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Is It Really So Strange?

An Introduction



OK, yes. I admit it. Part of what drew me, and undoubtedly countless others, to The Smiths was the fact that they seemed to get it. They seemed to get how difficult and unfair and just downright unpleasant and nasty it was growing up (in Manchester or anywhere) in the 19-haties. They seemed to get it because they seemed to be living it alongside us; or maybe they had lived it alongside us but now they’d escalated into the realm of gods. Later, much later, when the decade was on the change, The Stone Roses told us they wanted to be adored–The Smiths never had to demand that fealty. They knew they had it. They could see it in the glassy-eyed, occasionally tearstained mugs of the faithful. Man but these kids love us, Johnny Marr might have said once a long time ago.

What was it they had? What was it that made them so special and so singular? Was it the fact that–no matter how far they encroached into the world of Top of the Pops–they always felt like a secret? Was it the fact that no matter how many people ‘got into them’, they always felt like yours and yours alone (because–ah!–Morrissey was singing to you, yes, you, just you, dear heart). It’s impossible, really, to count all of the ways in which The Smiths stood out from the crowd. But here goes anyway: if you’d had your heart broken, if you thought you loved someone and she wouldn’t give you the time of day, if you had a thing with someone and it didn’t work out, if you bumbled, felt crap, thought that the person staring back at you out of the mirror more closely resembled a gargoyle than the person you thought you were–you know–inside…if you were a teenager, basically, the argot of The Smiths was the articulation of your every inadequacy. But if they were just a band for teenagers, they would’ve dated as quickly as the New Kids. Surely? So what else? Well, The Smiths weren’t literature–although Morrissey’s literate sensibility helped elevate the songs to a wholly different level, that much is true–they were a band. And bands live and die on their tunes. It was the beef and the muscle supplied by Morrissey’s gang, Marr, Rourke, Joyce (with Gannon loitering in the shadows wielding a bicycle chain, maybe), that gave Morrissey the confidence to be who he was on stage and in between the lines of every song.

The Smiths weren’t literature, but they were steeped in literature. Oscar Wilde, Joe Orton, Shelagh Delaney, James Joyce, Alan Sillitoe, Charlotte Brontë, Alan Bennett, Rita Mae Brown, Truman Capote, George Eliot, Dorothy Parker, Sylvia Plath, Marcel Proust, Hubert Selby Jr, Edith Sitwell, Elizabeth Smart…all these and dozens of others have been mentioned by Morrissey over the years. Reader, the man is a reader!

That’s all well and good, you might say. But what about Paint a Vulgar Picture: Fiction inspired by The Smiths? That doesn’t explain the whole idea of fiction inspired by a band, does it? What does that even mean? Fiction inspired by whomever…Well, what it means is this: some writers are inspired by a snatch of conversation overheard on a bus (that was certainly true of, say, Joe Orton); others find an image appears in their mind, some hard, frozen picture that itches and urges and requires articulation (I remember reading an interview with Michael Ondaatje years and years ago where he said that The English Patient started out as the image of a woman hanging washing on a washing line–the novel unspooled from there); still others frame their inspirations about what if’s and what was’s and what will never be’s. Inspiration strikes in many forms. It can be a tree. It can be a photograph. It can be ‘emotion recollected in tranquillity’. The writers in this collection have been inspired, in some way, and to a greater or lesser extent, by the music of The Smiths. Some of them have taken the song title and run with it. Others have been inspired by something conjured up by the lyrics. Still others have found the music or even the very mystique of The Smiths the thing that lights the blue touchpaper of their imaginations.

What fiction inspired by a band doesn’t mean: fiction about a band. These stories are not stories about The Smiths. This is not–to use a seemingly popular pejorative–fan fiction. Although a great many of the writers in this book would, I think, say they are big, big fans of The Smiths. What fiction inspired by a band means–and apologies if I’m spelling it out in letters fourteen metres high with the paint still wet–is fiction for which music is the starting point. No more, no less. Which isn’t to say that The Smiths are not explicitly referenced: John Williams’s ‘The Boy with the Thorn in His Side’ is a sort of memoir about a Smiths fan John knew back in the day; Chris Killen’s ‘Stretch Out and Wait’ revolves around an imagined visit to Morrissey’s grave. The presence of The Smiths can be more keenly seen, though, in the many implicit ways writers have chosen to interpret the source material. In her preamble, for instance, Rhonda Carrier says, ‘I tried to evoke…an overall Smithsian mood (fatalistic miserablism meets intense yearning).’ For James Flint, it’s a ‘mixture of resignation and optimism’. For some, The Smiths were always funny–dark and strange, yes, but always amusing. For others, The Smiths were dangerous, political, taboo-busting. Charlie Williams says The Smiths hit him like ‘a call to arms’.

