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Introduction


Between the start of the twentieth century and the beginning of the First World War, L Frank Baum wrote The Wonderful Wizard of Oz, Colette wrote Claudine in Paris, Joseph Conrad wrote Heart of Darkness, Baronness Orczy wrote The Scarlet Pimpernel, EM Forster wrote Howards End, Thomas Mann wrote Death in Venice and Marcel Proust wrote Swann’s Way. All these books have entered the literary canon and are still read today.


The Digested Read started life in early 2000 and has been running continuously in the Guardian ever since. Its premise is quite simple: to take the book that has been receiving the most media attention in any given week and rewrite it in about 700 words, retelling the story in the style of the author. However the emphasis is often on those aspects of the book that the author might prefer to have gone unnoticed: the clunky plot devices, fairytale psychology, poor dialogue, stylistic tics, unedited longueurs and the emperor’s new clothes.


Is the Digested Read parody, pastiche or satire? The distinctions frequently are blurred. It can be all three, depending on the book in question; but it is always meant to be entertaining, funny and informative. Literary reviewing has become more critically objective since I began writing the Digested Read, thanks mainly to the growth of literary blogs and below-the-line conversations on newspaper websites. But it is still relatively cosy compared to theatre, film and music reviewing.


The literary world is quite small: many reviewers are also authors. That can blur the critical boundaries; sometimes towards a hatchet job as old enemies settle scores, but mostly towards reviews that are rather more anodyne and favourable than they might otherwise have been. Who wants to make too many waves, when it might be your book being reviewed next? Some writers also seem to be given an inexplicably easier ride than others; almost as if the literary world has collectively decided that some authors are beyond adverse criticism.


For many authors, writing is a lifetime’s career. And like most careers, it has its ups and downs. An author might well follow one great book with a couple of duds before finding their touch again; not least because when a writer becomes a bestseller, their publisher often finds it trickier to suggest useful edits. Publishing is a business; no one would dream of marketing a book with the catchline: ‘Not as good as her last book, but bear with her because she will come good again in a few years time’. Every book by an established author is sold as if the career progression were on a relentless upward curve.


While the Digested Read does have fun – fairly, and yes, sometimes unfairly – at the author’s expense, it is also intended as a corrective to the publishing industry itself: the disparity between the hype with which the publisher is promoting the book and the reality to which it can seldom live up. Which brings me back to where I started. This collection of the best – or worst, depending on your point of view – Digested Reads from the last 14 years are all books that publishers believed were important. They are the books that came with the big marketing budgets and promotional tours. They are the ones publishers expected to reach the bestseller lists. In some cases they are the books publishers hoped might still be read in a hundred years’ time. So, which of these books will be the Howards End or Swann’s Way of 2114? You tell me.





SERIOUS FICTION





The Laying on of Hands
by Alan Bennett (2001)


Anyone looking around the congregation and its celebrity assortment might have imagined that Clive had been a sociable creature. But the gathering owed more to Clive’s discretion than his friendships, and many household names had been mildly irked on entering the church to discover they were not the sole centre of attention.


Clive had died in Peru and, when a young man dies in unknown circumstances of an unknown disease, the question, ‘What did he die of?’ often assumes a personal dimension for those who remain. Father Geoffrey Joliffe, who was about to take the service, was no exception.


By profession, Clive had been a masseur, but he had interpreted the word generously, and although Geoffrey had little reason for anxiety – his guilt had kept their encounters to minimal bodily contact – his confusion of God with Joan Crawford often was enough to inspire alarm.


As the service neared its conclusion, Father Joliffe had some regrets. Much had been spoken of Clive’s charms, but nothing that he felt truly captured the essence of the Clive he had known.


‘If anyone has any further reminiscences they would like to share, they are invited to do so now,’ he improvised. Various people stood up to extend their thoughts, before Carl stepped forward. ‘I would like to tell you what Clive was like in bed,’ he began.


‘I didn’t know he was gay,’ chorused several women.


‘And when someone that young dies of Aids, it’s time for anger as well as grief,’ Carl continued. The mention of the word that mustn’t be mentioned caused a frisson.


‘He didn’t die of Aids,’ said a young man, named Hopkins. ‘I was with him in Peru. He was bitten by an insect.’


‘They all say that,’ snarled Carl.


‘I’m his doctor,’ ventured a smartly-dressed man. ‘His latest blood test was negative.’


