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            ‘The reader I seek is a tautology, for he/she is simply exactly  the person who wants to read what I have written, and in  this sense writing is a paradigm for the greatest of intimacy.’
 
            Will Self, 2007
            
 
            
                

            
 
            ‘It was Cocteau who said that all artists are hermaphroditic.’
 
            Will Self, 1999
            

         
 
         
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Prologue

         
 
         Once upon a time in the city of London, a young woman was raped by a dictionary. Nine months later, she gave birth to twins. They were semi-Siamese, joined by their penises, but since their mother was Jewish, a convenient circumcision was the solution that separated them. Sadly, their mother was sickened by the very sight of them: their gurgles and soft, papery hair constantly reminded her of the black tome who had forced himself on her in an alleyway on that dark, doomed night in Soho. She gave them up for adoption, and the couple who cared for them – a pair of kindly, elderly lexicographers – decided to call the boys Will and Self.
 
         Now, some people have a very foolish idea that twins are like two halves of one consciousness. But Will and Self, I am glad to say, disproved this theory. They grew up to be as different as Julian Barnes from Jilly Cooper, and their diversity was epitomized in their attitude towards languages. Self sought relief from the pain of adolescence by burying himself in the works of Roland Barthes, Derrida and other works of modern critical literary theory. He found himself falling orgasmically in love with the theories of Saussure and, most of all, the idea that language is a random tool, that word and form are unrelated: i.e., a rose could be called a table, or a table a rose. Words are merely meaningless interchangeable labels.
         
 
         But Will … ah, Will was a more traditional chap. He loved ancient languages – Latin and Greek, their strict, unforgiving rules of grammar. He spent hours memorizing ninety tables of noun and verb cases; his favourite was the locative present pluperfect. He would taunt his brother by speaking in Sanskrit whenever he telephoned him; for Sanskrit, as we all know, is a purely onomatopoeic language which refutes Saussure’s theories. You need only take the first syllable of the Rik Ved – and, indeed, Will spent many an hour taking it – to see this is the case. When he read the story of the Great Vowel Shift, describing the way that Old English had mutated into Modern, he wept his heart out and prayed that our beautiful language would slide back down the throat to its original, more guttural sounds.
         
 
         Self was a subversive chap. He took a vindictive pleasure in seducing young girls from foreign-language schools and peppering his conversation with long words they could not understand, or giving them informal lessons that only left them more confused, in order to prove what a fickle and absurd language English was. (A useful side effect from their cross-purpose conversations was that the girls often slept with him too.) When he wrote articles for the Guardian, he regularly slipped in new, made-up words in his efforts to corrupt and mutate the language, like a scientist playing with genetically engineered animals in a laboratory.
         
 
         And so they both spent their hours locked in their London flats in Chelsea (Self) and Shepherd’s Bush (Will), immersing themselves in the study of the English language; one mocked and derided her as a whore, the other worshipped her as a princess. They both disturbed the English language, for she felt alternately loathed and loved in unhealthy measures. She asked them both to stop by way of symbolic dreams but, since neither was superstitious, this had no effect. She became angry and, as a result, she enacted a slow and subtle vengeance on the nation.
         
 
         At first nobody in London noticed the changes. One or two became aware that they kept forgetting names, but they put it down to old age, stress or pollution. Then people began to realize that a verbal amnesia was slowly seeping through the city. Tourists would visit and stare at a square filled with pigeons and ask passers-by what the square was called, but nobody could quite remember. They mmmed and mused, puffed and panted. ‘It begins with T … it’s just on the tip of my tongue …’ The same with the Houses of P– of … P-p-p– Pickle! No, no, that’s not it! I simply can’t remember what they’re called!’ Soon it became an epidemic, worse than Aids or avian flu; people would call offices asking for ‘Mr … er, I can’t remember his name’, introducing themselves as ‘Mr … er, I can’t remember my name’, resulting in a muddle of business transactions that plunged the country into a catastrophic economic depression.
         
 
         A meeting was held. The mayor spoke from a lectern, trying to reassure his people, but this was not easy when the malaise had shrunk his vocabulary to words of one syllable. As words failed him, the crowds jeered and threw stones.
 
         And then, seemingly from nowhere, the most beautiful and buxom woman appeared. She was tall, with blonde tresses, her curves accentuated by a scarlet velvet dress. Instantly the crowd fell silent.
 
         ‘I am the English language,’ she said, in a sultry voice. ‘And this crisis will be solved in the following way: I will have sexual intercourse with Will, and sexual intercourse with Self, and whoever pleases me most will dictate the future of the English language.’
         
 
         Will was the first to go up to the hotel suite in the Hilton and share a bed with the beautiful temptress. He was shaking with nerves. However, his innocence proved useful, as he had no idea of foreplay, and a more experienced man might have been surprised by Ms English Language’s actions. First of all, she took a Will Self novel (How the Dead Live, to be precise) and ripped out a flurry of pages. Then she threw them over the bed and pulled Will on to it. They made mad, wonderful and passionate love, the pages rippling and crinkling beneath them like the scales of an enormous paper fish, rubbing inky phrases into their flesh. Will was so awed by the power of his orgasm that he found himself struck dumb with love. From that day onwards, he left his books behind and wandered through the city of London, a silent but happy figure, forever cherishing that precious hour he had spent with her.
         
 
         Next came Self. Self was more of a cynical chap, and Ms English Language could tell at once that he was trouble. She was about to rip open the pages of a Will Self novel, when he grabbed her wrist and stopped her, threatening to rape her if she dared to tear out just one page. Enraged, she cast a spell on him. Self found himself starting to shrink and shrink and shrink and shrink, like something out of a Hollywood black-and-white B-movie. He kept yelling words but, of course, words are not everything and they cannot save you when you are dying. And as he shrank, he found himself being slowly sucked into the Will Self novel until his soul was trapped inside the spine.
 
         ‘My deed is done,’ said Ms English Language. ‘The language is now stabilized. However, Self’s soul will live on inside every Will Self book that is ever published, and it will silently cry out to every person who reads one, so that they find themselves unable to put his books down, feeling compelled to keep reading and reading and reading, driven by some invisible, insidious force …’
         
 
         And so this true story explains why Will Self is one of the most successful writers around today.
 
         
             

         
 
         Jamie Curren
 
         Extract from How Will Self Can Change Your Life © 2006
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            Richard

         
 
         
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            One

         
 
         It was quite by accident that I discovered the body of Will Self. I had recently moved into a block of flats in Primrose Hill. They were plush, with white carpets, chandeliers in every hallway, and a guard slumped by the main door, who never raised his eyes from the Daily Mail. I was twenty-three years old and fresh out of Durham. Unlike most of my friends, who scurried away their lives in corporate wheels, I did not work. Earlier in the year my grandfather had died, leaving me a large inheritance. I had purchased the flat for the sole purpose of idling away the days until I woke up at some point in my thirties beset by an early mid-life crisis. But idling isn’t easy: it requires thoughtful planning and diligent effort. I had no radio yet to lie back and listen to; a TV was still an idea circled in a catalogue; my books were all in boxes. I was tired of staring at white walls. I was tired of staring through the window at my moving painting of middle-class affluence. I was also lonely. And so I decided to knock on the door of the flat downstairs, asking if I might borrow a bowl of salt in an attempt to avoid sugary cliché.
         