All of the writers in the book would, I’m sure, agree that The Smiths were important–and not just because they have become, as that once great institution NME had it a few years ago, ‘the most influential band ever’. In fact, certainly for the fans who were there (man), at the time, the importance of The Smiths is prefigured by the wilderness in which they appeared: the mainstream was trapped in a seemingly endless cycle of bad hair, bad clothes and bad music. Liking The Smiths was, at times, tantamount to sticking a piece of paper on your own back that read: please beat me. Especially if you also (ahem) looked a little bit like Morrissey. Or tried to look a little bit like Morrissey. Back then, The Smiths were as divisive as it got. You either loved them, with every trembling fibre of your weak and puny body, or you hated them and all they stood for (‘being fey’, ‘reading books’, all that noncey stuff). It’s funny, these days, looking around the average Morrissey gig–all the bruisers you get, all the lads, ’avin’ it large down the ol’ Morrissey gig. Who’s getting beaten these days? Certainly not the Morrissey fans. That particular cloud of disaffection seems to have shifted in Emo’s direction…Poor Emo.

But we were talking about The Smiths. The most important and emotionally urgent band of my adolescence–a band whose songs stand endless listens, a band that haven’t dated, whose best work stands alongside the best work of anyone, who were important and (at the time) neglected and (for a bit) punished just for being a little bit different. Lord love ’em. A band, furthermore, who celebrated books and reading–what was it Morrissey sang? ‘There’s more to life than books, you know, but not much more’–in a way that no band has before or, to my mind, since. When you think about it, it’s amazing that it’s taken this long for a book of fiction inspired by that most literary of bands to arrive. Is it really so strange? We don’t think so…

Peter Wild
 Manchester








Ask

Gina Ochsner


I’m fascinated by the endless possibilities each of our lives represent. Each day is a door full of yeses or noes. Each choice leads to another corridor opening to another series of doors, a labyrinth of more yeses, more noes. I sometimes wonder what would have happened if my father had not asked my mother out on that first date. What would have happened if my husband had not overcome his shyness to ask a girlfriend for my telephone number? What would have happened if I had not overcome my preternatural shyness and not said yes?






One day a girl, utterly unremarkable in every way, sees a boy she recognises from her high school. He’s standing in the frozen food aisle at the neighbourhood grocery store. The long muscles in his arms, that little down of fuzz over his lip, and the smell of grass and sweat on his skin indicate that he’s going turn into a man any day, a phenomenon he has anxiously awaited–though he doesn’t quite know why. The girl loops a plastic shopping basket over an arm and walks toward the boy, who is contemplating a series of frozen burritos. She touches the point of his elbow and says, ‘You don’t know me, but you should because you are 100% perfect for me.’

The boy blinks and his face colours slightly. No one has ever told this boy that he was anything but imperfect and the unexpected compliment sounds so foreign in his ears that he stands there as if frozen. He watches the girl round the end of the aisle. He can tell from the way she slouches toward the Entemann’s pound cake, and from the day-glo green sweater exhaling the smell of mothballs and unravelling at the cuffs, that she is absolutely ordinary, and for some reason, he likes this about her.

The boy continues to shop at that supermarket, loitering in the frozen food aisle, hoping for another chance encounter. As luck or fate would have it, or more likely because the girl knows the boy is the one for her, she too makes a point of shopping in the frozen food aisle. Before long, they have an established pattern of rendezvous in the freezer section of the store. Sometimes their timing is off, but each of them knows that the other has been there because inside the sliding glass doors of the cut corn, French cut beans, snap green and petite peas, traced in the hoar frost on each of the glass panes, is the figure 100%.

Soon, the boy and girl are in love, each of them sure that the other is 100% right for them. For a time everything is as it should be when you have found the 100% perfect person: the sun warms the street under your feet, and the ordinary cacophony of morning birds cartwheels in tune, the air turns more tolerant and it seems that nothing can go wrong, and if something does, with a wink it is easily dismissed.

But the boy, having slowly become a man, is still youngish in his ways. So too with the girl, who is now by all appearances a woman. They graduate from high school and, after a whole summer of freezer food love, they become restless, wondering whether there aren’t more perfect loves out there waiting for them. After an exchange of forwarding addresses, they part, each of them 100% convinced that should their expectations in others fail, they will certainly find one another again someday. The man travels. Vagabonds. In no time he meets beautiful and interesting women from all over the world. He dates many of them, falls in love with several, and almost marries one. And while he doesn’t regret falling in love, none of these women seem 100% perfectly right for him. He suspects that these women know, too, that he isn’t the one for them, either. And when he says goodbye to these women, or they to him, he is sad, but not broken hearted. For some reason, he even feels grateful to have loved and been let out of it so easily. As he flies in airplanes, rides on slow boats down winding rivers, climbs mountains of dizzying heights, he begins to wonder whether the idea of 100% perfect isn’t little more than an imperfect myth. He begins to wonder whether the perfect girl for him isn’t little more than an assortment of all the perfect parts of all the imperfect girls he’s met. And then he remembers a girl from his old neighbourhood grocery store. He can recall her only in fragments: her slouching walk, her love of Klondike bars and the smell of her mothball-riddled sweater, the feel of her hands in his, the way her eyes disappeared entirely when she smiled. And in place of her name, he thinks: 100%.

