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Publisher’s Note

Following the events surrounding the re-emergence of Russian Doll, purported to be Jonathan Durward’s missing – perhaps final – novel, events which you will no doubt be aware of due to the extensive media coverage, we wish to state that going forward we will no longer be working with C. B. Everett. The decision to publish this book as it stands has not been one we have taken lightly but ultimately we felt it was the right decision for Jonathan. In no way do we condone Everett’s activities but we do believe this contentious book should be presented as written in order for the reading public to make up their own minds and draw what conclusions they can from it.







Introduction

Neil Young (in his 1979 song ‘My My, Hey Hey (Out of the Blue)’) said ‘It’s better to burn out than to fade away’. This phrase was violently rebuked by John Lennon in a 1980 interview who was angered at the thought, arguing it was better to keep going and eventually just fade away, ‘like an old soldier’. Lennon wasn’t one for idolising early death. When asked about Lennon’s comments Young doubled down on the song’s sentiment saying it was the spirit of rock ’n’ roll. Ironically, and tragically in Lennon’s case, the reverse happened to both men. Neil Young at time of writing is still with us and still making rock ’n’ roll – albeit in a rather more appropriately faded capacity – while Lennon, sadly, barely made it to the end of that interview.

The line migrated from the song, sliding into popular culture where it gained an unwanted notoriety, popping up in the scrawled suicide note of Nirvana singer Kurt Cobain, who killed himself with a shotgun in April 1994. Overwhelmed by despair, he had reached out for help to his friend, singer Mark Lanegan, who at the time was dealing with his own demons, and didn’t answer his phone. This haunted Lanegan for the rest of his life. Again, like Young and Lennon, Cobain was taken early while Lanegan enjoyed – or endured – nearly thirty more years of life and creativity until he died following a debilitating bout of Covid in 2022.

So is it better to burn out than fade away? And what has that to do with the introduction to the novel you hold in your hands? Chances are, if you’ve picked up this book and are ready to read it, you’re familiar with the work of Jonathan Durward. You may even be familiar with my work too, under at least one of my pseudonyms. But let’s be honest, you’re probably more familiar with Jon’s books, since he sold so many more of them. This was during the 1990s and 2000s, when the newspapers (remember them?) were eager to proclaim any artistic or cultural enterprise as ‘the new rock ’n’ roll’. They had already declared the YBAs, the Young British Artists, the new rock ’n’ roll and made them arguably more famous than perhaps the majority of their work warranted. Stand-up comedy was also declared the new rock ’n’ roll for a while, a decision which in hindsight, considering the amount of laddish toxic masculinity it enabled, seems more egregious than the YBAs. And so, inevitably, through laziness rather than anything else, the media alighted on literature. Young British Authors, for want of another moniker, were declared the new rock ’n’ roll.

Jon in particular was tailor-made for this. Tall, good-looking, sharp of both cheekbone and mind, he could rock a leather jacket as well as James Dean and artfully sweep his hair back as well as any Romantic poet. And he had swagger. Rock ’n’ roll swagger. Yes, it sounds pathetic saying it now, but at the time we all went along with this – obviously, every writer is a frustrated rock star – happily complicit in what the media was doing, happy to believe the hype, but most of us were the also rans. Jon was the one the camera loved.

‘Live fast, die young and leave a good-looking corpse.’ James Dean there. Compare him with his contemporary, Marlon Brando (the Young/Lennon, Cobain/Lanegan analogy still applies here). Jonathan had the talent, the looks and the (supposed) appetite for fast living. The bright burning followed by the disappearing. No fading away for him. But where did he disappear to? To even attempt to find that out, we need to go way, way back into his background.

Born to a working-class family in the terminally unfashionable town of Dudley in the West Midlands in 1963, he was an only child who lived in the battlefield of his constantly warring parents until they broke up when he was sixteen. His mother left home, never to be seen or heard from again, leaving Jon in the care of his angry, alcoholic father.

He attended a local sixth form college, his father by this time not caring what he did or where he went, then following that moving to Bristol where he attended university. Contemporaneous accounts of his behaviour at the time talk of an angry boy sublimating his unresolved adolescent rage over his parents’ split and the disappearance of his mother, by turning it outwards into an obnoxious confidence, sometimes bordering on arrogance (his first mask, note). This description is at odds with the lonely, bullied misfit who existed in Dudley before that, and it seems Bristol had something of a galvanising effect on him. That, coupled with a precocious natural intelligence, led to a First in English, Drama and Art.

This wasn’t the first persona he tried on. During this time he constantly, and consciously, reinvented himself as young people wanting to both find and prove themselves are wont to do. Nothing suspicious in that, we all do it to some degree. It’s how we find our way, our identity, our voice. And voice, obviously, is the most important thing a writer can possess. Over the course of his schooling and then university, Jon played at being several different kinds of people before settling on the persona he took with him to London.

He arrived in London at the fag end of Thatcher’s Eighties. The era of conspicuous consumption, money, money, money, the City as God, survival of the meanest was just about to tip into the Major years and a looming recession, the Nineties hangover after the asset-squandering party before it. Jon claimed afterwards to have hated being in this milieu, and allied himself wherever possible with the voices of dissent, the counterculture of the time. He also claimed to have been in the poll tax riots of 1990 although there is only his testimony to prove that. The experience at first hand of seeing mounted police, batons drawn, leading a charge against defenceless, unarmed civilians, he said, made him a proud socialist. How well those socialist views survived once success came his way, we shall see later. For now, he was playing the lead character in his own story, and he was doing so exceptionally well. Perhaps this is why his first career as an actor didn’t work out.

Clearly, he had the looks, not to mention the presence and charisma. But, crucially, not the ability to let go of the character he had created and inhabit others. Still, he tried. Got an agent, managed a few parts in some profit share fringe productions (off West End, as they’d be called now), and a couple of glorified bit parts in TV shows and commercials. However, by all accounts he was wooden and unconvincing. Look up some of his commercials on YouTube for proof. Still, he gave it his best shot. Took dead end, cash in hand jobs to leave himself free for auditions which hardly ever came and which never led to acting jobs. Perhaps he was just enjoying the feeling of considering himself creative without actually doing any creating. If so, he wouldn’t be the first or the last to live that self-conscious, semi-bohemian lifestyle. During this period he took bar work to keep him going.

And it was while doing this he began writing in his spare time. This was more like it, he thought. Acting, he began to realise, wasn’t for him. Or rather he wasn’t for it. Unable to let the character he had worked so hard to create go, he chose to let acting go instead. But that desire to create still burned within him. So he wrote. He read writers not covered by his degree course, Bukowski and Kerouac, Harry Crews and Nelson Algren. Classic angst-ridden outsider literature from the alternative canon. Perfect for an educated white boy like him. Yes, this was more like it. As if the character he had created for himself had graduated towards the literature he was meant to read. He leaned into it fully. Recited Tom Waits lyrics in the pub to the customers, even read aloud during down times from whatever book he had in his back pocket. This was him, who he was, who he could be. Who he was supposed to be. And he didn’t just have to read it, he could write it too. And so he wrote. And wrote and wrote. His new obsession. He was desperate to become a published writer. The next Kerouac.

