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Hick, Hack, Hock

Roger Moss

IN THE PLAYGROUND, the hand turns to paper. The other hand, two fingers opening and closing, turns to scissors. It cuts the flat hand of paper. The scissors win.

The hands go behind backs. When they appear again, the hand that was paper has turned to stone. The one that was scissors is now paper. According to the rules, paper wins against stone. In life, it is not clear that paper wins against anything. But in the game, the open hand of paper wraps itself around the closed fist of stone, and the same hand wins again. When they appear for the third time, the first hand, with its fingers snipping the air, has turned to scissors. The second hand blunts the scissors with a curled-up fist of stone, and wins yet again.

Each time the hands change, the voices say, Hick, hack, hock. This too is part of the game. It is as if the horrid lists of Latin words from the classroom can be turned to nonsense in the playground. Hick, hack, hock. This, that, and the other. Scissors, paper, stone. Until the bell rings, and it is time for both of them to go inside.

On stony ground, at the mouth of a cave, the woman picks up the leaves that have fallen from the trees. Some women have the gift of being able to hold your hand in their hand, and to read the future there. This woman reads the future in the veins and creases of the leaves that drop from trees. Softly she whispers to herself in gentle Latin phrases the messages she finds there. Patiently she gathers the most important messages into piles, and keeps them in a special place at the back of her cave.

Carefully the woman copies the messages from the yellowing leaves on to clean sheets of paper. She stitches the sheets together into volumes, until she has twelve. The knowledge that has fallen from the trees turns into twelve books, which she takes to the king.

The woman from the cave arrives at the king’s palace with her twelve volumes in a parcel. She offers them to the king for a fabulous price. The king laughs at her, and tells her to go away. Quietly the woman goes away, and on the hard ground at the mouth of her cave she cuts six of the twelve volumes into kindling, and lights a fire. Calmly she watches as the leaves turn to light and dust. Stone, scissors, paper. Hick, hack, hock.

The woman goes back to the king’s palace with the six remaining volumes in a parcel, and offers them to the king for the same price as before. The king dismisses her impatiently, and the woman goes away. At the mouth of her cave, she adds three of the six volumes to the fire, and watches impassively as the future contained in them is burned up and lost.

When she returns to the king’s palace for a third time, still asking the same fabulous price for the three volumes that are left, the king does not dismiss her immediately. He turns to his advisers. He tells her to wait in another room. When he calls the woman back, it is to buy the three remaining volumes for the price that had first been asked for twelve.

Once the woman has returned to her cave, the king and his advisers look into the volumes they have bought. They begin to realise the wonderful knowledge that the books contain. A special place is built inside the palace to house the books. From that time on, whenever the king or his kingdom faces a dangerous crisis or a difficult decision, he and his advisers turn to the books in the palace, and are guided by the wisdom that they find there.

The boy in the classroom listens to the story of the woman’s books with the same pleasure that he listens to all the stories he is told. He likes what happens in the story, and the way things change. He likes the way it makes him look with different eyes at all the leaves lying on the ground, unnoticed by nearly everyone. He likes the verses of the story, and the way the words are made to end in changing ways in his subtle Latin tongue.

When he walks past the ancient palace, where the three volumes still lie in their special room, he feels the same surge of pride that the other boys feel at all the stories they have heard of the times that Rome has owed its safety to the knowledge contained in the books from the cave. But he feels a separate satisfaction as well, not at what the story says about the wonderful knowledge that has survived, but at the solemn wisdom the story contains concerning the much larger quantity of knowledge that has been destroyed and lost, and from which no ruler and no country can ever hope to learn a thing.

At night, in his bedroom, the boy thinks about how, when he is older, he will make up for this loss. I shall become a poet, he says to himself, and I will put the wonderful stories I have heard, and the delightful variety of our Latin tongue, not into three, nor into six, nor even into twelve, but into fifteen books of wisdom and beauty. But the most beautiful and the wisest part of my poem will be in the way that it shows how everything changes and nothing lasts for ever. Beyond everything that men know and remember, there is always far more that is swallowed up and lost, and that finally turns to nothing. Even my own books, when I have written them, will not survive for ever. Pages from them will be torn into fragments to burn on fires, or cut into shreds and used to stuff shoes or to cover jars. Eventually all of them will turn to dust. Paper, scissors, stone, hick, hack, hock. And this knowledge will be contained in my books, even as I am writing them.