 

The girl, too, has had her adventures. Her heart bent, bruised, and twice broken. She tells herself these are the risks of modern romance and that love would be simpler if reduced to numbers. She buys many copies of Euclid’s Geometry, which are no help at all. After another serious heartbreak, she becomes the kind of girl who harbours grudges against those who have hurt her, never considering the harm she herself might have done. Days collide with months. She stores her tears in an old pot she keeps under the stove. Eventually the sharp desire for love encourages a reckless but forgiving myopia. She buys a new pair of glasses and in time the hatch-mark scars of her heart diminish. She calls it healing, and marries the man who doesn’t say no.

And then one day she shops in her old neighbourhood, at that very same grocery store she used to visit all those years ago when she was a girl in love. While checking the nutritional value of frozen snow peas she is arrested by the sight of a man. Her hands flutter to the handles of the freezer doors, and her fingers–remembering something from a lifetime ago–trace a figure. The girl squints fiercely at the man. There is something very familiar about him and she scrolls through her mental list of previous lovers: 37%, 50%, 2%–and she’s being generous with that figure–and the one she married, 87%, but none of those men match the one standing there at the end of the aisle, carrying a stack of frozen pizzas in his arms. She squints even harder behind her new glasses, but still, she can’t recall things with the same clarity she used to have; she doesn’t have the same faculties of her youth and her memories are like trampled mud, each new day full of new prints that reshape the old. But where her memory fails, her muscles remember. Her hand jogs the point of his elbow. The pizzas drop and the man falters, stumbles into an open freezer bin of turkeys.

The man blinks, feels his heart quicken. Here’s the crazy thing: when he stands and brushes himself off he sees a figure of a number carefully drawn in the condensation of each of the sliding freezer doors: 100%–a number he knows should mean something to him, would solve every puzzle if only he knew what it meant. For now, all he can do is stare at the woman before him. There’s that awkward pause, the heavy silence under which entire islands of forgotten languages might shoulder to the surface, but don’t.

And then the glimmer passes; the spell is broken. They share a quick laugh. The woman apologises profusely and the man assures her that he likes turkeys and that no harm has been done. As he speaks, the woman relegates the man to her long-established categories: a nice-looking, polite fellow whom she will remember later as possessing an earnestness that suggests a grave belief in second chances. They part then–he more determined to find his 100% perfect girl, she more desperate to make her husband a little more perfect.

And so it goes. And so it goes, the story spilling past clumsy borders. The end becomes another beginning. It’s a long walk home. A tug on the woman’s sweater leads through foggy recollection, fuzzy intentions. Though she’s married–happily so–she’s finding it hard to brush away notions of previous lives she might have had with previous loves. She is wearied by her dimmed desires and this package of frozen snow peas, which feels for all the world to her like a heavy bag of stones. Having eaten the warm bread of doughy fairy tales, the moral fibre of which she counted on to buoy her through the hard years, she’s finding it difficult to keep her feet planted deep in the ordinary soil of her days. But somehow she knows it’s unfair to hold her husband to that standard: 100%.

She arrives home and sees her husband bent over an ancient typewriter, the keys and strikers of which he is realigning for her because he knows his wife loves that beat-up old thing. He is doing it, she realises with a series of blinks behind her glasses, because he loves her. With a final blink she forgets about the man she sent sprawling in the grocery store. She thinks instead about this beautiful perfect gesture made for her for the purest of reasons. In that pot where she had stored her tears, she heats the remaining peas. The salt makes for flavour and she is glad something good at last has come of her foolish sorrow, glad to serve it up and give it away. But even in this she has her faults. As she sets the table for their supper she can’t help herself:

‘You’re not perfect,’ she says, but not unkindly. ‘Not 100%.’

‘I know,’ he says.

She peers at the pot and wags her head slowly. ‘I’m not 100% either.’ She’s burned a few of the peas, but they both know that’s not what she’s talking about.

‘I love you anyway,’ he says–the perfect and only thing he can say.

And, as she sits there, the green sleeve of her sweater still unreeving, she is schooled in an old lesson she had long ago forgotten: how it is with such simple words love finds us, finds us in spite of our calculations and unswerving devotion to childhood myths. Finds us and splits us wide open along our fault lines. Finds us and asks us to make allowances for those faults and failings, unsmoothed edges, to find beauty in the imperfection and call it love.








