


[image: image]






I, Soddit



The Sodditobiography of
BINGO GRABBINS
or, there! – a Book. Again.



A Midsummerearth Murder


Edited by A. R. R. R. Roberts


[image: img]




DRAMATIS PERSONAE


Bingo Grabbins – a soddit


Thorins Auklandshield – a dwarfish actor from New Zealand.


Pater Michael Jackson – a director of movies


Dirk Teeoldman – a director of PTV shows


Samiam Hamgreen – a corpse


Amitav Ghost – a writer


Barry ‘Cowroarer’ Took – a soddit, Constable of Soddlesex


Falco Amadeus Chubb-Bubbins – a soddit


A Postman – we don’t know his name


Graham – the Green


Sobriety Prayerbonnet – an exorcist


Azhgnha Khzazzdz – a dwarf


Azgnzha Khzazzdzaz – a different dwarf


Ahzgnza Khazazdzaz – another different dwarf


Ahzznza Khezazdzaz – another another different dwarf


Oouf! – oouf?


Ernie – and he drove the fastest law-firm in the west.


Doris – an aunt


Lobehold – an aunt


Oakgoatee – an unt


National Theatre – an N.T.


List Describes The Cast To – a T




A NOTE TO THE READER
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Ours is a realm of wonders – its stars placed in the sky by long-departed gods, its mountains standing bright under spring sunlight. Ocean foam chews toothlessly and without cease at long white sand beaches. Forests range hundreds of miles. Rivers gouge canyons through new rock, their flow rouses itself down plunging waterfalls and into wide estuaries. A citadel of white stone counts one against the blue sky. A rider in a metal hat urges his horse over the plain. The land is wonderful, and it is populated by creatures of wonder. Creatures of nightmare lurk in the caverns below. Elves fill woodland glades with song. Dwarfs bicker over the correct plural form of ‘dwarfs’. Dragons fly through the sky.


Walking trees stride majestically across the meadows.


Seriously – walking trees! They pull up their roots and stroll about. Amazing stuff.


Ours is a magical land, filled with magical beings. I am not a magical being. I am a tubby little writer fellow, living a sedentary life far from all the dragons and elves and walking trees. It is true that once, long ago, I went on an adventure – but it was an uncharacteristic expedition for me. Since returning I have avoided any subsequent adventures with an almost heroic assiduity. Nothing interesting has happened to me. Indeed, I’ve gone carefully through everything in my life, and the only even distantly interesting thing I can come up with is this: the fire in my hearth never goes out.


Seriously! It was lit for me, long ago, by a wizard. Well, he was a little more than a wizard when he lit it; and I don’t believe he really intended to sneeze through the window at exactly the moment he did. But the result is that the fireplace in my sitting room is continually lit, winter and summer, day and night. I never need to feed it coal. I can accidentally pour as much tea on it as I like. It never goes out.


It’s not much. But it’s something.


You might think that the whole nothing interesting ever happening to me thing might make it tricky for me to write my autobiography. But you’d be wrong! It doesn’t make it tricky for me to write my autobiography. It makes it tricky for me to make my autobiography interesting. But that’s a whole other matter.


Incidentally: you will need to remember the thing about the fire.


I know what you’re thinking. Why did I decide to write my autobiography, given the monumental uneventfulness of my life? It’s a good question.


Permit me to explain.




Chapter One


MY GARDENER BEING DEAD, I VISIT MY PUBLISHER
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One Tuesday I found the corpse of my gardener sprawled on my front lawn. Wednesday I visited my publisher.


I should say straight away: I didn’t go to my publisher in order to pitch the story of my murdered gardener. At that point I didn’t even know he had been murdered. I assumed he had died of natural causes (and indeed he had died of natural causes. But I’ll get to that in a bit). The fact is, publishing is not interested in the stories of gardeners who have been strangled with a cord. Gardening and murder, like cookery, are dead genres as far as publishing is concerned. No, it was only afterwards that I realised that the death of poor Samiam Hamgreen was going to play such a prominent role in my life.