In another classroom, the boy who was winning in the playground is failing in front of the pages of his Latin Primer. The stiff dead lists of words in front of his eyes turn to nothing in his brain. The terrifying voice of the master booms above him.

Monstrum horribilis, the master loves saying, turning the booming phrase around in the great cavern of his mouth. Monstrum horribilis, he says, telling the terrified boys the story of the monster in the cave. Monstrum horribilis, he says again, reminding them that horribilis means covered with hair.

Stiff with the certainty of failure, and aching in head and stomach with the impossible effort of getting the horrid hard lists to lodge in his brain, the boy glances up at the master looming over him. The master is a giant standing over him. Mouth, nostrils and ears are the entrances to dark cavernous pits where monsters live. Whiskers and hairs sprout from the nostrils and ears, like the dying dried-out shrubs that stand at the mouths of sulphurous caves. Yellow smoke-stained teeth are the gravestones of earlier victims, that show in a jumbled row whenever the rasping monstrous voice booms from the cavern of the mouth.

The boy looks at the pale inert hand lying on the desk, keeping the book open at the page of word-endings that has to be learned. The page, like his brain, turns to dead, hard stone. If I had scissors, the boy thinks in his hatred, I would put out the eyes of the monster, and all of us would be free. Paper, stone, scissors, hick, hack, hock. But there are no scissors. There is only his useless hand, and, in his useless brain, the hopeless knowledge of failure.

At night, the boy tries to turn his mind away from the words that have to be learned for the morning. By half-closing his eyes, he can change the darkness in the bedroom into a shower of turning varied shapes, so that there are a thousand falling things like leaves, filling the emptiness. When he opens his eyes, by squeezing the muscles that are in his brain, he can make the window at the foot of the bed into the tiniest, farthest window; or he can make it so large that it fills the whole of his vision, swallowing up the rest of the bedroom, the bed, the boy in his bed, and everything. Or he can take his mind off the pages of his Primer by turning to face the wallpaper beside the bed. In the half-light, the patterns on the paper turn into faces, houses, letters, creatures, trees.

One night, he puts his hand out to touch a loose flap of wallpaper he has never noticed before. As soon as he touches it, the flap of paper uncurls its wings and flies across him in the darkness. All the monstrous horrid shapes that fear takes come screaming in on the boy immediately, and swallow him up. He lies under the covers, hands stiff by his sides, eyes shut tight, unable to sleep another moment until the morning.

Early in the morning, in the back room of her cottage, the retired classics mistress rises to her task. Nobody knows the pleasure it gives her, the secret satisfaction that will not let her rest. All her life, she has tried to give her girls an idea of the exciting precision and variety of the Latin tongue, and of the satisfaction of putting it into something workably precise in English. She knows how rarely she has succeeded, and that for every one girl who came to share her pleasure, there were a dozen or two dozen others for whom Latin would always remain the dullest, hardest thing imaginable.

Now she has been given the chance to pursue this pleasure without having to give a thought to anyone else. She has been asked to do it so that, in the end, thousands of people, far more than all the girls she has ever taught, may be able to share her delight. She has been asked to turn the fifteen books of Ovid’s Latin poem, the Metamorphoses, into English prose. At the end of my life, she says to herself, I have the good fortune to turn all that dancing variety of language and of stories into something of my own, a book that may outlive me. To metamorphose the Metamorphoses, she laughs to herself in her glee. Even if there is only one reader who is brought close to sharing my excitement, she thinks to herself, the work will not have been for nothing.

When the work is hard, and the straight lines of English prose are too stiff for the subtle variations of Ovid’s verse, she goes for a walk in the wood near her cottage, and turns her mind to the restless diversity of leaves on the trees to refresh herself. Softly she whispers phrases as she walks, turning various versions over in her mind, until she settles on the one that works best. Even when she is certain of failure, and her brain seems frozen in front of the charms of Ovid’s pages, still she persists, patiently searching for the best words, carefully making changes in what she has already written. And then there are days when she is king, and everything goes smoothly. Quietly smiling to herself, the retired teacher secretly becomes a succession of sensual, agile, elegant Romans, lounging on divans, circling the hall of a palace in an intricate dance, bringing cups of wine to her lips in between the witty well-turned phrases that come from her mouth.