As the congregation peeled away, their hearts were considerably lighter than when they entered. Hopkins approached Geoffrey. ‘I have Clive’s diary,’ he said. Seeing his initials against several dates, Geoffrey laid his hands on Hopkins’ knees. ‘I’ll take care of that,’ he whispered as Hopkins bolted for the door.


Some weeks later there was a knock on the vestry door.


‘I thought, why not?’ said Hopkins.


Digested read, digested: The Little Book of Revelations.



Life of Pi
by Yann Martel (2001)


My name came from a swimming pool. Piscine Molitor Patel. At my first school, the other boys called me Pissing, so when I moved I changed my name to Pi. I’ve spent a lot of my life looking for God. That’s why I’m a Hindu, Muslim and a Christian. I’m not sure why I’ve never converted to Judaism or Shinto. My father ran the zoo in Pondicherry. He really loved his animals, so when the zoo had to close he decided to bring them with us to Canada.


The Tsimstum sank several days out of harbour. My father, mother and brother all drowned. I had been taking a walk on the deck when the ship went down and was thrown into the lifeboat by a couple of sailors. I came to and found myself sharing a boat with a zebra with a broken leg and a hyena. Shortly afterwards, I made the mistake of helping Richard Parker aboard. Richard Parker was a Bengal tiger.


The hyena started eating the zebra alive. The zebra howled piteously. Richard Parker just looked on. An orang-utan floated by on a huge mound of bananas. The hyena had him as well.


As we all got hungrier I became more anxious. Before long the hyena and Richard Parker were locked in battle. Richard Parker won, and the pair of us began our strange life aboard.


I learned how to provide him with fresh drinking water, and shared the flying fish I caught. I had to work hard to make him accept I was the alpha male. As the weeks turned into months, our food began to run out and we went blind. ‘How are you?’ said Richard Parker. Fancy Richard Parker being able to speak, I thought. But it wasn’t Richard Parker. It was a blind Frenchman in the middle of the Pacific. Richard Parker ate him, too.


Later we made landfall. It was no ordinary landfall, as it was just a floating mass of algae and trees. Richard Parker ate the meerkats. We left when we discovered the island was carnivorous.


After 277 days at sea, we reached Mexico. Richard Parker made a dash for the jungle. I was picked up and looked after by the locals. Two Japanese officials from the shipping company came to find out what happened. I told them, but they didn’t believe me.


‘Would you prefer if I said my family escaped with me, but died on the way?’


‘That’s much better,’ they said.


Digested read, digested: Johnny Morris goes to sea and returns with the Booker. Or did I dream that last bit?



The Little Friend
by Donna Tartt (2002)


For the rest of her life, Charlotte Cleve would blame herself for her son’s death because she had decided to have the Mother’s Day dinner at six in the evening instead of noon, after church, which is when the Cleves usually had it.


‘Do I have to be in a book with such a clumsy opening sentence?’ asked Harriett, Charlotte’s petite precocious 10-year-old daughter with the brown bob who bore absolutely no resemblance to the author.


‘I’m afraid you do,’ replied her mother. ‘It’s meant to convey the stultifying claustrophobia of a deeply dysfunctional family from Mississippi. Ever since your brother Robin was found hanged 10 years ago, your elder sister Allison and I have been in a catatonic state, and we’re surrounded by a variety of misfits and inbreds.’


‘Hmm,’ said Harriett. ‘I’d better try to solve Robin’s murder.’


‘Good idea,’ her friend Hely added. ‘I bet it was a Ratcliff. They’re a bad lot and some of them have been in prison.’


‘You’re right. I bet it was Danny. He was about the same age as Robin.’


‘There’s a cage of poisonous snakes at Eugene Ratcliff’s. Let’s steal a cobra.’


Harriett and Hely stood on the bridge. As Danny’s car passed beneath, they tipped the cobra over the parapet.


‘We almost killed Danny’s granny,’ cried Harriett.


‘Never mind,’ said Hely. ‘We didn’t know she was driving the car.’


‘I shure doan trust those kids,’ yelled Farish Ratcliff, ‘an I shure doan trust you. Show me you’ve still got the drugs, or I’ll kill you.’


‘The drugs have turned him crazy,’ thought Danny, as he shot Farish in the head. Danny drove out to the water tower. ‘Just get them drugs and get away,’ he told himself. ‘Gosh, I miss Robin. I sure do wonder who killed him.’


Harriett pulled open some of the packages. She didn’t know what was in them but she knew Danny wouldn’t like it.


‘You brat, I’m going to kill you,’ Danny shouted, moments before he drowned.


