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He Stroke She

When the police apprehended me I was still carrying the book I’d stolen from the Oxfam bookshop in Chipping Norton, a pretty Cotswold town where I’d been addressing a reading group. I’d received a hostile reception from the dozen or so of the members who, I realised too late, had invited me only in order to be insulting.

‘Why do you hate women so much?’ one of them had wanted to know.

‘Could you give me an example of my hatred of women?’ I enquired politely.

She certainly could. She had hundreds of passages marked with small, sticky, phosphorescent arrows, all pointing accusingly at the pronoun ‘he’.

‘What’s wrong with “he stroke she”?’ she challenged me, making the sign of the oblique with her finger only inches from my face, wounding me with punctuation.

‘ “He” is neuter,’ I told her, stepping back. ‘It signifies no preference for either gender.’

‘Neither does “they”.’

‘No, but “they” is plural.’

‘So why are you against plurality?’

‘And children,’ another had wanted to know, ‘why do you detest children?’

I explained that I didn’t write about children.

‘Precisely!’ was her jubilant reply.

‘The only character I identified with in your book,’ a third reader told me, ‘was the one who died.’

Only she didn’t say ‘book’. Almost no one any longer said ‘book’, to rhyme with took or look, or even fook, as in ‘Fook yoo, yoo bastad’, which was the way it was pronounced in flat-vowelled lawless Lancashire just a few miles to the north of the sedate, sleepy peat bogs of Cheshire where I grew up. Berk, was how she said it. ‘The only character I identified with in your berk . . .’ As though a double ‘o’ was a hyperbole too far for her.

‘I’m gratified you found her death moving,’ I said.

She was quivering with that rage you encounter only among readers. Was it because reading as a civilised activity was over that the last people doing it were reduced to such fury with every page they turned? Was this the final paroxysm before expiry?

‘Moved?’ I feared she might strike me with my berk. ‘Who said I was moved? I was envious. I identified with her because I’d been wishing I was dead from the first word.’

‘Were dead,’ I said, putting on my jacket. ‘I’d been wishing I were dead.’

I thanked them for having me, went back to my hotel, polished off a couple of bottles of wine I’d had the foresight to buy earlier, and fell asleep in my clothes. I’d agreed to go to Chipping Norton for the opportunity it afforded me to visit my mother-in-law with whom I had for a long time been thinking of having an affair, but the stratagem had been foiled by my wife uncannily choosing that very time to have her mother visit us in London. I could have caught the train back and joined them for dinner, but decided to have a day to myself in the country. It wasn’t only the women at the reading group who wished they was dead.

Getting up too late for breakfast, I took a stroll through the town. Nice. Cotswold stone, smell of cows. (‘Why are there no natural descriptions in your novels?’ I’d been unfairly interrogated the day before.) Needing sustenance, I bought a herby sausage roll from an organic bakery and wandered into the Oxfam bookshop eating it. A chalk-white assistant with discs in his earlobes, like a Zambezi bushman, pointed to a sign saying ‘No food allowed on the premises’. A tact thing, presumably: you don’t fill your face when the rest of the world is starving. From his demeanour I assumed he knew I was a hater of Zambezi bushmen as well as women and children. I put what was left of the sausage roll in my pocket. He was not satisfied with that. A sausage roll in my pocket was still, strictly speaking, food on the premises. I stuffed it slowly into my mouth. We stood, eyeing each other up – white Zambezi bushman and Cheshire-born, London-based misogynistic, paedophobic writer of berks, buhks, boks, anything but books – waiting for the sausage roll to go down. Anyone watching would have taken the scene to be charged with post-colonial implications. After one last swallow, I asked if it was all right now for me to check out the literary-fiction section. Literary. I burdened the word with heavy irony. He turned his back on me and walked to the other end of the shop.

What I did then, as I explained to the constables who collared me on New Street, just a stone’s throw from the Oxfam bookshop, I had to do. As for calling it stealing, I didn’t think the word was accurate given that I was the author of the book I was supposed to have stolen.

‘What word would you use, sir?’ the younger of the two policemen asked me.

I wanted to say that this more closely approximated to a critical discussion than anything that had taken place in the reading group, but settled for answering his question directly. I had enough enemies in Chipping Norton.

‘Release,’ I said. ‘I would say that I have released my book.’

‘Released it from what exactly, sir?’ This time it was the older of the two policemen who addressed me. He had one of those granite bellies you see on riot police or Louisiana sheriffs. I wondered why they needed riot police or a Louisiana sheriff in Chipping Norton.