My name is Bingo Grabbins. It’s possible you know the basics: that I live in a hole, in the ground, not a nasty wet hole like an open wound nor yet a dry sandy hole like a eczema-afflicted orifice, but a soddit hole, and that means cornfoot. In that we often suffer from corns on our feet. It’s why we don’t wear shoes.


A while ago I had an adventure with a group of twelve doughty dwarfs. Sadly they’re all dead now; but let’s look on the bright side – I’m still alive. Also on our adventure was the celebrated wizard, Gondef the Grey. Gondef was known as the Hard Man of Magic; and what he was most hard of was hearing. He’s not dead, although he has been – well, changed in certain ways. At any rate, the fourteen of us had a proper adventure. We went on a quest to the Only Mountain, far in the east, beyond the Minty Mountains, white with dentine.1 We made our way through dark forests, along majestic rivers and wine warehouses, until finally we reached the lair of Smug the Mighty Dragon. On the way we fought trolls, giant spiders, elves, hideous feathered gobblings. In a climactic moment we (those of us still alive, that is) fought in the Battle of the Famous Five Armies, which was absolutely ripping, and included lashings of ginger beards. Or, to be a little more accurate, was literally ripping and included lashings. I survived, through being only lightly ripped and lashed, and made my way home with a small quantity of dragon gold. Still, the greatest battle we fought was within ourselves – against our own prejudices.


Only kidding. The greatest battle we fought was the Battle of the Famous Five Armies. Seriously, that was a huge battle.


Since returning, I have given up adventuring as – to speak frankly – a mug’s game. Instead I’ve devoted myself to the writing of my various books, and to their promotion on the ‘chat-show’ circuit, as the touring bands of Francophone cat-display teams are called. An author’s life is amongst the most heroic modes of living available to us – for are not authors named after the awe people feel in the presence of the mighty god, Thor? I am proud to follow it. Let others slay monsters and navigate hitherto unknown subterranean oceans! My struggle is harder, my thews mightier, my task more epic. The writing of books! I don’t actually write the books, of course: my ghostwriter does that. But it’s my name that goes on the cover! Mine is the epic struggle of signing contracts, mine are the thews on the line if the book flops.


The first of my books was a simple memoir of my adventures, called The Soddit, and it was a modest success – the sort of success that wears a headscarf when out of doors, and doesn’t look you straight in the eyes when you talk to it. Since then I have written the fish-themed Lord of Herrings, the inaccurately titled The Sellamillion and, most recently, a biographical study of my wizard friend Gondef: Fifty Shades of Gondef the Grey. I was rather surprised by the commercial success of this latter title, to be honest with you. But my publishers assure me that scholarly biographies of wizards always have been popular with barbophile and lonely-middle-aged-housewife demographics, the two main book-buying constituencies nowadays. They add that they in no way rewrote my book taking out all the personal reminiscences and inserting a random clutch of soft-porn clichés. As a serious author I was, of course, glad to hear this, and naturally I have checked the finished product against my manuscript to confirm it. Or I fully intend to check it, when my complimentary author copies turn up. As my publishers have assured me they will, the last fifteen or so times I have pressed them on the matter.


At any rate, the time has now come for me to write my own autobiography. It’s been growing on me for a while, like moss – the idea, I mean, that I should jot down my family history, my life story and all that sort of thing. Mental moss. Metaphorical moss. Metaphoss. And in that sense, I must concede that the death of my gardener was the catalyst, or at least it let the catalyst out of the bag. Which is where I keep my catalysts. Mortality! Mortality, you see. It comes to us all. Death: it’s the one thing that binds us all together in a dark fellowship of finitude and ultimate nihilism.


It was the postman who alerted me to Samiam’s death. I opened the door to his knock, he nipped the peak of his cap between thumb and forefinger in the usual fashion, and handed me my mail. ‘One parcel, to be signed for,’ he said, passing me a small, heavy object wrapped in brown paper. I knew what this was without opening it – a handkerchief-sized piece of rusted, woven chain-links, presumably from a long-defunct suit of armour. I get more than my fair share of junk mail. At any rate, I signed the postman’s clipboarded chit, and he turned to go before having second thoughts. He turned back. ‘Usually dogs,’ he said.


