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‘Take no advice, to follow your instincts, to use your own
reason, to come to your own conclusions.’

Virginia
Woolf

 


To the memory
of my mother who

inspired a
love of reading in me.
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My Ear at His
Heart: Reading my Father.

Hanif Kureishi

Faber 2004



I first came
across Hanif Kureishi in print form in his short story
collection Midnight All Day
(1999) with its seductive Faber green cover of
long, wrap-around female fingers and uninhibited story titles such
as The Penis. Immediately one became drawn to the uninhibited urban
(London) sexual landscape reinforced by film versions of novellas
such as Intimacy and all this preceded by the multicultural (mainly
Pakistani) dramas of My Beautiful Launderette (1984) and Sammy and
Rosie Get Laid (1987) and the riveting four part BBC dramatisation
of his novel, The Buddha of Suburbia in 1993. So much for the sex,
but is the writing good? What is it about Kureishi that draws one
in? Is it the openness, the clinical analysis of the human body and
soul? (Another collection in 2000 is entitled The Body and Seven
Stories). It’s like what you see is what you get. It’s in your face
but the writing is very good with philosophical insights (he
studied philosophy at Kings College) into racial tensions in
England dealing with problems which we are only beginning to face
in Dublin; it should make him compulsive reading. Also his ability
to dramatise social issues makes him equally at home on screen or
in book. He is perhaps what Joyce would have been had he lived with
that master’s fondness for film and the city. Kureishi was born and
brought up in Kent of an Indian father. This memoir traces the
growth of a successful writer: the son, at the expense of the
failed writer: the father, the one who never quite made it. The
wellspring of the memoir is Hanif’s discovery of his father’s
abandoned manuscript of his childhood in Bombay encapsulating the
political and religious upheaval of India at that time and the
division of the country which resulted in the renaming of his
family not as Indian but as Pakistani.

Hanif begins
his journey of discovery through the eyes of his father as he
abandons his comfortable lifestyle in Bombay to take up ‘pukka
employment’ as a minor official in the Pakistani embassy in London,
and all the time hopeful of literary recognition. There are
exquisite insights into what it means to have a literary calling,
as in the poignancy of the old and sickly father commuting two
hours daily on a crowded second class train, dedicatedly snatching
at book words in motion. And the son visiting his uncle conversing
in a mixture of Urdu and English, realising that conversation was
not merely an expression of information but an imaginative and
creative exercise.

‘You don’t
really go looking for your parents until middle age,’ Hanif tells
us, so the memoir becomes a quest for the son’s place in the
father’s story, how a particular adult life is a response to
childhood. The book contains wonderful anecdotal gems, for example
to his grandfather cricket was political: ‘it was when the British
could be beaten at their own game.’ But we soon get to the kernel
of the young Kureishi’s interest: Tantra, that all energy is
libido, which helps to explain the high sexual charge of his prose.
The wound (racism) the father tried to overcome by becoming a
writer. And failing, he wanted like all fathers to see the success
in the son. His father was a good cricketer and tried to teach his
indifferent son who frequently erupted in tantrums, and this rage,
the smashing of things drew him to the destructive quality in art
(Pete Townsend’s guitar smashing on stage) ‘when discourse broke
down and stories exploded into chaos’ (the opposite of the norm:
finding form out of chaos), illustrated in the vast anomie of city
landscape (cf. Intimacy), the consumer society (he’s very strong on
the damage of Thatcherism) replacing everything including love.
‘What does self consist of?’ he asks. ‘I feel inhabited by others,
composed of them.’ He is the artist divided in himself: ‘how
imitation, differentiation and opposition never stop inside
oneself.’ The racial bullying he suffered in school. The outlet:
the music of the Rolling stones. He proffers an explanation for
English racism: ‘deposed rulers feeling they may be robbed of what
remained.’

