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  FOREWORD

Jami Attenberg

I first discovered Barbara Trapido’s writing the old-fashioned way, in a local bookstore. It was last summer, and I had been on tour with my own book for a few months, teaching, speaking, on another planet basically. At last a small vacation with my family approached, and I was desperate to read something that would make me laugh. In South Brooklyn I had lunch with a friend, and decided to drop in on Community Bookstore, a gem of the neighborhood. Stephanie, the owner, greeted me as I walked in, and I said, “I’m here for some summer reading.” She looked at me off-kilter. It was nearly September. I had missed the entire thing and hadn’t realized it.

I told her I wanted something funny. She held up The Dud Avocado. “I’ve read it but that’s exactly what I want,” I said. “Give me another that.” Then she handed me Barbara Trapido’s first novel, Brother of the More Famous Jack, and I said, “What else you got?” (I can never just take the first suggestion. That takes all the fun out of it.) She suggested a Ferrante, because everyone should read Ferrante if they haven’t yet, but of course Ferrante isn’t very funny, at least not in the way I was thinking.

Eventually she passed me off to another bookseller and I said, “I want something funny,” and he said, “Have you ever read him?” And then he pointed to a long row of every Phillip Roth novel ever written in paperback, and I said, “Uh yeah, I’ve read him,” and then he said, “What about Shalom Auslander,” and I said, “Yeah,” and he said, “What about Sam Lipsyte,” and I said, “Yeah,” and then Stephanie, overhearing all of this, came back to me and handed me the Trapido book again and said, “Trust me, you want this.”

Which is how I came to read and love Barbara Trapido on my one vacation that summer, and discover her fresh, human, spritely characters, and her vibrant, witty prose. “Now that’s how to write a book,” I said to myself. And it’s also how I came to post a picture of her book with an admiring remark on my Instagram account, which happens to be followed by a publicist at Bloomsbury, who then told an editor there that I was reading Trapido, who then contacted me and asked me if I’d be interested in reading her fifth book, The Travelling Hornplayer, all of which is obviously an extremely modern way to be introduced to a book.

Anyway this book—no spoilers, I know—is a delight. You know a book is good when you want to steal everything. The way Trapido glides from tragedy to joy on a shimmering light wave of prose. Her effortless switch of perspectives, both between characters and within those characters themselves. All the angles of each person, like a glittering jewel being turned from facet to facet. And yes, it’s funny. Such sharp little monsters she’s created: Stella, the difficult, dyslexic, silky-red-haired musician whose “flecked pussycat eyes always veer sideways; always slightly off target”; her wise friend Ellen, haunted by a tragic death and a devastated family, “a person who—as her stepmother put it—had experienced amputation”; and the people that surround them: philandering fathers, whip- smart mothers, manipulative lovers, and more. It’s just a very pure, vivid tale, full of loud, intelligent voices, where some people get the happy endings, and some people are cursed never to be happy.

And there’s a certain moral center to it, as well, which I take comfort in these days, more than ever, looking for guidance in literature. How to be, how not to be. Trapido has actual grown-up opinions on this! All of this she offers us within the confines of one beautiful little book. I found it deeply satisfying.

I end this foreword with a marker for myself. I write this as a reminder and an admonishment to take the books handed to me. I think I can say—after living a life as a contemporary writer which, when promoting oneself, can often feel like being a travel- ing salesman/sideshow act/toot-your-own-hornplayer—that we should take the valuable recommendations wherever they come from, and treasure them when they do. And I’ve never met Barbara Trapido myself but I suspect she’s exactly the kind of person who’ll insist you read something, absolutely insist on it, put a book in your hand and say, “Trust me, this is the one you want.”

March 2016


  ‘I ask no flower,

  I ask no star;


  . . .


  . . .


  I am no gardener,


  And the stars are too high.’


  Wilhelm Müller (1794–1827), Seventy-Seven Poems

  from the Posthumous Papers of a Travelling Hornplayer
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  1. Des Müllers Blumen


  Ellen


  Early on the morning of my interview, I woke up and saw my dead sister. I had not seen her for three years. She came into my bedroom, opening and closing the door without a sound. Her hair was bobbed short and she was dressed in plain white cotton T-shirt and knickers. Nothing else. I watched her cross the room on bare feet, and pause to touch the somewhat staid interview clothes that I had laid out on a chair the night before: navy calflength skirt, navy lambswool jumper, cream silk shirt, paisley silk scarf, best polished boots. She paused again to stroke the foot-end of my duvet. Then she walked on towards the window, where the curtains were drawn shut. While her facial expression in life had been characteristically animated, it was now serene and fixed, like that of a person sleep-walking.


  Though she made no sound, she left a five-word sentence behind her in the room. The words were in German. I heard them in her voice but, at the same time, I was aware that the voice was audible only inside my own head: ‘Die Sterne stehn zu hoch.’ I should explain here that I don’t really speak German – that is, not beyond the level of GCSE Grade C – though I knew that I had come across the phrase before, and I knew enough to be able to translate it: ‘The stars are too high.’


