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Day One



Writing School


Always get there before the others. Why hadn’t I remembered that from the last time? If you arrive a few hours early there’s time to go for a walk, arrange your room as you like it and to start building the persona of a writer, the first creative exercise of the week. We don’t teach in our bedrooms any more – it’s either too dangerous or too tempting – but the manuscripts begin arriving early on. They may be pushed under the bedroom door. Or under the bathroom door. There are no boundaries the aspiring writer is not prepared to breach.


The first time I was asked to teach a creative writing course I couldn’t believe my luck. Four days in lovely scenery, with someone else to cook my meals? That didn’t sound like something you should get paid for. Writing courses usually take place in beautiful locations, on Greek islands, in the hills or by the sea. And the trouble with beauty, my fellow tutor told me that week, is that it encourages people to produce the kind of writing they would never want to read themselves. ‘Please let me never have to read another poem about the mournful gaze of a sheep.’ He thought it would be better to teach writing in industrial parks and shopping centres, the places where people actually spend their days, so that they learned to observe and describe their own lives, not some bucolic ideal. Would anyone want to spend a week’s holiday on an industrial estate, though? Perhaps the solution was to stay somewhere beautiful, with excursions into the ‘real world’ – day trips to car plants and abattoirs, the would-be writers touring pig carcasses or Peugeots and learning to see how things are made, and unmade.


Writing courses have come a long way, all the same, since they started in the 1970s. Tales handed down from those times tell of free spirits sharing food and basic provisions, running naked through fields, sleeping with the tutors and each other. ‘Shagathon’ was the word a friend of mine used to describe a typical early course, though she had probably fallen for the mythology. These days creaking floorboards in the night more likely signal a weak bladder than anything sexual. Sooner or later the hippieish model had been tamed by a code of conduct; those free spirits wanted to get published, after all. Britain might not yet have a Creative Writing industry to match that of the United States, worth hundreds of millions of dollars, but there’s a growing demand, and money to be made even from a half day taught by a midlist author.


I should have arrived earlier, but this year I visited a friend on the way and ended up stepping off the train at the same time as some of the people attending the course I was about to teach. I recognized them immediately. They radiated the mild anxiety that attends all residential courses. It was already palpable on the platform. By midweek it would reach a peak and someone might decide to leave. ‘Wednesday is the danger day,’ my first cotutor warned me. The triggers had changed, as life itself had changed, over the fifteen years I’d been teaching. On that first course, snoring roommates were the main complaint. Nowadays few people share rooms, but lots more of them worry about what they eat or what they say.


Now six of us stood in the station car park, looking at a taxi that could only take four. The driver said that he could call a friend with a van, but it would take half an hour to arrive. Two young women, stylishly dressed in charity shop finds, offered to wait for the second taxi while the rest of us went on ahead. Even this was going to be difficult because Peter, a tall man in his late seventies who used a walking stick, couldn’t easily be accommodated in the low-slung front seat. The taxi driver kneeled into his car, half an inch of arse reddening above his waistband as he pulled at levers until the passenger seat was thrust back. Eventually, I wedged myself into the space behind it, my holdall with everything I needed for the next five days pressed against my face.


As we drove along cobbled streets, then off onto a road that wound into the hills, the others described their journeys, which had been the usual mixture of delays and difficult connections. I looked out of the window, thinking how universal an opener it was to ask strangers where they had come from. The Queen famously started conversations this way, although my son said South London gangsters often asked where you were from, too, before advising you to stick to your own postcode. I kept quiet, annexed by my own bag, until someone asked if anyone knew about the tutors. In all the confusion over taxis I had half-forgotten that I was here to teach.


I peered through a gap from behind my bag, like Jack Nicholson smiling through the space where his axe had been. ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I’m one of them.’


‘Oh,’ said the woman next to me. ‘You don’t look much like the photo in the booklet.’


‘I expect it’s a bit out of date.’