In the wood, trees are already growing that will become her book. The flesh will be cut and crushed and soaked and mashed. The mash will be bleached and strained and pressed and dried and cut again, process after process, transformation after transformation, until trees have been turned into paper. Ink will be pressed on to folded sheets, and folded sheets will be stitched and trimmed, stone, paper, scissors, hick, hack, hock, until in the end the trees will have changed into thousands of copies of the woman’s book.

The day will come when a package arrives at the cottage door, containing half a dozen fresh copies of the woman’s translation, sent by her publisher. Opening the package, she is torn between pride and anxiety, with the pages of the finished volume in her hand. She thinks of all the failures contained in what she has written, all the beauty and subtlety that has been lost. And she thinks with satisfaction that at least it is done, and that now it is there for others to read.

Walking in the woods, she finds herself looking at the trees with different eyes. Thank you, she says to the unknown trees that have made her book. Thank you for allowing yourselves to become my book.

One of the copies is bought by Robin, Robin who knows no Latin, but whose pleasure in the stories he reads is real and lasting. Robin can, if anyone can, read between the stiff lines of the translation, to find the dancing beauty in the stories themselves. Robin can, if anyone can, see beyond the knowledge that the stories contain, to the knowledge behind the stories of everything in the world that cannot be contained in books, and of the way that everything, in the end, is swallowed up by change, and does not last.

But Robin dies. Robin’s own life does not last. All the fears and horrors of life, beyond anything that can be contained in books, come screaming in on Robin in the night, swallowing him up, and Robin dies. His life is cut short. He is buried in the hard ground. Only his books remain. Scissors, stone, paper, hick, hack, hock. The books are packed away into boxes, and given to Robin’s friends. The friends plant a cherry tree in the ground where Robin used to walk. Nothing is left of Robin but the boxes of his books and a tree.

Some of the boxes are given to a friend who used to be the boy lying awake at night, trying not to be afraid of Latin, or of his Latin master, or of the other monsters in the dark. He opens the boxes, including the one containing a copy of the Metamorphoses of Ovid, and arranges the books. He thinks to himself that perhaps now he will try to overcome his old fears, and read the book he has always turned away from. And this is how the trees in the wood, which became the copy of the Latin poem that was turned into English by the woman in her cottage, and was bought by the young man who became a tree, came into the hands of the friend who was the boy who hated Latin.

All this is a long time ago, the bedroom, the classroom, the playground, the cottage, the palace, the cave. The book remains. But the book remains unread. However hard he tries, however old he gets, the friend never quite escapes the monster at his shoulder, looming over him whenever he thinks of Latin, or of Latin books, freezing his heart, and turning his mind to stone.

There are several occasions when he starts, thinking that this time perhaps he will succeed. Each time he reads through several books, but he never finishes. He reads three, six, perhaps as far as twelve of the fifteen books. But he never gets much beyond Orpheus. Something in him has stayed unchanged, as if a part of him was long ago turned to stone by the nightmares of school. He can never get beyond his old hatred of Latin, or the deadness it has left in his brain. He can never get beyond the flatness of the English prose to the pleasure and the elegance that he is willing to believe the poem contains. Too many times, the book falls unfinished from his hand. Too many times, with moving and with rearranging things, it is put back into boxes, or placed on out-of-reach shelves, and forgotten.

Time passes. Everything changes. Age comes. The leaves on the trees turn yellow and fall to the ground. The teeth in the mouth stain and loosen in the jaw. The hand that was a boy’s hand mottles with liver-spots. The fingers stain with nicotine. The thinning skin turns to paper and lifts away from the bone. Everywhere, ageing is a yellowing and loosening of things. The pages of the unread book turn yellow with age. The glue that binds them hardens and cracks. If he picks the book up now, it sheds yellow leaves, and the loose pages drift to the hard floor. Scissors, paper, stone. Hick, hack, hock. The woman who comes to clean gathers the forgotten sheets of Ovid’s book and adds them to the fire, where they become a moment’s burst of light, and turn to a tiny quantity of dust.