This Charming Man

Mike Gayle


Relatively speaking, I was late to the Smiths. Most people had been into them for years by the time I purchased the tape of Hatful of Hollow from Woolworths in Bearwood in Smethwick back in 1987 at the age of sixteen. A few months later they split up. The two events were not connected. Question is why did I buy Hatful over the other album I really wanted at the time (Whitney Houston by Whitney Houston)? The answer, of course, is because as undoubtedly great as ‘The Greatest Love of All’ was, ‘This Charming Man’ completely knocked the spots off it.






The launch party for my debut novel This Charming Man is being held on the top-floor bar at Soho House. I arrived at just after 7 p.m. with Ashley and, when I gave my name at the reception, the girl behind the desk gave me a little smile of recognition and said, ‘So you’re the Keith Richards.’ How am I supposed to answer a question like that? In my head I wasn’t the Keith Richards. I was just plain and simple old Keith Richards (albeit a plain and simple Keith Richards wearing a very expensive black Kenzo suit and a matching shirt that I’d bought from the Bond Street branch of Gucci only three hours earlier). In the end I decide the best thing to do with a question like that is just to smile awkwardly and give the impression that I’m acutely embarrassed, which was easy as that was exactly how I felt.

‘This is too weird even for me,’ says Ashley, my hot new publishing girlfriend, as we walk hand in hand up the stairs towards the top bar. ‘You do realise that you’re famous?’

‘I’m not famous. I think notorious would be the better word. It’s not genuine fame. It’s more like being flavour of the month.’

‘Well, flavour of the month or not, I think you should brace yourself for a few ladies trying it on with you tonight.’

It hadn’t actually occurred to me that any of what had happened would make the slightest difference to how women saw me. It hadn’t made the slightest difference to the women who frequented The Griffin or The Cross Keys; it had made no difference to any of the women at my local gym; and it certainly hadn’t made any difference to the women on the check-out at my local supermarket. But it does make a lot of difference here in the media world–a world that right now I pretty much own. I pause for a moment and ask myself the question we all ask ourselves sometimes: do I have any regrets?

How I got here is a long story. It started on a Monday morning. Just before ten. Standing in front of me were Mr Blake and Ms Fowler, a couple in their late teens, and their sixth-month-old baby girl, Kayla. They were really nice kids and, as usual, we were doing our utmost to make their already miserable lives just that little bit more miserable. They wanted to know when their new bathroom was going to be installed as apparently they’d been promised it would happen four months ago and they had been waiting patiently ever since. I asked them what was wrong with the old bathroom but it would’ve been quicker to have asked what was right with the old bathroom, to which they could’ve answered succinctly: nothing. Everything was cracked or leaked, cold water taps had no pressure, the hot water tap on the sink dripped continually and the toilet could only be flushed if Mr Blake took the lid off the toilet cistern and pushed down the ball cock mechanism with his hand. I promised them that I would call up Maintenance again and also flag up their case on the computer screen as being ‘Very Important’. Mrs Olsen, who was next in line, provided my morning with a brief moment of light relief. She wanted to know whether it was possible to get someone to change the batteries in her front doorbell again because she couldn’t reach the box and still wasn’t allowed to stand on a chair in order to do so in case she had a funny turn again. Last time she told me this story, rather than bother Maintenance (who would never have gone anyway) I popped round to her flat myself and changed the batteries for her. As a thank-you for a job well done, she made me a cup of tea with milk that had long since soured and showed me photos of her family.

It was pretty much the same all morning. Hopeless cases followed by more hopeless cases and, all the while, there was me suffering from a constant feeling that I wasn’t part of the problem or the solution…I was just there breathing air, shedding skin…wasting space. It occurred to me while I was dealing with my next client, Mrs Anifowose, that what really needed to happen to the housing association in order for us to stop letting people down was for the entire building to be blown up along with everyone in it, including myself. Only then, I concluded as Mrs Anifowose drew her kitchen cockroach infestation story to a close, would the people in power begin to listen. In the meantime, I took down all of Mrs Anifowose’s details and promised her that I would do all I could to sort out the problem.

Then the phone behind me rang and everything changed.

I picked up the phone. ‘Starlight Housing Association.’

‘I’d like to speak to…’ The speaker paused. They all do when they say my name. ‘…Mr Keith Richards.’

It was the bank. It had to be. I’d been well over my overdraft limit for months now and had been expecting this call for some time.

‘I’m afraid Keith’s not been in for a while,’ I said. ‘I think he’s been a bit ill. Not very well at all. It could be touch and go, so I hear.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes, really.’

‘And you say he’s been off for a while?’