You can’t help hoping, as a writer, that some quiet stardom may attach to your name. It’s not that you want admiration, exactly, just an acknowledgement of the trials and the triumphs of the writing life. Most authors have had so much more experience of the former. They have sat at a table in a book shop or a festival tent and had no one come up to get their book signed. They have waited in the lavatories of provincial libraries, while an audience of eight people gathers to listen to a talk that will send two of them to sleep. I was once asked to sign a book that had WITHDRAWN FROM STOCK rubber-stamped all the way through it.


The taxi was climbing a steep hill now and Peter’s head tipped back towards me, conveying the calm irritation of an air passenger on a sharp ascent. Then, as we reached the hill’s summit, we took a left turn and descended just as sharply, my face thrust into my bag as the car swung into a drive beside a big house where car doors were slamming and cases being taken out of boots and there was a sense of people arriving at a house party to which not enough men had been invited. Two thirds of creative writing participants are female, a large proportion are over fifty and a small, but growing, number are not white.


The house-party analogy holds, despite these odd proportions, and even if this is a party where kitchen antics seem destined, at some point in the week, to overcome the parlour. We freed ourselves from the taxi and settled into the rooms that had been allocated to us. In mine there were flowers in a vase and two windows looking out onto a garden in full bloom. Later, over a dinner of lasagna, the new housemates talked volubly, the relief of safe arrival mixed with trepidation about the days ahead. Most of the people sitting at my end of the table had never formally studied creative writing before except for one shy-seeming man in his forties who said that he had been on a course the previous summer and enjoyed it so much he had decided immediately to sign up for another one. He mentioned the names of the writers who had taught him and I knew one of them.


‘She’s great. I hope I can be equally inspiring,’ I said. He pushed his glasses up his nose and took a sip of wine. ‘She set the bar high,’ he said sombrely. Peter, my irritable taxi companion, asked if I had ever considered writing children’s books – perhaps if I did I could become as successful as J. K. Rowling. I said that I hadn’t considered it, but left the door open to the possibility that I might, now that he had put the idea into my head. There’s always someone transfixed by the success of J. K. Rowling.


We had almost finished the lasagna by the time my cotutor Tom arrived, having walked up from the station in hiking boots, with a rucksack and a paperback sticking out of his pocket. Tom was a poet who had been compared to Ted Hughes and looked the part as he entered the dining room, ruddy with exertion and fresh air, drawing many admiring glances from around the table. His was much the best entrance of the evening.


The same spirit of relief and trepidation that had prevailed over supper carried us into the sitting room, where the participants had to introduce themselves and explain what they hoped to get out of the week. Three of the youngest members of the group, all in their twenties, had gathered on one sofa. They were Zoe and Kisi, the girls from the station, two friends who wanted to write about festival culture, and Sam, who had jacked in his job as a barman to spend a year travelling in South East Asia and hoped to turn his diary into a travelogue. On the next sofa were Peter, who wanted to write detective stories set in Roman Bath, and Diana, also in her seventies. She had found some letters belonging to an aunt in the attic and wondered if there were something she could do with them. Lily was a young Chinese–American woman who worked in the City as an insurance broker but liked journalling and wanted to engage more with her creative side. Next to her, Jules and Jim (‘we’ve heard all the jokes’) were a couple in their fifties who liked the idea of a country writing holiday, while Susie, sitting next to them, was interested in writing a memoir and wanted to be pushed out of her comfort zone. Beside her was Nick, the quiet man who had already done a course, and Lynn, who worked in Human Resources and ‘just fancied something different’. Finally there was Sheena, a woman draped in fabric that seemed designed to trick the eye into some uncertainty over how much was fabric and how much Sheena.


‘Is it my turn?’ she asked, leaning forward with her glass of wine, as though to propose a toast. She said that she worked for ‘the enemy’, with an apologetic eye roll, and when none of us got the allusion, explained that she meant the Inland Revenue. Then she said that she had come on the course because five years ago her neighbour had tried to murder her, and she wanted to write a book about this ordeal.


Tom and I swapped our encouraging smiles for ones of supportive concern. These are the two most useful expressions on a writing course, and quick changes between them are sometimes required.


‘How absolutely dreadful,’ said Susie.


‘Yes,’ Sheena said with a sigh, ‘not my best moment.’


