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When John Peachcroft approached me and asked me to host his 11th novel in a book under my name, I didn’t think him a parasite or charlatan. I thought what a novel idea for a novel.

I also wasn’t put off by his proposal when he confessed that I wasn’t his first choice as host, or his second, or indeed his eighty-second thhh. I appreciated his honesty and his faith that a novel bearing my name instead of his had a better chance of success in the fiercely competitive self-publishing landscape.

Bravo, John! I say. Let’s hope your innovative spirit pays off handsomely. 

And it should, because this book contains a gut punch twist that I certainly didn’t see coming. In fact, it’s fair to say that Seller V is one of those books in which very little is as it seems. So if you like stories that challenge you to work out what the bloody hell is really going on while it’s going on, this book has got it going on, to use contemporary street parlance.

Don’t be put off by Peachcroft’s seemingly flippant style. Yes, his novels have been phenomenally unsuccessful, but this guy can write with the best of them. Well, some of them. He knows how to construct a paragraph and ensure there’s only one space between the end of one sentence and the beginning of another.

So what are you doing still reading my ramblings, dear reader? Get stuck in for murder, mayhem, intrigue, bathos, pathos and humour, not necessarily in that order, and in fact some of those things might not be in this book at all. It’s THAT kind of work, if you know what I mean.

And please, dear reader, there’s no need for you to thank me for taking a chance on a relative unknown. Cards on the table, yes, I will be taking a percentage of all sales, the level of which will be kept between myself and Mr Peachcroft whom, I can assure you, was perfectly content with the outcome our negotiations before what happened happened, current legal issues notwithstanding. Whatever that means (my lawyer told me to put that there).

Enjoy the book. John’s book. With my name on it.

Jon Lymon

The date this was written is not important, so I won’t put it here.

1.

They say everyone has a book in them. Well, that is true for me. Literally.

Because my first self-published novel – Schoolyard Saviour – is lodged in the lower reaches of my alimentary canal, at the request of the only three people to have ever read and reviewed the work.

It aptly illustrates the critical disdain I have received for the order in which I have published my written words. Few have appreciated how my creative bent and insightful imagination – which has been referred to as vivid, warped and baffling by the same reviewer – has enabled me to ensconce myself so totally and morbidly into the soles of so many different shoes worn by characters facing life and death situations.

Yet the aggressive vehemence my work has attracted has never shocked me. I expected it, nay, actively courted it. For I write not to pander to the lowest common denominator, but to challenge and entertain the higher echelons of the reading public. I do not shirk the big subjects such as politics, religion and gardening. And I’ve never failed to kill off a hero who needed slaughtering.

That my first hero - Gus Ducannon (the saviour of these schoolyard souls in sensible shoes) is not a household name is one of the greatest mysteries of the known universe. This guy rescued 200 children from a double bore killer who blew away their left-leaning, bearded art teacher before their eyes, and yet the print version of his story has, to date, only been purchased thrice. And I bought one of those for proofreading purposes. 

During my fine tooth combing of the text, I first exposed what I now believe to be an organised, concerted, criminal effort to prevent my work from achieving literary fame in the public domain. I found a few errors in the manuscript that simply were not there when I finished the first draft and published the work. I firmly believe these errors have been placed in my manuscript by third parties after the event, their intention being to ruin my reputation as a scribe. It is my intention in this work to uncover evidence of this skulduggery so that Ducannon and other heroes I have created can become the national and international literary heroes they so richly deserve to be.

Not to deliver too much of a spoiler for any of you tempted to buy Schoolyard Saviour ($0.99), but Ducannon packs his own brand of handsome heroic looks – not of the tall and dark variety, but the stunted and pale ilk. He’s not much to look at in other words, but still debonair with a salt and pepper beard and a salad cream fetish. He overhears the gunfire in the playground and leaps into action, showing age-defying dexterity to confront the shooter. He demonstrates UN-level negotiating skills to secure the freedom of the pupils and most of the teachers, although he doesn’t show much respect to the body of the fallen bearded art teacher, especially after discovering the latter’s communist tendencies. 