He became a familiar sight around the bars and cafés of Clapham where he was living in a house share. With his quiffed hair and black overcoat, Levis and DM shoes, he was every inch the stereotypical young wannabe writer. Or at least a certain kind of writer, the romanticised image of one. He looked the part, totally and completely. Scribbling away in his notebook, a dog-eared copy of one of his previously mentioned heroes, or Camus or Hunter S Thompson or whoever he was mimicking that week beside him. There was just one thing missing. Having decided to become a writer he quickly realised he had nothing to write about. He had the hair; he had the look. The attitude and literary outsider library. He just had nothing to say. That didn’t stop him from trying, of course. And trying and trying. Each time getting worse and worse and more derivative. And he might have stayed that way, growing into the kind of parochial, bitter middle-aged failure literature is littered with. Had he not met the person who was to change his life.

Gwen McCulloch.

An assistant to a literary agent, based in the West End but living, and more importantly for our story, socialising, in Clapham. They met while he was doing his usual Friday night shift behind the bar at the Prince of Wales in Clapham Old Town. This would have been the early Nineties. Immediately the two were smitten and from then on inseparable. Their language of love was the most popular method at the time, exchanging mixtapes. Jon was listening almost exclusively to jangly indie guitar bands with angst-ridden lead singers. Gwen broadened his musical horizon considerably. She introduced him to soul and jazz, Stax and country. Blues. Women singers, not just the men he was exclusively listening to. In return he would read to her from his latest work in progress, walking round his bedroom, declaiming from his tattered, over-written notebook. She listened and, while not exactly liking what she heard, recognised that there was something there. It just needed, in her professional opinion, work. Lots of work.

There was talent there, Gwen realised. She had made a discovery. But before they could go any further, he needed to hear some harsh truths. His reading was stuck in ‘sixth form boys masturbatory fantasy land’ and needed broadening. It would improve his writing. So out went the Bukowski, in came… everything else. She brought him new books from authors her agency represented. Asked him what he thought, explained why they were being published and his stuff wasn’t. Read the classics by all means, she said, even the ones he was reading, but more importantly read what’s currently being published. If you want to write about now, read about now. She became his private mentor and muse. And he responded, working and working under her guidance to become as good as he could be. They moved in together, renting a house in Streatham. Gwen then presented Jon’s work to her boss and he had an agent. That’s when his career began to take off.

You might be thinking that the obvious thing for a woman so driven as Gwen would be to represent Jon herself. And I’m not saying she didn’t give the matter much thought and was severely tempted. However, she concluded that working with him at home was one thing. Putting that aside and turning the relationship totally professional was another. She didn’t want to stress test their relationship if it was put on that kind of footing.

The Nineties became Jon’s decade. His first novel, Perfect Circle, was published in ’92 to instant acclaim. It also managed to do something few novels do, especially first ones: fly up the bestseller charts to become a commercial success as well as a critical success and have the rights bought by Hollywood. The holy trinity of book publishing. Usually that would be it for a film version, as most projects end up floundering in development hell before being quietly dropped. But a copy came across Martin Scorsese’s desk and he quickly attached himself to the project. This was when he was hot off the back of Cape Fear, so consequently the film was instantly greenlit. It cleaned up at the box office and made quite a showing at both the BAFTAs and Oscars. Now, if you’re reading this and think this is the normal trajectory for a novelist, especially a first time one, let me explain. It most definitely isn’t. Usually, a book is either commercially successful or critically well-received. One or the other. Rarely both. And, for most writers, usually neither. Jon’s book was both. Films that actually get made from books usually go the same way too. Either box office success or awards-season fodder. Very little crossover. Again, Jon did both. And again, most films made from novels end up in that so-so limbo. Now we would write them off as just streaming content.

But was he just a one hit wonder, asked the critics? Was it just beginner’s luck? Hype? Right place, right time? Would he succumb, as so many did, to the curse of difficult second album syndrome? In a word, no. In ’94 his follow up, Black Snow, was, if anything, an even bigger hit. Rave reviews, top of the bestseller lists for months in both hardback and paperback. It became not just the novel to read but the novel to be seen reading. Like schoolkids in the Seventies carrying round LPs to show their allegiance to their tribes, people would ostentatiously carry Jon’s novel around with them. And the obligatory movie came next, this time David Fincher, his warm-up act for Seven. Obviously, you’ve read it or seen the film (or carried it round to impress people). So you don’t need me to tell you how it did.

Jon was now untouchable. The British publishing industry’s golden boy. Could he do it again? Of course he could. In ’96 came the Booker Prize-winning These Dark Tomorrows. And the subsequent movie, Fincher again. Jon bestrode the publishing industry like a colossus. He was the cultural zeitgeist. The new rock ’n’ roll writ large, the Britpop novelist.

Publishers, with their customary speed of a supertanker turning in an ocean, always at least eighteen months behind trends, scrambled to find writers like Jon that they could market like Jon, make as big as Jon. Ride the same wave as Jon. Make them as much money as Jon had for his publisher. And I guess this is where I enter the picture in a big way. Jon and I were already friends. We hung out at parties together, went for dinner together, became, in publishing terms, best friends. My career at the time was plodding along, not reaching the stellar heights of Jon, but now my association with him meant I was a possible contender to be another Jon. I didn’t complain, in fact I was happy to go along with it. In Britpop terms he was Blur and Oasis combined. I used to kid myself that I was Suede. I guess in reality I was more like Supergrass.

If you want to check all this up, bear in mind I had a different name back then.

Novels followed. From both of us. These were the good years. We were on the big wheel of success. But the thing with big wheels is, they never keep you at the top for ever.

The millennium came and went and we were still being published. Jon was still a publishing powerhouse and I was ticking along beside him. Actually no, if I’m honest my sales were starting to slip. And I know you’re only one poor or poorly received novel away from being dropped by your publisher or even worse, being banished back to the midlist. So I knew I had to do something. The party was coming to an end.

Jon, however successful he might have seemed from the outside, was beginning to be plagued by the vicissitudes of a media who thought his time in the sun was due to end. They had papers to sell, column inches to fill. New, younger faces to photograph. His reviews for the later novels became more respectful. Instead of being greeted as they had been previously, each new novel was now declared to be a great return to form. He still sold well, top ten bestseller, big draw at literary festivals. But as the Nineties gave way to the Noughties, I sensed that Jon was tiring of it all. ‘I think I’ve only got one more in me,’ he once said as we were drinking one night in the Groucho. 2007, I think it was. ‘What’ll you do then?’ I asked. He didn’t answer. Just smiled.