*


I had set my alarm to go off early. Waking up in a large shared house is like being returned to childhood: you sense the proximity of sleepers and wonder who will stir next, for how long you will be alone. I looked out of the window at the glimmering hills, thinking about going for a run. I was more interested in the concept of myself as the kind of person who went for a run before a day of teaching than in the running itself. But a writing course offers the chance of reinvention, for tutors as well students, and as long as my trainers were there, paired at the foot of my bed, it remained a possibility. Still in my pyjamas, I crept downstairs to make toast and a cafetière of coffee to take back up to my room. A stealth raid, hoping no one had got there first. Experience had taught me that I could be friendly over lunch and supper, but not at breakfast. 7 a.m. was too early for a conversation about getting published.


This was the first morning and the kitchen still had a fresh, organized look. Inside the fridge were cow’s milk, almond milk, coconut milk, oat milk and soya milk along with spreads to cater for all tastes and dietary needs. All kinds of cereals and breads were lined up on the counter for breakfast. The poem magnets on the door, a spur to the group’s creativity, had been arranged into the inevitable William Carlos Williams poem about eating someone else’s plums and not really feeling that bad about it.


Quickly I made some toast, boiled a kettle and thought I had got away without any interaction until I heard someone call cheerfully, ‘So that’s where the cafetière went!’ as I hurried to the staircase with my tray. ‘Plenty more in the cupboard by the sink!’ I called back. When I reached the top, I found Tom, with his jacket on and the paperback stuffed in a pocket, all ready to go out and engage with nature. It was a good look, I thought enviously. None of my jackets had pockets that could easily accommodate a paperback. I worried that pockets made me look fat. Perhaps this was one of the reasons some men thought women could never be serious writers: we prioritized looks over reading. You did still meet men, sometimes, who claimed never to read books by women, though these days the confession might come accompanied by a mild apology, as though these men regretted the omission but couldn’t seriously be expected to correct it.


‘Hello, are you off out?’ I said.


‘I’m going to have a quick walk. All set for this morning?’


‘Yes, I think so. Just going to look over my notes while I have breakfast.’ My own idea of a morning run was fast retreating. ‘Make sure you come back, though! Don’t start writing poems somewhere bucolic and lose all track of time.’


‘Ha-ha – I won’t.’


Two hours later we were well into our first workshop, on ‘Sense of Place’. Tom had read aloud a Seamus Heaney poem, ‘Blackberry Picking’, and was talking about landscape as a source of allegory, as well as political and social commentary. The challenge was to find fresh ways to describe nature, he said, to see its potential for secrets, for clues.


Now he was standing at a flip chart writing a list of nature writing clichés that we were composing together as a group:




snowy peaks


windswept moors


as far as the eye can see


nestling in a valley


cerulean skies


azure sea





‘What about rolling hills?’ said Kisi.


‘Limpid pools,’ said Diana.


‘Anything majestic,’ I offered.


‘Sweeping vista,’ said Peter.


This was going well. It was good to have Tom there. I never felt comfortable taking the lead or being the focus of attention. I could feel as though I were melting under the hot gaze of expectant faces. As the youngest of three children, I had grown up being stuck in the back, or squeezed in the middle, and was happy with that. On some car journeys I would even be relegated to the boot, staring out of the rear window at the drivers behind us, too nervous either to smile or stick out my tongue, which was the behaviour normally expected of children travelling in boots back then. Our dog ought to have been in there, but he preferred a seat.


‘Any more nature clichés?’ Tom tapped the marker pen against his teeth. The night before he had told me about a sixth-form group he recently taught who kept writing his name with love hearts on their palms so that when they put their hands up to answer a question he would see. People on writing courses probably assumed poets were always up for it. ‘The resident poet feels duty bound to fondle the freshmen,’ says Katherine Dunn in her story about a lecherous writing tutor. Not Tom, though. In fact he told me that adultery was the only thing he hated about Ted Hughes.