The Shell Game

Ken Smith

APPROACHING OVER THE long flatness of the lagoon, the city rose out of the water in hazy afternoon sunlight, its domes and towers no more than clouds on the sea. It was a dream everyone should have. They pulled up at the Riva, and he stepped out alone into the city, checked into his hotel, took the air of the evening, ate, drank a little red wine, returned early to bed and slept deeply, aware through his sleep of the rain on the red tile roofs beneath his window. In his dream he met a dark woman with dark eyes and flashing black hair who explained to him in the dialect of that district that Venezia meant simply the place to come to. And then she was gone.

In the days that followed he walked, randomly, exploring the city at his own pace, content to be without map or guidebook in streets and alleys where water lay at the end of everything, the flat slow movement of the inner sea rippled by its commerce. He did not seek conversation and fled from those he heard speaking his own language, content to let it go, to rest from it and let the babble of unknown tongues wash over him. One slow afternoon as he drank wine in a café in some remoter campo he became slowly struck by the silence of the city’s afternoon nap, a few pigeons shuffling and dozing in the dust, sparrows squabbling over crumbs. Across the far end of the square a thin trail of tourists passed purposefully to and fro, and suddenly in English a child’s voice broke the silence: But these are wild birds. And with that siesta came to an end, and the square woke slowly as a bell struck the fourth hour, and the magazine stand that had been till then a cabinet of shadows opened again for business. At windows shutters opened an inch or two, curtains twitched, and at one a hand emerged holding a blue enamel jug and began watering the geraniums in the window box. From their high perches canaries dropped their small thin notes, a radio burst briefly into dance music and was turned low, someone yawned loudly, and in a doorway one of two old men made the next move in their long slow game, a piano ran back and forth across a practice piece of Chopin. The city woke, as if a wind had stirred it, and the tide began churning at the timbers. Suddenly the pigeons gathered into a flock and flew up on to a church roof, and everywhere there were echoes, voices calling just offstage, an air of events about to happen, news about to break.

He wandered the alleys of the honeycomb, peering into empty tombs and glass boxes in side chapels where the waxy flesh of dead saints slowly rotted through the centuries. The city was ancient, alien, old loot stacked everywhere. The movements of the citizens and their speech seemed to him, northern puritan that he was, dramatic and exaggerated. Those two men across a street, loudly discussing some weighty matter, their faces animated, their arms waving, seemed about to come to blows. And then they laughed, embraced, and went their different ways, briefly calling back to each other. It was speech always on the edge of song, gesture always on the edge of dancing.

At night, standing on a bridge, he saw the approaching shadow of a gondolier on the further wall, and then the shadow of the boat’s prow, like the clef of coming music, but boat and boatman never appeared. From another bridge a stout woman in a ball gown sang an impromptu aria in high soprano. All seemed strange, and not strange. He felt the oddness of being outside his language, in a place he knew no one. Sometimes the faces and figures of strangers approaching or receding would suggest people he knew, and he would turn to look, about to call a familiar name, only on closer inspection to see his error. He confused left and right, cold and hot, high and low, up with down, and he was forever hearing Italian as if it were his own tongue, making instant meaningless translations. It was a habit he had hoped to leave behind, this persistent listening for meaning, but he found he couldn’t stop, just as on a long ocean voyage the eye, starved of the familiar, seizes habitually on the chaos of the waves and resolves them momentarily into the known images of horses, bushes, trees and rocks. It is a persistent need, this urge to make sense, though it makes no sense of itself. One afternoon waking from a siesta, the radio by his ear began delivering the hour’s rapid news but in his head the words formed into meaningless meaning: And let me tell you who else is a boxer. And then: So what are you gonna do with a Marks and Spencer’s cotton bra? He rubbed his eyes, realising he had misheard, sat up, turned off the radio, put his hand beneath his pillow for his watch, and found there a round sea-shell, its spiral writ small the spiral of the galaxy, in the same progression. He turned it about, a curl of faint brown shades centred round a blue eye, the coil of shell called baby’s eye in the coil of his fingers. He had picked it up somewhere, and was sure he’d last night put it on the nightstand, to watch his sleep. Puzzled, he didn’t recall putting it under the pillow, and put it back on the nightstand. He showered and left.