‘I beg your pardon?’ I asked. My hearing is not what it was before I rounded the corner of 111.


‘Dogs,’ the postman repeated, ‘is more usual.’


‘More usual than what?’


‘Than corpses.’ he said.


I considered this. ‘No,’ I said, shortly. ‘I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.’


‘Guard dogs,’ explained the postman. ‘Better’n guard corpses. Corpses aren’t going to guard your house. Except maybe the sort that move about. You know. The ones that go zoom.’


‘Zoom?’


‘Yer know. Zoom boys.’


I am in my centeens, but my postman is old enough to be my grandfather, and is due all the courtesies that go with a respected old age. On the other hand, so am I, and this nonsense was starting to get on my soddtits. ‘What are you babbling about, you trudging old fool?’


He swung his arm very slowly, and gestured back along my front-garden path. There, three feet to the right of my path (a series of artfully positioned stepping-stone-style paving slates) lying on the middle of the close-cropped grass, was old Hamgreen, face down. I hurried over to him but it was clear before I got to the body that he was dead. There was the fact that Samiam’s normally healthy yellow-brown complexion was a pale blue. Then there was the fact that he was not breathing. An empty bottle of Strongbilbo, the soddit cider, was clutched in his rigorously mortised right hand.


‘Good gracious,’ I said. ‘He’s dead!’


‘At head office there’s Brandyrussel. He’s scared of dead bodies. Necrophobe, he is. It would work for him.’ The postman squinted down at me. ‘By way of keeping him off of your front lawn, I mean.’


‘You foolish old man,’ I said, angered by his heartlessness. ‘I didn’t place this dead body here to keep postmen away from my front door! The very idea!’


‘The what idea?’


‘The very idea.’


Postman nodded, slowly. ‘Thought you said hairy idea,’ he said, in a low tone.


I was kneeling beside the body. ‘It looks like Hamgreen was pottering about my garden, as was his wont, and indeed his job, when he keeled over. Heart attack, I suppose. Or stroke.’


Postman began stroking my head. ‘Get off me,’ I snapped, slapping his hand away. I rose creakingly to my feet. ‘The poor fellow! I daresay the amount he drank didn’t help. He did drink a lot. And he was old – over 150, I believe. Still, it’s very sad! My dear fellow, can you hurry down to the village and inform the constable?’


The postman sucked his gums for a while. ‘Did you say,’ he asked finally, ‘hurry? Or hobble?’


‘Either!’


‘The latter,’ said the postman, with decision, and away he went.


For the next hour there was an unusual degree of flurry and scurry about my pleasantly removed property. The constable came and had a look. Then he fetched the doctor, who confirmed what was obvious to everyone, that poor Hamgreen was dead. The doctor paid two young soddits a groat each to wrap Samiam’s body in a sheet and take it down into the village. Finally, I had peace and quiet once again. Or quiet, at any rate.


I shut the door, put the kettle on to boil, and settled into my favourite comfy chair. Ponderingly, I stared into my roaring fire – the fire that never goes out. There was something soothing in its endless flickering, and I needed a bit of soothing. Hearing about a death is always liable to discombobulate a person; and when one gets to my age one’s combobulant threshold is much lower than it used to be. I sipped my tea, and thought about my life. How many more years did I have in front of me? Fewer than I had behind me, certainly. And those years behind me – who knew what they were getting up to, back there, out of sight? Pulling all manner of faces, doing ‘bunny-years’ shapes with their fingers over my head, generally misbehaving.


Perhaps it was time to sort them out, all those behind-me years. Perhaps it was time to write the autobiography of my personal life-story, not anybody else’s? Despite being currently peaceful, I’ve had an eventful life. Not in the sense that I have lived through many exciting events, really. More that I have known a larger than average number of different people who all happened to be called ‘Evan’. But that’s something!


Behind me, the curtains flapped. Plates rattled and shook on the sideboard, and one fell to the ground. An eerie ‘woo-oo’ noise filled the space. I felt the hairs on my forearms and feet prickle and tingle. It grew unseasonably and suddenly cold. ‘Ghost!’ I called out. ‘I think I ought to write my autobiography.’