 
         I had seen the girl once, maybe twice. She looked as though she was a similar age to me: tall and slender, with fair hair and a nervous smile. She had muttered a few sweet hellos at me, and last week I had even instigated a conversation. ‘Hello?’
         
 
         ‘Hi, hi, you’re new here …’
 
         ‘Yes, I’m Richard.’
 
         ‘I’m Sylvie.’
 
         ‘Well, pleased to meet you.’
 
         ‘Pleased to meet you. Well. ’Bye then.’
 
         ‘’Bye.’ Well, it was a start. The start of what, I could not say. I did not find her particularly attractive. I told myself that I wanted to make her my friend, knowing that such a relationship between opposite sexes is impossible: the see-saw always tips one way or the other. Perhaps I liked the idea of her being in love with me.
         
 
         As she fumbled with her keys, a card dropped from her handbag on to the floor. I only noticed it when she slammed the door and the gust of wind blew it across the carpet towards my feet. It was black and shiny, and looked as though it belonged in a Cluedo set. But I was certain no game of Cluedo had ever included a character called Mr Rabindarath. I felt a mild disappointment, assuming he was her boyfriend. Upstairs, I examined the card and deduced that it was advertising some sort of London club. The letters WSC swirled at the bottom, alongside 15 January 11 p.m. I could not help suffering a flicker of jealousy; the Grouch instinct rears in us all.
         
 
         And so the card, coupled with my desperate salt shortage, seemed to coalesce into a good enough excuse to interrupt her life.
 
         Her door was white, the number, 32, nailed in gold. When I knocked, I realized that the door was already open: it swung forth gently.
 
         A triangle of shadow spilled into the bright lobby. In retrospect, I am certain I felt a chill as I stepped forwards into that darkness.
         
 
         I remember the sounds I heard as the shadows enveloped me: the monotonous refrigerator hum of the building; the poignant cry of a child playing on the street outside. When I saw the shape slumped on the floor, I told myself that (s)he must be hungover and in need of help. But my subconscious had already computed that the victim was dead: there was a whiff of decay in the air, an aura of gloom around the body.
 
         I stepped closer and saw that it was encased in a black suit. He – for he seemed a he – was lying face down on the floor. There was a wet pool spreading from his ribcage, the colour of red wine. I thought he might be Mr Rabindarath.
 
         ‘Sylvie?’ I called out softly. ‘Sylvie?’
 
         I pictured a terrible sequence of domestic scenes involving the now deceased Mr Rabindarath. I stepped backwards, suddenly conscious of fingerprints, hairs, fine fibres of my shoes and clothing. I had no desire to be labelled an accessory.
         
 
         But something stopped me leaving. I saw that the walls were papered; I felt as though they were watching me. I flicked on the light and then I saw everything.
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Tell me again why you entered the flat?’
 
         A pale light filled the creases in the policeman’s hand. His biro smeared against the page and then hovered. He did not impress me. I was at that time rather a fan of crime fiction. I wanted a detective with heavy sideburns and a dirty mackintosh, with intelligence flashing in his dark eyes and a breath sour with whisky and despair. This man looked too soft to understand murder, with his baby curls and triple chin. He would have better suited to a country estate, knocking golf balls about.
         
 
         Behind him a clock, five minutes fast, ticked loudly on the wall.
         
 
         ‘Look, I hardly knew the girl. I just wanted to ask if I could borrow some salt – I mean, sugar …’
 
         His eyes flickered.
 
         ‘I’m new – I’ve only just moved into the area. I wanted to be her friend.’
 
         ‘I see. What sort of friend?’
 
         ‘Her friend. That’s all.’
 
         I was terrified that one thoughtless turn of phrase would condemn me. All my life, I have been intimidated by authority. It began at school, when I would never hand in a piece of homework late; I would walk through security arches at airports, convinced that the alarms were testing my conscience; if I pulled up alongside a police car at traffic lights I would give the officer a respectful nod and then fix my stare straight ahead of me. Sitting in this small interrogation room, my body became a physical Catch-22. My nervousness about not appearing nervous prompted a sweat on my forehead, a tic in my knee. I could not even drink the tea he had given me for fear of china rattling against the desk. The fact that I was innocent only made me more fraught; if I had been guilty, I suspect I would have been able to behave in a calm and insolent manner.
         
 
         ‘What did you make of the pictures on the walls?’
 
         ‘I thought they were very – well, odd.’
 
         The pictures. They had surrounded the body like an obituary.
 
         The room was a shrine. From wall to wall, from ceiling to floor, the same face stared down, omnipotent. A man who was both ugly and beautiful, with shrewd eyes, a heavy face and a grimacing smile. There was a huge black-and-white poster of him on the wall opposite, with the name Will scrawled in black ink. There were smaller pictures of him, in Andy Warhol strips. There were book covers, cut out and pasted into weird collages. There was a picture of an ape’s head sporting glasses, with ‘GREAT APES’ scribbled in wild red pen across it; another of a woman waving a huge penis as she ran, like Cathy in Wuthering Heights, across a technicolour landscape. There were snippets of articles and journalism, all cut up and blown up and swirled together in a psychotic soup of images.
         
 
         A black-and-white cat had appeared, miaowing, nuzzling against my legs. I had noticed a bloodstain on its nose, variegated on its ear. I had knelt down by the body. My fingers had travelled uneasily to his neck. No pulse, nothing … and yet … I swear I felt one last ripple of life before he finally passed away. Even now, months later, I sometimes still feel that beat pulsating at the tip of my right forefinger: the sensation spreads up my arm, into my blood, as though that last heartbeat lives on inside me.
         
 
         Then the shock hit me on a physical level. My knees buckled and I half toppled on to the body, my sleeve soaking in the blood. The body still felt warm, as if hovering between life and death, and later, replaying the scene, I pictured its spirit still lingering in its fleshy shell, slipping out above me, looking down on the room, on the man by its body who clambered up, ran from the room into the hallway, hammered on a door and screamed for help.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         ‘Nobody answered,’ I explained. ‘It was three o’clock in the afternoon. I guess most people were at work. Then I got myself – my act together. I went to my room, took my mobile and called you. Nine nine nine, I mean.’
 
         He grated his chair. I winced. Since the discovery, my senses had become fine-tuned to a level of shell-shock sensitivity.
 
         ‘I’d like you to examine these photographs. When you last saw Sylvie Pettersson, did she look like this?’
         
 
         I was so revolted by them that I did not digest his words for several minutes.
 
         ‘Sylvie? But the body I found – it – he was a – man.’
 
         The policeman looked surprised, then suspicious. ‘She had been dressed up as a man,’ he said.
 
         ‘But it can’t have been her – it wasn’t …’
 
         ‘The body was Sylvie Pettersson’s.’
 
         I began shaking violently. The policeman pushed the tea in my direction. I gulped it down, blinking hard. Caffeine and sugar knifed my clenched stomach. Headlines from all the newspapers I had read idly on tubes and over breakfast tables spliced together to form nightmare visions of what might have happened before he took her life. I saw her mouth twisted into an O; I felt a jolt of revolted sexual pleasure, then shoved it away. I realized that the psycho might have been raping or slicing her as I had been lounging on my bed, examining marks on the ceiling in various shades of boredom. If I had just thought to listen, to be alert, I might have heard a scream, a bang, something.
         