I’ve thought about that smile and what it meant a lot in the years since.

There were, as I’m sure you’re aware, plenty of stories swirling around about Jon. His behaviour, both professionally and personally. What happened between him and his publisher. Between him and Gwen. I hate to use the word controversies because that gives those stories from the time more weight – or at least a one-sided weight – than they perhaps deserve. Jon was, like all of us, a complicated person. And out of complications arise misunderstandings. He became the subject of lurid, prurient pieces in the same newspapers that had praised him several years previously. He was even the subject of a particularly tawdry, hack-written biography. But none of them have come close to the real Jon. The one I knew. The one I was with when all this happened.

I – and everyone else – never got to see Jon’s final book, as you know. Because he disappeared. Not just ran away on holiday or had a breakdown. I mean, he may have done those things, but we have no way of knowing. It felt like one day he was there, the next he wasn’t. As if his life had ceased.

At first, no one took his disappearance seriously. Critics, as critics are wont to do, sensed a publicity trick. The media sensing a big story about diva literary star behaviour swooped down. But it genuinely wasn’t a stunt. His publishers expected him to appear once again, in the manner of Agatha Christie in a Harrogate hotel, but he never did. Sensing something untoward, they hired private detectives to search as far as their budget extended, and couldn’t find him. Gwen had no idea where he was, she was distraught. Newspapers, realising this was serious, offered big money for any sighting of him. Nothing. He had, to all intents and purposes, disappeared. As if he had never existed.

Eventually it was accepted that he had gone. Just burned out instead of fading away. James Dean to my Marlon Brando. Kurt Cobain to my Mark Lanegan. And so on. (I’m still writing now. Fading away slowly, as all writers do. Or rather most.) The comparisons are numerous. So what happened? He had conquered the cultural mainstream. Did he just get bored and want to disappear? Was he a man who contained too much emotional damage to fully control his artistry? Did he die? Either an accident or murder? The general consensus at the time was of a talent that had burned incandescently bright but burned itself out too soon.

And his final book never appeared. Until now.

The book you hold in your hands, Russian Doll, was delivered in hard copy to his old publishers by motorbike courier. A hand-typed note was attached saying this book was written in 2009 and is definitely by Jonathan Durward. His signature was at the bottom.

Which begs the question: is the book real? Or is it a fake, a hoax? You, the reader, will have to do the same as his publisher, his agent and I did. Make up your own mind. Jon is (was?) too important a writer not to be given the benefit of the doubt as to the veracity of this book. It should be published, should be read, should be discussed. And it has been.

Because of my longtime history with Jon, his publishers asked me to prepare the manuscript for publication. I’ve made small edits for the sake of clarity, got rid of typos, that sort of thing. But I’ve left the text as untouched as I possibly could. It was my intention just to provide a notes section after each chapter in which I explain some of his more obscure references, or private in-jokes, or give more detailed explanations to the background of certain words and phrases. Sometimes the origins of whole scenes. However, as you will see once you come to read it, those notes became more extensive. It soon became apparent to me that small edits and notes weren’t going to be enough for this project. The story in the novel, I began to believe, presented possible indications as to Jon’s whereabouts or ultimate fate. He had left us clues throughout the text if we know how to interpret them. I felt strongly that I took it upon myself to follow these clues, turn literary detective if you like, and to try to reach an explanation for Jon’s absence and whereabouts for the past two decades. I make no apologies for my actions in doing this and hope that rather than distract from the story itself, it enhances it. In fact, more than anything else, the publication of this novel and my actions in editing it should, I hope, give a sense of closure over what Jon’s ultimate fate was. Or is. And that, I think, is the most important thing about it.



So please, sit back, get comfortable, pour yourself a beverage of your choice and enjoy this story of an international assassin who decides he doesn’t want to be an assassin any more and instead decides to disappear by assuming his latest target’s identity.

I give you Russian Doll.

By Jonathan Durward.

C. B. Everett

March 2026






1

The European Parliament Debating Chamber is vast, built to resemble an old Roman amphitheatre, the difference being the spectacle now is for consent and cooperation, not gladiatorial contests, tearing and ripping an opponent limb from limb. Apart from one MEP, currently standing up, currently attacking the head of the European Council. And currently being most boring about it.

The far right grifter’s voice drones on, his face smug at the sound of it. He loves his own voice. He loves everything about himself. His ridiculous choice of [REDACTED], usually paired with a [REDACTED] and [REDACTED] shoes. The comedy patriot. Wrapping himself in the flag, inviting the gullible idiots back home to fall for his act, embrace it and him, the man of the people, bravely going into battle against the enemy, the establishment, on their behalf. Of course, that’s all bullshit. The man’s establishment through and through. His populist schtick just there to hide his extremist far-right views. He’s the worst thing that can happen to any country.

How do I know all this? Because I’ve been by his side for months. I’ve watched him in action, close up. I’ve been a faceless, nameless functionary in the employ of Toad of Toad Heil himself. One of his party’s activists, hired with next to no vetting and allowed a seat on their Euro gravy train in his entourage, comprising all the different factions of his party: the wife-beaters, the child abusers, the tax-dodgers and the racist thugs. Embarrassingly easy to get next to him. Just laugh at his racist jokes, mainly. I also have to wheel him away from potential flashpoints, avoid meetings, both planned and accidental, with non-partisan journalists, protestors, other MEPs and anyone else with a working bullshit detector. As per my job, I threaten to hurt those people if they don’t desist. He likes that. He likes wielding that kind of power. He’s different with those on his side, though, which isn’t surprising for a man who chose to spend Remembrance Day with the German far right instead of in Britain. Unguarded with tame journalists, the mask slipping totally, then at the sign of a photo op with a supporter he’s up, getting rid of his preferred large glass of expensive red and grabbing his props – a [REDACTED] in one hand and a [REDACTED] in the other – fixing his grin in place and he’s off. Disingenuously greeting them, mentally counting the money he’s making off them while laughing along with them, then once again in private grimacing and wiping his hands after any accidental contact with the great unwashed as he calls them, slagging them off and bad-mouthing them for the gullible, lumpen marks they are. Then off to spend more quality time with his paymasters, helping to facilitate their next incursion into Western democracy.