‘Get rid of all the evidence,’ Harriet begged Hely from her hospital bed.


‘Poor old Harriett. Fancy having epilepsy,’ murmured her mother.


‘You know Harriett had Farish shot and drowned Danny for killing Robin,’ Hely told his brother.


‘You’ve been drinking too much coke.’


Digested read, digested: Small girl with big ambitions gets hopelessly confused in a laboured adventure. Still, she was well paid.



Cosmopolis by Don DeLillo (2003)


He paced through his 48-room apartment, past the Borzoi cage, past the shark tank. The yen had risen overnight. Eric Packer didn’t know what he wanted. Then he knew. He wanted a haircut.


‘There’s gridlock because the president’s in town,’ said Torval, as the stretch limo pulled into the traffic. ‘You’d be better off not using the car.’


‘How do you know we’re in the car and not in the office?’ Eric snarled, staring at his bank of screens.


He glanced out the window. Was that his wife, Elise, the heiress? ‘I didn’t know you had blue eyes,’ she said.


‘When are we going to make love?’ he replied.


Michael Chin got in the car. ‘I know where there’s a Rothko for sale.’


‘I’ll buy the whole gallery.’


The car stopped to pick up his finance director, Jane Melman. ‘Your position on the yen is critical,’ she said.


‘It can’t go any higher,’ he answered, passing her a bottle to masturbate herself.


They stopped by Dr Ingram’s surgery for his daily check-up. ‘Your prostate is asymmetrical.’


Back en route, they passed a bookstore. Eric spied his wife again. ‘You smell of sex,’ she whispered.


‘Have lunch with me.’


‘Is this what I wanted,’ she said, looking at her plate.


‘I need a haircut.’


Eric got back in the limo. The yen had to chart. He was the most powerful man in New York. He made the markets. He was like the famous novelist who could write utter crap and know that neither his editor nor the critics would notice – or dare say a word against him.


They stopped by the apartment of Kendra Hays, his bodyguard. She kept on her Zyloflex body armour while they had sex. ‘Shoot me with your stun gun,’ he said. ‘I want to know how it feels.’


He showed no curiosity when he bumped into Elise again. ‘My portfolio is valueless and someone is mounting a credible threat on my life.’


‘You still smell of sex.’


He hacked into her account and stole $735m. Losing it was the best way of resisting it.’ Why am I not interested in he who wants to kill me?’


‘Because no one else is,’ yawned Torval.


Anti-globalisation protesters sprayed paint on the car and a man set himself on fire.


‘That’s just not original,’ Eric said, while urinating.


The barbershop was closed, but Anthony came to him.


‘Your hair is ratty.’


‘I knew it was time.’


Elise walked through the door. ‘I’ve lost all your money,’ he said, as he straddled her.


‘What do poets know of money? Our marriage is over.’


Eric heard gunshots. He fired back.


‘My name is Richard Sheets,’ said his assailant. ‘I hate you because you made me hate the baht.’


Eric shot himself in the hand. ‘I’ve got an asymmetric prostate.’


‘So have I. But I’ve still got to shoot you.’


Digested read, digested: A Manhattan journey that is as deadly for us as it is for Eric.



Notes on a Scandal
by Zoë Heller (2003)


This is not a story about me. But since the task of telling it has fallen to me, it is right I should tell you a bit about myself. My name is Barbara Covett. It won’t mean much to you, I’m sure, but you’ll soon recognise my type. I am the unreliable narrator, the first resort for any hack who wants to be taken seriously as a novelist.


Sheba is upstairs sleeping, so now is a good time to continue. She doesn’t know I am writing an account of last summer’s events. But I think it will be valuable to document the hysterical prurience her actions unleashed.


I first met Sheba when she came to teach pottery at St George’s. I recognised immediately that she was different to the rest of us – posher, more confident. I kept myself to myself at first. I’d taught at the school for umpteen years and seen many teachers come and go, and I must confess I had my doubts about her.


She later told me of her first meeting with the Year 11 boy, Connolly. ‘He tried to kiss me,’ she said. ‘You must tell the head,’ I cautioned. ‘Oh, no. It was just an innocent advance. It’s over.’


This turned out to be far from the truth, but it was not until some months later that Sheba confided in me that she and Connolly were having an affair. ‘It’s so exciting,’ she said, ‘We’re in love.’


It struck me at the time that it was almost unbelievable for a 40-year-old woman to be so head-over-heels in love with a 15-year-old boy. But then it also struck me as unbelievable that she would have become such good friends with me, a dowdy working-class spinster. Still, it’s only fiction after all.


