaters and tight jeans, pliant and needy. Girls with names like Sara and Katie and Chrissy, no doubt, who had read Chronicles of Esteban and Kindness to Birds while curved on couches in their bras and pajama bottoms, giving themselves over to this magician of words. Corn-fed girls from small towns, where girls were still graceful and feminine. Pageant winners and soccer players and swoony pseudopoets. Girls who were smart-cute and wildly passionate, who’d traveled from Connecticut and California to Shenandoah College to submit themselves to Preston Brooks. Their faces yearned with nameless desire, pleading with Preston to guide them and fill them with hard truths.
         
 
         That was when it all came together. That’s why I always tell people Preston Brooks was my inspiration. Because right then, I figured him out. I realized what a magnificent, ridiculous bastard he was.
 
         Down in the uranium mine, or at the fish-gutting plant, he’d realized that work is for chumps. And one day he got his hands on Of Mice and Men. He’d realized, ‘Hey, I could pull this off!’ 
         
 
         He’d had a vision. He saw that life as a famous novelist would mean sitting around in a country mansion, playing with horses. So he strung together some mushy novels and pawned them off on thousands of book-buying saps. He’d moved out to West Virginia. This was a perfect defense, because what publisher in Manhattan would dare say a guy from West Virginia was inauthentic? In the publishing houses and news-show conference rooms they took him to be a backcountry sage. They bought him as a wise old uncle who could give something authentic. He spoke in platitudes dripping with writerly juices, and Tinsley Honig came out to pay homage at his feet as he churned out ‘realist’ detail from a beat-up typewriter in exchange for fortune.
 
         And, best of all, college women, women at their most nubile and desperate, would pay to come fawn over him. In late-afternoon office hours, they’d hold some crappy story in their trembling hands and he’d start issuing platitudes in his tissue-paper voice.
 
         ‘In an age when zealots would blow us all to bits, I parry with something more explosive than a bomb,’ Preston declared to the hall. ‘Words. Words alone can mend the heart,’ Preston told them as he folded up his text. Katie’s and Sara’s lips quivered with ecstasy as he spoke.
 
         The screen cut back to Preston and Tinsley walking again, now with the sun going down.
 
         ‘Let me tell you a story. That’s my trade, after all. I’m a teller of stories. This one happened in 1653, when England was going through a hell of a bad time.’ Tinsley leaned in to him and listened. ‘Churches were being torn down and destroyed. But in one place, a place called Staunton Harold, a man built a church. I’ve been there. I’ve seen the church, prayed there. There’s a plaque on the wall. It says, “In the year 1653, when throughout the nation all things sacred were either demolished or profaned, this church was built by Sir Robert Shirley, whose singular praise it is to have done the best of things in the worst of times, and to have hoped in the most calamitous”.’
         
 
         If you’re trying to picture this, imagine a sort of hammy, B-grade character actor pretending to be a solemn preacher. That was part of Preston’s genius. I saw that now. He was an actor, and he’d written a pretty good role for himself. I wondered which church newsletter or book of anecdotes for ministers he’d gotten this little story from, but I gave him credit – it was good material.
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