I should say I don’t normally become partisan during an assignment. I don’t get paid to do that. It’s seen, quite rightly, as unprofessional. Breaking the first rule. Allowing emotions to become involved always gets in the way of work, of executing a clean job. No pun intended. But occasionally I make an exception. As long as I don’t allow irrationality to cloud my judgement, to give in to emotionalism, to make any mistakes that could sew the slightest seeds of doubt in what I’m about to do, then I’m golden. And when it’s someone as hideous in every respect as this one is, it’s actually a pleasure knowing what’s going to happen to them. (1)

He takes a sip of water, pauses. Looks round the chamber, hoping he’s upset as many people as possible. Up close he’s smaller than you think he is, in every aspect, with the voice of a golf club bore. However, he thinks he’s the finest orator Europe has witnessed since Adolf Hitler.

And off he goes again. ‘[Blah blah blah drone drone drone personal attack attack attack to get his optics up up up…]’ Pause for laughter – which isn’t forthcoming because the whole chamber’s ignoring him – and off he goes again. ‘[Smug attack smug attack smug attack…]’ (2)

There’s movement behind him. I lean forward in my seat, ready to get down there on the floor. Suddenly interested in what’s going on, the rest of the suited party thugs with me do the same. We’re watching on a monitor in a private room just off the main chamber itself. It’s where entourages are parked, ready to walk into the chamber and escort our prize buffoon out when he’s finished. Ensure he’s not stopped en route to wherever. They’ve made their way through the free beer they asked for, I’ve played along, feeding the rubber plant next to me most of mine, knowing I’m going to need my wits about me when events move up a gear. Which they will do soon. But this guy standing up behind him in the chamber? Looking directly at him? This isn’t part of the plan.

In a way it doesn’t matter. If this guy’s got bad intentions towards the right-wing shithead, then that doesn’t bother me in any way. As long as he acts on those intentions and ensures the Poundshop Enoch Powell’s not walking away afterwards. I still get paid, whatever happens. But if, as so often happens with amateurs, he fucks it up and leaves him alive, then we’ve got trouble. And so has he. Because he’s just been added to my list.

One of my compatriots has noticed this guy as well. ‘What the fuck…’

The guy behind’s taking something out of his jacket, still staring at our boy.

They’re all on their feet now, ready to rush the chamber. So am I, but not for the reasons they think.

The guy gets what he wants from his jacket pocket.

They’re by the door, ready.

He unfolds a piece of paper, holds it up.

THIS MAN IS A LIAR, it says, with an arrow pointing to the right-wing populist. (3)

The thugs make their feelings known about the man. As loudly and angrily as possible. They’re disappointed they didn’t have to rush into the chamber as well. Even more disappointed there wasn’t any violence. They may wear expensive suits and ties but they’re still football terrace hooligans at heart. And always will be, bless them.

The delegate, acknowledging the laughter in the chamber, puts that piece of paper away, gets out another one.

AND BORING AS WELL.

More laughter. He sits down, pleased with himself and the reaction.

‘Reckon we stand down,’ I say, trying to sound disappointed. Also, knowing they’ll be back on their feet soon.

I watch the feed on the screen. The rest of the delegates are really laughing now. He thinks it’s for him, unaware of what the man behind him has done. Never mind. He’ll see it on the news later. Oh no. Sorry. He won’t. He’ll go to his grave thinking he was hilarious. Maybe not the best orator in Europe since his hero. But at least the funniest.

And he’s still banging on. The target of his ire no longer looks angry or indignant, just bored. As do the rest of the chamber. The President is asking him to sit down, to retract those remarks. This is playing into his hands. This is what he wants. He’s now loudly proclaiming about free speech, something that only runs one way with him, of how they’re trying to take it away from him. He pauses, takes another sip. Good lad.

Yes, it’s in the water. It’s undetectable. Completely untraceable. As I said earlier, I’m a professional. I don’t do an amateur job. It won’t look like he’s been poisoned. It won’t show up at all. Heart attack, that’ll be the official verdict. He smokes way too much, drinks way too much. No one will be the slightest bit surprised. In fact, I’m sure people have money on him going sooner than later. I wish I could too. But that wouldn’t be professional.

Another sip, bigger this time, more of a gulp. He’s frowning, loosening his collar, looking like he’s getting even more thirsty. Another mouthful, draining the glass. He’s stopped talking now. Visibly sweating. Panting. He puts one hand on his desk to steady himself, looks around like the room’s spinning, like he doesn’t know where he is any more.

One of his legs gives way. He grabs at the desk, trying desperately to hold on.

People around him are beginning to notice. So are the thugs with me. They’re on their feet again, but this time they don’t seem to know what to do. This is out of their sphere of experience. If a situation doesn’t demand violence or intimidation, they’re useless.

He collapses completely to the floor.

And the house is in uproar.

The thugs have no choice, they leave the room. I stay where I am, keep watching the monitor. Someone rushes over to him, administers CPR. After what seems like minutes, hours, but is probably only seconds, they look up, gesture for someone else to come over. I see the look on their face, the slight shake of the head. The universal sign for: He’s gone.

I smile to myself. But the smile isn’t as big as I’d like it to be. I’m not feeling the satisfaction I thought I would. Perhaps it’ll come later. Perhaps it never will. This is why I have to detach myself from my work. Good or bad, they’re just a target. If I take any joy from this at all it should be the joy of a job well done, and only that, and not this emptiness I’ve been increasingly experiencing after my target has been eliminated.

But I don’t have time to concern myself with that. I have an escape to make.

I leave the room. The thugs are all milling about outside, not knowing what to do. I know it’s a cliché to describe them as headless chickens, but that really is what they look like. Headless chickens, their bloated bodies flapping about. It would be funny to watch, satisfying even, if I had time. But I have to be off.

Out of this building and as far away as possible. Shedding the skin of the person I’ve been as I go, the identity I’ve used dropping away. Disappearing with every step I take.

Job done.






1 – Notes


	
1. I’m sure you’ve spotted who this is supposed to be. Surely you have.
Now, I should state at the outset, and you’ve probably noticed, that some of the text of Chapter 1 is in a different font. This is deliberate. In Jon’s original text, he had written the name of the person and given him identifiable markers. Now, the publisher’s legal department have had a look at this and told me we can’t have that. Because the person in question is still alive and could potentially sue. So I’ve had to go through and change every reference to his name to something else. I didn’t want it to look like Jon had written those things, so a different font for me seemed to be the best way forward. I hope you, dear reader, are fine with that. And that the legal department is too. Right. Onwards.

Obviously the actions in this chapter raise questions. I mentioned in the introduction that doubt has been cast on this novel’s authenticity. And no sooner have I said that, as if to prove my point, here’s the first scene. If, as is claimed later in the text, the novel is set in 2009, where does that leave this section? It shows remarkable foresight to predict the rise of the far right in Europe, Russian disinformation and destabilisation of the West and its interference in the 2016 Brexit referendum. Was Jon that good an author? Is anyone? This also leads to the next question: Was the novel written in the year it’s set, 2009? Jon disappeared that year. If he did indeed write it, it must have been 2008 or earlier, in preparation for publication in 2009. Again, this shows a degree of prescience that one has to, but can hardly, suspend disbelief at. At the time, this man was an MEP, not turning up for the committee work he was supposed to do, milking his expense account. An irritant to the militant wing of the British Conservative Party, but not taken seriously by anyone else. So, could Jon have spotted this grifter’s potential and run with it? If that is the case, who was giving him this information? If that isn’t the case, then it leaves us with a third, and possibly more obvious, option. The novel was not written before 2009 and is in fact contemporaneous or at least more recent. Or is there more to it than that?