‘You must stop the affair,’ I urged. ‘You’ll damage your family and your career. Think of your poor son with Down’s syndrome whose purpose in life is to create moral dilemmas and engage the reader’s sympathy.’


Sheba promised she would end it, but her repeated absences suggested otherwise. I must own up here to some envy that she made so little time available for me, and when Brian Bangs, the staff-room Lothario, told me he had a crush on her, I couldn’t resist intimating my knowledge of the affair.


‘I think Bangs knows,’ I later warned her, but by then events were out of control. Connolly, I gather, had tired of the affair, but his withdrawal only spurred Sheba to greater follies. She began taking risks and before long Connolly’s mother found out and accused her of sexually abusing her child.


Sheba had to leave the school, of course, as did I. Her marriage ended and we now share a house. She is coming downstairs.


‘I’ve found your notes,’ she yells. ‘It didn’t happen like that at all. I’m leaving.’


But she can’t. There’s no place else for her to go.


Digested read, digested: Unbelievable love triangle between the posh, the old and the spotty.



Crossing the Lines
by Melvyn Bragg (2003)


The tinker drove his horse and cart through the streets of Wigton as cars hummed past. He shook his head sadly. ‘I’m just a cliché to illustrate how the Cumbria of the mid-50s had one foot in the past and one in the future,’ he thought to himself.


Sam and Ellen dwelt on the portentousness of the novel in which they were appearing. Ellen’s mind turned to Mr Hawesley – she could never call him William. She knew he was attracted to her, but she could never leave Sam. These were deep, northern thoughts – the kind that were best left unarticulated.


‘Our Joe’s a good kid,’ Sam said eventually.


‘Aye,’ Ellen replied.


Joe felt himself to be on the cusp of adulthood. He felt a longing to remain part of Wigton, yet at the same time he yearned to break free of its parochial boundaries. He sensed he had a greatness – a knighthood even – within him, but somehow it still felt an inch or two out of reach.


He stroked his thick, luxuriant hair, his enduring symbol of potency. He watched Richard swagger around the school, and felt a twinge of adolescent insecurity. Would Rachel fall for Richard’s athletic charm or would his hair win the day?


‘Would you like to see On the Waterfront?’ he asked.


‘Aye,’ Rachel answered.


‘We could go dancing afterwards.’


‘Aye.’


‘So we’re going out together, then?’


‘Aye.’


As the music changed from the foxtrot to skiffle, Joe reflected on how Wigton had one foot in the past and the other in the future.


‘I’m worried about Suez,’ he said, a year later.


‘Why are we talking about this?’ Rachel asked.


‘To show that this book isn’t just a saga, but an important literary event that refracts global events through the prism of small-town northern life.’


‘I’ve won a scholarship to Oxford,’ smiled Joe. ‘But first I must go to Paris to be intellectual. And to show the French my hair.’


Rachel lowered her eyes. She knew she was just an ordinary northern girl, and that she was losing Joe.


‘Dear Joe, It’s over. I’ve met a man called Garry,’ she wrote. Joe had never known such pain. ‘I love you,’ he cried. ‘Say we’ll never be apart again.’


‘We’ll be together for ever.’


Joe tugged on his pipe and discussed Beckett with James and his fellow undergraduates. How they admired his intellect and hair. How he admired their class. He hoped Rachel would like them.


‘It’s over,’ she said. ‘I can hold you back no longer. Go, conquer the wider world of media and academe.’


Joe knew she was right. He was too good for her. It was time to move on. But when would fame be his?


‘All in good time,’ James muttered.


‘In our time,’ replied Joe.


Digested read, digested: The secret diary of Melvyn Bragg, aged 16 3/4.



Never Let Me Go
by Kazuo Ishiguro (2005)


My name is Kathy H. I am a carer. As I drive around the country looking after my donors, I like to reflect, in my elegant and refined way, on my childhood at Hailsham.


I realise now how lucky Tommy, Ruth and I were to be brought up in such surroundings. We even had a sports pavilion where we would go to chatter amongst ourselves. You may wonder why I mention these details, but such empty observations are the hallmark of the consummate prose stylist.


From time to time, we would talk about donations and the world outside, and then we would shrink back into our sheltered lives. It may strike you that I like to hint at truths. This is because I fear you might stop reading were you to guess that the story really was as predictable as it first seemed.