A few people looked thoughtfully out of the window at the abundant nature beyond it. Some trees, catching a breeze, obligingly waved back. We probably all felt that nature writing, however fashionable, was too much of an effort. How should you approach it? Should you wander about in it, like Wordsworth or the Brontës? Dig in it, get your hands dirty like Seamus Heaney? Should you train a goshawk, like Helen Macdonald, and run with it bloodied and muddied, tearing through thorn bushes, your sanity on a knife edge? Getting close to nature meant leaving the house in bad weather or when you might not feel like it. One aspiring writer I knew was sent to a forest to get ideas for a poem and opted to watch a video about forests instead. Even Heaney, according to his son Michael, ‘wasn’t especially fond of the outdoors.’


I remembered my friend’s complaint about the mournful sheep. Having lived on a farm as a child, I could agree that sheep and cows, while elusive, weren’t complex. You didn’t often ask yourself what they were thinking about, because it seemed likely that they weren’t thinking very much. This grass here or that grass there was probably the limit of it. That said, for a time we had three sheep – Faith, Hope and Charity. They belonged to someone else, I seemed to remember, and were tenants in the small paddock behind our house. They used to run to greet me when I came home from school, quite unsheeplike – more like dogs really – and let me cuddle them, and I was grateful for the affection, since I was having a bad time with girls in my class. Most sheep are nervy, anxious creatures, but these three seemed to have a bit more about them. More cojones, you might say, although in fact they were ewes.


‘Do you want to add anything here?’ said Tom, and I realized with a start that I had drifted off. My own notes, now that I hurriedly consulted them, were about how landscape can usefully draw the eye away from some other aspect of the narrative in order to return to it later. How these changes of focus can either be subtly incorporated or dropped in without ceremony. Narrative should not all be on one plane, I said, the picture needs different depths. I gave the example of Mark Twain who, travelling through the Rockies, remembered dropping a watermelon on a friend’s head at school.


‘There doesn’t have to be a reason to make that connection,’ I said. ‘The watermelon anecdote tells us nothing about the Rockies, except that there is another life beyond what’s happening right now. The rest of the world doesn’t disappear while you stare at a glacier. Your memories can impose at any moment. You may even reveal the landscape more effectively if you let the reader be drawn away by something unconnected to it. Plus, the anecdote lets Twain find something funny to say in a passage about the Rockies, which aren’t otherwise a bag of laughs.’


‘Why should they be a bag of laughs?’ Peter asked tetchily.


Peter had already complained various times that morning about his uncomfortable chair or our failure to enunciate properly and, like a naughty child, been moved to sit closer to the teachers. Best to treat this as a rhetorical question and move on.


The next exercise required scissors. Everyone had been given a sheet of paper from which I asked them to cut out an oblong.


‘The idea is to cut a shape out of the paper big enough to look through, like a viewfinder,’ I said, hovering nervously behind the students as they embarked on this project.


A few minutes later the scissors were only half way round the table. Why did things that were supposed to be easy so often become complicated? There was consternation among people who thought they may have made their oblong too big or too small and asked for exact dimensions. One or two of them requested another sheet of paper so that they could make a fresh start. Somebody had to be sent to the office to ask for Sellotape.


‘I didn’t realize this would take so long’, I said to Tom, who was chewing a hangnail.


When all the viewfinders were made, we instructed the writers to get into pairs and denominate themselves either A or B then to follow us out into the garden.


Sheena was anxious about uneven ground. The head injury sustained from her attacker had left her with some difficulties in walking and balance.


‘You can stay close to the house, on the paved area. Hang on to me, if you like.’


Teaching often meant lending an arm, bringing a cup of coffee, finding pens and paper. On this week’s course I was the fire officer and had been given a high-vis vest and a torch, in case of emergencies at night. My experience as a creative writing teacher seemed far from that of David Foster Wallace, who might spontaneously do a set of squats in the middle of a class at Syracuse University. Sometimes he arrived drinking a Pepsi. ‘Excuse me, I’m about to burp,’ he would tell the admiring students.


Everyone shuffled outside, where I instructed the As to close their eyes and let the Bs guide them to a part of the garden. Peter and Sheena, being the least mobile, stayed close to the house while Zoe pushed Kisi into a blind gallop towards the fields. Sam had found himself partnered with Lynn, who seemed nervous of touching his bare shoulders. He was wearing the same kind of vest top that had carried him round South Asia and had one of those tattoos that look spiritual but could just as easily be an offensive joke on the part of the tattooist, something that only makes sense to Tamil speakers.


