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It’s none of their business that you have to learn to write. Let them think you were born that way.




 





Ernest Hemingway




















SPUR





I went to Tegel prison in Berlin one Thursday. Its full name, Justizvollzugsanstalt Tegel, paints the picture of gunmetal sky over red-brick walls. Officers frisked me and traded my passport and belongings for a token which they warned me not to lose. The driver who brought me declined to come in: he was once a detective who had put some inmates away. I was going to read and chat with a writing group made up of long-term prisoners. My prison host said they would find the talk interesting, but not as compelling as the last two minutes of our time. When the official talk was over there would be a gap before guards came to lock everyone up. In those couple of minutes the prisoners would mingle and meet someone fresh.


That time was gold for them.


When the time came it was a fleeting party without drinks, of conversation between men close together. Ice had to be broken fast, years of isolation charged to moments no longer than a traffic-light change. In that time one of the men came asking me serious questions. His writing had hit a snag: he’d been inside so long that he’d forgotten what the streets outside were like. He couldn’t imagine the world enough, its dynamics and feel, to write a recognisable setting. And he had no access to the internet. I realised what a pure canvas the prisoners were facing as writers. 


I could tell this was the first of many questions from the man. My heart was in my throat. I started to tell him that in some ways we’re all trapped away from the truth or detail of what we try to write; but before I could explain, guards appeared at both our sides and physically pulled us apart.


What follows is the rest of my answers.

















NUTSHELL





You can be insecure and be a writer.


You can be unsuccessful and be a writer.


You can be a bad person and be a writer.


You can be a drinker, a procrastinator, a freak.


You can be compulsive, dependent, delusional, manic.


You can be under house arrest.


You can be on medication.


You can be wrong.


And be a writer.


You just have to write.


That’s where it gets tricky.


There are a million gurus, books and groups that can tell you where the verb goes, and sell you a rewarding, methodical way to write.


This book is about another way.


One you might end up with.


Because once you get over this being a job you can do in your underwear you will find yourself in that underwear in the dead of some miserable night more alone than you thought you could be.


And you won’t give a fuck where the verb goes.

















PREFACE





I started to write. It wasn’t a lifelong wish. I didn’t train for it, didn’t know any writers, editors or publishers. I just had a strong feeling with nowhere to go.


I wasn’t particularly well-read, though I loved books and carried some more vividly in mind than real life. I had imagination, could speak my native tongue and talk shit about art. Against that, Shakespeare was still in the shops and the streets were full of graduates. Long-odds schemes were rarely lucky for me, and writing blind seemed long odds. Still, the feeling smouldered till I had nothing to lose, till there was just the two of us; then it caught a spark and ignited. A new climate took hold with its own laws, a place where Douglas Adams’ art of flying was key, the art of throwing yourself at the ground and missing. The trick was in missing.


Thankfully it’s a knack you can practise over time. When you first sit down to write, a hundred thousand decisions glare up from blank pages. They grow as you frown, and must be the reason most books are never written. Not that the decisions can’t be made, but you have to make them alone and from scratch. They’re all your fault, and their sum effect is your fault. But a curious thing can also happen: as you ponder how dumb it is to risk getting that many decisions right, you can end up feeling that alone, and from scratch is where writing wants you. Where it wants every writer. That the risk is the whole job. That hauling you naked to a place where nobody can help you is how writing wrings out art. That the management of passion counts as much as the words, and that every new book should make its author a novice again.


Which, as a novice, makes you a writer.


The only matter then is to keep writing.


For me at first it was like trying to paint a dictionary onto live rats, but the more naked and clueless I grew, the more power I found, and it was correct. The gods of writing weren’t waiting for another impeccable tome from some learned technician, they were waiting for a shout from the rooftops. For mine and for yours. My feeling was that shout and by isolating it, wrestling it, and building it a cage, I was harnessing the only thing I had to give. I couldn’t compete with theory or craft, the shout was all I had. But take note if you mean to write: it was enough. Had I been guided by an editor, tutor or group, I wouldn’t have written what I wrote. There was no way to explain the feeling, even to myself. The novel is its only explanation.