Our guardians, particularly Miss Emily, took good care of us. Most of us, apart from poor Tommy, became competent artists and we were, in our way, quite happy, though a sense of dread would run through the school when Madame came by to take the pick of our artwork.


We had very few personal possessions but that never bothered us. My treasured item was a Julie Bridgewater tape. How I loved to dance to it! Sadly, it got lost one day.


I can see you are becoming deeply affected by the poignancy of our situation. I should have loved to have told you at this point of how we felt about having no parents, of how we tried to escape into the outside world. But I can’t. Emotion and interest have no part in this story.


As we grew older we started to have sex with one another, though the enjoyment was tempered by the fact that none of us could have children. Tommy and Ruth even became a couple when the three of us left Hailsham and went to live at The Cottages.


Improbable as it may seem, I used to enjoy looking at porn mags, though this was partly because I hoped to spot my possible. We were all obsessed with meeting our possible – our real-world entitie – and Ruth once thought she had seen hers in Norwich. But it turned out to look nothing like her, which left her depressed for days. I suspect you’re beginning to know how she felt.


Ruth and Tommy split up before Ruth made her first donation and she completed while making her second. I became Tommy’s carer and we started to have sex after his third donation. We hoped to defer his fourth donation for a few years, but a chance meeting with Madame and Miss Emily stopped that.


‘Deferrals are not possible,’ Miss Emily said. ‘You are mere clones – organ donors – and we’ve tried to make you as happy as possible.’


This came as quite a shock, though I dare say not to you. Tommy completed during his fourth donation so I’m left alone, to drone on.


Digested read, digested: The triumph of style over substance.



Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close
by Jonathan Safran Foer (2005)


What about a teakettle? What about little microphones? What about writing the same book again and seeing if anyone notices?


I’m nine years old and I’m an inventor, computer consultant, astronomer, historian, lepidopterist, and I write to Stephen Hawking. I’m no ordinary boy, but the creation of a writer who’s trying too hard. That’s why you’ll find doodles, photographs, pages with just a few words on them, blank pages and very small print littered throughout the text.


Dad got killed on 9/11. We used to look for mistakes in the New York Times together. I picked up the messages he sent from the World Trade Center before he died, but I never told Mum. She spends most of her time with Ron.


Why I’m not where you are – 5/21/63. I’ve lost the power of speech, I can only communicate in writing. Then you came along, you whose eyesight was failing and asked me to marry you.


I can feel my prose dazzling from within. I find a key on the bottom of my dad’s vase. This is the key to his life. I see the word ‘black’ printed beside it and decide to visit every person called Black in the telephone directory. I will travel the five boroughs on foot and find the entrance to the mystical sixth.


My feelings – Dear Oskar, This is hard to write. Your grandfather could not speak and I could barely see, but we joined our lives in a place of Nothing and Something. He left when I was pregnant with your father. Love, Grandma.


In the evenings, I’ve been playing Yorick in Hamlet, but Mum only came once because she was out with Ron. In the day I’ve been walking the streets with a 103-year-old man.


Why I’m not where you are – I lost my love and punctuation in the firestorm of Dresden your grandma was her sister when she got pregnant I had to leave rather than love I wrote to my son everyday but never sent the letters I came back! to New York when I discovered he had died and went to live with your grandma again but you only know me as the Renter what is the sum of my life 466389028364859690707 464532537


The key belongs to someone else. It has no catharsis; in its place there is only sentimentality. My mum loves me after all. My grandpa and I dig up my dad’s empty coffin and we place his letters inside. I rewind the pictures of 9/11 and my dad returns to me.


Digested read, digested: Extremely annoying and incredibly pretentious.



Memories of My Melancholy Whores
by Gabriel García Márquez (2005)


The year I turned 90, I wanted to give myself the gift of wild love with an adolescent virgin. I thought of Rosa Cabarcas, the brothel owner.


‘You ask the impossible, my mad scholar,’ she said. But I implored her and she promised to ring back within the hour.


I’m ugly, shy and anachronistic, and I live alone in the house where my parents lived, scraping by on a meagre pension from my mediocre career as a journalist. And I have never been to bed with a woman without paying. In short, I am without merit or brilliance.


On the morning of my 90th birthday, I awoke, as always, at five in the morning. My only obligation was to write my signed column for Sunday’s paper, for which, as usual, I would not be paid. I had my usual aches and pains – my asshole burned – but my heart lifted when Rosa rang to say I was in luck.