But it’s important for heroes to have faults. That’s what makes them human. His suspicion of politically motivated teaching staff doesn’t stop Ducannon offering his house to the school’s pupils as shelter from the deranged firearms freak – a house I made a mansion to accommodate all 200 pupils and a few teachers simultaneously. Open plan. Big garden. Large smart television with soundbar and access to streaming platforms. Big, American-style refrigerator and lots of packets of crisps in the cupboard, although not enough to give 200 pupils more than a handful each. 

It is hard to believe I penned that adventure a decade ago. The story is so fresh in my mind, it’s like it’s been in that American-style fridge all those years. But the failure of my first baby to register on the consciences of the public and on the world’s book sales charts shocked me. And yes, they are akin to children, the books you write. They just are. And although I can’t picture the hero to whom I gave birth – I never describe my characters in much detail, preferring to leave that to the reader’s imagination (deliberate apostrophic placement to denote singularity) – Ducannon’s beard is now full grey and the children he saved now college students with their lives and addictions ahead of them.

Every day spent thinking about Gus Ducannon leaves me lamenting a world that has learnt nothing from his story and enforced acts of bravery. School sieges and armed incidents continue to hit the headlines because too few people have read my book and heeded the wise words Ducannon imparts within, particularly during the trial following the playground antics when he takes to the stand and makes a stand:

“For my money, the world needs to go back to school and learn how the planet works and how we should behave toward each other as human beings on that planet. Blowing each other’s brains out is certainly not the answer,” he says in the novel, and I agree with him. Although blowing brains out actually is the answer in the fourth book I wrote – a tale of zombies - more about which anon. 

Bless those poor children of the schoolyard, frightened out of their little minds and shoes. There’s plenty they can teach us adults about humility and bravery and other things like coding and shortcuts when using the internet.

Speaking of which, sales of the digital version of Schoolyard Saviour have been steady if unspectacular over the years, although others might describe them as shit. In fact, that’s precisely how my girlfriend, my muse, my confidante, Claudia, describes them, but that’s just Claudia being Claudy, brutal honesty one of her trademarks, another being her smouldering good looks that defy her years (she’s fifty-one, two years my junior) and yet another her stout refusal to read anything I’ve ever published, preferring the works of household name authors who’ve had their manuscripts approved by agents, edited by editors and perused by beta readers, people I just can’t afford (reason: see lack of sales). She even disputes that what I write can be classed as the literature I so strongly claim it to be. But in my mind and for my money there’s no doubt that literature is the correct category in which to pigeonhole my work, as there are zero spelling errors, (except those maliciously placed in manuscripts by forces yet to be unmasked), excellent syntax and use of a broad vocabulary to be enjoyed within the many pages I have published. 

But it’s the meaning that matters with literature, isn’t it? And if you read between the lines of my work (preferably after reading the actual lines themselves) you’ll uncover meaning that even I didn’t intend or know was there. Magic!

Such is the high esteem in which my writing is held within my household, or specifically the writing room within my apartment as I cannot afford a house, that by now, my name as well as Gus Ducannon’s and my other heroes should all be as household as Andrex, Domestos and Anusol (I just visited my bathroom again and they are the first three brands I saw). But the fact you’ve likely not heard of John Peachcroft (AKA moi) or read any of my previous works bears testimony to the catching up you and the rest of the world simply have to do. Where have you been? I’ve been waiting patiently for a decade. And alack, I can wait only a little longer.

Because Claudia recently delivered a life-changing ultimatum. Either I stop writing or she stops being my girlfriend. A terrible choice for an ageing man to have to make as I love both dearly and will miss either immensely. And I told Claudia as much with such heartfelt emotion that I managed to negotiate with my beloved a final year of writing in which I must prove my worth and show a clear path to success, or else jack it all in.