‘Months.’


‘Oh.’

‘Well, if that’s—’

‘—just that Keith sent me his novel and—’

‘—what did you say your name was?’ I knew who it was. I couldn’t believe it. But I knew.

‘Christian. Christian Kennedy from JPA.’

‘Mr Kennedy. It’s me. I’m Keith. Keith Richards. It’s me.’

‘But—’

‘It’s a long story.’

Christian laughed. ‘Well, I can guarantee that you won’t have to worry about that any more. Because I’ve just finished reading This Charming Man. And I love it.’

‘You love it?’

‘Yes, I love it. Every single word of it.’

‘You love every single word of it?’

‘All of them.’

‘This isn’t making any sense to me.’

‘I’m telling you that I think your book is the best thing I have read all year. It’s funny. It’s got pace. It works on all kinds of different levels. In short, it’s going to be a hit.’ He paused. ‘Here’s the plan. You come to the office. I’ll take you for a drink. Have you been to the Groucho?’

‘No.’

‘Excellent. I’ll take you there, then. We’ll have a few drinks, sign the necessary paperwork and then talk over the changes that need to be made to the manuscript before we can send it out to publishers.’

‘I thought you said it was perfect?’

‘It is.’

‘So what about the tweaks?’

‘Just making the perfect even more perfect.’

There was a long silence.

‘Also we need to talk about film rights.’

‘Film rights?’

‘To This Charming Man. The film department is looking at the manuscript as we speak. I’ve told them that I think it’s an absolute winner so, fingers crossed, we could possibly be looking at an option from a producer or a studio by the middle of next week. Have you thought about casting yet?’

‘For the film? Are you joking?’

Christian laughed. ‘OK, we may be getting a little ahead of ourselves here. But, even so, I was thinking it would make a great little Brit flick in the hands of those guys that made How Soon Is Now.’

‘Working Title.’

‘Yeah. Those guys. I was thinking maybe someone cool like Ewan McGregor as the hero Danny, then maybe Minnie Driver as the love interest Kate and Jonny Lee Miller as the best friend Adam.’

‘You’re kidding.’

Christian laughed. It sounded sinister. ‘One thing you should know about me, Keith, is this: I never kid around about anything.’ He laughed again. It was even more sinister than before. ‘So, do you want to sign on the dotted line?’

I wanted to say now. Right now. I will sign anything you say right now. But I knew I couldn’t. Because I knew I had a problem. A big problem. A huge problem. I needed to check things over with my girlfriend.

 

Becky threw down my manuscript on the bed. ‘There’s no way you can publish this.’

‘So, it’s as bad as I think it is?’

Becky nodded. ‘You didn’t even do it very well. Jason in the book is quite clearly Tim. At one point you describe him as being “the tightest man in Britain”.’

I couldn’t help but laugh. ‘But Tim is the tightest man in Britain.’

‘But it doesn’t stop there. You go on about the fact that he’s got a bad breath problem and how his girlfriend always bosses him about.’

‘Which is all true.’

‘But it’s really unflattering.’

‘But he knows that I’m his mate, doesn’t he?’


‘Let’s move on to your character “Leon”,’ said Becky without looking at me. ‘It’s Jakey, isn’t it? Do you think that Jakey will mind you referring to him as “an ugly bird magnet” or pointing out that Sarah, his girlfriend, is so ugly she ‘makes small children cry”.’

‘It was meant to be funny.’

‘Well, let’s not stop there when we have so much farther to go. Next up your character “Mike”, who is quite clearly Graham. In the book you describe him as being so dull “that even his parents cross the road to avoid speaking to him…” Then there’s “Marco”, who you cunningly made half Italian in the book so that people wouldn’t realise it’s Alan, who is half Portuguese.’ Becky shook her head in disbelief. ‘You even gave him a job in computing. Alan works in computing!’ This time it was my turn to shake my head in disbelief. I couldn’t quite believe that I had been so crass as to do this to my friends. At the time it made sense to use them as templates but now it didn’t seem quite so clever. ‘You describe Alan as being on a seafood diet–“He sees food and he has to eat it.” Not only is that the oldest joke in the book but you’re telling the world that Alan has a weight problem.’

‘This is terrible,’ I said, wincing. ‘You’re right. I’ve made a huge mistake.’

‘Yes you have,’ replied Becky, ‘but before I get to the worst bit you do manage to redeem yourself with the character “Kate”, who works as a dentist in Manchester. You describe her as being “too beautiful for words”, and point out that the hero “Danny” who works for the Heartlands Housing Association doesn’t deserve to have such a wonderful girlfriend.’ Becky paused. ‘Saying all of that, I was surprised to hear that “Danny” had a crush on “Christina”, a barmaid in his local pub.’