‘It takes a leap of faith to let yourself be helpless,’ Diana observed.


When all the As had been manoeuvred into position, I asked them to contemplate some small section of the landscape through their viewfinder, creating a mental snapshot they could then go back inside to write about. The As had chosen the view, but the Bs could describe it as they wished so long as they applied originality. Then the exercise was repeated, with Bs directing As.


‘Can we take a picture on our phones?’ someone asked.


‘Obviously not,’ said Tom. ‘That would be missing the point.’


‘Everybody ready?’ I clapped my hands together like a primary school teacher. ‘You have ten minutes to write your paragraph now, plus fifteen for a coffee.’


Most of the group immediately made for the kettles. Coffee was the corollary to everything on a writing course. We got through gallons of it in a usual week, although a health-conscious contingent increasingly opted for green tea. The others found places to sit, around the communal table in the dining room, in the sitting room, or in the snug, between those two larger rooms and began thoughtfully to apply themselves to this first writing task of the week.


‘Remember, we’re looking for cliché-free writing!’ I said, gathering up my things and walking out of the main room towards the kitchen.


‘No clichés!’ I called, as I passed the snug.


‘Avoid clichés like the plague!’ I instructed a small group gathered in the sitting room. In the kitchen three kettles were boiling and packets of biscuits were being torn open. Jules and Jim were making toast with the gusto of lovers who had been too busy in bed to eat at breakfast time. I entered the kitchen triumphantly and someone passed me a coffee. But by the time I had sat down with my coffee in the sun, self-doubt was setting in.


‘Maybe clichés aren’t such a big deal after all,’ I said to Tom.


‘Why the change of heart?’


‘Because people should write what comes naturally. If you find a deer in the wild majestic, why not say so? It’s better than tying yourself in knots trying to be the first person who ever said something clever about a deer. What’s wrong with “majestic”?’


‘Lazy, I guess,’ said Tom, who was rolling a cigarette. ‘Does it add anything? Hemingway says you should distrust adjectives the way you distrust certain people.’


‘OK. So no adjective at all? That leaves us with “I saw a deer”.’


‘Yup. I saw a deer. Good, honest, simple writing.’


‘Three adjectives right there, mate. Can you roll me one?’


‘Sure.’ Tom leaned confidentially towards me. ‘Word on the street, by the way . . . ’


‘Yes?’


‘Diana’s a spy.’


‘Shit – what have I been saying?’


‘No, she’s not spying on us. She was a spy, apparently. MI6. ‘


‘Who told you this?’


‘It’s Peter’s theory.’


‘His theory, OK . . . ’


‘He was talking to her last night. He thinks she’s too clever for some of the diplomatic roles she’s had. He says she should have got further than first secretary at the British Embassy in Cairo. He worked in Brussels, so I suppose he recognizes the type.’


‘Why does all the good stuff happen late at night? When did he tell you, then?’


‘I ran into him this morning when I went for a walk.’


‘He kept you from your poetry.’


‘Luckily poetry’s not a finite resource. Plenty more out there.’


‘Phew. Thank God.’


‘Fuck off.’


‘So what did Peter do in Brussels?’


‘Some kind of Eurocrat. Trade, I think.’


In another part of the garden we could see Zoe and Kisi talking to Sam. Zoe, in a long flowery dress and Doc Martens, rocked between her front and back foot while Kisi, in a vintage leather jacket, leaned against a low wall giggling at something. I scanned the garden for Lily, the young insurance broker, and found her sitting on another bench on her own, looking at her phone. Phones were banned at the house in theory and useless in practice as there was no signal. She might be using it as a prop to disguise her loneliness, though, and it gave me a pang to see her sitting there alone. The group dynamics on a writing course often made me think of school, and I may have been oversensitive to the possibility of someone being excluded. These were adults after all. Perhaps they preferred their solitude. They may have come here to get away from other people. All the same, it was interesting, and poignant, to see how everyone arrived on the first day ready to reinvent themselves and how, by midweek, all the original character traits were reasserted, for better or worse. People settled into groups – the popular ones, the quiet ones, the odd troublemaker or outsider.