The plates settled themselves; the temperature returned to the summer norm.


‘Be like that, then,’ I snapped.


My biography of Gondef the Grey had done very well, commercially, I reminded myself. Perhaps my talents as a writer lay in the direction of true-life storytelling? ‘I’ve decided,’ I announced to the air of the sitting room. ‘Autobiography it is.’


The ghost, if it had ever been there, did not reply.


The next day I caught the Soddlesex Express to Larndarntarn to see my publisher. I was up with the lark, for the Soddlesex Express leaves early. This is the large spherical cart that delivers fresh Soddlesex milk to the metropolis – called ‘the express’ because, due to an ill-fitting lid, a quantity of the milk always seems to leak out of the top of it. My early start meant I was in the big city with plenty of time to spare. I strolled down the Toll Kient Road – having paid the toll, of course – and made my way up the rackety stairs to the office of Unwin’s. ‘Hello!’ I said, putting my head round the door.


‘Oh,’ said F.T., my editor. For The Unwin has been my editor for as long as I have been a writer. He is the grandson of the company’s founder, Stanley.2 ‘You. Ah. Ah!’


‘Thought I’d pop round,’ I said, stepping inside.


‘Keeping?’ he asked, glancing nervously at each of the corners of his office in turn.


‘Fine,’ I said.


‘Excellent!’ said F.T., fidgeting with his pipe.


‘Obviously, I’m old, and my body is full of the pains of age.’


‘Excellent!’


‘And my gardener died yesterday.’


‘Oh that is excellent!’ I don’t believe he was paying me his full attention.


His small office was, as ever, crowded and crammed with books. It contained so many books that it barely left enough room for any furniture. Indeed, I couldn’t help noticing, as I looked about me, that they all seemed to be the same book. My book, in fact. Naturally this pleased me. ‘My wizard biography seems to be doing well!’ I observed. F.T. made a sort of ‘mmMmm’ noise, which sounded to me like assent. ‘Can I sit down?’ I asked.


‘No chair,’ said Stanley. ‘No room for one, with all these books! Can you come back next week?’


‘Can’t I sit on this stack of Fifty Shades?’


‘Oh,’ said F.T. ‘Is it stable, though? Will it support your weight?’


‘You’re sitting on a stack of exactly the same books,’ I pointed out.


‘I am? I am!’ said F.T., looking down. ‘No room for my chair, you see. Too many copies of the Grey Book of Bingo!’ His unlit pipe wagged in his mouth. He appeared to play thumb-wrestling with himself whilst opening the box of matches and so spilled its contents all over his desk.


I sat down. ‘I’m here to talk,’ I said, sitting down on the stack of books, ‘about maybe writing my autobiography.’


‘Fine,’ said F.T. scrabbling around on his desk for his loose matches, but seemingly only chasing them, one after the other, to the edge of the desk and pushing them over. ‘Good! Excellent. Damnation.’ I assumed this last utterance was addressed to his matches.


‘Good job I popped by,’ I said.


‘Got you, my little one-legged wooden beauty!’ F.T. cried, joyfully. He held a match in his hand. ‘What were you – what?’


‘I was only saying,’ I explained, ‘I’m glad I popped by. Actually, my author copies of Fifty Shades of Gondef the Grey never arrived. I daresay there was some mix-up with the postage.’


‘Daresay,’ agreed F.T., stem in mouth as he lit his pipe. Sucking hard, he made the flame on the end of his lit match bow down, as if in obeisance, into the bowl of his pipe.


‘Doesn’t matter,’ I said, brightly. ‘Now that I’m here, perhaps I could just have one of these?’ I reached over to one of the many copies of my book sitting on the shelf.


‘NO!’ F.T. barked. His pipe fell from his mouth, and he dropped his match. There followed a period of frantic patting to stop the flames spreading around the eminently flammable paperwork that was scattered over his desktop. ‘No – don’t, ah! Don’t take one of those old chap. They’re, eh, review copies. Yes. That’s it. Review copies. That’s what they are.’