‘That bit’s completely made up,’ I replied quickly. ‘There is no Christina.’

‘I know,’ said Becky. ‘You wouldn’t be in one piece if I thought there was.’

‘Well, there isn’t, OK?’


‘OK,’ she replied. ‘But now I’m getting to the worst bit. Your book’s big finale—’

‘—I know what you’re going to say.’

‘Well, if you know what I’m going to say didn’t you think for a moment what Phil and Liam–or should I say “Adam” and “Jason”?–would say when they read it? And, of course, let’s not forget the really important person in this triangle: “Stephanie”, aka Steph, aka Liam’s fiancé.’

‘I know,’ I replied, not looking at her.

‘You keep saying “I know”, Keith, but if you really did know then you wouldn’t have done this, would you? It’s not going to take a genius for Liam to work out who’s who. And when he does he’s going to know that Phil had an affair with his girlfriend when we all went to Amsterdam for your thirtieth.’

‘But that was made up,’ I lied.

‘Don’t lie,’ said Becky. ‘It’s so obviously not made up. It all makes perfect sense now. Phil was in a funny mood all that weekend and Steph wasn’t herself at all and, ever since, they’ve barely said two words to each other. Which is weird because they used to talk all the time.’

Becky was right. It was all true. We’d all gone to Amsterdam to celebrate my birthday and stayed in a posh hotel not far from the station. Most of the weekend had been taken up with eating out, seeing the sights, visiting museums and going out in the evening. As far as I was concerned all that had happened was we’d all had a great time–yes, Phil had been a bit moody but I’d barely seen him speak to Steph that weekend, let alone anyone else. The evening after we got back, Phil and I went for a drink at the Cross Keys on our own. I could tell he wasn’t himself and, as his dad had been quite ill of late, I thought he might want to talk about that. So, I asked him straight out whether he was OK. He said no and so I asked, ‘Is it your dad?’ and he said quietly: ‘No. The problem is I slept with Steph.’ It turned out that, unbeknown to any of us, Phil and Steph had had some sort of flirting thing going on between them and, in Amsterdam, things had gone too far. On the Saturday afternoon, Phil had claimed that he was feeling tired and so had gone back to the hotel. Steph, meanwhile, had told Sarah and Becky that she wanted to do some shopping on her own. With their cover stories straight, they met up in Phil’s room where it all happened. Phil was really upset when he told me. He added he regretted it more than anything he’d ever done, especially as he loved not only Liam but all of us like brothers. He asked me what he should do. Whether he should come clean or keep it to himself. ‘What’s done is done,’ I said. ‘Just make sure it doesn’t happen again.’

‘It wasn’t really an affair,’ I said, trying to explain to Becky. ‘It was more of a fling and—’

‘—Do you really think that is going to make the slightest difference to Liam?’ snapped Becky. ‘Or, for that matter, Phil? If you publish this book, it’s all guaranteed to kick off like it does in the book. There’s no way that Liam will ever talk to either you or Phil again. And, once it’s all out there, Phil will be so angry with you, I’m not sure he’ll ever forgive you. You were the only person he told about what happened with him and Steph.’

I found myself about to utter the words ‘I know’, but managed to stop myself before the words left my lips.

‘What were you thinking?’ asked Becky. ‘I know how much you care about your mates. I don’t understand why you’d do something like this.’

‘I don’t know either,’ I replied. ‘The best I can come up with was that I wasn’t really thinking at all. I was sort of on autopilot. When Christian rejected Bengali in Platforms, he said it was because he didn’t believe in the characters. I think I must have taken that comment to heart. All the novels I started after that were terrible. Which was why I never finished them. I could see what he was saying. I really was terrible with character. So then, when Amsterdam happened, I just got this idea in my head to use it as the basis for a story. I never thought I’d get any farther than a few chapters but, when it started to flow, I just knew that I finally had the right story…’ I paused and thought for a moment. ‘I believed in all the characters and the situations they were in…because I suppose it was about us…well…me…and my mates and the things that were going on in our lives.’

‘But that’s because they were things that were going on in your life.’ She paused and handed me back the manuscript. ‘There’s no way you can let your agent sell this book. You’ll just have to call him up and tell him that he won’t be able to send the manuscript out for a while because you’ve got to make a few changes.’

‘I can’t do that,’ I replied.

‘Why not?’

‘Because he loves the book as it is. He wants me to make some changes but they’ll be his changes not mine. I know what he’s like.’

‘Don’t you understand what’s at stake here?’ asked Becky.

‘I know, but…’

‘There you go with that “I know” stuff again. There’s no point in knowing anything at all if you’re not going to do anything with the information.’

There was a long pause.

‘Do you think I’m going to go to hell for this?’

Becky rubbed her eyes and stretched out her arms. ‘Probably.’