I slid my shoulder against Tom’s and said quietly: ‘Who’s going to end up with Sam – Zoe or Kisi?’


‘Neither. Zoe and Kisi are together.’


‘You reckon?’


‘Hundred per cent.’


After twenty-five minutes everyone returned to the table. Some of them had produced pages of script, despite an instruction to write no more than two hundred words each. Aspiring writers often seemed contemptuous of word counts, perhaps feeling that no limit should be placed on creativity. But shape and rigour are important too. Letting it all ‘flow out’ can take you a long way in the wrong direction and make for some tedious writing. Too much freedom could be a bad thing, I thought. A novel should be like a small South American dictatorship – colourful, but rigorously kept in check.


As we settled down, ready to hear the nature pieces read aloud, I became aware of a ripple of alarm moving like a Mexican wave around the table. A folder was being passed from person to person. Everyone who received it, was transformed. Each face switched so quickly from curiosity to horror that the next person was prompted to look over and immediately became horrified in their turn.


‘Are we ready to start?’ Tom asked.


‘Oh my God,’ said Lynn, the HR manager.


‘That’s horrendous,’ said Susie, the quiet woman who had said last night that she wanted to be pushed out of her comfort zone. She seemed to be out of it now.


‘Fuck sake,’ said Sam, blenching.


When the folder reached us, at the top of the table, I couldn’t at first decipher the photos which seemed to show two views of a sponge pudding, liberally doused with strawberry jam. Then Sheena, sitting beside me, leaned over and spoke in a confidential tone, tapping the photos with a manicured nail.


‘That’s where my neighbour got me with the sword.’


‘Jesus Christ!’


‘That’s from the top and that’s from the back. See? I wanted to get some feedback from the group about whether to include them in my pitch to the publisher.’


‘OK, we’ll have a think. It’s awful – I mean what happened to you.’ I quickly passed the folder back to Sheena.


‘I know. And all over a leylandii.’


We listened to the group read their nature pieces. Nick had compared the hills he saw through his viewfinder to breasts and there was some discussion over whether that was a cliché or wrong in a different way since there were three hills. Lynn had simply described what she saw: long grass, dark hills, blue sky, white clouds and so on.


‘Great – it’s like a kind of list poem!’ said Tom brightly and Lynn blushed at this new understanding of herself as a poet.


‘Now time for today’s homework.’ There was groaning as the students reverted to their school days and the pleasure of responding collectively to some perceived injustice.


Tom had devised an exercise connected to our theme based on the five senses. ‘We want you to travel back to some point in your life and evoke the feeling of that time. Concentrate on all the senses. Don’t just tell us what you saw, but what you smelled, heard, touched and tasted. So, if you’re writing about a café, we want to feel the sticky Formica, smell the frying bacon. Not more than five hundred words, please.’


‘Does it have to be a real place?’ asked Susie, looking worried.


‘No,’ said Tom. ‘But you’ll probably find that you draw on a real place even if you describe an imaginary one.’


‘Do we have to do this if we have other writing to be getting on with?’ asked Lynn, face slumped in her hands. There was always somebody who didn’t want to do the exercise.


‘You never have to do anything if you don’t want to. Oh, and everyone remember to sign up for the one-to-one sessions this afternoon.’


‘And if you want us to read anything before meeting this afternoon, bring it now,’ I added.


After lunch I walked up the road to the top of hill then sat on a bench looking out over the valley. This might be the only opportunity in the day for fresh air and I took a few deep gulps, filling my lungs as we are told to do in childhood, as though oxygen had some moral benefit, then looked around me, trying to cram every beautiful thing in through my eyes in the time available, filling a well I could draw on later. The writing week could be intense and cloistered. The scenery was glorious, but mostly we saw it through glass.