 
         I pushed the photographs away with shaking hands. The policeman laid his chubby fingers over them and pushed them back.
         
 
         I stared down at them.
 
         ‘That’s not Sylvie!’ I cried. ‘Her face – that’s just not her …’
 
         ‘I can assure you, this is Sylvie Pettersson,’ he insisted.
 
         I lowered my eyes again. The tea threatened to rush back up my throat. The photos were of what could barely be termed a face. It was a puffy, bloated white thing, and yet, like a sculpture whose shape is half finished, there were moments of definition: a large nose, a thick jaw, a thin mouth. And beneath these foreign features I saw flashes of her ghost, in the curve of the creature’s bruised cheeks, in the dainty flare of its nostrils. The face was not hers and yet hers.
         
 
         I remembered that when I’d knelt down by the body I had noticed its fine, short blonde hair. The killer must have cut off Sylvie’s mane. My mouth became weak with bile.
 
         ‘So the murderer … did this to her …’
 
         ‘You tell me.’
 
         I gave him a look of such despair that he relented. ‘No. In actual fact, we doubt it was the work of her killer. We have records of a plastic surgeon she visited several days before the killing. It was actually the second time she’d seen him for additional work on her nose, and it was only just beginning to heal. The killer had ripped the bandages from her face.’
         
 
         ‘But why would she want to look like that? It’s ridiculous!’ My anger that he could have imagined I was the animal who had done this to her now found its channel. ‘It’s just insane. This doesn’t make any sense. I don’t want to speak to you any more until I have a lawyer.’
 
         The policeman ignored me and pushed another photograph in my direction. I recognized it at once. It was the same man who had been plastered over her walls. And then I saw what her surgery had been aiming for: the face she sought to mimic. I found myself laughing. The policeman frowned.
 
         ‘This – this is simply absurd.’ I giggled. ‘She was a beautiful girl … This is—’
 
         ‘This,’ the policeman tapped the photograph, ‘this is a photograph of Will Self.’
         
 
         ‘Will Self?’ The name was familiar. ‘He’s a—’
 
         ‘– novelist.’ The policeman took a swig of tea. ‘He writes novels set in, um, Africa. Romantic thrillers, I think. Terrific yarns. He’s quite old but married to a young Oriental girl–’
 
         ‘You’re thinking of Wilbur Smith,’ I corrected him. ‘Will Self – he’s a serious writer, I think he’s even been up for the Man Booker, and he writes about … well, about all kinds of challenging and intellectual subjects.’
         
 
         The policeman did not look pleased. ‘So you’re saying you’ve read this man?’ he asked suspiciously, as though Will Self clearly had only one reader, who was therefore conclusively Sylvie’s murderer.
 
         ‘No, I haven’t,’ I said. ‘I’ve just – well, read about him, seen him on telly …’
 
         ‘You’re quite sure about that? So this wouldn’t mean anything to you?’ He drew out a cellophane folder, which carried a crumpled note. In bitter red letters was written:
         
 
         
            I won’t even win the Nonce Prize
            

         
 
         ‘Did Sylvie leave this?’ I didn’t recall seeing it in the room.
 
         ‘I’m asking you if this makes any sense to you.’
 
         ‘If you’re asking me if Sylvie was the type to take her own life, if you’re asking me that, then I can’t answer – I didn’t know her. Like I said, I met her once! Okay? And we spoke for all of five minutes. I just don’t know–’ My voice broke off and I started shaking again. ‘I’m sorry.’ I swept my hands over my face.
 
         To my surprise, the policeman reached out and gave my shoulder a quick, gruff rub. ‘Have some more tea,’ he said.
 
         I was interrogated for another half-hour, my statement was taken and then I was released.
 
         ‘Do let us know,’ the policeman advised, passing me a card, ‘if you remember anything else.’
 
         I was just leaving when I remembered it: a crucial detail that I knew I ought to disclose to them. I wavered on the steps of the police station, dreading a return into its claustrophobic heat. Later, I told myself, and began the long walk home …

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Two

         
 
         Police cars were parked outside my block of flats, sirens scything the night sky. Residents clustered about, clutching their dinner jackets tightly around them, pearls and frightened eyewhites gleaming in the darkness as they exchanged shocked whispers. The building’s exclusive aura had been tainted by the bureaucratic hangover of crime. Inside, I found the guard was no longer reading the Daily Mail but being interviewed by one of their reporters. The stairs were carpeted with the mud footprints of officers. I pictured the red tape ribboned across her door. I took the lift.
         
 
         I sat on my bed for some time, hands nursing a mug. A pill tempted me but I told myself sternly that I was strong enough.
 
         I recalled my journey to the police station: the sense of excitement mingling with the fear. I had assumed that the dead body had belonged to an ex, and hence rewritten Sylvie as a femme fatale, repainted her in my mind with fairer, tighter curls and a slash of scarlet across her lips. But now that I knew she was the victim, she took on the fragility of a Dickens heroine. I remembered her pale skin and the fear in her eyes. Her wrists, so slender that I’d felt if I grabbed one too suddenly she might shatter.
         
 
         Her bizarre attempts at surgery only heightened my desire. I have always been drawn to crazy women. And so, that night, I fell in love with a suicide blonde. If she had lived, I suspect that the reality of our love affair would have been a post-coital exchange of lies, the subsequent dread of my flashing answer-phone and an embarrassed ‘let’s be friends’ conclusion. But my imagination was busy fictionalizing her into an ideal. It was no different from an obituary, whereby the pointless chaos of a person’s life is ordered into a beginning, a middle and an end: a story. The incomprehensible riddle of the human spirit is reduced to a series of two-D personality traits. It is, ultimately, a religious exercise, showing life leading towards a goal. And so I spent several poignant hours creating an alternative destiny: a first date; breathless lovemaking; a shared flat; a proposal. Despite our years of growing intimacy, the Sylvie in my mind never grew old: like Monroe and Dean, she was embalmed by eternal, tragic youth. Before I climbed into bed, I noticed that there were still crescents of her blood beneath my nails, which felt strangely comforting as I sank into sleep with her essence lingering about me.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         My sleep did not last. I was woken repeatedly by the noises of policemen below. I pictured them going through her private space. Their hands dirty on her sheets, uncorking her bottles of perfume, fingering a diary. At two a.m., I woke again and they had gone, but the silence they left behind was more chilling. I pictured the surgeon’s knife plunging into her pretty face. I had read somewhere that you were far more likely to be killed by someone you knew than someone stalking you on the street. If you think of anything else, let us know. Mr Raymond from twenty-six had dark, slanting brows and a suspicious face. Did I have a suspicious face? When I was a teenager and never had much luck with girls, I used to trace my reflection in the mirror, searching for an adjective to explain my failure. Nondescript. Brown hair, pale eyes, freckles. But what if the police were, at this very moment, discussing the guilt my features implied – It’s always the quiet ones … I got up and made myself some tea, eager to type her name into Google. But paranoia, bred from the consumption of too many American movies, prevented me. What if they were watching me? Tracing my trail? Recording each keystroke? I yanked out my cable and shut down.
         
 
         Morning came. The light brought no relief. I wallowed in bed. My consciousness seemed to spread through the flat until, whether I stood up, bathed or strolled, its fog clung to me. I needed to escape myself. I packed my books and pencils into a battered briefcase. Outside, the air was fresh, but it was the collective consciousness that soothed me. To be swept up the escalators to the ticket machines, to feel my mind coloured by the conversations of others, to feel my tragedies diluted by the stories in newspapers.
 