‘I’ll call Christian first thing in the morning and tell him I need to make some changes.’

 

‘No,’ said Christian. ‘Absolutely not. Every writer’s first novel is based on their friends. It’s just a fact of life. You’ll move on and develop your craft in Book Two.’

‘What if they read it?’

‘They’ll be flattered.’

‘But the portrayals aren’t exactly flattering for some of them.’

Christian sighed. ‘This happens all the time. I had one of my authors base his whole novel on his relationship with his ex-girlfriend. It wasn’t a flattering portrayal at all. He used real events with an added twist here and there but it was all pretty much as it happened. Do you know what happened to my author?’

‘No,’ I replied.


‘Nothing,’ said Christian. ‘Nothing happened to him. His ex whined for a while about how she was going to take legal advice and then it all went quiet until last week I received her manuscript in the post. She’s written a novel about her side of the story and I’ve got quite a few people interested in it–but, just to put your mind at ease, with my hand on my heart, I have never heard of anything like this going to court. So. You’ll be fine.’

‘It’s not just the legal thing, though. The thing is I could upset quite a few people if this did get published…So I was thinking…How about I take back the manuscript and I change a few things?’

‘Like what?’

‘Well, mainly I’d have to change the big revelation that breaks up the friends.’

‘It’s essential to the plot.’

‘Couldn’t I make it…I don’t know…that maybe “Danny” has been secretly seeing “Adam’s” sister?’

‘It’ll lack emotional punch then.’

‘Well, what if Adam turns out to be gay?’

‘The gay thing has been done to death.’

‘Well, what if it turns out that “Danny’s” girlfriend “Kate” had an affair with “Adam”?’

‘Look, I can see where you’re going with this. But I have to say, I’m not liking any of what I’m hearing. The book’s great. You’ll just have to trust me.’

‘What about if you tell the publishers to give me a couple of weeks to soften what I say about some of my other friends–I mean, I’ll definitely have to take the stuff out about the character “Leon” being an ugly bird magnet. The fact is, Jakey–who he’s based on–is one of my best mates in the world.’

‘The thing is, Keith, if you start letting people mess around with your art like this, I can’t see your career going very far.’

‘OK,’ I replied. ‘Maybe I’ll leave that. But I’ll have to change the stuff about Marco being fat because my mate Alan will never forgive me.’


‘Look,’ said Christian. ‘I can tell you’re getting cold feet about this, so let me put it on the line for you. I think this book is great as it is. It has bestseller written all over it. If you start arsing around with it, I guarantee it won’t be half as good as it is now. And the fact of the matter is I only represent books that I think are the best. I don’t want to put any pressure on you because, you know what? I’ve only spoken to you a few times and I already like you a lot. But, at the end of the day, the choice is yours about whether you tell me to go ahead with this deal or not. At the same time, it’s my choice about whether I represent this book or not. And, yeah, maybe there’ll be another agent out there somewhere who’ll take your book on once it’s been butchered and sanitised but I guarantee you they won’t be as good as me because I am the best there is.’

‘I don’t know what to say,’ I replied.

‘Just trust me, Keith. That’s what the agent–client relationship is all about. Trust. So what’s it going to be? Have we got a deal or have we got a deal?’

‘It’s a deal,’ I replied.

‘Good. Then that’s all I need to know.’

It’s all been a bit of a blur since then. I’d never dreamed in a million years of earning the kind of money that Cooper and Lawton were offering for my book. (Briefly, the realistic plan for the rest of my life had been something along the lines of: try not to get sacked from housing job, move in with Becky one day, get married, have children, Becky goes out to work while I raise family, drift into middle age, lose hair, become fat, return to work, continue soul-destroying career in housing, move up a staggering two grades on career ladder, get divorced because Becky’s finally given up on me, be made redundant at fifty-five, fall into deep depression, sit around in underpants on sofa and wait to die.) So, no matter how I went over it in my head, I always came to the same conclusion: I’d be a fool to give up on all this just because I’d insulted a few mates.

The next few months went by incredibly quickly. I handed in my notice at the housing office the Monday after I signed the contract with Cooper and Lawton, much to the consternation of my boss. No one could believe that I was actually leaving for good and my boss actually told me that there would always be a job waiting there for me if I wanted it. I was very polite and told him that if I ever found myself working in housing again it would be because I had died and was being eternally punished for all the wrongs I’d committed during my life.