Towers that leaned in the soft footings of the city slowly sinking back into the sea from which it had risen. Along the north shore he sighted down the perspective of the Fondamente Novo, and gazed across at the walled tree-shadowed Isle of the Dead. He took a boat there, where he sought in the Evangelical cemetery among the dead who were not turned out of their graves every fifteen years for the grave of Ezra Pound, finding only a hand-lettered board nailed to a tree, pointing at an angle to a bright ring of flowers. Two men standing to row a boat seemed in the distance to be walking on water. The timbers of the wharfs stood in the water like upright men. Every step was a new revelation. At the Lido he paused to sit in the sand, and took off his shoes, and discovered movement beneath his bare feet: flat white grubs wriggling upwards that seemed interested in the soles of his feet. In sudden panic he ran off, fearing the infested sand beneath his feet. In the grass round white stones, like tiny eggs. Walking in the gardens he picked up a fallen cone, flinging it away when he found inside its opened fins a baby snake, hissing. In the museums masks, armour, a helmet like a horned wolf’s head, crossbow arrows in their flèche like a box of lethal pencils. In the churches chalk-white effigies of saints posed in mid-miracle, their wire haloes rusty. And on the wall of an alley into Campo San Marco a faint image from another time, white paint fading into the wall: an arrow and the word Kommandatur. Everywhere carved stones, images and reliefs pillaged from Constantinople and other unnamed unknown cities to the East.

The place was unfathomable, bizarre. Perhaps, he wondered, the secret of the Serenissima was that they did not know, and lived with the daily miracle of their survival on the sand banks, their empire the domain of secrecy, the dominion of not knowing. They had stumbled on the thought that God did not know either, and used men to think with, like pieces in a game. The rules were simple: when the city was at peace, the winged lion gazing out to sea, the high casements of the watchtowers sighting every angle of approach, the book was open. When the book was closed, the city was at war.

Night fell. He came back to his room, slightly drunk, to find the bed turned down and the baby’s eye shell again beneath his pillow. He put it back on the nightstand. He slept, dreaming again of the dark woman of his first night’s dream. She was far off, treading the water to her waist, her dress floating about her on the flat sluggish surface, a great open flower. In some other life he dreamed they were lovers, working in the long shallow armpit of the lagoon among the kelp beds harvesting shellfish, living on the long slow sea-swell. It was a dream that seemed to have nothing to do with him, someone else’s dream leaking into his. They waded in the tides that were barely tides, sifting the sand banks, their rakes and shovels scraping up the blue mussels, open and iridescent for a moment in the sudden air. Through the watery haze she drew closer, and closer still he saw she wore a necklace of the round baby’s eye shells.

On his last day he examined the palace. The Room of the Inquisitors was any courtroom of varnished wood, benches and tables, but a floor of black and white marble tiles that trumped the eye and confused the feet. On the wall a Bosch painting of souls in torment. And in the corner, through what appeared to be merely a cupboard, the door that opened into the Chamber of Torment, where a rope hung innocently above a block, and the light from the high window streamed down into the place of agony. Steps led up to the cells of the prison sweltering in the heat beneath the roof. Here it was enough to be accused to be guilty, stretched, imprisoned without length of sentence, without charge, sent to the galleys or hung on a gibbet or discovered at dawn buried feet in air in the campo as a warning to others.

And behind all this the Segretto: the palace behind the palace, housing the government behind the government. Behind the opulence and ceremony of the palace, plain quarters without fuss or decoration where the real business was conducted in small bare offices up back corridors and stairways. Behind every Doge, a shadow Doge; behind every official an unknown double in a government of shadows.

In the afternoon he slept again, woke again, and found the shell again under his pillow.