         At the library, I clicked on Google and typed: ‘Sylvie Pettersson’.
 
         I discovered an artist and an actress who shared the same name. And then a hit: she had once attended a luncheon for the Romantic Novelists Association in 2005. A search of Google images revealed a photo of her that made me start. She was at some sort of party, looking unexpectedly sexy, her eyes framed by a scarlet mask studded with silvery gems. In one hand, she held a tall green drink; her other palm was splayed open and in the centre was a small white object, barely larger than a postage stamp. I tried to zoom in on it, but the resolution was too low, and when I tried to discover who had taken the photo, I found the URL was broken.
 
         Someone else was queuing for the computer, so I printed out the picture and tucked it into my bag to examine later. I sat down at a desk, figuring that I ought to harvest my experience for the novel I was working on. I waited for inspiration to strike. I pictured my glowing reviewers, the champagne parties, my Man Booker Prize acceptance speech, all so vivid, so close – if only I could just write the first sentence! I recalled a piece of advice a friend had given me: ‘If you’re going to write a crime novel, you must mention the body on the first page.’ I had decided crime was my genre – I was drawn to the neatness of a plot constructed like a puzzle. Tiredness began to afflict me; I longed to lay out my arms and sink my head into them. I reprimanded myself and took out a copy of Raymond Chandler’s The Big Sleep.
         
 
         
            It was about eleven o’clock in the morning, mid October, with the sun not shining and a look of hard wet rain in the clearness …
            

         
 
         I picked up my pen and wrote:
 
         
            It was about eleven o’clock in the morning, mid October, with the sun not shining and a look of hard wet rain in the clearness …
            

         
 
         At university, a friend had once caught me preparing for a short-story competition by copying out the first chapter of Martin Amis’s Money. He had initially been outraged, pointing out that the judges were not imbeciles, they would notice, Amis would sue. I argued back that I was not planning to use his work. I was trying to Amis-train my mind: quite a different thing. After all, I pointed out, an aspiring artist might be encouraged by his tutor to sculpt an imitation of Michelangelo’s famous bust of Brutus. Likewise, by filtering Amis’s prose through my pen, tiny grains of his genius would be left lingering in my consciousness. My friend was still incensed. ‘You ought to aim for originality,’ he said. ‘You ought to develop your own literary style. The more you read, the more you will be in danger of never finding a pure voice; your style will simply become a cocktail of other writers’,’ he warned, scanning my bookcase darkly – a base of Amis, layers of de Bernières, a dash of Rushdie and a Barnes cherry on the top.
         
 
         I disagreed. I pointed out that recent scientific research had proven that those who were most successful in life were those who learnt to imitate quickest. A child begins life like a chimp; locked in the zoo of his innocence and ignorance, he is chided by his keepers to learn to walk, to talk, to shit in the right place, to say please and thank you and hello how are you. In school he learns by copying down things from the teacher’s blackboard. We live in a multicultural society where all differences are cherished, as long as we don’t wear veils or crosses and we all look as uniform as possible. Those who fail to learn the art of imitation are punished, bullied in the playground or locked away in institutions. I concluded my argument by declaring that even God was afraid of being original, since He had made man in His own image. Therefore, it was perfectly natural that I should want to follow the literary herd.
         
 
         And so I began copying out Chandler. I wondered if he had taken time crafting Marlowe’s voice or if Marlowe had been born in his psyche fully formed, like some sort of literary spirit searching for a host. The thought of a voice finding its way into my consciousness, dictating prose, made me uneasy: I was much safer sticking with Chandler. Having copied out two pages, I attempted the opening of my novel. It would begin with a young man, fresh out of Oxford, asking a girl living below him to borrow a bowl of salt.
 
         After a few lines, however, I felt spent. How did Chandler do it? When he pared down his sentences, they snapped and crackled on the page; mine just seemed dull. Perhaps prose styles were unique snowflakes after all. I wondered if a few more metaphors might save me and spent half an hour trying to think of ways to immortalize Sylvie’s hair.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         On the tube home, I surreptitiously watched the rest of the carriage, and that familiar feeling seeped through me, so common these days – though I hoped it was due to my extreme tiredness rather than something requiring medication – that everyone else’s lives were inherently superior to mine. The pregnant girl reading a magazine and circling her hand over her stomach possessed an unconditional love my heart would never know; the man in the pin-striped suit drove the type of car I would never own; the young black guy with dreads fingering his mobile belonged to a circle of friends I would never be cool enough for. I felt like a stranger walking about among life’s satisfied customers, unable to obtain a refund.
         
 
         I shook myself and spent the rest of the journey staring at the technicolour ads for cheap flights, stress pills and laddish beers, all promising the secrets of everlasting happiness.
 
         On the walk to my flat, I bought a copy of the Evening Standard but there was no mention of her death.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Red light, red light. As I turned the key in the door, I pictured it winking. I threw down my books on the bed, took a deep breath, turned. The answerphone was still. My relief that there was no message from the police began to morph into a vague sense of disappointment.
 
         My flat seemed to be shrinking. I sat in the kitchen. Everything was still in boxes. I drank some soup. I examined the passage I had copied. The clock ticked. I washed up. The clock said it was eight thirty. I might as well go to bed now. There was nothing else to do.
         
 
         In bed, I twitched my hand over my pyjamas but my cock was too bored to respond. I sighed and switched off my light. And then I remembered.
 
         I leapt up, checked the drawer. My God.
 
         I picked up the phone, but on the third nine, I put it back down. I slid the card from the drawer. The detail I had failed to tell the police: the card that had slipped from Sylvie’s handbag. Maybe I ought to destroy it.
 
         I examined the card once more.
 
         Mr Rabindarath: an Asian man with a double chin supported by a yellow and green tartan collar. His dark eyebrows beetled over squinty eyes. His expression was smug. Beneath his face, the swirling letters said, ‘11 p.m., Tuesday, 15 January, Rothwell Towers’.
         
 
         Tuesday, 15 January was tomorrow night. 
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Three

         
 
         I’ve always liked being stuck in motorway traffic.
 
         I was expecting the WSC to be held in a trendy basement in Soho, but when I typed the postcode into ‘streetmap’, it turned out to be somewhere in Buckinghamshire. Halfway down the A40, the cars ground to a standstill. Someone looking down on us might have concluded that the gridlock was a festival for a particularly vindictive God taking Tithes of Boredom. I turned my car into a private cathedral, Radio 3 up to full volume, so that Handel’s Messiah shook the car at heavy-rock decibels. After weeks of idling, I felt utterly alive. I was almost disappointed when the red Ford in front of me picked up pace and the service ended.
         
 
         I had to focus on the map now, which meant turning Messiah down low. At this pitch, it became haunting. I found myself thinking of Sylvie. Where she might be. For a few minutes I allowed myself the indulgence of picturing her soul floating in clouds, hugging ancient relatives, suspended in waves of celestial music. But Sylvie was rotting in a coffin. Being raped by worms. An underground party. Insecticidal glut.
         