For the record, I write in the speculative far-fetched fiction (spec fff) niche. Some frown when I tell them that, claiming disfamiliarity with the niche and asking me to reference books they might have heard of that occupy the upper echelons of said niche. Inwardly, I mock their lack of niche knowledge but outwardly I have as yet been unable to offer them any examples of spec fff classics. More evidence of my trailblazing, niche-creating bent, I tell them, quoting the title of a few of my works in the hope they’ll purchase. Every time I namedrop my books, I return home to check my sales dashboard and every time there is no change to the report. Just a stubborn line of goose eggs.

Some question if I am struggling to find my niche when I tell them about spec fff. I will confess that it would have been easier for me to stick to the crime/hero genre of Schoolyard Saviour, rather than be forced to branch into westerns for my second work, science fiction for my third and the zombie apocalypse thereafter, works so varied and so apparently unrelated that only ‘speculative far-fetched fiction’ can truly encapsulate the diversity of what I write and its broad appeal.

The simple fact is that if Schoolyard Saviour had generated more than a mere few dollars in sales, superheroes would have been my niche from the off and I could have rewritten that successful formula several times over, transferring the story from the schoolyard to a restaurant garden full of elderly ladies lunching, then to a workplace canteen, a swimming pool’s deep end, and onto an airport airside. 

Indeed, they were the sequels I had planned for the Saviour series. In the pipeline. In that order. Gus Ducannon the guy in the right place at the right time, or a tight place at a tight time. But when the first flopped, well, there’s no demand for a sequel to a flop is there? Flop II starring Gus Ducannon isn’t going to wash with General Public or Colonel Populace. So I wiped the imaginary slate clean and moved on.

Anyway, cross selling my past works is not the purpose of this work, although there will be plugs here and there, just as you’ll find in every household. If only there were copies of at least one of my books in every household the world would be a better place. Certainly my world would be a better place in that I’d have some bloody money, perhaps a nicer apartment with a book-stacked study and more than two bedrooms and I would be spared the journey into the unknown that I now face as I go all-out to make this next year as an author a success. I have one calendar year in which to promote my ten previous novels into the best seller lists and to write an eleventh to join them. Fail, and I must sacrificially burn every book I’ve ever written and delete every pixel I’ve ever published online.

Before you shout, ‘don’t do it, John, keep going, John, never give up, John, you should never burn books, John,’ know that this John has thought long and hard about this decision. Claudia means the world to me and I owe it to her to devote more time and attention to her needs. 

I recall being told when I started out authoring some ten years ago by someone who is possibly dead now, that you need to make sacrifices to make it, that putting in the hard work and long hours will inevitably lead to success. 

Well, that simply hasn’t been the case. 

The hard work and long hours have led to me neglecting my girlfriend and to failure and yet more failure. But I persevered, convinced each subsequent novel I wrote and self-published would be “The One.” 

Well, none have been the one. They’ve all been the none. 

It is remarkable that I am still able to smile and still have a girlfriend like Claudia (she’s smoulderingly hot as I might have already mentioned, even though like me she’s the wrong side of fifty, I may well have already mentioned that too). I’ve really hit the jackpot landing her and here’s my one last chance to hit the jackpot literature-wise and top the bestseller lists, otherwise it’s Ciao Qwerty. 

You are currently reading Chapter One of the story that I hope will be Novel 11 as the file on my Apple Macintosh desktop currently says. I am hoping it will be my schoolyard saviour. I am writing what will potentially (and most probably) be the sad, emotional and downright desperate story of my final year as a struggling author. Alternatively, it could be the uplifting, wagging tale of my first year as a successful author. But if form is anything to go by, I bloody well doubt it.

Let me make it abundantly clear, I will do absolutely fucking anything and everything I can this year to achieve success. That’s how desperate I am to leave a mark on the literary world and keep my girlfriend. If it’s something that’s possible for an overweight fifty-something with suspect eyesight and terrible guts to do and someone convinces me it will help shift copies of my back catalogue, I’ll bloody well do it. I’m sold. All-in. Where do I sign?