  As soon as she had disappeared behind the curtain, I jumped out of bed and went to the window. Nothing was there; only the cold glass panes and, beyond them, the gleaming monochrome of the garden in the minutes before the dawn. Of one thing I am completely certain. I was not asleep. I remember that the vision of her filled me with a terrible longing, and that my lack of fear surprised me. I remember that I felt honoured by her being there, and that afterwards I felt pain. I felt the loss of her, once again, like an ugly lump of flesh twisting inside my own chest.


  When my sister was killed by a car in north London, her small leather backpack was thrown clear of her body. It contained nothing except a return train ticket between King’s Cross and Royston in Hertfordshire, where she was still at school, her Young Person’s Railcard and the extended essay she had just then had returned to her that she had written for her A level German course.


  Since she had not filled in the address section of the railcard, it was the essay that had made the job of identifying her such an easy one for the police. The front cover of the essay’s binder had a large adhesive label with the name of her examination board and that of her school. It also gave her name and candidate number, and the title of her essay. It was called Love and Death at the Mill: Twenty Poems from the Posthumous Papers of a Travelling Hornplayer.


  I was in Edinburgh when she died – I was coming to the end of my first year at the university – but no one at home had any idea why Lydia had gone into London that day, though within the week, while going through her things, my father and the Stepmother had come upon the draft of a letter written to the middle-aged writer son of one of my sister’s godmother’s friends; a person whom neither I nor my parents had ever met though we were all aware that he had written a novel some years earlier entitled Have Horn; Will Travel. The place where my sister died was directly in front of his London flat.


  The letter, which was long and jaunty, was one in which she had sought his advice over the essay, but it was not difficult to tell that, in its childish, girly way, the letter was a bit of a come-on. Some months after the date of it, she had submitted the essay and had been awarded an A, along with special words of praise from both teacher and moderator. The speculation was that, on having the essay returned to her, she had simply decided, on the spur of the moment, to take it into London and show it to him, her unofficial adviser. She hadn’t made any arrangement to do so, and had evidently found the writer away from his flat, since he had gone home two days earlier than usual that week, to be with his wife and family somewhere in the Cotswolds, where they lived. The place in London was merely a small bolt-hole where he went during the week to work.


  Though the driver had been travelling too fast, the accident was ruled not to have been his fault. A witness confirmed that, for some reason, my sister had run at speed straight out in front of the car without looking to left or to right. It was said that she had seemed distressed.


  The force of contact had been such that she had been thrown clear of the road onto the grass of park. Near to where her body had landed, there was a small man-made lake bordered with periwinkles and forget-me-nots. Vergissmeinnicht. It is difficult, in retrospect, to avoid the crude symbolism of this too blatant coincidence, since the same blue flowers – the blaue Blümelein – are associated with the mill girl’s eyes in the cycle of German Romantic poems to which her essay relates. They grow by water and they come to deck the grave of the miller who dies, of course, of unrequited love. They are a repeating and prevalent feature of my sister’s extended essay; the essay which my father has had bound in leather and which he keeps on his study desk.


  After that early morning visitation, I went downstairs to the tall bookshelves in the hall where, at the top near the ceiling, are stacked some dark green box files that contain those of my sister’s papers that my father chose to keep. I felt impelled right then to re-read the letter, and it brought vividly back to me all that schoolgirl bubble and silliness that she and I had shared in our capacity as each other’s best friend. Once my sister was gone, these were qualities that I either suppressed or lost. Not having Lydia to bounce off, I became somebody else. When you are young enough – and I was eighteen to her seventeen when she died – you still, perhaps, have options about the kind of person you will become. I became, because of her dying, a more earnest, more straight-faced, more directed person. It may be that I became a bit of a bore.


  It surprises me now to remember that my father – our father – had used to call us ‘Gigglers One and Two’; that he was always inclined to treat us as if we were two halves of the same pantomime horse. He has treated me very seriously ever since. People in the past were often unable to tell us one from the other. This was not only because we looked alike, but because our speech and other mannerisms were similar. It is only very rarely now that a person will call me by her name. The Lydia that once lived is dead in both of us.


  My sister’s letter went like this:


  Dear Mr Goldman,


  I don’t expect you will remember me, but I met you in my Godmother Vanessa’s house in Worcestershire last summer. You had driven down to drop your mother. However, you may remember that Godmother was a concert soprano in her day and that she made you sing. You sang songs from Schubert’s Die schöne Müllerin and your mother played the piano. Although, as you must know, you sing very well, I confess that, had my sister Ellie not left an hour before your arrival, we would have giggled throughout your performance. As it was, I merely yawned and played with the cat, and ate far too much of the carrot cake that Godmother had made in your honour. Godmother Vanessa is your greatest fan, and she always calls you ‘The Novelist’.


  ‘My dears,’ she’d said to Ellie and me, ‘do you know that “The Novelist” is coming to tea? I think we will make him a carrot cake.’


  My point now is that when I got home I recollected your singing. After I got back I began to think about some of the things I’d half overheard you say to Godmother. You said that water was the metaphor that bound the poems together and you made some joke about its ‘convenient fluidity’. You said that the water, while it encouraged and sanctioned the idea of male restlessness and male wanderings, then became quite cruelly deceitful, detached and inscrutable. You said something about sex
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