 
         I didn’t believe in God. That only led to War. One fewer believer would help contribute to the cause of peace. But, like all cynics, I was an idealist at heart. As a teenager I had undergone the crisis that everyone suffers at some point in their lives, sooner or later: a sense that life is not as it should be, that some magical ingredient is missing. I turned to Christianity. It was a mistake, for there is a seed of latent fanaticism in my personality that had led to amusing obsessions in my boyhood (killing worms, frying ants, collecting matchboxes) but when planted in religion grew into something rather terrifying. It could not last.
         
 
         And so I settled for atheism. It was safer. Easier, too. For atheism is, of course, the opium of the individual. Believing in divine punishment, in an afterlife, in karma, forces you constantly to face the consequences of your choices. In atheism, your actions are like dominoes that fall without ever striking another piece. Religion was not something I wanted to return to.
         
 
         Except for Death. Only the loss of people I loved made me yearn once more for Something, Someone to believe in.
 
         By the time I reached Cheddington, I found myself ahead of time. London’s dirty air had become purified; here it was sweet with birdsong and hints of an early spring. I pulled up in a country lane and took a short break. I’d brought sandwiches, which I munched while slurping a can of Sprite. I flicked through a copy of the Daily Telegraph. Every so often my eyes flicked to the invitation, sitting on the dashboard, and a voice asked, What are you doing? in a tone that was sometimes admonitory, sometimes happy, and sometimes claimed that I was doing this for Sylvie.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         When I realized that I was lost, I enjoyed having to stop and ask a stranger for directions. As I thanked him, I heard my voice deepen with a Marlowe edge.
 
         I rolled down a country lane, turned left and saw a large pair of iron gates, wrought with elegant ivy curls. A green Jaguar swung up the drive and a guard dressed in black with a cap opened them. I pulled up right behind the car, still observing carefully. The window on the driver’s side hummed down. A black-gloved hand was thrust out, proffering a small card. The guard nodded, waved him on. Before I had a chance to prepare, he was knocking on my window. As I rolled it down, the mint of his gum stung my nostrils. His eyes narrowed on my face. I had to steady my hand as I reached for the Cluedo card and passed it over. He held it up to the light, tapped it against his teeth, examined it again and then passed it back with a brusque nod.
         
 
         ‘Put your mask on,’ he said.
 
         ‘Oh, sure.’ I licked my lips and swallowed. ‘Sorry, I forgot – it’s in the back. I’ll just put it on now.’
 
         I saw doubt in his eyes again, so I quickly wound the window up before he could change his mind.
 
         Mask? I rolled up the driveway, the car bumping over the sweep of gravel. When I saw the mansion, it took my breath away. Perched on a sweep of green hill, it looked as though it had been cut out of a Gothic ghost story, spires piercing the twilight clouds. Two lions growled on stone columns and a thousand windows stared out with dead eyes. It took me a moment to work out why I couldn’t see inside: every single one had been boarded up.
 
         The driveway at the front was empty. The gravel split into two paths, one that dipped down the hill and trailed off into a sea of grass, another that wound round the back. Which way, which way? My engine thrummed. Then one of the windows blinked, a sudden flash of yellow iris before it snapped shut again. I began to panic that my erratic behaviour was being noted and turned on to the path that ran down the side of the mansion. Trees formed an arch overhead; a rabbit scampered across my headlights. I quickly braked. Out of the darkness, the Angel of Death suddenly appeared in the periphery of my car’s beam. His face swung towards me for a few seconds, in which I realized he was human, dressed in black, and wearing a mask. Then he disappeared into a side door.
         
 
         I heard voices in the distance and switched off my headlamps. Two more figures dressed in black strolled by and I ducked down, pretending to be searching for something, my face dangerously naked. Fortunately, they were too engrossed in their conversation to notice me.
         
 
         ‘Are you going to Jamie’s on Thursday?’ His voice startled me with its middle-class banality.
 
         ‘I don’t know … I don’t know …’
 
         ‘Aw, come on, you have to go …’
 
         ‘Jamie-bloody-Curren … I don’t know …’
 
         ‘It was Jamie-bloody-Curren who made you a neophyte, so be grateful!’
 
         Then, in a quieter voice: ‘Do you have the knife?’
 
         ‘Who do you think will be chosen to use it tonight?’
 
         They entered the side door and were lost.
 
         I sat there, engine throbbing, suspended in shock. Then I fumbled a pen from my pocket and scrawled on the corner of my newspaper, Jamie Curren.
         
 
         A toot behind me made me jump. In my mirror, I saw a face winged with black silk butterflies. I rolled the car to one side, waving, move on, with my palm. Her eyes devoured me before she disappeared round the back.
         
 
         I reversed and sped up the driveway. The guard folded his arms, a little snigger twisted on to his lips, as though he had known all along that I was an imposter. I rolled down the window and called out – and the panic that had taken possession of me added an authentic trembling to my voice: ‘I have to go – it’s an emergency – my mother. Please give Jamie Curren my apologies.’
         
 
         Were ‘Jamie Curren’ the magic words? Or did he really believe the story about my mother? In any case, he looked apologetic, hastening to the gates and unlocking the padlock. I sped out, swerved around the corner and drove for about fifteen minutes until I found myself in a dark lane and finally felt safe. Finally my heart was still.
 
         
             

         
 
         Sprite bubbles floated in my stomach. The fluorescent light in my car beamed down on Daily Telegraph headlines. A woman had been convicted of shaking her one-year-old baby to death. We were bombing the Middle East once more. In China, a restaurant was now serving Tiger’s Penis, charging businessmen three thousand pounds in the belief that it would improve their life energy and virility. For once, the paper’s harvesting of the sadness and absurdity of everyday life reassured rather than depressed me. As I turned to the Letters page, my mind drifted, recalled the mansion. In the grip of fear I had been convinced I was in a real-life horror movie involving eerie choreographed dances, haunted halls drowning in blood, and drugged guests lying groaning beneath the flickering light of rusty candelabra as masked surgeons carved apart their faces. Now my embarrassed imagination rewrote the scene as a comedy. No doubt at this very moment – 1.04 a.m., my car clock informed me – the boys and girls were glugging beer, snogging, bopping, masks sagging, cloak hems stained with footprints and sick. Or was I just downplaying the danger to soothe myself? I recalled the knife discussion with a prickle of unease. Perhaps the picture of Sylvie wearing the mask had been taken at one of these parties. Once more, I wondered if I ought to have informed the police.
         
 
          
         I had made a pathetic Marlowe.
 
         A light flashed on in the cottage across the lane. An old woman peered through her curtains, eyeing my car suspiciously.
         
 
         I had started the engine and was just folding up the paper when I saw it. Page nine:
 
         
            Police are investigating the murder of Sylvie Pettersson, aged twenty-five, who was found dead in her flat last Friday. She suffered multiple knife wounds to her body and died of excessive bleeding. Friends say that she was in a fraught state before she died, and when her death was first announced, some even assumed that she had committed suicide.
            

         
 
         I heard the guard again, warning me to put on my mask. What would he have done if I hadn’t – shot me? I laughed out loud. Then my laughter became tears. I thought of Sylvie’s shy smile. I kept on driving, pausing to mimic the windscreen wipers and clean my face. It took me several more hours of blurred missed turns to get home.
         
 
         I pulled into the residents’ garage. Outside, the sky was shifting between night and dawn. I felt as though the city had been wiped out by a plague and the only ones left were me, the old man playing Rachmaninov in the flat above and the fighting cats whose yowls scratched the air. Home, sweet home, felt like a dead-end; I would have preferred to be back in my car, driving into the day.
         