I gazed at the phosphorescent sweat on the naked body of the 14-year-old virgin asleep on the bed, and admired the brilliance of my language. ‘She was nervous,’ Rosa informed me, ‘so I gave her some Valerian.’


She did not stir. ‘Let me call you Delgadina,’ I whispered, for like most solipsists I preferred to invent my own names. I may have slept myself and a tiger may have written on the bathroom mirror – we magical realists can never be too sure of anything – and when I left her snoring in the morning she was still as pure as the night before.


‘You fool,’ spat Rosa. ‘She will be insulted you did not care enough about her to abuse her.’ But I did not care: I had detected the fragrance of Delgadina’s soul and had realised that sex was the consolation we receive for the absence of love.


I had planned to tender my resignation at the paper, but I was so moved at being given a voucher to adopt a stray cat that shat and pissed at will, that I resolved to continue.


And my fame grew. Every evening I would go to Rosa’s house and spend the night admiring the sleeping Delgadina – whose body was filling out agreeably – while reading out loud the great works of literature; and by day people would read out loud the tacky sentimentality of my columns.


Late into the year, Rosa interrupted my reveries. ‘A client has been murdered,’ she shouted. ‘Help me move him.’


I returned night after night, but Rosa’s house was locked up. I pined for Delgadina. I sensed my cat might lead me to her, but like my own writing, he led me up a cul-de-sac.


At last, Rosa returned. ‘Whore,’ I said. ‘You have sold Delgadina to secure your freedom.’


‘How wrong you are,’ she cried. ‘Others may consider you a sordid, delusional old man, but Delgadina loves you. She kept her distance because she wanted to save herself for you.’


My heart soared. I was not a perv. I was a 91-year-old man with so much love to give and so much life to live. I will survive.


Digested read, digested: 100 pages of turpitude.



The Possibility of an Island
by Michel Houellebecq (2005)


Daniel 1,1: I get so tired writing comic sketches about gays, blacks, Jews and Muslims these days. But being thought to be avant garde has its advantages; people take you seriously and pay you shed loads of cash for any old tosh. And you get lots of pussy, too.


Daniel 24,1: Look at those savages in the distance. They are humans. I sit alone in my fenced-off compound sending the odd email to Marie 22.


I am not happy, I am not sad.


I never cry and I’m never bad.


Daniel 1,2: I don’t know why I married my first wife and I didn’t care when my son committed suicide. That’s how shocking I am. I met Isabelle when she came to interview me after the success of We Prefer the Palestinian Orgy Sluts. She was OK; her tits didn’t sag and I felt almost affectionate towards her. We stayed together for a while in a house I had bought in Spain with my many million euros.


Daniel 24,2: I am neo-human. I sit here with Fox, reflecting aimlessly on our previous incarnations.


I’m even deep.


When I’m asleep.


Daniel 1,3: Isabelle aged badly and I grew tired of her. I acquired a dog I called Fox, who was much better company. One morning some neighbours invited me to join the Elohim sect. Weighed down by my professional ennui I was naturally sceptical, but the prospect of free love and everlasting life was undeniably attractive.


Daniel 24,3: Marie 22 sent me an email.


My breasts are low.


It’s time to go.


She is about to become Marie 23.


Daniel 1,4: With Esther I thought I had discovered happiness. Just looking at her 22-year-old body gave me a hard-on and she willingly let me fuck her in every orifice.


Daniel 25,1: Daniel 24 has had enough. The Supreme Sister has called him.


Daniel 1,5: Esther left me as I knew she would, but my Fourierist principles had drawn me ever closer to the Elohim. I had even taken to writing doggerel.


Just one push.


On a friendly bush.


Vincent had replaced the Prophet and he was convinced the time of human cloning was drawing ever nearer.


Daniel 25,2: It was around this time that the early leaders pioneered a genetic mutation of autotrophism, allowing the new species to survive on minerals and water.


Daniel 1,6: Sometimes I think I overstated my despair; though not that of my readers. I chose to visit Isabelle. ‘I still love you,’ she said, before committing suicide.


Daniel 25,3: Marie 23 has escaped to live with the savages. I read Spinoza.


Daniel 1,7: Occasionally my cock showed signs of life, but I had come to realise that happiness was the preserve of the young. Vincent suggested that Fox and I should have our DNA copied. ‘It is time for you to commit suicide,’ he said. ‘You will be an example for millions of others.’ I sent a last poem to Esther.


You are in clover.


But my life is over.