It was difficult to know what to tell my friends about my news. On the one hand, without them I wouldn’t have been in the fortunate position I was in now; on the other hand, once they read it I knew there would be big trouble. In the end, I decided to tell them all the Friday that I signed the contract. We were all in the Griffin and I just sort of stood up and announced: ‘I’ve got a book deal and it’s so good I can pack in my job and write full time.’ To say they were stunned would be something of an understatement. I don’t think any of them thought that I would ever make it as a writer because I hadn’t even believed it myself. Once they’d got over the initial shock, however, I spent the whole evening drinking congratulatory pints, after which I took them for a celebratory meal at the Star of the Punjab in Kentish Town, which I paid for with my already overextended overdraft. Of course, they spent most of the evening making jokes at my expense, mostly along the lines of recounting stories about me to sell to the tabloids if I ever became really famous. But it was all good humoured. They really did wish me well. At the end of the night they all demanded their own free, signed copy of the book when it came out. On hearing this, I just laughed a lot and no doubt looked shifty and promised them that they’d get their copies in good time. Tim said he wanted five signed copies because, if I got famous, they’d make half-decent Christmas presents; Jakey informed me that he only ever read factual books about gangsters and/or serial killers but promised me he’d get his girlfriend Sarah to read it and tell him if it was any good; Graham said he would read my book on holiday with his parents but he strongly doubted whether his mum would want to read it because she was more into Barbara Taylor Bradford; Alan announced proudly that he hadn’t read a book since To Kill a Mockingbird had been foisted on him at school and wasn’t about to make an exception for me, but he did concede that if they made it into a film he’d probably get it when it came out on video; Liam assured me he’d read it even though it was written by me and if he liked it he’d write a glowing review on amazon.co.uk for me; and finally Phil revealed that he’d put it on his “to read” list ahead of Bridget Jones’s Diary but well behind the complete works of Kurt Vonnegut. Phil made out like he was joking, which he was to a degree, but I could tell there was more to it than that. I think of all of us, myself included, he was the most surprised at my success. And, while he’d been very successful in his career so far, I couldn’t help but feel that he wished more than anything that what was happening to me was happening to him. I tried to talk to him a few times about it but he never took the bait. I think he knew I knew how he felt and even that was too much.

I was told by my editor at Cooper and Lawton that, although they loved the book, it still needed some work, so I spent the next few weeks carefully addressing each of the one hundred and thirty-seven queries that he had about the plot, characters and structure. I ended up working on it most nights, emailing him one revised chapter of the book at a time (which, after a few days, he would return to me with further ‘queries’). A number of times I tried as subtly as possible to tone down/ further disguise some of the more unpleasant things I’d said about my friends, only to have him catch every single one of them by circling them in the manuscript with a red pen. To make matters worse, he told me that the character of Adam (aka Phil) needed a darker streak to be more three-dimensional, so I did just that. Did I feel bad doing this? Absolutely. Did I do it? Yes, I did. Honestly, Machiavelli had nothing on me.

In the meantime, the book just kept getting bigger and bigger. About a month or so after signing the deal, I received a call from Christian. By this point I was receiving calls from Christian or his assistant on a daily basis. I got a sense that there was always something new to know. On this particular day, however, there really was something new to know.


‘Hi, Rob,’ said a female voice. ‘It’s Javine here, Christian’s assistant. He’s just on another call at the moment but he’ll be with you in a moment.’

I had to admire Christian’s skill in reminding the world just how important he was. I loved the fact that, moments earlier, I had been minding my own business, sitting on the sofa, watching daytime TV–and now, seconds later, I’m holding for someone who hasn’t even called me. It was amazing.

‘Hi, Rob,’ said Christian, eventually. ‘Sorry for keeping you on hold, mate.’

‘No problems,’ I replied.

‘How are you today?’

‘Good, thanks,’ I replied. ‘How about yourself?’

‘Me? I’m always great. But today I’m even better. Are you ready for some more good news?’

My heart skipped a beat. I wasn’t sure I could take any more good news. ‘What’s going on?’

‘I bet you thought things had gone quiet on the film front.’

‘Well…’ I began. ‘I just reasoned that you had it under control.’

‘That’s good because I did. Brace yourself for the best news you’re going to hear for the rest of this week…We’ve sold the film rights to This Charming Man to a major studio.’

‘A major studio?’ I repeated needlessly.

‘A major Hollywood studio,’ expanded Christian. ‘Sony, Miramax, Paramount and Universal were all bidding for it but then, out of the blue, we were offered a killer deal from Globalcom. Have you heard of them?’

‘I think so,’ I replied, and then, for my benefit, Christian reeled off a long list of films that I’d definitely heard of featuring everyone from Benicio Del Toro to Jude Law and Jennifer Lopez to Nicole Kidman. I was speechless.

‘Anyway,’ continued Christian. ‘It’s like this: they love This Charming Man. They’re seeing it as a kind of a new generation Brat Pack romantic comedy. They want to relocate the action from London to San Francisco, and they’ve already attached Ben Affleck for the lead and Kate Beckinsale for the love interest.’

‘Ben
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