	
2. Case in point. This is interesting. I’ve researched this, and there’s no record of this person (if it is the one we think it is) haranguing anyone in a speech during 2009. In fact, he could barely be bothered to turn up most days. There is a record of him making a personal attack on someone in the chamber but that isn’t until 2010. It seems impossible that Jon, however good his powers of clairvoyance might have been regards the rise of this man, there’s no way he could have foreseen this attack. Not to this level of detail. Which, again, casts doubt on when it was written. But if it’s more contemporary, then where does that leave us? What are the implications? The first, and probably easiest claim to make is that it’s a straightforward forgery and leave it at that. Write it off as the work of a clever prankster (remember the Hitler Diaries?) and dismiss it. But this also ignores the larger questions the text presents. Mainly, why do something so glaringly obvious in the first chapter to demonstrate that it couldn’t possibly be a novel by Jon Durward from 2009? Wouldn’t that, conversely, prove that it isn’t a forgery? And if that is the case, then it must mean Jon is still alive somewhere and working. Or was when he wrote this, which we have to presume, given the subject matter, fairly recently. So if we take that at face value it leaves us with other, more pertinent questions. Where is he now? What’s he been doing in the intervening years? And why has he chosen this particular story to make a return with? I believe, as I said in the introduction, the clues are all in here. Read on.

	
3. Again, there’s a record of something similar to this happening, but not on the date stated. It’s as if this chapter is playing his greatest hits.



Addendum: I first met Jon at the launch party for some anthology or other that he was in and I wasn’t. I was just at the party, ligging, networking, as I justified it to my accountant, drinking weak bottled lager and chatting, one eye on the door in case someone more important that my present conversational colleague came in, someone who could help my career stagger up to the next level. Ingratiating myself on my agent’s orders. I think it was in Black’s Club. Or the Union. One of those very expensive faux-dilapidated private members clubs in Soho that I never had membership for but somehow always managed to get into.

Publishing in the Nineties in the heart of London’s glittering West End. Taking the night off from the shift work of my second job in a pub to come here. To try and feel like I had arrived. Like I was living the dream. My dream.

I had written one novel. I thought the world, or rather my world, was going to change overnight and the papers the next day would be full of stories about how the future of British literature had been discovered. And it would be me. This never happened, of course. For the next few weeks I scoured the papers for a hint of a review. Finally I found one, a tiny one, in what seemed like an abandoned corner of the Literary Review. I measured it. Two and half centimetres high. It printed a rough precis of the story then said: ‘Well-written and thought-provoking’. And that was it. There was the strapline for the paperback. The only strapline. Well-written and thought-provoking. It managed to be both simultaneously exultant and crushing.

It had been a tiny advance, but still established authors I met at parties told me what a good deal I had. When I say established, I mean ancient alcoholics whose best work was years behind them. Decades, even. At first I was delighted to be in their company, writers who I’d actually heard of, whose books I had read, talking to me. But gradually I realised that they were only there because they had nowhere else to go. And they couldn’t face going home to be reminded of their failure. I wouldn’t allow myself to become like that. I told myself frequently. Every time I talked with them. Whatever happened, I wouldn’t allow myself to become like that.

So that’s how I ended up at this party. I was trying to move away from the living dead and join the living. Writers my own age. Writers who I had something in common with. The next generation. The new generation. My generation. But I seemed to be struggling to get anyone interested in me. A new author with a tiny advance published by a small publisher to barely any acclaim. What was there to get excited about?

Anyway. The next person to walk in was Jon. Obviously I knew who he was. We all knew who he was. I’d read Perfect Circle along with everyone else and fallen into line with my praise of the novel. It’s easy to say, looking back with hindsight, that there was something special about him, an aura of success or nascent success, something like that. But there wasn’t. He was handsome, undoubtedly, with a confident smile which endears one to people. But there was something else I noticed about him. A certain amusement in his eyes. As if he couldn’t quite believe he was here, that they were taking him seriously, and he was going to make the most of it. As I say, hindsight is wonderful, so maybe there was none of this and I’m pre-loading all the things I later discovered about him in one, possibly inaccurate, info dump. Memory cheats, and all that.

Anyway, we got talking over the weak lager. He’d heard of me, he said, but hadn’t gone quite so far as to have read my first, and at that time, only novel. He made a mental note of it, though, and said he would. Yeah, right. Writers always say that. If they actually read all the books they claim to read they would never have any actual time to write their own. Still, I was impressed that said he had heard of me. Most of them didn’t even bother to do that.

He told me where he lived: Tufnell Park. ‘Just moved there not so long ago. With my wife. Used to live in Streatham. Thought we should move north of the river.’ He laughed. ‘Show I’m serious about being a writer.’

I laughed along with him, thinking of my home with my wife in a terminally unfashionable part of East London bordering on Essex. ‘Absolutely. Don’t blame you.’

I asked him how his book was doing. He tried that self-deprecating thing of shrugging and claiming not to know. I didn’t believe it for a second. I knew how well he was doing. Everyone in the room did. People were looking at him while pretending not to. He was making those kinds of sales. People wanted to talk to him but he seemed to be sticking with me. I was quite pleased about that. Hoped some of his success would rub off on me. Hoped I’d become interesting to the people looking.

‘What d’you think of this anthology?’ he asked.

I said I hadn’t read it.

‘Don’t waste your time. Bunch of preening fucking posers who spend more time getting their publicity photo to look moody than they do sitting at their desks actually doing the work. Fucking awful.’

I laughed aloud at that and looked round, seeing, for the first time that evening, the rest of the guests through Jon’s eyes. It was a sad pathetic spectacle. Gurning idiots vying to be taken seriously, to be adored. I’m not saying I wasn’t like that, but here was a successful author who seemed to have got where he was by not being like them. I could learn something from him.

‘Fancy going somewhere else for a drink? Gerry’s is just down the road.’

I had just started frequenting the venerable old Soho drinking club and was quite amazed at the regulars, half-remembered old sitcom actors, clustering round the bar wondering what had happened to their careers. I loved it.

‘Yeah, why not?’

So off we ambled into the Soho night. And a friendship was born.