Roughly, what I said to him was this:

Look: I bear Oxfam no grudge. I would have done the same in the highly unlikely event of my finding a book of mine for sale second-hand in Morrisons. It’s a principle thing. It makes no appreciable difference to my income where I turn up torn and dog-eared. But there has to be a solidarity of the fallen. The book as prestigious object and source of wisdom – ‘Everyman, I will go with thee and be thy guide’ and all that – is dying. Resuscitation is probably futile, but the last rites can at least be given with dignity. It matters where and with whom we end our days. Officer.

Before they decided it was safe, or at least less tedious, to return me to society, they flicked – I thought sardonically, but beggars can’t be choosers – through the pages of my book. It’s a strange experience having your work speed-read by the police in the middle of a bustling Cotswold town, shoppers and ice-cream-licking tourists stopping to see what crime has been committed. I hoped that something would catch one of the cops’ eye and make him laugh or, better still, cry. But it was the title that interested them most. Who Gives a Monkey’s?

The younger officer had never heard the expression before. ‘It’s short for who gives a monkey’s fook,’ I told him. I had lost much and was losing more with every hour but at least I hadn’t lost the northerner’s full-blooded pronunciation of the ruderies, even if Cheshire wasn’t quite Lancashire.

‘Now then,’ he said.

But he had a question for me since I said I was a writer – since I said I was a writer : he made it sound like a claim he would look into when he got back to the station – and as I obviously knew something about monkeys. How likely did I think it was that a monkey with enough time and a good computer could eventually write Hamlet?

‘I think you can’t make a work of art without the intentionality to do so,’ I told him. ‘No matter how much time you’ve got.’

He scratched his face. ‘Is that a yes or a no?’

‘Well, in the end,’ I said, ‘I guess it depends on the monkey. Find one with the moral courage, intelligence, imagination and ear of Shakespeare, and who knows. But then if there were such a monkey why would he want to write something that’s already been written?’

I didn’t add that for me the more interesting question was whether enough monkeys with enough time could eventually ‘read’ Hamlet. But then I was an embittered writer who had just taken a battering.

The Louisiana sheriff, meanwhile, was turning the evidence over in his hands as though he were a rare-book dealer considering an offer. He opened Who Gives a Monkey’s? at the dedication page.

 

To the fairest of the fair:

my beloved wife and mother-in-law

 

‘That’s coming it a bit rich, isn’t it?’ he said.

‘What is?’

‘Saying that you love your mother-in-law.’

I peered over his shoulder at my dedication. It was a few years since I’d come up with it. You forget your dedications. Given enough time you even forget your dedicatees. ‘No,’ I said, ‘it’s my wife who’s the beloved. To my beloved wife, and to her mother-in-law. The adjective applies only to the first of them.’

‘Shouldn’t you have put a comma before the and, in that case?’

He jabbed the page with his finger, showing me where he thought the comma ought to have gone.

Oxford, I remembered, had its own rules for where commas go. ‘The Oxford comma’ had long been a matter of fractious controversy inside the university, but I hadn’t thought the constabulary was hot on the subject as well. No doubt Oxford also had its own rules regarding the doubling of epithets. Wasn’t there a word for the rhetorical device I’d inadvertently – assuming it had been inadvertence – deployed? Something like zeugma, only not zeugma. Maybe the policeman knew.

‘Listen,’ I said, ‘as you appear to be an unusually discerning reader, can I make a present to you of my book?’

‘You certainly cannot,’ he told me. ‘Not only would I be guilty of taking a bribe if I accepted it, I would also be guilty of receiving stolen property.’

In the circumstances I considered myself lucky to have got off with a caution. Those were no small transgressions: stealing a book, leaving out a comma, and scheming to misappropriate my wife’s mother.
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Are There Monkeys in Monkey Mia?

It had been in Australia that I’d first tried it on with Poppy. The same Adelaide Writers Festival trip on which I’d unbuttoned Philippa in a vineyard. Did I mention that Philippa was a New Zealander? A lecturer – hence her interest in me as a living practitioner – in Unglish Luht. It had taken me a while to know what she was talking about. Even when she told me she wanted to suck my pruck I wasn’t entirely sure. It was Philippa, anyway, who’d heated me up for Poppy. That’s often the way of it with sex, if you’re a man: it’s like dominoes – with the first act of venery every objection to the others collapses. Once you’ve been bad with A there’s nothing to stop you being bad all the way down to Z. And a wife’s mother is Z plus plus.