This book is my guide to, and reflection on, that job. Clearly there are many more qualified people than me for this, but I didn’t know any of those people when I started to write, and almost none have published clues for stragglers. I didn’t want the PhD course, just a few good keys; and while there’s a great deal more to be said about writing than is here, I can also now honestly say that the practical secrets to a page-turning book would easily fit onto a napkin. I’ll spread them more liberally, but you get the idea. If you want to write a spy novel, the formula is in Part Three and takes up a fraction of these pages. This book is longer because the formula is the easy part: getting ourselves to sit at a table long enough to write a book is the tricky part, plus writing the damn book. I’m not a teacher but maybe it’s for the best, I only include what made itself noticeable along the way. Whether it breaks rules or is noticeable to others, I wouldn’t know. This isn’t about life as the writers we can become, disciplined and with our own routines, it’s about breaking through. Think of it as a notebook from someone a day ahead of you on the same hunt. If you’re writing it’s about missing the ground. If you’re a reader it’s about the strange ecology of people, ideas and words. If you’re a maniac it’s a decoy for demons.


Maniacs are in good company. It turns out that demons are gatekeepers of literature. Books not only explore human weaknesses but are written in spite of them, are even inspired and driven by them. In this way they’re organic, an honest book is human tissue. In trying to make this one of them I’m hoping these chapters also bring a change of perspective; not just a discussion but a day-trip to a viewpoint as we read. It can take an effort to see life through fresh eyes, and as the book is about fostering new sight it should try to provoke it along the way. Apart from anything, our biases and opinions are increasingly shaped by outside forces, we have to look beyond them more than ever to see things as they really are. Behind that shorthand of convenient ideas there’s a playground for writers where things still sparkle with paradox, where few characters live down to their stereotypes, where the assailant can also be soft, the victim bad, the terrorist poetic. Anywhere uncomfortable ideas roam, ones that go against conditioned thought, is a mine for us; and wherever we sense that discomfort we find precisely the issues needing light. When we see topics put beyond argument, as so many now are, we find the ones that need it most, the ones whose rational claims probably don’t support them, hence their quarantine in some taboo. Not to say we should all set out to write prickly books, nor that conditioned ideas are necessarily false; just that expected reality is often more fictional than good fiction, and we need to know which is which. Our workspace is between them. We have the privilege of writing life as it is, which can make our work glisten with truth. Everyone recognises a lurking fact when they see one, and literature is the last public space where we can expose them without influence from money or politics. Throughout history one has only had to say the truth to be subversive, and that has never been more true than today.


That it’s a shrinking arena should owe nothing to us.


Although centuries of scholarship tell us what writing is and should be, and I can’t pretend to expand on that, what I can do is share some things I wish I’d known in the dead of certain nights. Sure, they’re subjective and idiosyncratic. But life’s an experiment, I measure and observe it, and I watched this little odyssey like a hawk. In these chapters I might seem more of an evangelist or a drug dealer than a writer, and I apologise if it detracts from the mundane grind of writing, because it is also a grind – but like a moth between lights it’s my nature to commute between dirt and sky, looking back from in between to see what I missed. I feel there’s something helpful in it, but it’s an outsider’s place, neither here nor there; and that’s where we’ll go to write. Whatever form turns you on, short or long, fiction or non, the nuts, bolts and secrets are easier to grasp than you might think, and I include them here. It’s all the other shit you’ll find unexpected. However it is, I consign the whole mess to you in as bracing and useful a form as I can think of – like a bottle to swig from in your own dead of night.




 





DBC Pierre, London

















HOW TO USE THIS BOOK





You don’t have to be thinking of writing to read this book. I even hope you’re not, then at least one of us is getting some sleep. Unlike literary fiction, where I get to please myself, with this book I have to imagine who might be reading. As I see it’s you, I’ll try to start most of these chapters with a moral anecdote – a scene – which I hope you’ll enjoy with freedom one day in a park somewhere. But if you’re thinking of writing, those scenes are examples from life that relate to a second part in most chapters – a sequel – where their connection to writing is explored.