2

I step out of the lift on the top floor and through the concrete walkway. The windows either side of me show London down below and far away. I stop to look down and sigh. I used to sigh at the sight of the city from this vantage point. Now all I feel is tiredness. An absolute total bone weariness.

It hasn’t changed. I have. Where I used to find the view exciting it now gives me a melancholic weariness. Every time I returned from an assignment I would stop here, look down and check the world below was still functioning as I left it. I used to believe that I did what I did for those people down there. To make their lives safe, unaware they were ever in any potential danger. Knowing I’d made a difference, given something back. Isn’t that what we’re all supposed to say when we’re asked about work? It seems a long time ago, that I thought that. Or actually believed it. Like I was someone else. Because the more I became involved with my job, the less I had in common with the people I was protecting. Maybe it was always just a lie I told myself. Maybe I only ever said it to justify to myself what I did for a living. What I do for a living. And the thrill it gave me. In reality I have as much in common with the people down there as they do with the movie, TV and music stars they idolise. And yet I still stand here after every job, every return home. Not because it gives me the giddy, illicit secret thrill it used to, to know I’m protecting them and they don’t realise, their guardian angel on high, no, it’s something I do out of habit, ritual. And because I’m so far up here and above them all, I can.

I’m good at what I do. I’m a professional and I’m well rewarded for it. That’s how it’s always been.

Until recently.

Until now.

Getting out after the job was relatively easy. There was no chase, no cat and mouse trying to escape from the police, nothing like that. I don’t work that way. There was a mass of people running around switching to damage limitation mode while simultaneously trying not to panic. It was chaos inside the parliament building. As I say, relatively easy to sneak away while all that was going on. No one even noticed me leave.

I never come straight back home either. For many reasons. One, it’s not a very clever idea. If (and it’s a big if) someone does connect me with what’s happened or even suspect and try to follow me, I have to make it difficult for them. I keep my wits about me, look for anything out of the ordinary. Any tails. I always plan a circuitous route away, one without a seeming pattern. That way no one will know where I’m going. I take modes of transport that afford me some degree of control if I have to change my plans quickly, and that keep me under the radar as much as possible. I have many passports in many aliases. I favour the train over the plane as an initial escape. I’ve even tried buses, but there are too many variables and they often don’t get me away quick enough. So I get the train, pull into the nearest large city or urban conurbation with an airport, get off, change of clothes, change of identity, take a plane from there. Always wary, always on the look out. I never relax until I’m sure I’m not being followed. Once I’m certain of that I go to the place I always head to after a job. Somewhere only I know about. And when I’m ready, I come home.

I turn away from my view of the city and cross the walkway into the body of the building. More concrete, the shimmering promise of coloured glass at the far end brightening and lightening the corridor, promising hope in the brutalist gloom. Giving my walk an almost spiritual dimension.

I live in Trellick Tower, West London. (1) My main residence. You’ll know it. Everyone has an opinion on it, even if they’ve never been inside it or only glimpsed it from the train window coming into Paddington. It’s an icon of Brutalist architecture. A huge slab of concrete, brick and glass dominating the skyline. Cairo has the pyramids, West London has Trellick. Ian Fleming hated it so much he stole the name of the architect, Erno Goldfinger, making him the nemesis of his hero, the archly unprogressive conservative James Bond, and in the process creating one of the most famous villains in the history of spy literature and cinema. You would think just from a description and the virulence it’s attracted down the decades that the building should be ugly, but it’s beautiful. Or beautiful in its ugliness. Ugly-beautiful. And of course, I take a certain delight in living in a building most think of in relation to a supervillain’s lair. How could I not?

I live on the top floor. Apartments here are like gold dust. Rarely coming on the market and when they do the private ones go for increasingly extortionate amounts. But the majority of the apartments are council owned so you get the flashy architectural fanboys and girls looking for lifestyle bragging rights living alongside people who just call it home. I was lucky. The previous tenant of my top floor flat died unexpectedly and left the place to me. I’ve always been lucky that way.

I open the door and enter, putting my bag down with another sigh. Home again. I don’t bother with elaborate motion sensors or hidden CCTV cameras. Or even anything old school, like a single hair licked and plastered across the door and frame. There’s no need. Only a handful of people know I’m here. And they keep that information quiet.

The interior matches the exterior: minimal and modernist. You don’t move to Trellick for Georgian opulence. The walls are stripped back to the bare concrete, the only accidental decoration the runnels from the original embedded lighting cables which adds to the authenticity, I think. The furniture is all mid-century Scandinavian, which, when I started to furnish the place was easy to come by and cheap, but now the Sunday supplements and TV design shows have fetishised it into the mainstream it’s becoming a lot more expensive. Again, I see it as being true to the surroundings.

A minimalist environment forces you to confront yourself. Question who you really are. Most of us, our lives, our identities, are an accumulation of our years. We amass and surround ourselves with stuff that reminds and reinforces us of who we are, where we came from, where we are now and how we got here. Records, books, CDs, furniture, DVDs, cars, watches, clothes. Our possessions become our diaries, and anyone can read them. We build life-libraries around ourselves and lock ourselves inside. This is who I am, we cry out silently, because this is what I’ve got. Look and you will know me.

I have next to nothing. (2)

It was a conscious choice. Possessions hold memories, memories hold ownership over you. Memories hold regrets. A life without possessions is a life without ownership, without regrets. A life lived in the moment. Like anyone else I want entertainment. I still read books, watch films or listen to music. It just has no claim on me. If something is memorable it’ll be stored somewhere inside me, if it’s not, it’s forgotten. Obviously I wasn’t always like this. If it makes me sound like an alcoholic who can no longer drink or a drug addict who’s now clean, then so be it. The choice to live this way wasn’t made in a vacuum.

I pocket my house keys, enter the kitchen. Bare walls, as I said, with a work unit fitted at one end containing a sink and an induction hob, oven underneath, cupboards next to that. Two long wall-to-wall shelves above hold kitchen items. I put the kettle on, make myself a cup of tea. Listen to the silence. I’m alone.

That tiredness persists. That melancholic weariness. I feel it even more keenly in the quiet of my home. That sense of motions being gone through. Of a joy snuffed out. It’s not a homecoming, in the sense of relaxation, of being pleased to be back. It’s been a long time since I felt like that. If I ever did. All I feel now is the emptiness of the apartment. It mirrors the emptiness I feel in me.

I cross to the kitchen table, sit down. Take a small ornately wrapped package from my overcoat pocket, place it on the table. I don’t open it. It’s not mine to open.

I do this every time I complete a job. It began as a gesture. It evolved into a ritual. Others may call rituals superstitions but they’re wrong. Rituals are commonly believed to be small occult practices invoked in order for an embarked upon endeavour to reach the desired outcome. Success is, therefore, offered up to a higher power. My rituals are the opposite of that. They allow me to compartmentalise my life, differentiate my working self from my waiting self. To give a sense of structure. There’s no higher power involved.