Daniel 25,4: I’m tired of feeling nothing. I break out. I smell the pestilential ordure between a savage’s legs and make for the hills. I will die. I am finally alive.


Digested read, digested: 25 Daniels don’t give a damn. And neither will you.



No Country for Old Men
by Cormac McCarthy (2005)


Moss fingered the heavybarreled .270 on a ‘98 Mauser action with a laminated walnut and maple stock. He glassed the Texan desert with a pair of 12 power german binoculars. There were men lying on the ground beside two four wheel drive trucks.


Agua, said the one man still alive. An H & K on his lap and an exit wound in his throat.


Aint got no water.


Moss checked the back of the truck. Packets of a brown powder and a valise. He flipped the catch. $2.4m. He left the powder, took the valise and headed home. This kind of changed everything.


Where you been?


You dont need to know, Carla Jean.


He woke at 1.06. Theres something I gotta do.


What is it?


You dont need to know.


Moss headed back to the trucks. The Mexican was dead. Shots from a sawn-off shotgun rang out and Moss headed for the road, blood streaming from his back.


I dont know when things started getting nasty roun here. Folks say it was after Vietnam but I reckon it started before that.


Sheriff Bell surveyed the eight bodies bloating in the sun. Things are gonna get tough for Moss and Carla Jean, he reckoned.


Moss checked the curtains at the motel. He had company. He lifted the air vent. Two Mexicans pooling blood and the money in the corner. He retrieved the money, removed the transponder and a blast took him in the back. He fired the sawn-off and limped down town. He was a dead man. Shots from a machine-pistol rang out and four Mexicans lay dying. A reprieve.


Chigurh was a patient man. He stitched his wounds. He hadn’t got the money yet. But he would. Too bad those Mexicans got in the way. But four less to deal with later.


The man called Wells.


Find me the money and get Chigurh.


Wells tracked Moss to the hospital.


Wheres the money?


Safe.


You wont be. Call me.


Chigurh cornered Wells.


How does a man decide in what order to abandon his life?


Wells shrugged and the bullet blew away his forehead.


Chigurh went to the man.


You sent Wells to kill me. Now you gonna die.


He fired into the carotid as his phone rang.


It’s too late, Moss. But you can save your wife.


Not if I get you first.


Chigurh crept up on Moss. Time to die.


Bell shrugged as he saw the putrefying corpse. What could he tell Carla Jean?


You know who I am?


Carla Jean nodded.


I promised your husband I’d kill you and I keep my promises. You stay settin there. He aimed carefully and fired.


My granddaddy was a sheriff and I was proud to be a sheriff. But I reckon I’ve had enough.


There was no sign of Chigurh. This country could kill you in a heartbeat.


Digested read, digested: Once Upon a Time in the West.



Everyman by Philip Roth (2006)


Around the grave in the rundown cemetery were a few of his former advertising colleagues, some people who had driven up from the Starfish Beach retirement village, his elder brother, Howie, his second wife Phoebe, his two sons, Lonny and Randy and his daughter, Nancy.


‘This is how it turns out. There’s nothing more we can do, Dad,’ said Nancy, throwing some dirt on to the top of the coffin. The day before the surgery, he had remembered going into hospital as a boy for a hernia operation and how the boy in the next bed had died. But this was not the first death he had known; the year before he had found a German submariner washed up on the shore. ‘It happens,’ his father had said.


He had got married and divorced – he couldn’t blame Lonny and Randy for hating him – and he had remarried. He had been happy with Phoebe and Nancy was adorable, but really the next most interesting event in his life had been when he had had life-threatening surgery at the age of 31 on a burst appendix.


Twenty-two years of excellent health passed and then the EKG showed radical changes in his heart that indicated severe occlusion of his major coronary arteries. It was touch and go whether he would make it. By now he had moved on to his third wife, but she had no taste for a crisis so by the time he recovered he went home alone.


He fell in love with his nurse – a not uncommon experience – and she moved in with him after his father died. The night of the funeral he could almost taste the dirt finding its way into his father’s mouth and choking him.


For the next nine years his health remained disappointingly stable, but then in 1998 his blood pressure began to mount and the doctors diagnosed an obstruction of the renal artery and he was admitted to hospital for angioplasty. Again his luck held, and he returned home to his one real pleasure – revising his will.


After 9/11 he moved out to Starfish Beach where he might have enjoyed himself teaching painting classes. But fortunately enough of his elderly students were dying of cancer and his star pupil overdosed on sleeping tablets to save him from any feelings of positivity.