And the
parallel for Dublin: the racism of graffiti, the multicultural
city, the Muslim bus driver, the Bengali manager of the take-away.
One senses Hanif delighting in all of this despite the criticism,
he would have it no other way, the city’s allure prompting his
teenage flight from his suburban home. And reflecting on artistic
sacrifice; his father’s life formed by publishers’ rejections,
conditioning him to failure as the norm. And his theory of the
amoral self: education is for nothing more than ‘to satisfy a
curiosity’; but his assertion that being happy is more important
than being good begs one to consider the corollary: can one be
truly happy without being good? Or indeed what does good mean?
Essential questions so often tabooed or silenced he is not afraid
to ask: where does sex begin and end? Sex, as he points out, is
more often the memory and the fantasy and the anticipation. Writing
divided his father from his mother. But could he ask his father,
even if a failure, to give up his dream? (We remember how Don
Quixote’s death followed after he relinquished his dream). If not
death, Hanif was convinced in his father’s case, it would have at
least led to mental illness. Writing offered the possibility of
living another life, the what if of our fantasies. Halfway through
the memoir Hanif is suddenly beset by family guilt. ‘What am I
doing, opening up my father like this? He realises the good fortune
he has which his father had not: because of Hanif’s success, he
never had to suffer his father’s fear of not being able to provide
for his family. But his father’s influence holds sway. The draw to
fiction: ‘reading a novel was like being with a fascinating person
who was showing you their world.’ He puts forward one of the best
arguments for reading fiction (even feels he’s missing it now as he
writes the memoir): that it ‘can increase the possibilities of
consciousness, showing that there is more meaning and interest in
the world than you might have thought.’ And he wonders how
important are dreams. Are they wish fulfillment (Freud) or anxiety
demarcators (Wittgenstein)? He consider the writer as the
investigator of the forbidden. He agrees with Nietzsche when he
says: ‘every extension of knowledge arises from making conscious
the unconscious.’ Who does our mind really belong to? You have to
follow it as it finds its own routes, its own tracks. (How often is
it derailed, makes one ponder the word).

But back to
the father, a life dissected, his influences, his fears, the
unconscious parts made conscious. He slips his dad’s manuscript
back into its green folder, placing it under a pile of papers. The
action suggestive: trying, in opposition to himself, to return it
to the hidden.
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Theory of
Bastards
Audrey Schulman

Europa Editions 2018



This story concerns social anthropologist Frankie Burke who
receives a Foundation grant from a prestigious research institute
to attempt to prove her theory of bastards by studying the
behaviour of bonobos, an endangered species of apes who are
exceptional in that they do not war with rival groups and have
never been known to kill. With its repeated recording of the
pre-prandial sex acts of the bonobos, the book comes across
occasionally as more voyeuristic than the scientific research it
purports to be. But despite that, the story does eventually grow on
one in a strange sort of way. We wonder how the animals will fare
in the wake of a far-fetched apocalypse, and how the growing
closeness of Frankie and Stotts, her research assistant, the good
guy ex-Marine who acts initially as a mere chorus to the goings on,
will develop.

But the plot
is plodding at times and there is far too much boring repetition,
pages long, about the functionality and behaviour of the bonobos.
And because the dénouement of the human characters in contrast is
so sketchy and predictable, and because the research throughout the
book and indeed judging by the thoroughness of the Appendix, is so
thorough, one wonders if its contents would have been better served
as non-fiction. In places there is a bulldozing quality in the way
Schulman pushes some of her characters on us rather than allowing
readers to take them on board in their own ways and in their own
time. The debilitating illness Frankie suffers from is briefly
named as ‘endo’ which presumably is endometriosis, a painful
disorder of the uterus. But the illness has little bearing on the
plot, and one wonders what is the point of it in the story except
perhaps as a device to elicit sympathy from the reader or to
heighten her vulnerability among the primates whom she is studying.
Also in her preoccupation with her ailment, there is a touch of
arrogance in her refusal to take medical surveys and as as she
tries to justify herself: ‘Through her years of being a patient,
Frankie had earned the equivalent of a doctorate in how to make the
medical system meet her needs.’