‘Oh!’ I said. ‘All of them? But there must be a thousand copies on these shelves.’


‘All,’ he said, fumbling his pipe back up to his mouth and looking around for a new match, ‘all already bagsied for reviews, supplements, newspapers and the like. All!’


‘Well, I must say I’m pleased that the book is getting such extraordinarily extensive coverage in the reviews sections!’ I beamed. ‘Very well. Might I take one from the pile you’re sitting on?’


I reached round his desk, but he smacked my hand away. ‘No, no,’ he insisted. ‘You don’t expect me to sit on the floor, do you?’


‘Just one . . . ?’


‘It’s carefully balanced! The whole pile would topple!’


‘What if I took one from the pile I’m sitting on?’ I suggested.


‘And fall on the floor yourself? Think of the health and safety implications. Tell you what: I’ll personally make sure that we send you author copies from the new impression.’


‘Well, all right,’ I said. ‘Although,’ I added, picking up one of the copies from his desk, ‘I suppose there’s no harm in just having a brief look through . . .’


He snatched it from my hand. ‘No time! No time! Very important meeting about c-books coming up!3 Must hurry you out! Lovely to see you, Bingo! Let’s do lunch!’ He hustled me up and out of his office before I knew what was happening. I found myself back in the hallway.


‘What about me writing my autobiography?’ I pressed.


‘Good idea!’ F.T. said, scurrying back into his office. ‘Knock yourself out. Figuratively, not literally.’


‘Excellent,’ I said. ‘Well, I can see you’re—’ The door slammed with a hefty thwunk. ‘Busy,’ I said, in a smaller voice. Behind the wood panelled door I heard varied sounds: the rasp of a match, sucking sounds and one large contented sigh. I turned and began to walk away, when the door suddenly burst open, and F.T. emerged. His office, behind him, looked like a smoke sauna.


‘Wait! I almost forgot! We sold the movie rights to The Soddit!’


‘Oh!’ I said, pleased.


‘Yes – very exciting. You’ll need to sign the paperwork; I think Boris has it, in the front office. And the director will want to meet you. And can we set up an interview?’


‘Can we?’ I returned. ‘Can’t we?’


‘Every time we send a reporter round to your place, they get frightened away. You know the rumour, old boy. Don’t you know the rumour?’


‘What rumour?’


‘That your home is—’ F.T. made his eyes round and made the internationally-recognised ‘woo!-ooh!’ gesture with his left hand, a sort of waggling of the fingers, ‘—haunted!’


‘Well, that’s true,’ I said.


‘It is?’


I took a deep breath. ‘Yes. I do share my soddit hole with a ghost. I thought that was common knowledge.’


‘No,’ said F.T. looking momentarily discombobulated. ‘No. That’s uncommon knowledge, really. An actual poltergeist?’


‘An Indiantergeist, actually. Amitav’s the name. But yes. You could say that we two get on . . . very well.’


‘Oh!’ F.T.’s expression was not shock so much as his habitual bewilderment. ‘Well, can you ask . . . him? Her?’


‘It prefers it.’


‘Well,’ said F.T. ‘Can you ask it to keep the racket down when journalists visit? They get started on interviewing you and then there’s all these ghostly shenanigans—’


‘Itnanigans,’ I corrected.


‘’Xactly. And off they run! PR has arranged for you to be interviewed by Vogre. The ogre Vogue. They’re very excited by The Soddit film, you see, on account of it having ogres in it. No publicity is good publicity! Wait. Strike that, reverse it. Good publicity is no publicity. No. Hang on. All publicity is good publicity – that’s it. Bye-bye!’ And he darted back inside his office.


I went down to the front desk, and it was as F.T. had said: a prominent production company were keen to make a motion play out of my book, The Soddit. Naturally, I signed the paperwork. Then, through the long carriage-ride back out to Soddlesex, I pondered the strange synchronicity of this news.


I was, I confess, buoyed up by the news that the rights had been sold. That won’t surprise you.