At the end of the book I’ll list the bare nuts and bolts in an appendix. If you rip those pages out and paste them over your wall they should map all you need to know. I still write, so we can do this together. I warn you now that some of us won’t make it. But some of us will – and to you who do: mine’s a tequila. 

















PART ONE


WRITING: AS EXCITING AS BURGLARY













A state of mind in anguished conflict between a palpitating impulse to communicate and a profound distrust of my own adequacy.




 





Thomas Mann, Doctor Faustus




















1 WHY ME





For over twenty years my mother drove on a forged foreign driving licence. I was the forger. I did it at school, probably in maths. She could drive well enough but couldn’t work out the diagrams in written tests. So it was a technicality, which made it all right. It was one of many ways in which creativity was fostered at home, and things were made all right. Home was big and patrolled by people who always said ‘yes’ because they were under our employ. A closed circuit where whims could roam free. My father had better things to do than mess with it. Like all closed circuits it was a safe and constant environment – for as long as the circuit stayed closed.


I say it to identify two things that led to me writing:


The first is the difference in values between my house and the world outside. Granted, we’re all raised in moral micro-climates to some degree, where the Johnsons are slippery because they now claim we never loaned them that book, and it’s OK to tell everyone we’re away for the weekend – but the degree to which our climate tallies with outside standards makes it noticeable to us or not, looking back.


Looking back, mine was like a neon motel sign. When my father’s death broke the circuit, all that colour fizzed onto the street, so that whereas a boy ideally leaves home to trim his ideas to a wider breeze, I went into the world to have mine kicked out of me like seven kinds of shit. Which in itself is no good for writing. What’s good is having to reappraise things from scratch. I had to study the gap between values, which meant learning where they came from and what was behind them. Grinding through that job made me alert to gaps in general. I soon saw them everywhere, between what’s said and done, what’s done and meant, what’s promised and given. Gaps. Often gulfs. Presumed invisible by their owners, if not also invisible to them.


It made me see that we live in two worlds. All the time. One where shit happens and one where we decide what it was. A gap grows when we decide they weren’t the same thing, like those cocktails that don’t count in calorie-controlled diets because they’re only drinks, which, after all, share a category with water. So well-defended was the world of my upbringing that it took until this decade of my life to untangle it from where I live – a real world. And it’s in that untangling, largely driven by writing, and by the experiences I’ve had and the people I’ve met, that I’ve come to see why fiction works. The world of our inner legends and biases, and the streets around us that teem with legends of their own, will always be at odds. And not in conceptual ways but in the most existential way, giving hard outcomes. If you’re a police officer accustomed to locker-room banter with colleagues, you know well that in the current climate what you sometimes joke about would end your career if used outside. Then you’d see the two worlds fastidiously separated in a court, word by word, traced to intentions even though you feel you meant none. You’d be judged by one world: the one outside the locker room.


Whatever you do I suspect you live in at least two places. This interplay of worlds is what humanity and therefore literature is about. Our extremes live in the gap. The further our experience from what we hold it to be, the wider it gets, all the way to the chasm governments face when they manufacture crises to justify war. You will know people who stand some distance from where they purport to stand, and probably some who stand opposite. I’m not just talking about the Johnsons, nor outright deceit. Every human initiative is accidentally or deliberately influenced like a Chinese whisper, which can’t help but diffract results down the line.


I didn’t figure out until later that I’d stumbled on the place religions run to after the world doesn’t end when they predicted. The place where the brain erases sticky facts, makes dialogue sound purposeful in retrospect, manufactures belief in lies and in the hopeless, makes excuses for spouses who thrash you and children who’re bad. Home of the fallacy. Home of deceit. Home of hope, disappointment, expectation, stalking and love. Home of all conspiracies and anti-conspiracies.


And I wasn’t alone there, it was swarming.


The crackling gap between conceptual ideal and existential chaos: where violence is dressed as freedom, autocracy as democracy, desire as need, blame as innocence. Where all credit and most business play for profits.