However,
there are moments where Schulman shows that she has skills, not
only as a scientific writer, but also as a writer of deep human
insights when, in a moment of reflection and unhampered by
statistics, she glimpses Stott drinking a glass of lemonade: ‘In
this moment she had a glimpse of him as an organism, a
multicellular creature pumping liquid into his alimentary canal, an
animal wrapped in clothes and balanced on his haunches.
Civilization is based upon a charade, such careful theatre. Each of
us buttoning up our costumes, hiding our fur, living in carefully
sculpted sets, while we pretend we’ve never pooped or had coitus.
The illusion broken each time we tighten into death or squeeze a
baby out our hoo-ha or fall in love.’

Although
rather abrupt and, despite irritating reiterations of a pet word
‘knuckled,’ Schulman delivers a satisfying ending where animals and
humans and emotions all come together in a heart-wrenching
conclusion: ‘She no longer thought of “home” as anything to do with
drywall or a door… She listened to his (Stotts’) heart. His thumb
ran down her spine. Goliath rolled over and draped an arm over both
of them. Marge patted Stotts’ head. Id and Tooch nursed on their
thumbs with an audible suck. The slow respiration of them
all.’
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Bridge of
Clay
Markus Zusak

Doubleday 2018



Markus Zusak, after critical and popular success with his debut
novel The Book Thief, is reputed to have spent twelve years in
writing the much-anticipated Bridge of Clay. It involves five
Australian brothers, the Dunbars, who have to rear themselves among
pet animals with Greek names after their mother dies while they are
still young and their father absconds. The story is related by
Matthew the eldest boy who equates his father’s abscondment with
murder as he punches out the narrative on an old Remington
typewriter. This book, like the Odyssey, which the boys loved from
hearing Homer’s story from their mother, takes us as readers on an
emotional roller-coaster journey in a unique circumnavigatory
style, blending past and present until we reach its heart-wrenching
conclusion.

Before he
married, the father, the previously staid Michael Dunbar, worked in
the mines and painted part time. But his first love, the restless
Abbey, whose portraits he delighted in depicting, eventually grew
distant from him and, rising above her class towards friends ‘who
had clean fingernails,’ abandoned him.

Some years
later Penelope Lesciuszko landed on Australian shores as a refugee
from the Eastern Bloc. She cried ‘stray, silent tears’ as she had
to leave her father who wanted her to have a better life. On her
arrival in Australia, while struggling to install a piano which her
father had taught her to play, she was helped by Michael Dunbar
whom she fortuitously met on the street. There is a wonderful
description of an immigrant’s battle with an adoptive language here
as Penelope, attracted to Michael who later became her husband,
tries to plant her own words in the middle of her sentence to
invite him to visit her. The once bitten twice shy Michael on the
other hand was naturally, initially apprehensive. ‘When he kissed
her he tasted Europe, but also the taste of not-Abbey’, and he
wasn’t so much afraid of being left again ‘as condemning someone
else to second best’.

Once married,
Penelope proceeds to bring up her children with love of music and
story until her untimely and painful death from cancer. The deep
affection Michael and the boys feel for Penelope and she for them
six months before she dies is captured movingly by Matthew: ‘I see
the boys and tangled arms. I see our mother cloaked around
them…when boys were only that, just boys, and murderers still just
men’.

Zusak is a master of foreshadowing when, for example, the other
brothers were prepared to sell their ramshackle home, Clay the
fourth brother wanted to keep it as a memory as ‘one night he would
find beauty there. And commit his greatest mistake’. This
tantalising, repeated non-telling throughout the novel ratchets up
the suspense in short snappy sentences and the prose sings with
spunky originality. Matthew observes a pink and grey sky as ‘the
best graffiti in town’. And the author, who is fond of triads also
juxtaposes animate and inanimate like a metaphysical poet when, for
example, through the voice of Matthew, he refers to Penelope first
setting foot in Australia ‘with a suitcase and a scrunched-up
stare’.