 
         Up in my flat, I walked on tiptoe. I felt her presence: I could not enter a room without first switching on the light. The curtain hiding the shower, and whatever was behind that, hung in crenullations that I was too fraught to twitch. I had thought this past was buried. I had thought these demons had been beaten so small they were beyond atoms. Tonight they had been reincarnated. I heard their laughter as I knelt down before the box, disturbing dust as I pulled out piles of books, napkins, crockery. I knocked back the pills, downed water, then curled up in bed, shivering, as dawn bled round the edges of the curtains and the cats continued to howl.
         

         
         

      

      

    


  

    

      
         
         
 
         
            Four

         
 
         After the age of thirty, every man is responsible for his own face. A Japanese saying that I had once read in a book, whispered by a woman to her lover. My reflection in the mirror smiled back at me, enjoying its youthful lie. I had a habit of holding my expression taut when I looked into the glass; if I took off my social mask and let it fall slack, my expression was one of deep worry. I forced a smile and whispered, ‘Yes, Richard Byam-Cock, how do you do? Yes, I’ve always been a fan of Jamie’s work.’ Behind me, the shower curtain had been pulled neatly to the end of the rail, exposing a pristine bath.
         

         I stood on tiptoe – for this square of mirror was the only insight I had into my appearance – and was pleased that I looked the part. Earlier today, I had gone to Hugo Boss and splashed out on a charcoal suit. It wasn’t me, but that was part of the joy: normally the prospect of a literary party would have sent me into a flurry of nerves on what to wear and what to say. Particularly one that I had blagged my way into by calling up a Penguin publicist. Because I was adopting a persona I felt no fear; my lines were already written for me.

         Drifting out of the bathroom, I picked up the clippings lying on my bed.

         Tonight I was determined to find out what the WSC was. I had researched Jamie Curren and discovered that he was actually vaguely famous, the leader of a literary clique that consisted of around half a dozen writers. I had printed off material from the Internet and assembled a little collage of their personalities made up of Amazon reviews, Guardian columns, and profiles in the Face, Dogmatika, 3am and Dazed and Confused.
         

         Jamie had begun his writing career at the tender age of eighteen. His novel, Pus, was about a group of bored teenagers who, weary with ennui and cynicism, spent much of the novel stealing, shoplifting, joy-riding, having anal-sex orgies and, from time to time, debating the meaning of life. He had received a lot of acclaim and backlash over his long descriptions of drugs – teenagers injecting themselves with heroin, rolling around on Axminsters, throwing up in expensive lavatories and so forth – though on close reading, I suspected that he had probably never smoked much beyond the odd joint. His interviews suggested that he had delighted in all the controversy. They were peppered with phrases such as ‘I can’t see why everyone is making so much fuss’ or ‘I just wrote the book without thinking about how anyone might react to it’; he protested just a little too much.
         

         Jamie was now twenty-five, and aside from Pus, all he had penned was a Samuel Beckett-style novella about an elderly man, the sole inhabitant of a remote Scottish island, who sits and writes a biography of Wagner and, having got bored halfway through, strolls out and shags a sheep. It hadn’t sold many copies. Since then, he had spewed out an impressive deluge of reviews, articles and opinion pieces, and made frequent appearances on TV in late-night debate shows about topics such as ‘Do we really need men any more?’ In short, he had become more of a media personality than a writer, his image more polished than his prose style.
         

         Another member of Jamie’s clique was Tobias, nicknamed Toady. He was publishing a book this autumn, one of those memoirs about abusive childhoods involving horrific beatings and being forced to drink Polyfilla. Zara, Jamie’s half-sister, had published a multicultural love story called Bombay Mix. And then there was Nicholas, a tall, thin man who wrote stylish crime fiction about London gangsters, à la Tarantino. Individually, none of these writers was especially interesting, but as a group they formed an incestuous, exclusive little clique that had caught the attention of the media. Interestingly enough, they were not called the WSC anywhere in public. Instead the gossip columns regularly referred to them as ‘Jamie’s Boys’ or ‘The Bright Young Things’ or ‘The Young Literary Élite’. They were infamous for their bad behaviour: Jamie was being sued for punching a reviewer, they had all been thrown out of the Hilton last month for their debauched partying, and Zara had been arrested for streaking naked across Trafalgar Square (a dare). A lot of critics and chatrooms were devoted to slating them, declaring that they were ‘pathetic’ and ‘media tarts’ and ‘élitist to the point of Fascism’. While I was in no doubt that this was true, I had to admit that I was already a little in love with all of them, and could hardly wait to make their acquaintance.
         

         Due to a problem on the Northern Line, it was a quarter past eight when I finally reached the Bloomsbury gallery. The guests were already on their second glass of wine and act of conversation.

         I passed through a sea of crowds, pausing at exhibits that looked as though they’d washed up from a shipwrecked boat on which Dalí, Cronenberg and Burroughs had been sailing. The central piece was a papier-mâché brain, composed of pages ripped from various books (The Unbearable Lightness of Being, Decline and Fall, The Heavenly Sisters among others), with pencils sticking in and out of its wet membrane. I moved into another antechamber, where I spotted Jamie standing behind a life-size plastic doll. The doll’s limbs were twisted into contortions of pain; every three seconds a giant motorized HB pencil swung and thrust into her vagina and a stream of red ink slithered down her thighs. The plaque beneath it said: The Rape of the Muses.
         

         Jamie’s laughter overlapped her cries. Admirers surrounded him. Cameras flashed. Reporters pondered. Someone thrust a mike into his face. Though he wasn’t nearly as handsome in the flesh as he was in his grainy black-and-white photographs, I was struck by the force of his charisma. There was an arrogance in his face – in the jut of his chin, the snarl of his eyebrows – counterbalanced by a feminine vulnerability in his lips and high cheekbones. The group of journalists around him had struck up a sort of informal press conference and, since I was Richard Byam-Cock from the Sunday Telegraph, I joined them.
         

         ‘Could you give me a soundbite, please? Something to sum up the basis of thought behind this exhibition?’

         ‘I’m fascinated by the manner in which the Berlin walls that have previously separated art, literature and music are finally being dismantled. I think what we’re finding at the moment is a kind of synthesis and a synaesthesia of arts. There are comic books, graphic novels, combining amazing storytelling with vivid visual images. And then, of course, there is the great Will Self himself, who is at this moment in time sitting in a Liverpudlian tower block, working on his latest novel, allowing people to view at him at work. An Author who has also fashioned himself as a work of Art, who is creating as he allows himself to be created and shaped by other people’s imaginations.
         

         ‘I wanted each visitor to feel as though they were not entering a gallery but a virtual reality of my subconscious. I wanted this gallery to be a kind of chronology of the growth of a poet’s mind – a visual equivalent of The Prelude. All the writers, artists and musicians who have influenced me are here, from Jarvis Cocker playing in the gallery to my Ode to Will Self.’
         

         Will Self, Will Self. A few weeks ago I had never heard of him; now he seemed omnipotent. I raised a nervous hand and asked, ‘Can I ask what sort of influence precisely Will Self has had on you?’