There was only the maid, one of several who cleaned the rooms and made up the beds. This was some game she played, the shell game. It was a silent game, played in secret, with only two moves, hers as she put the shell beneath his pillow, his as he moved it back to the nightstand. In both they acknowledged the presence of the other. He would never work out which of the maids she was, or whether it was a game they all played, or whether it was played on all the guests. And if he left it there, would this indicate some sort of invitation? Beyond the one move he could make – or not make – there were no other moves. He was involved in a secret, a moving back and forth like the tides, like the corner game in chess, not knowing who his partner was.

Whoever she was, he was already in love with her.


Void

Philip Terry

AFTER THE TAKEOVER by the Aphrodite conglomerate all articles had to be on sex. In the old days we’d done articles on pottery, fishing, tennis, cars, more or less everything in a word. Now we only did sex. We were still able to cover topics like cars, certainly, yet we had to do it from a sexy angle. Vintage cars were no go, leggy blondes on bonnets were in.

Tesco’s

If in search of a partner, don’t despair. Remember: there are plenty of available women at large, and tracking them down won’t be hard. It can be enjoyable too. The aisles at Tesco’s are as good a place as any to begin talent-spotting: normally there’s always something very tasty on display. A man in search of a lover can look nowhere better. Rich rewards are certain. As swarming bees fill parks and playing fields, hovering over the clover, bobbing from dandelion to dandelion, so girls swarm to Tesco’s in crowds.

As redactor of the poetry section I was a bit miffed at first. How was I to do poetry from a sexy angle? N’importe! Then I had one of my brainwaves, fairly predictable, perhaps, yet it felt like a brainwave at the time: I’d do a weekly selection of love poetry. What simpler! I sat down excitedly at my PC and concocted a list of likely candidates, from Sappho to Tony Harrison, shook the lot into alphabetical order (no problem for the Whipp-IT) and voilà! There it was: my next six months’ work completed in seconds. I was feeling rather pleased with myself, zesty, so I resolved to nip over to the Café Sélavy for a light snack. I gave Di a bell to see if she’d come along – she wasn’t interested for some reason or other. Afterwards, a little heady, I called in to speak with the new editor, Gross.

Image

People say that dress is very important here, and in a way they’re right. Yet try not to be one of those who spend a lot of time in front of the mirror or who stick pots of gel in their hair. A nice pair of jeans and a good shirt is all that’s needed. Nothing too fancy. There’s no harm in getting one’s hair done at a good salon, yet don’t waste time with hair-spray or wax. Leave that to the ladies. Yet keep the nostrils free of bristles, and watch those hairs in the ears. Above all a man needs to keep himself clean. Wash the back and face properly to avoid spots – and don’t forget the genitals.

When I left the editor’s office I was cross. Very cross. I was fâché. In brief, his lordship wasn’t interested in my project – he had plans of his own he said. Poetry was to be axed – it had no mass-market appeal – and he wanted me to deliver a new weekly slot, anything I liked so long as it was sexy. Like some latter-day Gradgrind he wanted facts, not fiction, and he wanted them fast: dismissing me, he gave me till the end of the week to present my draft. I was indignant, for I’d taken a certain pride in the poetry section, had even, I felt, commanded an appreciable readership. What was happening to the world, I wondered? I’d hand in my notice and decamp.

E-mail

Too mannered a style is likely to repel the girls, so take care. Write in an everyday manner, with familiar yet well-chosen words. If she rejects the message, files it as trash, press on – she may look at it later. In time intractable oxen take the yoke, schoolboys learn to do homework. There is nothing as soft as water, nothing as hard as stone: yet the constant dripping of water hollows the hardest granite. Keep sending messages – in the end, with perseverance, she’ll be won over. To begin with she might send back angry notes, protesting ‘Lay off, for God’s sake!’ Yet what she wants, what she really really wants, is for the messages to keep coming. Be a pest, at the end of the day that’s the only way to win.

On reflection I decided not to give in so easily. I didn’t want Gross to have too facile a victory. I’d take him on. I’d write his sordid slot if it was the last thing I did. I sat myself in front of the Whipp-IT, took hold of my pipe and waited for inspiration to come. After a short while my pipe lay dormant and I’d made no progress. My mind was a blank, as was the screen of the Whipp-IT. Anything I liked so long as it was sexy. I didn’t see myself as an Agony Alec, nor did I wish to mastermind an interminable series of confessional-style interviews with men on their bedroom habits. Ben Bishop, thirty-five. Head of Foreign Exchange at P.K. Marks. Has slept with more than ninety-five women. I’d have been interested in a piece on changing libidinal mores in the West, starting with the Greeks. Yet this might take a lot of work and Gross still find it lacking. Then I had a better idea.