The father
returns out of the blue years later to ask the boys to help him
build a bridge over a river on his land. Clay agrees to do this and
the symbolism is clear: in building the bridge he is trying to heal
the rift between father and sons. And Clay is prepared to make a
supreme sacrifice in so doing. Indeed if there is a theme in the
novel, that would seem to be it: there is always hope that things
broken can be made good again.
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Places I
Stopped on the Way Home

Meg Fee

Icon Books 2018



In this book,
which is an emotional journey of her eleven formative years in New
York city, Meg Fee describes herself as ‘a small universe in bloom’
and suffers bouts of self-pity while losing friends ‘as if through
a sieve’. She engages in casual affairs, unfulfilling and vacuous
which never seem to develop or be going anywhere with a Jack or an
Eric, a David or a Harry, who all appear to meld into one
unattainable person. While not slow in coming forward to attempt to
initiate a relationship and sometimes reaching the ‘almost’ in a
bonding but never quite getting there, one wonders is she too hard
to please. Is there really something wrong with everyone she meets
or does she perhaps need to examine her own self and her own
attitudes? In fairness she does worry at times if ‘there is
something about me that is simply too much’.

Nonetheless
the book, which is written in the form of short essays with New
York street names for most of their titles, becomes addictive and
one wants to keep on rooting for Meg in her existential quest. One
feels for her in her loveless vacuum and the apparent nihilism of
her life in a huge uncaring metropolis where even bedbugs act as
catalysts in the breakup of fragile friendships, and one senses her
loneliness as she buys a latte ‘just for the warmth between my
hands.’ The book is like the best of a story collection and some of
the pieces are so brief and lyrical they are almost like poems such
as On Home, IV. They are in the main thought-provoking and
satisfying like a new genre as poem/story/essay mould themselves
into a new entity in their metaphysical succinctness

One
empathises with Fee in her tribulations, for example her efforts to
lose weight she gauges ‘like some sort of barometer of happiness’.
She finds consolation in writing which she claims is ‘a way to make
peace with that which is flawed’ and she uses beautiful and emotive
words to describe unrequited love: ‘I held my tongue because I’d
nearly forgotten what joy felt like… and I sat there because I
couldn’t figure out how to un-choose this person’. One feels.
however, despite her searing honesty and her realisation that ‘love
stories aren’t always linear’, in trying perhaps too hard for a
liaison to work, she fails to face the fact that in the longterm
one has to accept the humdrum and ennui of quotidian life.The
melancholic in Meg is evident when she admits she is ‘sad in a way
that is overwhelming and ever-present, untraceable to neither
person nor thing’, and she captures the universality of human
longing as lying in bed alone she feels the need for ‘a person to
be quiet with, and sad next to’.

Her candidly
presented vignettes are humane and all too real such as the story
in Thomson Street where she reveals her vulnerability and
non-capricious nature while suffering at the mercy of an
unscrupulous person. Indeed, she is not afraid to expose the city
itself, often obscured by its bright lights, and some of her
accounts are heart-wrenching as time after time she tries to reach
out from her urban loneliness, flitting ‘at the edge of every
image, threatening and ever-present’, only to recoil once again
often wounded and disappointed from her efforts.

Meg Fee’s
sojourn in New York was not wasted, as she grew and learned
ultimately that ‘we will all many times over have to reconcile the
life we planned for with the life we’ve got’.
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The
Pharmacist’s Wife
Vanessa Tait

Corvus 2018



When Rebecca
Palmer’s first and true love Gabriel went away to foreign parts,
she did not think she would hear from him again. Fearing she would
be left an old maid at the age of twenty eight, she agreed to marry
the handsome pharmacist Alexander and purportedly live a life of a
well-heeled gentlewoman in Edinburgh’s Victorian society. However,
her marriage to the pharmacist proves disastrous as she learns of
his infidelities and strange sexual desires. But by the time
Rebecca realises her mistake in her choice of partner, the
deceitful Alexander has her hooked on the experimental drug heroin
which he uses to keep his wife pliant. The essence of the plot
concerns how Rebecca tries to overcome her addiction and eventually
free herself from such a villain.