         I had intended the question harmlessly; indeed, I had hoped to flatter his ego and catch his attention. But several reviewers tittered and Jamie’s expression became decidedly cool. He replied, ‘Well, we both use full stops,’ which prompted raucous laughter and a spatter of applause.
         

         Jamie curtly concluded that he’d answered enough questions. He pinned his eyes on my face and held me, like a scientist with an insect squiggling between his tweezers.
         

         ‘I –’ I began to stutter ‘– I … I only meant …’ But Jamie had already walked off. The rest of the reviewers shook their heads and gave me unimpressed glances.

         Well, I thought, acid burning in my stomach. Suddenly I was Richard Smith again, standing in a suit that didn’t suit, as ludicrous as a child trying on his parent’s clothes. I thought: I can’t do this – I don’t have the skills. I’m a writer, an observer, not a charmer, not a spy.
         

         I became aware that I was being watched. A girl was standing a few feet away, taking sips from a cup and jutting her chin with an air of self-sufficiency while clearly longing for someone to talk to. She was wearing a pink summer dress and kept tugging at the hem and rearranging the straps and smoothing her hand over the skirt, a display of modesty that was actually rather sexy, drawing attention to her flesh: thin thighs, ice-cream scoop shoulders, lightly freckled arms. She gave me a terse smile. I grimaced back, disliking this mirror of my own social ineptitude, and moved on.
         

         I wanted a drink but I’d taken some more of my old med this morning so instead I decided to get some air. I sat on the chilly steps and broke a six-month smoking fast, my conversation with Jamie going over and over in my head, only each time my replies got wittier until I was the centre of attention and everyone was laughing at him.
         

         Then I felt it. A whisper shivering behind my left ear. I had the curious sensation of a presence again, as though Sylvie had leant over my shoulder and I had felt her hair brush against my skin.

         The moment died and I frowned, posthumously attributing it to the wind. I was about to go back in when I was distracted by a large, shiny car pulling up. Out stepped a tall man in his fifties, with magnificent grey hair swept back from his patrician’s face. He carried an air of self-importance, like a fur coat draped across his shoulders.
         

         A young woman got out of the other side. As she bent down to wipe an invisible smudge off her black leather boot, I was treated to a glimpse of possibly the largest cleavage I had ever encountered. Then she stood up, flicked back her blonde dreadlocks, looped her arm through his and they marched into the party together. I followed them in at a distance, intrigued by the excitement that rippled through the crowds: ‘It’s Archie West!’

         ‘Archie, oh, wow!’

         ‘What – here?’

         ‘Yes, here. He represents Jamie now, you know.’

         ‘Sacked his other agent for him.’

         ‘Gets a million for every client.’

         ‘Who on earth is that girl with him?’

         I rolled my eyes and downed the rest of my orange juice with a sour burp. Back inside, I passed an exhibit called Writer’s Block on a Bad Day. A paraplegic in a wheelchair was swiping a fat brush in a tin of red paint and swishing it over the white stretch of wall in clumsy patterns, like a corybantic CAT scan. One young girl started crying, saying that her brother had Down’s syndrome and she didn’t think it was a laughing matter; the security guard assured her that the paraplegic was enjoying his celebrity status and had got laid for the first time last week.
         

         On a better day, I might have found the whole thing funny. But I was determined to hate Jamie, so I adopted a repulsed expression.

         Then I saw it. It was hanging at the back of the exhibition, like an afterthought. A small picture of Sylvie at a party wearing a mask: the same one that I had printed out in the library. The plaque next to it read: In memory of a dear friend. This version was much bigger than the one I had; I leant in, examining the small square in her palm. There was a picture on it – of Self’s face. Was it a Will Self postage stamp? I squinted in puzzlement, studying it for a good ten minutes, but I still could not come up with any explanation.
         

         I longed to ask Jamie but I had no desire to suffer another whiplash of sarcasm. Then I spotted Toady and Nicholas. They were standing in a corner, seemingly uninterested in the exhibition, chatting quietly. Toady had sandy hair and wore red Christopher Biggins spectacles. He was extremely tall and quite plump, his gestures possessing the apologetic clumsiness of a Dobermann. Nicholas was tall, reedy and dressed in a black polo-neck. Smoke from a little white cigarette curled about his profile; he looked as though he belonged in the back alley of a film noir. They seemed marginally more approachable than Jamie.
         

         I sidled up to them, pretending to be interested in an exhibit entitled Books that have never given me the slightest spark of inspiration: a pile of chick lit with mounds of stinking shit slopped on to their glossy covers, and the cheerful footnote beneath: ‘The faeces were kindly denoted by horses from the London County Shire Stables.’
         

         ‘I just don’t know what the hell Archie is doing,’ Toady was saying. ‘I mean, how can he concentrate on selling us if he’s bloody screwing glamour girls? I can’t believe he brought that bimbo. I thought Archie had class.’
         

         ‘Oh, he’s not fucking her,’ said Nicholas.

         ‘So what is he doing, then? Teaching her to knit?’

         ‘She’s publishing a kids’ book. Archie agented the deal. Over a million pounds in advances from thirty countries. Some book teaching kids the moral of not eating too much or they grow up obese.’

         They burst into inebriated laughter and I found myself chuckling out loud. They noticed me and I smiled at them. They didn’t smile back.

         ‘Hi, I’m Richard Byam-Cock.’ I mustered up a display of confidence, putting out my hand for them to shake.

         They looked even more put out, but Toady had the grace to shake my hand and manage half a grin. Nicholas merely raised an eyebrow and looked over my shoulder.

         ‘Any relation to, er, Jamie?’ Toady asked.

         ‘None, I’m afraid,’ I said. ‘I’m a journalist.’

         ‘Oh.’ They looked at me as though I’d just announced I swept the streets for a living.

         ‘Well,’ Toady reflected, ‘there could be worse professions. Like prostitution.’ He giggled, and a smile rippled across Nicholas’s thin lips.

         ‘Well, nice chatting to you,’ I said tightly, about to move away, when Toady patted my arm and said, ‘Look, I’m sorry – I didn’t mean anything. I just have a bit of thing against journalists but, hey, I’m sure some of you are almost human.’
         

         ‘Do you – do you happen to remember a girl called Sylvie Pettersson?’ I asked. ‘I noticed there’s a picture of her over there.’

         Their reaction was marked. Immediately Toady buried his nose in his glass, while Nicholas swallowed hard and stared into the distance.

         ‘She was … We liked her very much. She was a good egg,’ said Toady, nervously.

         ‘Zara is surrounded by perverts,’ Nicholas interrupted, shaking his head and blowing a thin funnel of smoke out of the corner of his mouth. ‘Look at them. I don’t know what Jamie’s playing at. He just wants people to think he’s secretly doing her.’ He sighed. ‘When are we going to get out of here and get to the Sealink?’
         

         ‘You go and ask Jamie. He hasn’t forgiven me still for Saturday night when I beat him at Cluedo.’

         ‘That’s because you cheat, Toady.’

         ‘I do not cheat …’
         

         Their conversation faded away, for I had turned and caught my first glimpse of Zara.

         Among the literary shipwreck, she lay washed up like an exhausted siren who has given un petit mort to too many a sailor. Naked on the bed; a chessboard of white sheet and black hair.
         

         Muted light softened her curves, covered with a thousand downy gold hairs, like the skin of some fabulous exotic fruit.