Much depends on you, dear reader. If you are reading this as that free preview thing they give you before you purchase a book online and are thinking, John who? Why should I part with my hard earned to read his bollocks? Never heard of him and neither has anyone else judging by his paucity of reviews. May I say one thing. Halt. Think again. Think of the difference your purchase will make to the life of the writer, his family, for generations to come. Your small investment will ripple through the sands of time like something that does that sort of thing – a sand rippling snake perhaps. Or a camel on its knees. 

No, I’m not Oxbridge educated or an eight-foot tall writer of cosy crime fiction (I’m about five ten although Claudia laughs when I claim that). No, I can’t afford an editor or beta readers whoever they are. I write from the heart using my hands and would urge you to click buy and invest a few paltry pence in this or any of my other ten works. 

At the time of writing – it’s just gone ten to nine in the evening here in South London - I’m calling this final piece in the Peachcroft jigsaw Ciao Qwerty – A Writer’s Last Visit to the Last Chance Saloon. That’s the working title anyway. It’ll probably change as these things do. Whatever title graces the cover of the book you now hold in your hands, or are reading off a screen, I sincerely hope you plan to read a little further than this because I promise you it will be worth it. I don’t even know if this can be classed as fiction or non-fiction or something in between as yet. But rest assured, there will be murder, mystery, mayhem, horror and a good few chuckles along the way. And if there isn’t, well, sorry about that, but please don’t claim a refund. It’s heartbreaking enough to regularly see a row of goose eggs on my sales dashboard. Having positive money is such a rarity, that seeing a refund take it away is tantamount to a stake through the heart.

Enough of the preamble. You are about to witness a man administer to his career the last writes. I am determined to go down writing. It’s going to be a rollercoaster with ups, downs, and no doubt a lot to feel sick about. But there’s no queuing up for two hours to access this ride of a lifetime, and no need to get angry at those who can afford to pay more than you to get in that other faster-moving queue, the bastards. I treat every reader equally, a bit like that communist art teacher would have done had he not had his brains blown out in the playground. You’re all potential lifesavers from where I’m sitting.

So sit even further back than you’re currently sitting and see if I can salvage something from a disastrous career as an author. A career that’s in the dirt. And see if I can keep a relationship going with an attractive lady while I’m at it. 

I’ve got a year. 

John Peachcroft

December 30

The Bad News Day
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He’s alone. He works all hours. Tip tap typing. He’s straining his eyes. He hasn’t done the washing up since Boxing Day, the lazy wotshit. His house is falling into a state of disrepair, and it’s not even his house. It’s not even a house, it’s an apartment he rents for that is all he can afford. His writing reputation tumbling into the abyss alongside his life. Oh, and despite what the chapter heading says, this is New Year’s Eve. It’s not even January yet. Although not a sign of festivity is to be seen in this barely lit box room. Nothing to celebrate here. This is this writer’s lot. He’s a writer in the last chance saloon. Slide him the whiskey bottle along the wooden bar, barman. This unarmed and dangerously desperate man needs a slug of the hard stuff.

‘Tis the Sunday of the year, January. And although this chapter begins in late December, which I suppose ought to be the Saturday of the year (but really isn’t, as that has to be June or July) that doesn’t make the statement at the start of this sentence any less true or relevant. Well, maybe a little less relevant.

I digress. Here I am, enduring the dying embers of an old year that promised much but delivered absolutely fucking nothing in terms of the literary success I crave, and finished awfully with a visit to the police station only yesterday during which I was told in no uncertain terms that I was in trouble for past misdemeanours, more of which anon.

Being an ageing man of paranoid nature, their words hit hard. So, instead of being out on the town on this New Year’s Eve with my girlfriend, downing beer at a loud and warm house party and feeling happy and positive, I’m hunched over my laptop at my desk, forcing down water and trying to be happy and positive about a big year ahead. And it is a big year. A number that’s one bigger than last year for starters. But next year is THE year. The maker or breaker year.