You’ll have gathered by now I kill people for a living. But I’m not a common hitman. My job is more specialised than that. The very term, the words, ‘Hit Man’, smacks of pulp sensationalism, low-rent drama. It speaks of guns and incompetence, of poorly targeted anger and inherent psychosis. Hitmen are always portrayed in shabby spy stories, popularly illiterate crime novels and tabloid journalism as conflicted, angry souls, whose inner turmoil ultimately leads to them either subconsciously making a mistake or consciously messing up their assignment while seeking some form of redemption or deliberate damnation. Either that or they’re stone-cold psychopaths, whose barely contained and poorly channelled maniacal blood lust spirals out of control, leading to ever greater atrocities. Both narratives lead to the same conclusion: they’re either caught or killed. A third option is that they’re somehow near-supernatural beings, appearing and vanishing at will, killing and leaving no trace, fading back into the shadows like they were never there in the first place. The stuff of urban legend. Three popular misconceptions. None of them describes my actual job.

Question: how did my target die? Was he shot? A sniper bullet? No. His water was poisoned with a tablet that brought on a swift heart attack.

Question: how did I know he would take it? Because I did my research. I studied him for months. His habits, his foibles, his life. I got so close to him I understood him better than he did himself. Became him. And with that knowledge planned his death. Everything went as planned.

Question: what if it hadn’t have done? There was no question of that happening. I studied. I prepped. I planned.

That’s why I prefer the term assassin to hitman. It’s fairer and more accurate. History lesson coming up. Assassin is one of the oldest recorded tools of power politics. The name derives from the Arabic asasiyyin meaning ‘people who are faithful to the foundation of the faith’ – the inference being they would kill anyone diverging from that faith. The modern assassin differs, though. I’m not loyal to the foundations of any particular faith. However, I am most definitely an agent of power politics. And for me, that means the work is of paramount importance. The money too, obviously, as it enables me to live as I want to with no economic worries. As is professional pride. I’ve never failed in a job yet. When I say I’m the best at what I do I’m being neither falsely modest nor arrogant. I’m merely stating a fact. Although, sitting here and studying the small parcel on the kitchen table, I do wonder if that’s enough. If it’s ever been enough.

Many people think they can do what I do but my business is highly specialised. Armchair killers think it’s easy. How hard can it be? Pull a trigger, walk away. That’s that. And on that basis, plenty of people think they’ve got at least one kill in them. And that’s where it should stay because most of them are wrong. It’s much harder than it looks. There’s a professional standard which most of them will never aspire to. It takes its toll, physically, mentally, psychically, emotionally. Every way. And you have to find ways to cope with that. Most people who try it quickly realise it isn’t the idealised lifestyle they expected it to be. Some stick at it, scraping a kind of living at the bottom of the list, but the attrition rate is high. Very few last in the long run. Even fewer prosper. Which is why those who do, like me, are well rewarded for it. (3)

My reverie is cut short. I hear a key in the lock.






2 – Notes


	
1. It’s interesting that Jon should choose this location for his assassin to live. Firstly, he’s making an obvious joke here. An espionage novel? The lead character lives in a building designed by Goldfinger? As jokes go, it’s not subtle. Also, and I think this is more interesting, this is the very opposite of the kind of place Jon himself would and indeed did live in. Actually, I’m more likely to live somewhere like this than Jon ever would. He favoured an older style, Edwardian, Victorian. Even Georgian, although that was more his wife’s taste than his. He preferred high ceilings, old wooden doors, space. A sense of history. ‘A proper house’, he used to say. I’ll talk more about that later. This may be (or have been) not only something that fits his lead character but a deliberate attempt to counter one of the most frequently asked questions that writers get: Is your lead character just an idealised version of you? Someone braver, or stronger, or thinner, or cleverer than the writer? Someone who could get away on the page with things you could only dream of doing in real life? And the answer is yes. But that’s not the whole answer. The writer is the good guy. Or wants the reader to identify with them as the good guy. But the writer is also the bad guy and all the other characters in between. They’ve all stepped out of the writer’s imagination. That hero? The writer. That comedy office worker? The writer. The murderer? That domestic abuser or paedophile? The writer too. Does that mean the writer actually wants to do those things? Of course not. But it means that since the writer can imagine those things then the writer is capable of doing those things. Possibly. Or at least thinking about it. Working things through to such a degree that they can write a whole novel about it. This is not a great revelation. All it demonstrates is that everyone, writers, readers and non-readers alike, all have within us the capacity for great good and great evil. Depending upon the circumstances, of course.

	
2. Again, the opposite of Jon himself. His personal decorative style, if such a phrase could be used, ran towards maximalism. Some less charitable folk would say clutter. Framed pictures on the walls, often originals since he could afford them, shelves lined with knick-knacks such as toy robots, a pair of spurs, a Batman ukelele, plus, of course, awards. Many, many awards. And books. Shelves and piles of books. Plus, if there was any wall space left, the occasional film poster from one of his books. This clutter used to drive his wife Gwen mad, so he ended up keeping it all in his study. The clutter looked, to the untrained eye, like a mess. But Jon knew where everything was and everything was in its place for a reason. It all meant something to him, some memory or emotion, a remembrance or perhaps even a warning, a caution. It was like standing in the centre of his mind. By making his lead character the exact opposite of himself as far as home habitat goes, was Jon showing a different kind of lead character to himself? Or was he trying to indicate that he was running as far away from himself as he could?

	
3. This is the first clue that he’s talking about something else rather than what the character is experiencing in the narrative. Is he still talking about assassination here? Or is he now, in a thinly veiled manner, talking about writing, and specifically his own place in the literary landscape? Is he, in fact, telling us that he’s tired of writing, of being the best at what he does (or did) and wants to retire or just disappear? Here’s a thing. Most writers when they are writing put themselves into a story. Obviously they do. It’s all they’ve got, all we’ve got. Ourselves, the sum of our experiences, and our voice. Ally that with our imagination and, as I said earlier, an array of characters both good and bad (and in between) and you’ve got the beginnings of a novel. But another layer to the construction of a narrative that we can’t resist doing is putting our own thoughts and even pieces of our own lives into a story, sometimes in such a way that only ourselves, or some notional, hopelessly devoted scholar of ours when we are long dead, will notice. This is an instance of Jon doing just that. Proving that this novel is not just a story. It’s both an allegory and a puzzle he’s given us to solve. Although even that idea isn’t so simple: is he saying he wants to disappear? Or is he just saying the identity he invented for himself – Jonathan Durward, Internationally Famous Bestselling Author™ – should disappear?