         I thought of Eliot and The Love Song of J. R. Prufrock and, for the first time, words sharpened into reality and I understood what it meant.
         

         There was a sign above her bed that read My Muses. Men had gathered round, surreptitiously raping her by eyeball. They stared at her while chatting to their friends, or stared at her while feigning to look at a programme, or stared at her while pretending to drop their programme and do up their shoelaces; and all hovered around a three-minute threshold, then hurried on reluctantly, fearing anything more would appear obscene. I didn’t care. I stood and stared, and came closer, and stared some more. Next to me I overheard a guy whispering loudly whether one could buy tickets for a closer look. I wanted to grab a sword and slash them all to blood and bones, to pick her up and carry her out like a conquering knight.
         

         I kept willing her to look at me, but she stared at the floor. Gradually, I began to spot what everyone else had failed to notice. She was hiding it well, but I could see it in the goose pimples on her arms, the yellow hue lacing her eyewhites, the feverish flush in her cheeks. I was about to go and get her a glass of water when suddenly she looked up at me, then glanced away, without even an attempt at retinal battle.

         Suddenly I felt cheap. I looked like just another guy hosing his silent lust all over her. I wanted to say, It’s more than that. I wanted to walk up to her and touch her fabulous skin. For one frightening, dazed moment, I actually thought I was going to do it. Then someone shoved past me. Jamie.

         He stepped over the red velvet ropes and sat down on the bed next to her. His expression was uncharacteristically tender. He whispered something in her ear, and she nodded, gathering the sheets up around her.

         A new flood of people entered the party, led by a small man in Armani with greasy brown hair. Jamie’s face tightened and he pushed through the crowds, muttering, ‘I can’t believe his fucking nerve.’

         I’m not quite sure how the fight started. I was too distracted by watching Zara glide across the room, a sheet wrapped round her, and into the dressing rooms. By the time I became aware of the noise and the crowd forming, I’d missed most of the action. I did, however, hear the crack, like a gunshot, a noise that went through me and echoed in the roots of my teeth. I turned to see Jamie throwing a punch at the guy’s face. The violence aroused me and I followed the pull of my cock, leaning in closer. I was disappointed when Jamie’s friends held him back. ‘I told you not to come,’ he kept crying, while the other man yelled back, ‘All this over a few bloody full stops!’ After a little more kerfuffle, Jamie and his friends made for the door.
         

         My heart skipped as Zara emerged from the Ladies. I was disappointed when she ignored my gaze, hurrying past in a flurry of perfume and dark hair. I opened my mouth and fought saliva for a few seconds; by the time I’d called, ‘Hello,’ she was already ploughing through the crowds, cigarette dangling from her mouth. Jamie put his arm round her and his clique left the building.
         

         The party emptied fast. The injured man (who turned to be a journalist), still holding a handkerchief to his bloody nose, was arguing quietly with a small, dapper man (the gallery owner, I believe) on whether or not it was a matter for the police. People were gossiping and muttering, but their conversation sounded grey. It was as though a flock of peacocks had shown up to flash their plumage and then taken flight, leaving pigeons to peck at the crumbs they’d left behind. The drinks were running out and sticky paper cups lay littered across the floor. I felt washed up and listless; perhaps I’d go and find an Oddbins, then head home and drink until I passed out.

         I was collecting my coat from the cloakroom when the dark-haired girl in the pink dress I had noticed earlier appeared behind me. She was burrowing in her handbag with tsks of irritation.

         ‘Hold these, will you?’ she commanded, thrusting a copy of Jamie’s latest book and an umbrella into my hands. ‘Where is it, where is it? Do I definitely need the ticket?’ she appealed to the attendant, who shrugged awkwardly.
         

         I gave the attendant an apologetic look.

         ‘Oh, here it is.’ The attendant returned with a black raincoat.

         She took it without thanking her. Then she turned to me and grabbed her things back. ‘Cheers,’ she added, as an afterthought. She narrowed her eyes, appraising me in such a predatory manner that I felt myself bristle. ‘I’m Mia.’ She held out a hand armed with pointy purple talons. ‘I’m a journalist.’
         

         ‘I’m Richard Smith,’ I said, crumpling up my façade. ‘And I’m a nobody.’

         At first I thought that her shrill laughter was aimed at me and my fingers flexed into a fist. Then she blurted out: ‘I was actually meant to come with my boyfriend. But he, um, stood me up. Men. I mean – God.’ She slipped her arm through mine and caressed her head against my shoulder like a cat. The gesture, so tender in contrast to her flinty demeanour, touched me. I kissed the top of her head and she whispered, ‘Let’s go.’
         

         I wasn’t seriously interested in her. Despite Zara’s breathtaking beauty, I still felt a curious connection to Sylvie, and any other woman could only be painfully mortal. But she seemed a lot more appealing than waking up with a lonely hangover. Suddenly I found myself aching for female company, for caresses and soft kisses to soothe the wounds the night had inflicted on my ego.
         

         As we were leaving, the final exhibit accosted us: An Ode to Will Self. It consisted of a giant photograph, sixteen feet by sixteen, of Jamie’s portrait computer-synthesised on top of Will’s, or perhaps Will’s on top of his, forming a face like a hall of mirrors: double-chinned, quadruple-cheeked. The effect was deeply unsettling, like seeing a doppelganger frozen in mid-metamorphosis. Mia shuddered and curled her arm tighter through mine.
         

         
             

         

         Mia lived in Primrose Hill, in a house she had just inherited from her grandmother; we tiptoed up to her attic bedroom and attempted to have sex while two cases of dead moths stared down on us.

         My cock became a toy tugged between Mia and Sylvie. My lust for Zara had already irritated her; now her jealousy brushed the back of my neck; she sang softly as she shrank my cock to baby imitation. I tried to fight her with more and more vehement thrusts – until Mia surrendered, pulling out from under me with a loud sigh. My cock flopped. The soggy condom lay on the bed like vomit.
         

         I thought I heard faint singing, and then distant crying. I wanted to weep too, then, and despite my angry humiliation, I begged for her to stay with us while we slept, to nestle between our sleeping bodies. But she took her revenge and left.

         Mia rolled over and lit a cigarette. She curled her lips around it, blew out one puff, then snuffed it. Her fingers were on the lamp switch, when I said hastily, ‘Do you know – have you ever met, come across, a writer called Sylvie Pettersson?’

         ‘No.’ She sounded jealous. ‘No. Wait, she’s not a writer – she wanted to be a writer.’
         

         At this hour of the night, such élitism was exhausting.

         ‘And did you know her?’ I asked.

         ‘She went out with Jamie, so for a while she was showing up all over the place. And then she kind of disappeared. I guess he got bored with her, just like he always does. I heard she had some kind of weird plastic surgery that went wrong, then topped herself as a result.’

         ‘She didn’t—’ I broke off, swallowing back the emotion. ‘God. That’s an awful shame. How did Jamie feel about it?’
         

         Mia shrugged.

         ‘What’s the WSC?’ I asked.

         ‘The what?’
         

         ‘The WSC.’ I was surprised: Mia was clearly well connected in the grid of literary gossip and I had assumed she would reveal all.

         ‘God knows. Is this a game?’ She yawned, clearly bored with the conversation, so it seemed the obvious thing to try to fuck her again.

         But even when I closed my eyes, I could not fully pretend she was Sylvie.
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