My girlfriend Claudia who has told me to give up writing many a time – she last said it in as many words after I told her about my meeting with the police yesterday and again just before she went out tonight - tried to persuade me to join her for fireworks round her friend Catherine Wheeler’s house. But I need the fireworks to be happening on my screen as I type. I need sparklers of genius to fly so as to rocket my writing into the stratosphere. And anyway, I’ll see and hear plenty of fireworks through the lone window here in my study room. It overlooks the roof of a large house occupied by people who’ve achieved more than I in life. For I live in the only apartment block on a street flanked by the detached residences of millionaires. Apparently, there used to be one such house where I am now renting, but it was bulldozed into the ground to give failures like me a taste of the high life on millionaire’s row. And I have but a year’s worth of rent left in the bank and a year left in these writing fingers and screen staring eyes.

Such a sorry state of affairs for a man in his fifties to find himself. You’ll perhaps understand why I declined the New Year’s Eve party invite. 

Not. In. The. Mood. 

It was the only invite I received this year to a Hogmanay party as has been the case for the last decade or more. Claudia offered to stay in with me to provide snuggle up comfort but why should I spoil her party too? She’s had a tough time of it as well, what with all that’s going on with me. She deserves a night out. 

I’ve decided to approach the new year with an attitude that’s as positive as I can muster. After yesterday’s meeting, Claudia and I made plans to hire a hotel in Mayfair over the festive period next year. We’ll stay there for Christmas, throughout the days of Betwixtmas (27th-30th December) and into the new year. I’ll be putting money behind the bar on New Year’s Eve so there’ll be drinks all night for the hundred close friends and family we’ll invite to join us to celebrate. We’ll drink champagne although I’ll probably stick to beer, and eat canapes, although I’ll likely order burger and chips as that’s more substantial and better at soaking up the alcohol.

And at some point I’ll do it. Tap the side of a magnum with a silver spoon, drop down on one knee in my brand new suit and bring forth a square box from a pocket inside of which a sparkler will sparkle. The diamond will be cut into a distinctive shape that will let her immediately know that I know, and that I knew all along.

She is the one. Always has been. 

She’ll gasp, but I’ll silence her. ‘Don’t speak, let me,’ I’ll say. ‘I’m sorry for what you’ve had to endure, my partner in crime (or rather speculative far-fetched fiction),’ I’ll tell her, and she’ll look at me wide eyed in shock and she’ll perhaps leave the room to compose herself and the rest of us will dance the old year away and welcome in the new year, and I don’t know, I’ll probably fall asleep in an armchair by the fire and wake up with dribble down my tie and pins and needles in a leg, the cold realisation of what’s happening hitting home.

The aroma of failure bites at your ankles in this writing room of mine, its darkness endures and the stench of unfulfilled potential weighs heavy as I return to reality with a crash. Plans made for next year do not take into account the challenges of this coming year.

I return from a brief time out in my bathroom during which I give myself a final team talk in the mirror. For the tenth New Year’s Eve in a row I tell my reflection that I have failed to honour the resolutions I made at the beginning of the soon-to-be expiring twelve month period. I have not made it as an author. I am not living the millionaire’s lifestyle. My work has not touched a nerve with General Public or Colonel Populace. And I am still the me I don’t want to be.

Another 12 months of generating next to no sales has made the year just about to die on its knees harder than ever. My relationship with Claudia is hanging by a thread. My bank balance is dwindling by the month. My brainpower not what it was a decade ago. And worse, I have absolutely no idea what people want to read these days, and even worse still, no idea or inclination to write what people do want to read if ever I knew what that was. Which I don’t. 

During this year just passed, I have admitted to myself that I write books for people who don’t read books. That’s why I generate so few sales. The people who would enjoy my books don’t actually like reading. Maybe a good few of them actually can’t read. But I strongly believe that if my books were made into films, or series on streaming platforms, I would find my audience. All I need is a Hollywood mogul to read, say, Schoolyard Saviour, and they’ll get it. They’ll see the filmic potential. Contact me with a cash offer if I sign over the film rights. And I’ll say as long as you remain true to the story and its meaning, go for it, Mr, or Mrs Mogul.