Here’s the thing: I had recently come to the conclusion that I was no longer prepared to live the lie. I was who I was, the prejudices of soddit society notwithstanding. And what better way to let the world know the true me than my autobiography? I would do more than simply regale the world with celebrity trivia. I would make a grand statement. I was going to tell the world about the truth about myself.




Chapter Two


IN WHICH I TELL THE WORLD THE TRUTH ABOUT MYSELF
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Well. No time like the present, I suppose.


I’m known throughout the middle world as the plucky soddit who went on an adventure with a wizard and a number of, sadly, doomed dwarfs. And that’s who I am. But since those halcyon days1 I have lived out my life quietly, enjoying my privacy. I never married. I don’t doubt that some tongues have wagged over this fact. ‘No wife for Bingo?’ the busybodies say. ‘No pitter-patter of tiny infant-darling feet?’ And when it became apparent that I’m not sexually attracted to females they changed their question. ‘No husband for Bingo?’ they said. ‘No pot-pourri and tasteful interior-décor features?’ But eventually it became clear that I was not sexually attracted to males either. Then they were puzzled. ‘That Bingo’s an odd fish.’ Ah, if only it were fish! That would be less shocking than the reality.


My Aunt Doris came to visit me on Thursday morning, ostensibly to commiserate with me over poor Samiam’s death, but in fact to poke her nose in. She disapproves of my lifestyle. In fact, she could not be entirely sure of what my lifestyle consisted, but she had a sense, and she disapproved. ‘Lifestyle?’ she once told me. ‘Life-sty more like.’ I believe she suspected me of cohabiting with pigs. Later she came to understand the true nature of my, eh, predilection. She came to understand it because I decided to come clean. ‘You’ll find it harder to get them clean than you think,’ she returned, her mind still running on pigs. I explained that my tastes did not run to pigs. It took her a while to grasp the true situation, but when she did she was furious. ‘Revolting!’ was her judgment.


That Thursday she rapped at my door with the beak-end of her novelty ‘Nice Weather For Ducks!’ umbrella and bustled into my hallway. She consoled me, after her fashion: ‘So your gardener’s dead?’ she barked. ‘You’ll be needing a new gardener?’


‘Good morning, Aunt,’ I sighed. ‘Would you like some tea?’


She consented to come through, her rust-coloured overcoat rustling as she moved. She neither took it off nor even unbuttoned it as she sat down. Aunt Doris is a striking-looking woman. What I mean by that is that, nine times out of ten, she’ll no sooner look at you than she’ll hit you with her umbrella. Two hundred and twenty-seven years of age, her face has long since fossilized into a dour, disapproving expression. Her nose is aquiline (that is, wet) and the combination of her crescent-moon-shaped chin and her beetle-brow gives her, in profile, very much the look of the letter C.


I busied myself making the tea, since Aunt Doris is particularly exacting in this matter. I rinsed the pot, weighed the tea leaves, reweighed them, warmed the pot, boiled the water, rubbed the inside of the cups with sugar cake, mixed the tea-leaves in the pot, left for three minutes exactly, strained the tea through a platinum strainer. I carried the tea through on a tray, together with a small bowl of granulated sugar, another bowl of honey with one of those fiddly little honey-servers that look like a giant wooden cotton bud with holes in its end, a bowl of castor sugar, a bowl of brown sugar, a bowl of brown castor sugar, a little jug of semi-skimmed milk, another jug of hemi-skinned milk and a third jug of completely flayed milk.


I set the whole kit-and-caboodle clankingly down on the little table beside Aunt Doris; and as I did so she shook herself, looked at me fiercely (she has two ways of looking at people: fierce and incandescent) and repeated. ‘You’ll need to get another gardener.’


‘Yes, Aunt.’


‘Then you’ll need to clear out this sty you call an ’ome!’ she said, in her uniquely grating, expanded-polystyrene-being-dragged-down-a-blackboard voice. ‘Live decent! Stop your perwerse vays.’


I looked around at my extremely tidy sitting room. But of course she didn’t mean physically dirty.


She peered at the tray I had brought. ‘You’ll not persuade a decent soddit to come to work in such a den of inky tea.’