Skill

In love as in all else, skill is indispensable. The skill-less man won’t get anywhere. Whether one is in search of a steady relationship or simply a good night on the town, skill will be needed. As the saying goes, skill and confidence are a winning team. Skill can control love itself. Many people, when they’re in the mood, simply dive in and don’t think twice. And, certainly, there’s a lot to be said for spontaneity. Yet if a man has skill on his side, there’ll be a proportionately greater chance of reaping the greatest rewards from the occasion when it arises.

I’d been wrestling with Ovid’s Ars Amatoria in the evenings. On and off I’d been working on a translation, yet it wasn’t really coming together as I’d have wished. What if I were to redirect this project and present it – in prose – as my slot? I’d have to take a few liberties with the original, certainly, even stray into the realms of free-translation if I were to get away with it, yet despite my reservations on these matters the project had an irresistible appeal. Firstly, it kept me in work – it gave me a theme. Secondly, it acted as my secret revenge on Gross. He’d never spot the trick, so the joke was going to be on him. In this way the project kept a roof over my head and threatened the stability of the roof over his. What better?

Dogs

Go to the dogs: the broad arena offers loads of openings. Here there’s no need of secret finger-talk, private signals, nods and winks: stand right next to the woman who’s most attractive, breathe down her neck, give her a winning smile. Then invent some reason to start a conversation – anything will do. Ask who owns those dogs trotting by: discover her preferred canine, then back it later on. If some lager spills on her dress, wipe it off. If her coat’s trailing, grab it, make a great to-do of saving it from the dirt. If she permits it, reward is instant: a licensed peep at perfect thighs.

On my way home from the office I dived into a little second-hand bookshop I knew to grab any versions of the Ovid they might have – they were very obliging, had three. Took me for a postgrad – at my age! I set to work that evening, preferring not to commence the project in the office in case my constant looting of Ovid’s Ars seemed odd. To start with I reread the poem from start to finish, to refresh my sense of its overall design. I decided rapidly that I’d have to concentrate on Books 1 and 2, which gave advice to men on where and how to catch a mate. Book 3, with its advice to women, was inappropriate for a men’s magazine. Having in this way narrowed down my target, I looked more closely at the first two Books, jotting down any ideas in the margin as I went. So as to avoid anachronism I allowed myself to change the locale when necessary: there was no point sending my readers to the woodland shrine of Diana near Aricia. Similarly, I saw few prospects for javelins and chariots. And I let myself play with the order of the poem whenever necessary.

Season

It’s a mistake to imagine that only ferry companies and farmers need pay attention to the season. Grain cannot always be committed to the disloyal soil, nor bow doors to the ball-shrinking sea. Similarly it’s not always wise to chase girls; the occasion will often condition the victory. Times to avoid are:

BIRTHDAYS

BREAKDOWNS

DIETS

DRIVING TESTS

EXAMS

LOTTERY WINS

PERIODS

PERMS

There are certainly others too – it will pay to keep a list, adding to it when occasion arises. Never make a move at these times. Best sit tight: those who set sail at the wrong moment hobble home with a dismembered vesicle.

Pretty soon I’d arranged my data by heading, and I set to work translating this information into blocks of prose. The voice which emerged was neither Ovid’s – even if it shared his cynicism at times – nor my own, yet rather that of a different persona altogether: a species of lecher-come-man-of-the-world for the most part, yet not entirely. The whole enterprise was very T-in-C, yet I tried to work at the tone till this wasn’t too transparent. Finally, when I felt I’d hit the mark, I showed these early drafts to Gross.

Timing

Timing might be seen as part of skill, yet I give it a separate entry since it has a bearing on more aspects of love than performance alone. Timing is as important when dating as in the sack. Even in those first moments of a nascent relationship, when a man doesn’t know whether it’s game on or game off, timing is of the essence. In order to break into a conversation with the object of desire, it doesn’t really matter
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