I was intrigued and dismayed. On the one hand it meant the Johnsons were off the hook. Maybe their minds had scribbled a different memo of the day we loaned them the book. Maybe we remembered loaning it when we hadn’t. Or some perceived slight by the Johnsons made them candidates for being fingered over the book when the heat for mislaying it fell on one of us. Maybe we last saw the book in their hands and our brains filed its absence with that sighting, or we chose to file it there. This is the gap. It can be used or abused but few people stay out of it. Like a summary court, you go for decisions, not justice. The book has vanished in existential terms. Despite knowing that our accuracy in matching truth to ideas is less than a hundred per cent, we finger the Johnsons. Perhaps a different agenda hijacks the issue on its way through the gap. Then the Johnsons feel slighted when we don’t call them for drinks. Their sourness can soon make us candidates for something, then they don’t call us for drinks. So we’re slighted, and on and on this tennis of bad ideas throws existential ripples all over your life when in fact the book fell behind a cupboard. If you found the damned thing you’d be better off just leaving it there.


All because we fear the unknown. Chaos. We’re a creature who fears existing and ‘just because’ isn’t a good enough answer. So we gather all the clues we can and build our own answer, and if there are no clues we build one anyway, what the hell?


Otherwise our fears crawl there and we’re fucked.


The gap. On the other hand it’s where controllers hide. All the bitter human torsion and force that skulks behind innocent words comes from there. Look at families you know. Where you see a family taking pains not to ‘air its dirty laundry in public’ you can find an ethos at some distance from the truth, or from what another family at least would consider ideal. A family with hidden controls and unspoken rules. Yet that can be the family whose pride is most unshakeable because it bases it on words and not actions, and the words are all great. It can’t be sinister because it’s just how we are.


You’re probably aware of all this; indulge me because these ideas lit up like a fairground for me. I’d managed to avoid them not because they’re obscure but because it wasn’t in my interests to acknowledge them, it would’ve meant puncturing the place I came from. But now, as the gap’s mechanisms lit up and were assigned to the hard feelings and lessons of youth, those experiences began to leave a taste in my mouth like bile after bad tequila. Everything changed. Even the so-called battle between good and bad took a kicking; the actual battle must be between real and unreal. Or else we float somewhere on a spectrum of reality, either nearer to or further from admitting to facts and being guided by them. Fear and confidence must have to do with our position, meaning it can fluctuate. Wealth must sway our perception by buffering us from chaos.


None of this is to say I’m any better at it. It all just flew up into a focusing lens, making dumb youth more of a trip to put behind me than I could’ve imagined. I’d stumbled on the quantum place where yes meant no, where black was white, where losing an election made you president. The more I examined the space between the real and what we construe as real, the more it felt like a backstage pass to the human condition, a key to our central dilemma.


I learned that I was fucking weird. That humans are fucking weird and that we inhabit houses-of-cards made of bent ideas. That anyone with confidence is dangerously deluded; that anyone without it is fucking doomed.


You don’t have to hold these positions to be a writer. They fit here because the gap is also where characters in books live their lives. Literature is about people and their truths, which means conflict because our truths are rarely the same. As writers we decide what the reader can know that the character doesn’t, we build gaps and arm conflicts. We could always set our stories in moral and evolutionary climates without gaps, but for me the climate we have is wild. It begs attention. The way things are, if you wrote reality verbatim it would be rejected as unnatural, so much do we live in ideas and not facts. If we saw the true intent behind our actions we’d be horrified.


Step back and see what truly goes on. It’s a ratfuck.


If you chase these ideas to their conclusion they also define a whole meaning of life. Whether you subscribe to it or not, it’s a strong position from which to play God with characters. The next chapter strips us down to those bones.










Man is the only animal for whom his own existence is a problem which he has to solve.




 





Erich Fromm




















2 THE WORLD





Animals on this planet are born knowing what they have to do. They just go out and do it. If you raise an anteater in isolation from other anteaters it will still have a taste for ants, and will go out and find them. But humans aren’t born with such programs. We come with an operating system and the blessing or curse of self-consciousness; the rest is up to us. What the human mind does by nature is look for order, and because self-conscious reality is random and terrifying it makes a lot of it up in the form of ideals, schemes and beliefs. Not that we invent a world from scratch – although we also can – but that our world can be a careful selection of wishes and half-truths. A gist of a world, where the unseen is described by ideas. So that, in a way, what separates us from the animals is our ability to bullshit ourselves.