The
conversations about the administration of this drug from which
Alexander hoped to make money and achieve fame with his crony, the
appropriately named Mr Badcock, sounds contrived. Besides, it is
not made clear why a healthy woman such as Rebecca would so readily
agree to be subjected to it on the spurious pretext of appearing
too ‘eager’ sexually to her husband. Although when she does become
addicted, Tait’s description of Rebecca’s craving and withdrawal
symptoms are convincing: as ‘…her skin puckered up in painful
shivers… ‘ and ‘her elbows ached with irritation, as if insects
were shaking out their wings.’ And when Rebecca does with dogged
determination eventually overcome her addictions, there are flashes
of inspirational writing as ‘the sky leached the colour from the
houses’ and ‘the oppression had lifted from her crown as a black
hat might lift away, and now she felt this new thing –
happiness.’

It is saucy
read in places as in the references to Alexander’s shoe fetish, and
the discovery of a lady’s’ red shoe in his study introduces
suspense and whet’s the reader’s appetite to discover its owner.
This part of the book is page turning as one is sucked into the
seedy world of Victorian Edinburgh.

With the
exception of Lionel the pharmaceutical apprentice, however, and
Gabriel, there is nothing salutary about the male characters. And
Gabriel’s account of his journey among the Bedouins is as
far-fetched as Alexander’s so-called scientific analyses of
Rebecca’s drugged condition. But Gabriel does return later in the
flesh with a crucial role to play in a gripping finale as the
former maid Jenny, who was sexually abused by Badcock, escapes to
her mother’s highland croft; and it is here that Rebecca also finds
refuge from the increasingly menacing Alexander. But these men are
presented for the most part as one-dimensional in their evil and
Tait doesn’t lose any opportunity to take a dig at them and indeed
at men in general: ‘…men like to make this business (pharmacy) seem
complicated’ and ’tis a woman’s trick to make all the articles you
sell look as attractive and neat as possible.’ This propagandist
writing coupled with occasional plodding prose and some unfortunate
sentences such as ‘Alexander poured himself a glass of water from
the windowsill’ can make for frustrating reading at times. However,
it is offset by evidence of excellent research into the period
capturing the Scottish patois of the time with words such as
cuckquean (which Rebecca is forced to become) and gooseiron and
tupping and cordwainers and threepenny uprights and cigares de joy
and journals which literate women read such as The English Woman’s
Journal or Alexander’s Scientific Dialogues or The Playbook of
Science.

While there
are a lot of things to admire in this work, one feels that more art
and less agenda would have made it a better novel.

 


[image: tmp_372c20f2f2912f14d103d6b2ece00b82_fuSFvt_html_5b4e7ccc.jpg]

 


From a Low
and Quiet Sea

Donal
Ryan

Doubleday
Ireland 2018



Former civil servant Donal Ryan now lectures in creative writing in
the University of Limerick. He received 47 rejections before his
novel The Spinning Heart was published and won The Guardian First
Book Award in 2013. His work, which is sui generis, gives hope to
struggling writers who don’t fit neatly into the glove of narrow
genres.

This, his
fifth work, is a story of three disparate people: a refugee doctor
Farouk, his heart torn apart by his warring country and his missing
wife and daughter, a local boy Lampy Shanley, underachieving and
unlucky in love, and John, a former lobbyist and manipulator of
people seeking redemption in his final years. Their stories unite
at the end resonating with profound issues, such as diaspora and
the nature of family.