Once we had become friends, the next logical step was to involve our partners and families. Dinner parties and the like. Proper friends. My then wife wasn’t happy about this. She wasn’t happy about many things, to be honest. She didn’t like me writing, or wanting to be a writer. And she certainly didn’t want to meet other writers. She thought somehow it would change me. I, for my part, hoped it would. That was a large reason for writing in the first place. I was working two jobs at the time, both dead end ones, bar work in the evenings and in a call centre during the day. I’d tried to make a living as an actor for a few years like Jon, and still had that freelance mentality of not wanting to be tied down, so the only work I could get was undemanding to the point of boredom and paid by the hour. I had to do that in case something good came along in my proper job that I couldn’t resist. It also left me free for any castings or auditions that came up. But these were getting few and far between. I don’t know whether acting was giving up on me, or I was giving up on acting. At least I had the writing to still be passionate about. Even if my wife didn’t.

We were invited round to Jon and Gwen’s house in Tufnell Park a few weeks after we’d met at the book launch and I was immediately struck by how much the house was an extension of them. Their shared confidence that they would be successful. Furnishings were tasteful and expensive. Bare wooden floors with authentic Persian rugs covering old, recycled wooden chests and overstuffed furniture. Bought because they were top quality and they knew they would last. Gwen and my wife (with customary reluctance on her part) were left to chat while Jon showed me his study. It was as I’ve described above. Considering I was currently writing at a makeshift desk in our bedroom it was something that I don’t mind admitting I coveted. I’m not prone to jealousy but I really, really, wanted that room.

‘Love this room,’ I told him.

He smiled, self-deprecatingly, but also accepting the compliment at the same time.

‘Love the whole house, really.’

He looked around as if not wanting to be overheard then leaned in close to me. ‘I’ve always wanted something like this,’ he said. ‘Ever since I stayed over at someone’s house after a party. A drama student, but a posh one, you know?’

I laughed. ‘Weren’t they all? Apart from me, of course.’

‘Yeah. Going to university when you’re working class, you’re the diversity hire, the exotic.’

I nodded. ‘You too?’

‘God, yes. The working-class autodidact. If you’ve got an accent, they’re amazed you can write.’

I noticed, for the first time that there was no trace of Jon’s Midlands accent. Like something he’d left behind that he no longer needed.

‘I went to a party and stayed over with this girl. Yeah, we slept together, but that’s not the main thing. The next day when we got up, I actually took notice of the flat we were in. Stripped floors, a big Chesterfield and Indian rugs on the floor. And an old steamer trunk used as a coffee table. And then coffee, you know? Coffee in the morning. From a cafetière. First time I’d ever seen one in action. And I… wanted it, you know? All of it. Not just the coffee and the flat, but the whole thing. The life. The confidence that came with it. Of being able to put all that together and be comfortable in it. All of it. You know what I mean?’

‘I know exactly what you mean. The whole thing’s a badge of, I don’t know, middle-classness.’

His eyes lit up. ‘Or the creative classes. The bohemian classes. That was the thing I was aiming for. And writing, you know, it’s the most middle class of all professions, isn’t it? And bohemian. Sitting around all day making up stories then complaining how hard you’ve got it?’

I smiled along with him and nodded, but thought of my days, working dead end jobs, trying to find time to write in between them, my hours patrolled by a wife who hated to see me do that and would complain every time I did. ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Isn’t it?’

He laughed. ‘But you’ve got to do it, haven’t you?’

I agreed that you did.

I looked round the shelves. I’ve always been interested in the books people have on their shelves. Is that a writer thing? I suppose Formula One drivers are interested in what kinds of cars other drivers drive. Probably. I wouldn’t know. There were the usual suspects there. The kind of books you should not only read but be seen to be reading. Jon and I had come up the same route at the same time. But still, he had good books on the shelves. The kind we shared a common interest in. And the expected titles were all present and correct.

‘Steinbeck, Faulkner… Philip Larkin, Vonnegut… the gang’s all here,’ I said, still looking. And I began to notice something. An absence of books more than a presence. ‘Where’s all the Kerouac, then? Bukowski? Aren’t you supposed to be the natural heir to all that?’ I was smiling as I said it.

Jon looked embarrassed in return. ‘Yeah, that was fine for a while.’ He laughed. ‘My sixth form male masturbatory books, as Gwen called them. The Klan of Kerouac and the rest.’

‘You’ve gone off him, then?’

‘They’ve… served their purpose. You’ve got to move on, haven’t you? Can’t keep reading that same stuff over and over. Need new things to inspire you.’

I looked at the ‘new things’. Yes, there were the latest books the broadsheets had reviewed, the latest literary works, all present and correct. But something else.

‘What’s all this?’ I asked. ‘Michael Crichton? Seriously? Where’s the Jeffrey Archers? You hiding them?’

He turned, about to answer when the door opened.

‘Don’t diss Michael Crichton,’ said Gwen from the door, wine glass in hand. ‘The most successful writer going. Possibly ever.’

She came into the room, my wife following, looking like she was hating every second she was inside the house with these people.

‘Yeah, Michael Crichton,’ said Jon. ‘Don’t knock him.’

‘He’s a genius,’ said Gwen. ‘Literally. Could have been a doctor, a surgeon, instead decided to become a writer. Wrote some crime novels while he was studying at Harvard to earn money and they ended up winning awards.’

‘Crime writing awards,’ said Jon. ‘But still.’

‘He could have been a professional tennis player, he was that good. Could have done anything. Decided to be a writer. Sold his books to Hollywood, even directed some. Never directed in his life, but that’s what confidence allied with genius can do. You know he plots all his novels on a graph?’

‘Graphs? Isn’t that, I don’t know, anti-creative? The whole point of writing is to create something, go on a journey, come out changed on the other side. The writer as well as the reader. If you’re plotting by graph it’s just… formulaic rubbish.’

‘Formulaic, maybe,’ she said, ‘But rubbish? Perhaps it is. If you don’t have the talent to make the prose shine as well as his does.’

‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘but his books are, you know, trash.’

Gwen’s expression became serious. ‘Really? Trash? Go stand at an airport or railway station and watch how many people buy them. And keep coming back. You don’t do that for trash.’

‘You don’t buy into this, Jon?’ I asked. ‘You don’t work on a graph. You’re much better than that.’

Jon hadn’t spoken during any of this, letting Gwen carry the conversation. He didn’t answer now.

‘Anyway,’ he said eventually, bashful smile, ‘something to think about.’

Then my wife announced it was time for us to be going.



I thought about that all the way home. Jon didn’t seem the kind of writer – the kind of person – to live like that. To plot his books on a graph or use any of the Michael Crichton approaches. But seeing how Gwen took over the conversation there, talked more about writing than he did, made me wonder. Publishing power couple? Publishing power imbalance? And the other thing: what if she was right?

‘Well, that was a waste of time,’ said my wife.

I didn’t reply.
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