From this position, choosing from the values around us, we each make a pact with Destiny. The mystic makes a pact that he will be saved by an invisible being if he does certain things such as kneel and talk to himself. He might not be saved if he does certain others, such as eat the wrong food. The engineer makes a pact that he can’t be saved beyond his scientifically expected lifespan, and that instead his work is to save himself materially using reason. He might also be forsaken if he eats the wrong food, but in his case it’s food which science has rejected. 


It’s not convenient for the mystic to reflect that a random number of people who kneel and talk to themselves still perish in uncomfortable ways, and are never heard from again; nor for the engineer to reflect that science routinely reverses its conclusions. Both characters are firm in their pacts. Both avoid certain foods and follow ideas for which there may be no material evidence.


Then intellect goes to work. It works to attach universality, history and eternity to the chosen ideas. So the mystic not only believes that he will be saved but that everyone will be saved if they follow the same ideas – he makes the pact universal and adds that things have always and will always be that way, and that it’s the only way. Moreover, he grows to believe it self-evident. Likewise, the engineer is sure that only science can save. He even defines his salvation differently.


Regardless of how those ideas arose – and these samples harm neither advocate, they can still be correct – both exist only in the mind. Their only application is through the human body, and is the only point at which they touch hard reality. What’s more, because we’re guided by our concepts in everything we do, we tend to filter out evidence that doesn’t support our beliefs. So the mystic sees signs of his creator, the engineer notes the hand of science, the pessimist sees trouble ahead.


Of course we routinely take our biases into account. But what blew my mind was finding that even the world where our biases grow is a construction. And we rarely take that into account. Think back to history class at school, the one where the Spaniards did this, the French did that, or an Italian said something five centuries ago. Then recall that until recently there was no Italy. There was no Spain or France. Distinct peoples, often without a common language, have been grouped under a nationalist idea that didn’t arise until centuries after they supposedly acted in its history.


Just like childhood – a quite recent idea.


National patriotism – a recent idea.


Ambition as a positive trait – a recent idea.


Fatherly love – a recently returned idea.


The two-sex model of man versus woman – an old idea.


Romantic love between siblings – a vanished idea.


Homosexuality as a variant type – an idea on its way back out.


Each of our accepted ideas overthrows the one before until it passes for an unbroken truth spanning all of time. So today we believe that fathers by nature show love to their offspring, that those offspring by nature enjoy a period of playful childhood, that they belong to a nation greater than themselves which defines their cultural background and sets a social climate on their behalf, that they may pursue romantic relationships with either sex, that such relationships with their siblings would be wrong, and that their ambitions will dictate the extent of their success. Yet until quite recently these things were not only different but reversed. And in many places they still are, which gives on to the broader issue: that there are enough of us across varied-enough territories that our ideas are always different. So we influence others and form societies. In many societies children can marry, but men can’t be with men. In others, men can be with men, but children can’t marry; and both groups feel certain that their ideas are a culmination of progress and a correction of previously primitive ideas. In this case they’re social mores, bound by culture, but the same applies to governing ideologies. For instance, communists are certain of two things: that they’ve identified the only proper way for humans to govern themselves, and that other ideas are wrong. Capitalists are certain of the same through a completely reverse philosophy, and neither will admit to being part of a nominal experiment. Rather, they attach the certainty of eternity to their ideas, helped by our confinement in the present, where today’s idea is the obvious one. This is where it gets interesting for me. In running our respective experiments – ideologies, governments, wars, religions, football matches and individual lives – it falls to our ideas to predict the future. We plot what will happen in existential terms if we follow a particular conceptual course of action, such as prepare for an uprising, a second coming, an economic slump, a climate crisis or the end of the world. Whole generations can throw their lives at predicted outcomes, but see how infrequently they ever happen: rarely in the way we prepare for them, if at all. History shows our success rate to be about the same as tossing dice.