Ryan shows he
is a sharp observer of contemporary life as in the description of a
nosy Limerick barwoman, where the scheming John, caught off guard,
‘felt the intensity of her wondering about me wafting from her like
a pungent breeze; it almost had a smell, a taste, that craving for
knowledge about the intimate things in others…’ Ryan has the gift
of being able to create characters by adding brick upon brick of
apparent ordinariness until you say, yes I know that person in all
his or her proclivities. This is typified in the case of old Mrs
Coyne who looms large before our eyes out of an hilarious stream of
consciousness centring on her handsome physio and his ‘wife
eye’.

Occasionally,
however, there appears to be a slight blurring of characters – the
insecure John for example dithering in the confessional or
imagining a different world by closing his eyes could believably be
Lampy. And sometimes Ryan’s sentences flow into page long
paragraphs with lots of conjunctions (reminiscent of the style of
Javier Marias). But despite the long sentences, the chapters in
contrast are short, compelling the reader to stay with the author’s
emotional rollercoaster ride.

There is
poetic writing starting with the beautiful opening about trees –
their patient communication with each other and their mutual
caring, acting as a moral exemplum for humanity. And the sea with
its ebbing and flowing acts as a symphonic refrain throughout the
novel: the sea which carried Farouk’s wife Martha and his daughter
on a different tide, and which, with its syncopated beats, provided
comfort to Lampy and his grandfather.

Ryan writes
well of youthful infatuation as he describes the physical effect
the dreamy Lampy’s true love Chloe had on him: the lump in his
throat, the trouble breathing, the heart beating hard, and closing
his eyes and opening them again and seeing the world in colour.
Lampy works in a modest job as a bus driver and some of the best
parts of the book are the vignettes Ryan paints of the old folk
that Lampy transports: Mr Collins to hydrotherapy, Mrs Coyne to
physio, Mr and Mrs Chambers to their daughter’s house where they
had dinner every Friday and the poignant crying of Mrs Chambers as
she got back into the bus pleading: ‘Why can’t we stay?’

And Lampy
wondered would he do this forever, drive old people around while
they waited to die. But in his quest ‘to find the measure of a man’
Lampy learns wisdom from some of the old people such as the
knitting woman who reassures him that ‘All you have to do is be
kind and you’ll have lived a good life’. Such empathy shines
through the work of Donal Ryan.
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Greatest
Hits
Laura Barnett

Weidenfeld & Nicolson 2018



This novel recounts how famous singer Cass Wheeler suddenly
disappears from the public limelight and delves into the reasons
for her ten year reclusivity with each chapter marked by a song as
a spur to her past life.

Delivered as
a densely written book of nearly five hundred pages, it is tough
going in places but becomes engrossing when the emotions ratchet up
as we learn why Cass shunned society like a ‘wounded animal’: the
violence of her broken marriage, the disavowal of her by her adored
father, the vicar, in his embittered twilight as he rants against
his unfaithful wife and blaming Cass for the state in which he is
left. But the supreme tragedy in the novel is the death of Cass’s
own daughter Anna, a victim of her parents’ unhappy marriage, and
it is here that the reader’s sympathy is firmly caught.

Cass was born
in 1950 and spent her so-called successful years as a performer in
endless roadtrekking across the world to gigs and concerts. She
remembers her teenage years as early as1964 when she ingested
purple hearts and learned of street-wise girls with fellows
‘rumoured to have gone all the way’. And in the seventies she was
the kohl-eyed singer in velvet and silk being offered hash brownies
at the post-gig parties.

Barnett
encapsulates this period authentically with depth of insight into
life on the road and the psychology of human relations. It is quite
an achievement for an author born in 1982. She captures brilliantly
the unglamorous reality of a nomadic singer spending most of her
nights awake ‘watching the unspooling road (interstate, motorway,
autobahn, autostrada: each one different, each one exactly the
same), and scribbling scraps of lyrics in her notebook’.
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