From time to time, he cast his mind back to his wives, his mistresses and his former job. He had had some good sex and some bad sex and his career had been better than average, but all it really amounted to was a diversion between hospital visits. And in the last seven years of his life, he was pleased to note that he had needed major surgery at least once every twelve months. A stent here, a stent there: what more could one ask? How could he have ever envied Howie his good health?


He had been going to ask Nancy if he could move in with her, but just as he was about to call, she had phoned to say that her mother had had a stroke and would be moving in instead. ‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ he had said before phoning the widow of his former boss and an old friend who had terminal cancer to offer his condolences. He had then befriended a grave digger, before entering hospital for surgery on his right carotid artery. This time there was no coming back.


Digested read, digested: Life’s a bitch and then you diet.



Travels in the Scriptorium
by Paul Auster (2007)


The old man sits on the edge of the narrow bed. His mind is elsewhere, stranded in the figments of his head. Who is he? What is he doing here? Who cares?


There are a number of objects in the room, each affixed with a strip of white tape bearing a single word. On the table, for example, is TABLE. On the lamp is the word, LAMP. And on this book, BOLLOCKS.


Is this a prison? Is it a house? The old man has no memory. But perhaps he isn’t even old? So let’s drop the epithet old and refer to the person as Mr Blank. For this should tell both you and him everything you need to know; that you are trapped inside some meaningless pretentious crap that is passing itself off as cutting-edge post-modern metaphysicality.


Mr Blank remembers his old rocking-horse, Whitey. He doesn’t know why. But you do. Because it is obviously going to crop up again later. A phone rings.


Who am I talking to?


I’m James P Flood.


Refresh my mind.


The ex-policeman who visited you yesterday. Save me from your dream. My life depends on it.


Mr Blank has no memory of yesterday. You wish you had no memory of today. But never mind about James P Flood, because he’s as pointless as every other character in the book. Which, as you have probably guessed, is the whole point.


Mr Blank looks at a picture of a woman. He thinks it might be Anna. But isn’t Anna dead? A woman walks in.


I’m Anna.


Are you a different Anna?


Who knows? I forgive you for killing me, anyway.


Mr Blank starts reading a manuscript about a man called Graf locked in a Confederation prison in Ultima.


I don’t get it, he says.


That’s the idea.


Who are you?


Another character.


Mr Blank misjudges the distance to the toilet and urine squirts down his pyjamas. Why did this happen? Why does anything happen? He picks up the manuscript and continues reading about Graf and his dreary adventures in the Confederation. He throws the papers down angrily. The story has finished in the middle. If only.


A character called Sophie lets him touch her breasts.


Now make up the rest of the story.


Graf is riding Whitey. He thinks about three possible endings for his wife but none is satisfactory. So let’s ignore her. Let’s tell the story of Ernesto Land instead.


Mr Blank picks up a book. It’s called Travels in the Scriptorium. It starts, ‘The old man sits on the edge of the narrow bed.’ Gosh, he thinks. The characters have taken over the novelist. How predictable.


The satirist puts down a book. He knows why he’s read it. He’s been paid. But he can’t see why anyone else would bother.


Digested read, digested: Blankety Blank.



The Cleft
by Doris Lessing (2007)


This evening I was watching my slave, Marcus, try to avoid the attentions of Lolla. I knew he would rather be playing with the other boys but would end up spending the night with her. This banal observation about the nature of relations between men and women impelled me to retell the story of the beginnings of the world that has been gathering dust on ancient parchments in my cellar.


You want to know about me? My name is Maire. There is always someone called Maire. I was born into the family of Cleft Watchers, like my mother, her mother and all the Old Shes before them. We women lie in the swirling jellied waters of the pools and every month when the moon is at its highest, we climb to the indentation we call The Cleft where the red flowers grow and we have our blood flow. That is, all who are not going to give birth.


I cannot say how it started. Only that it was ages ago. How long ago is ages? Who can say? The Old Shes must have known something because before the first Monsters were born, there were only Shes, only Clefts. When these first deformed babies with Tubes between their legs were born, we would take the Monsters – these Squirts – to the Cleft where we would dash them on the rocks. But then the Eagles, with their meaningless capital letters, began to snatch some of the baby Squirts from our clutches and drop them in the forest.


As a descendant of one of these Monsters, I feel the need to intervene – if only to break up the plodding predictability of the story. For future reference, my amazing Roman aperçus are the passages printed in italics – so it’s quite simple to skip them if you feel like you’re dozing off.
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