Meanwhile, reality throws up the emergencies that weren’t predicted, which keeps our memory of failed predictions short. Whoever made the predictions is safe: time and chaos feed the gap with new stuff to explain miscalculations and to predict with more certainty that the world will end next year. That equation of short memory, shifting time, and chaos is the darling of governments dodging trouble: whenever a scandal erupts they launch official enquiries that put matters beyond discussion until we care less. By the time a verdict is reached, a dozen new crises have passed.


Even so, we keep the faith. Discrepancies between the nominal and the real may disturb us but our tolerance is high. This owes to the same phenomenon that allows literature to work at all: people more easily believe an idea than a fact.


Only ideas have order – just what the mind looks for.


It might seem to an alien watching us that human history derives from our constant interference in the gap between prediction and reality. A sharp alien would also see that it constitutes an engine. Our struggle to manifest ideas in reality does cause change, and some success; and either way there’s reciprocal action, as we change the environment it changes us – we plough fields, they make us strong, that strength passes in genes to adapt future ploughmen. Which suggests that if as a species we survive the risks of our intermediate ideas we might actually harmonise with chaos one day. The problem is that we don’t know what form order might take. It seems increasingly likely that we’re light-years away from understanding ourselves and the universe, if there’s anything to understand. For the time being our minds seem to strive for order because it feels natural. We feel as if the universe has order. As if only humans are chaotic. So order is our aiming point by nature, as if we were just trying to get home. 


According to these ideas we also feed reciprocal action by fucking up and challenging order, probably feed it more than by obedience. There lies our workspace: because as airtight as current ideas might seem – the planet as a single ecosystem, nature as a self-balancing organism, peace as an outcome of freedom – their cracks are already appearing.


That’s where we come in.










The most beautiful things are those that madness prompts and reason writes.




 





André Gide




















3 BAD TEQUILA





All these ideas and their ramifications made me want to shout. I shouted on paper. The hitch is that it takes longer to shout a novel than a song, and I’m not a musician. I needed patience to sit through the job, and I found it in another gift from home. It sprang from the fact that you can toss an occasional half-truth through the gap on a whim, but running a long-term ethos at any variance from the truth requires an immune system. It needs it to attack inconvenient facts and convert them into forms it can metabolise and put to its own use. Our enemies have one: again they fail and we gloriously triumph. We have one: again they fail and we gloriously triumph. And my household had one: the fucking Johnsons kept that book.


To keep a household regulated, an immune system patrols all the values that enter its environment of ideas. In practical terms it means constantly monitoring, prying, testing and reinforcing the status quo, loading half of all conversation with whiskers and traps. It means every time you say ‘Johnson’ you hear ‘book’ until you don’t bring it up any more. The Johnsons kept the book, you are the black sheep, I am the innocent martyr and your father is the silent hero. If these are the positions in a household script, the immune system will patrol even the farthest perimeter, generations of ideas away, to herd things back to that order. You can find the damned book behind a cupboard and somehow it’s still the Johnsons’ fault, or someone’s fault. But then you liked the Johnsons, didn’t you? And you’re a black sheep, so they must be black sheep, so you all flock together. Bang – you’re implicated by association, without recourse to justice because underneath the mesh of ideas against you stands one existential lever: the book, which was missing. The point is that it was all too much shit for me as a child. I distrusted it. Cross-referencing all the values wires you into a steel cocoon.


Its weight along with the immune system’s intrusiveness made me a loner from a young age. Rather than leave independent ideas at the door I learned to pay lip-service to the system’s expectations then go to a corner and reflect by myself. It gave me a taste for solitude and set me up to write the distance of a novel. It fostered habits of observation and reflection, because whatever position you hold in a group, in however subtle a way, its spider’s web of values can be reverse-engineered to a true meaning. And those meanings interested me, as disappointing as they often were. I sensed that life’s actual script, the one that directs intent, was written there.


So the gifts of these headfucks met two requirements of writing: something to say and the patience to say it. All it needed was a spark.


It came when I saw our culture’s ethos grow into the one I left behind.


And saw that it wanted to monitor, distort and reinforce its ideas in exactly the same way. 


And I know how that goes.


That taste of shit tequila is why I write.


At least according to this seamless conceptual model.
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