‘Iniquity?’ I hazarded.


‘Good morning, nephew!’ she said, jumping to her feet. ‘I shall effect my own egret.’ She meant she would see herself out, and so she did. She had not touched her tea.


I sighed. Aunt Doris is only the most openly hostile form of the prejudice I face on account of my lifestyle choice.


Some men love women. Some men love men. Some men love men and women, in series or in parallel. That’s all fine, obviously. But my love is more transgressive than that, more shocking, less socially acceptable. It remains one of the few taboos our Third Age society retains about loving relationships.


You see, I am in a happy, fulfilled relationship with a scary ghost. Mine is the love that dare not eek! its name.


I first met Amitav two years ago. Our first contact was professional, and to describe it I must lift the curtain on one of the more shadowy aspects of the publishing world. If you want to write a book, and you are able to write it, then that’s splendid. But let’s say you want to put out a book and for whatever reason are not able to write it yourself, the proper course of action is to hire somebody else to do it for you. The best of these writers for hire are, of course, the ghostwriters. I don’t know why this should be – why, I mean, ghosts should be so much better at writing novels than living people. But it’s the way things are. It’s a rare book actually written by the grinning human pictured on the inside-back scroll-flap; mostly the book in question has been written by the spectral figure just visible on the edge of sight behind the author. Look carefully at any author image, and you’ll see it.


I daresay there is something in the perspective a writer gets, being dead. Deceasement enables an author to see the whole of life instead of just the broken-off, contingent portion available to the living. I remember having an in-depth conversation with Amitav about it, on one of our first dates. Its view was not so much that ghostwriters were better placed to write novels, but rather a frank amazement that novels were ever written by the living (the ‘disghosted’ is what they call us, especially if we live in Tunbridge Wells) at all. ‘It’s like asking a person to paint a still-life of a bowl of fruit, but then covering almost all the bowl with a blanket!’


‘In what sense is it like that?’ I asked.


‘In the sense that you can’t write about something you can’t see – and the living can’t see half their life!’


‘You could paint a nice picture of the blanket, though,’ I said.


‘You’re missing the point,’ it fumed.


When it got angry, Amitav used to fizz around in the air going, ‘Woo! Woo!’ It was one of the things that first attracted me to it. Amitav’s was one of the most beautiful woo-woos I have ever heard.


The fact that most of the books published today are actually written by ghosts is one of the great secrets of publishing. The truth is there is a general prejudice against the enghosted, and – I’m sorry to say – nowhere is that prejudice more acute than in Soddlesex. Amitav and I were cautious about beginning a relationship, but our feelings for one another were too strong. I’m fully aware of the risk I take, in this memoir, by outing myself as a hauntosexual. But I am no longer prepared to live a lie. Neither is Amitav prepared to dead a lie.


I’ll mention one of the many things that are new to me, since my relationship with Amitav began. I was only too grievously aware, of course, that many amongst the living community harbour profound feelings of fear and hatred where ghosts are concerned. But I did not realise, until I got together with Amitav, that many amongst the enghosted community are similarly prejudiced against the living. ‘Our literature is full of it,’ it told me.


‘You have your own literature?’


‘Of course. How do you think ghostwriters get so good at producing books for the living? It’s because we’ve all had so much practice in our own favourite genres.’


‘Which are?’


‘Oh, romances are terribly popular amongst the dead. The truth is: we’re all pretty sentimental, actually. A properly romantic Mills and Tomb novel will sell like cold cakes. And Séance Fiction is pretty popular.’