These days I longed for nature with the same unfocussed desire I had felt for the city as a teenager. It wasn’t that I didn’t know, back then, that I was lucky to live somewhere beautiful. Whenever I left the family farm, to go to London, for example, it was always a relief to get back home. But I was lonely on the farm, and had no friends living nearby. Sometimes I’d climb through a small window in the attic, out onto the roof of our house and look over the countryside for miles around, barely another house in sight, already nostalgic for the moment that I knew was coming when I would miss this view – missing it in advance, almost – even if I could scarcely enjoy it at the time. And now I had become one of the city-dwellers I used to despise, one of those people who got very impressed by trees, who gasped over a single wildflower in the hedgerow, who looked to nature for life lessons, as though it had been arranged as an allegory for people like me.


We wanted nature as an antidote to our human mistakes when in fact so many parts of our little country had been shaped by human hands, the wilderness we could see reinserted in areas of defunct industry. The slag heaps my mother grew up among in Yorkshire had been covered over and turned into hills. Did it matter, so long as they looked pretty? For the poet and essayist Kathleen Jamie, ‘wild’ is a word like ‘soul’. ‘Such a thing may not exist, but we want it, and we know what we mean when we talk about it.’


The person who wrote about the ‘mournful gaze of a sheep’ probably didn’t know what it felt like to grab a sheep by its scruff, feeling that wedge of muscle and wool in your grip, as you thrust it towards the dipping pen. They couldn’t imagine the stout warmth of the body held between a shearer’s legs, the winter coat falling away in heavy folds to leave a body etched with lines. Sylvia Plath herself wrote a poem about sheep but she, not the sheep, was the mournful presence in it.


I could see Peter walking steadily up the hill from the house, the bald patch on his head glinting as he moved between patches of shadow and sun. With every step he planted his walking stick in the manner of someone who would not suffer fools gladly, as though he knew this was something people said about him and didn’t shrink from the aspersion. It must be tiring to be propelled through life by irritation, but perhaps it made for a steady fuel. As he got closer it became clear that Peter was aiming for me and that I, on this occasion, was the insufferable fool.


‘Hello Peter,’ I said, moving along the bench. He eased himself down onto it with a smell of well-worn tweed that faintly evoked the wet fleece of a sheep. ‘I hope you enjoyed this morning’s workshop?’


‘Well yes,’ he said with a chuckle that sounded as though it had been selected from a range of chuckles, each conveying a marginally different degree of condescension. ‘Although it was perhaps not strictly relevant to my own writing.’


‘I don’t know about that. All of it should be relevant in some way, shouldn’t it? Even if it just sparks an idea?’


‘I’ve been reading your book about Spain.’


‘Oh, that’s very kind of –’


‘I’m afraid it’s riddled with errors.’


‘Really?’ Riddled, I thought. He was going in hard. Peter sat back, his stringy thighs braced against the wooden slats.


‘For example you’ve written “treaty” where you meant “treatise”. A translating error, no doubt, from the Spanish “tratado”.’


I knew immediately that he was right: I had made that mistake.


‘So I’d like to make you an offer. I will compile a list of the errors in your book if you arrange a meeting between myself and your agent to take place in the next few months.’


‘Wow. Really?’


Peter’s face settled into the arrangement of ridges and furrows in which his pained certainty had found expression over many decades. I wondered briefly if a comparison could be made between his undulating forehead and the hilly landscape and decided that was too much of a stretch. Peter’s forehead was not like Yorkshire.


‘It’s a fair exchange. I’ll be saving you a lot of work.’


‘You could say that if a reader finds mistakes in someone’s book, the honourable thing to do is to let the author know without expecting anything in return.’


‘Ah, well maybe I’m not very honourable.’


‘To be honest it sounds like blackmail!’


‘Not at all,’ Peter said, with a tight smile that I could imagine had been proffered across many conference tables in Brussels.


‘I’m not sure that’s the kind of arrangement I want to enter into, anyway. I don’t think my agent would be comfortable with it.’


‘Very well. Let me know if you change your mind.’ He shuffled forward on the bench and needed several movements to swing onto his feet. I resisted the temptation to help.


So my book was riddled with errors. I looked across the valley, hills and trees, trees and hills, as far as the eye could see, and found no particular solace there.
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