After allowing myself to wallow awhile at the amount of grey in my reflection, and to examine a brown stain on my face that wasn’t there a year ago but disappears if I give the skin a good scrub which I can rarely be bothered to do, the team talk turns into the motivational exercise it should have been from the start. One year. 12 months. 52 weeks. 366 days (it’s a leap year). That’s how much writing I have left in me. I can’t be arsed to find a calculator to work out how many hours, minutes and seconds it converts to. Maybe I’ll do that when I proofread this at the end of the year, if I can be bothered. Hopefully, I’ll be able to pay someone to carry out that task or get a machine to do it.

But I’m getting ahead of myself again. I need to focus on the here and now. The year that’s about to be will be the year, it will, it will, it has to be I tell my reflection and the mirror. Although we’ve both heard it all before, me and my reflected self. I actually couldn’t stay in bathroom for as long as I needed to as the space required more time to calm down after what I had visited upon it before the team talk. 

But time is something I lack and talk is cheap. Action is required. Team Peachcroft has 12 months and then I must, I don’t know what. Claim unemployment benefit? Consider the gig economy? Give up my dream? How do you give up a dream? Dreams cannot be given up or controlled. They happen in our subconscious. Usually while we’re in bed. 

I’m dreaming of Mayfair, I just don’t know if I’ll ever get there.

Life will be completely different when I’m successful, you’ll see. I’ll have more time to relax and spend with you. I won’t be so moody because I’ll have achieved my dreams.

I return to my writer’s room, a study by any other name, the second bedroom box room in an apartment I’m renting for ridiculous pounds per month in South London. Claudia, the beautiful distraction who has kept me sane, has described this room as resembling a prison cell, a little self-deprecating as she bought the furnishings, her preference grey. Military minimalist. Her taste in interior furnishing as harsh as her tongue I once told her. She liked that. I liked that she liked that.

Few beams of daylight reach the four walls through the small, lone window behind my Apple Macintosh monitor that’s been my writing partner through this decade of disappointment. It’s a window which could easily sport bars. The day bed is self-assembled low to the ground to my right with a striped mattress I fall upon when I get tired which is often and to be expected I’ve been told. I’m fifty-three now, for heaven’s sake, and no spring chicken. 

There is no toilet in the middle of the floor for all to witness the machinations of the human body as would be the case in a proper prison cell, although I’d be OK with having a WC installed there as it would save me time crossing the hall. Time spent travelling to and from ablutions all adds up. Over the course of a year, perhaps a day or more could be wasted walking to and from the toilet. What could I create in that day if I didn’t waste it a too-ing and a fro-ing? 

“I wish you’d come out tonight, John.” Her voice is distant, etched with the frostiness of disappointment and a New Year’s Eve chill. Claudia has called me from the garden at Catherine Wheeler’s house at just gone eleven as she said she would. The fireworks were modest, she tells me, although they’re saving the biggest bangs for midnight.

She asks me how I’m feeling because she knows that the police visit took it out of me, even though I haven’t told her what really happened, and I say ‘alright, I’m alright’ and I hear voices near her, male mostly and alcohol friendly, although someone cackles like a witch in the background and I wonder if she’s stirring a cauldron of punch on the patio, from which Claudia will fill a cup, get drunk, let her defences down and that would be that between us. 

House party with nibbles said the digital invite, as I forcibly change the subject occupying my mind. I’m often to be found thinking of something else to take my mind off what’s happening in the here and now, especially if it’s something unpleasant like imagining my girlfriend at a house party without me.  A bring a bottle old school affair with a buffet high on plant-based content. Thing is about the party, I could have gone and would have loved to have gone had I not had so much on my mind, and had I already made it as a writer. I could have held my head up high among the other guests chewing prawns and wondering if they’d been washed and cooked correctly had I been a success, tell them with pride what I did for a living – those that didn’t already know who I was. 
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