We hit it off right away, Amitav and I. We had no problem mixing the professional and the personal. I had been commissioned to write a book called The Sellamillion, detailing all the myths and legends of our fine land. After eleven months of hard work I had written seven hundred and thirty thousand words, all of them like this:


Then, for lo! Tinfang Warble, Lord of Queynte Tings, was summoned, and waxed wroth with the Might of Mor, and rent his garb, and poured ashes upon his locks, crying, ‘Lok thou not upon the woe of defeat, my Tinglings, for though evil rise against us yet shall it fall again! Only I say unto ye, host of Ting, cavernous of Queynte, that ye eschew the bitter herbs of vileness and heresy, and behold – lo! the arch of time. For if ye flinch, nay shall ye flee and hide heads in the fields of vileness.’ And again he rent his garment, with more force, raising the rent and insisting eke upon a larger deposit. ‘Rejoice not against me o! mine enemy, for though I o! and rent my garb yet shall I stitch and restitch! Yea, shall all o’s be turned to the á!s of victory and the é!s of no language really. The exiles upon the shores of the sundering sea of splashing seawaves and saltwater, if they but turneth westward in ward of waste, may speak of Marsh-nou-Gat that was whelmed lo! in the waves of the wet wasting waves. He was a shepherd and nought a virtue of the despitous, not dangerous nor dignied, neither high spoken nor lo! him would be snybben sharply for the nones. Prithee.’


I don’t  know why it came out like that; it just did. Luckily my publisher was supportive,  although in this case supporting me involved telling me, ‘It will need to be completely rewritten.’  I was not entirely happy with this news. I put my foot down. Then I put my foot up. Then I put it down again. It is in this fashion that a soddit indicates disapproval.


The truth is: if it had been any ghostwriter except Amitav I would have continued putting my foot up and down. But my editor arranged a meeting, and the two of us hit it off immediately. It was so deliciously scary! As to what it saw in me – well, I can’t say. Although I’m very glad that it sees something. Amitav certainly did a thorough job on Sellamillion, carefully going through the whole book, sensitively and intelligently polishing the style, taking off the few rough edges and generally bringing to the project a subtly modernised tone. For example, the ghost changed the above passage to the following one:


Then


And then added a few extra touches to it:


Warble bit the end off the paper cartridge containing the new crossbow bolts. His grimy face scowled, lit by the flashes of warg fire. ‘Listen up, maggots,’ he growled, addressing the whole of Balrog Two Zero company. ‘We’re in a tight spot – tighter than a dwarf’s knickers worn by a troll. There are ten thousand gobblings out there, ready to peck us to death with their Beaks of Evil. There are only six of us left alive. It’s do or die! Do we intend to kill them all? We do! And will they die?’


With one voice, the battle-hardened soldiers yelled, ‘Sir, yes sir!’


Warble distributed the new bolts, and gave the order to fit them into the crossbows, invoking the God of War and Mischief: ‘Loki and Load!’ Then, with one mighty roar like a single beast, the warriors of Balrog Two Zero charged up the hill at the hordes of . . .


Plenty of stuff like that. F.T. liked it, anyway; and the book went on to sell numerous copies.2 I couldn’t exactly tell the difference between the two versions, myself; but I could not argue with the book’s success. I invited Amitav out on a date to say thank you; but it turned out ‘out’ was not a place it liked going. So instead we had an intimate little dinner in my soddit hole, à deux. ‘I hope,’ I told Amitav, chuckling at my own wit, what I like to call my wittitude, ‘I hope it won’t be much à deux about nothing!’ How Amitav laughed! Well, made a sort of high-pitched shrieky ‘woo-oo-oo’ noise, which amounts, I’m sure, to the same thing.


There are many common misconceptions about ghosts, and one is that they do not eat. In point of fact they do. Of course they don’t eat flesh, the way we disghosted do. They eat spirit. But it’s a simple matter to get, say, a goat into your kitchen; to kill it in the manner prescribed by the Hadean ritual, to enable your ghost guest to swallow down the gibbering creature’s spirit whilst the candle flames writhe, shadows lurch about the walls, the window panes shake violently in their frames, tables and chairs scatter as if blown by a mighty yet impalpable wind, and a hideous, heart-stopping groaning noise fills the air. Then, when your guest had slobbered the last shreds of terrified goat-soul, you can cut off a haunch and fry it up in butter and garlic.


Our first date! Now, of course, I look back upon it with tenderness. At the time I was scared to an almost faecal degree – but, you see, that was a large part of the initial spark between us. Amitav loves scaring the living, and I, a living soddit . . . well, I love being scared.
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