Poppy had accepted Vanessa’s invitation to spend time with us in Australia. She hadn’t fancied Adelaide. She couldn’t picture it. It sounded flat, she said. She liked the sound of Western Australia better and wanted us to join her there. So we flew to Perth and spent a week together in a hotel overlooking the Swan River while Poppy recovered from her jet lag. The heat suited them. In their sun hats and striped blazers, they looked like sisters, a pair of bold English adventuresses who’d somehow wandered off from Henley, but who, now they were here, wherever here was, feared nothing but any man dividing them. They linked arms, showed their faces to the sun in an identical manner – the same squint, the same submission to sensation – shopped for similar garments and gasped for tea simultaneously, at precisely 4.13 p.m., as though joined by a single throat. There is still something colonial about Perth; following behind them, carrying their parcels and enjoying the synchronised sway of their hips, I felt like their ‘boy’.

I loved watching them from this respectful distance. I felt affectionately towards them as a pair. Mothers and daughters appeal to men of my sentimentalising erotic bent. Once, observing them staring across the Swan River to South Perth, I recalled Norman Mailer – another of the great sperm-chuckers of yesteryear – likening his wife and Jackie Kennedy talking at Hyannis Port, the site of the summer White House, to ‘Two attractive witches by the water’s edge’.

‘Witches’ caught my two. Or at least it caught me, a man ensorcelled.

Then, suddenly, Vanessa announced that we were hiring a camper van and driving to Broome. Poppy’s wish, and Poppy’s wishes were to be indulged.

She’d read about Broome – about the pearl fishing, the great swathe of iron-flat beach on which you could ride a camel, the mangrove swamps with osprey flying over, the giant goannas lolloping down the main street with their tongues flicking, the unrelenting heat. We could have flown straight to Broome and been on that camel the same afternoon, but Vanessa too had wishes which, post-Philippa, I was in no position to challenge. Vanessa wanted to see the outback. There’d been rain and the desert was alive with wild flowers. When Vanessa said ‘wild flower’, Poppy’s face became one; just as, when Poppy said ‘wildlife’, Vanessa’s nostrils dilated. They fired what was feral in each other, without due regard to the effect it had on me.

I had no desire to do this journey. I had come to Australia to wave my literary distinction around, to be seen, to be applauded, to be appreciated, fulsomely and unambiguously, by the likes of readers such as Philippa; I hadn’t come to vanish into the obscurity of the bush, no matter how alive with wild flowers. The driving worried me too. I had never thrown a car around the lanes of Cheshire the way my brother Jeffrey did. I drove in a stately, somewhat elderly manner, always afraid that the girth of my car exceeded the width of the road. How I’d handle a camper van big enough to afford privacy to three people, I wasn’t at all sure, but Vanessa, always more the man of the family than I was, said she’d look after the getting us there. All I had to do was sit quietly, not write or talk about writing – not so much as take a note: work was verboten now I’d had my festival – and navigate. The navigation would be easy: facing the Indian Ocean you threw a right out of Perth and after three days you reached Broome.

Poppy sat in the back seat, reading. A miracle to me that anyone could read in a moving vehicle without going down with a migraine – Vanessa had to stop the van every time I needed to turn a page of the map – but even more of a miracle was the fact that Poppy was reading at all. She had always pretended that she didn’t read, especially fiction, but suddenly she was eating the stuff. And what she ate – let alone the speed at which she ate it – struck me as in reverse ratio to the needs and interests of a woman her age.

‘Aren’t you a bit old for books with lipstick-pink covers?’ I asked her, while Vanessa was filling up with diesel.

‘Old!’

It was good I had annoyed her. In love – in unnatural love, anyway – annoyance is the prelude to indiscretion.

‘Old as in mature. Old compared to the characters in the books you’re reading.’

‘How do you know the ages of the characters in the books I’m reading?’

‘I can tell by the jackets.’

‘Never judge a book by its cover, you should know that.’

‘But that’s exactly how you judge. I’ve watched the way you choose them.’ (Good to tell her I’d been watching her.) ‘You only choose the ones with lipstick-pink covers.’

She rapped me across the knuckles with her reading matter, as though it were a fan. ‘Not everyone is an Einstein,’ she said.

I looked her boldly in the eye. ‘And not everyone is an Eisenhower,’ I said.

The strange thing was that Vanessa was able to talk to her mother knowledgeably about these books though I knew to a certainty that Vanessa hadn’t read them. So where did her information come from? Was it in the ether? Did that explain why some books – almost all of them for women – suddenly swept the world? A thousand miles from the nearest bookshop, without radio or newspapers, out of contact with gossip or opinion, Vanessa and Poppy were able to discuss the latest blockbuster. No wonder telepathic heroines were popular. Between women a telepathy of crass fictional taste existed. I saw it with my own eyes.

I didn’t raise the subject with them. Whenever Vanessa was at the wheel of the camper I did as she had told me and clammed up. The quiet was welcome to me, too. I was able to sit and think about the writers I’d met in Adelaide, literary heavyweights some of them, in the taciturn vein of international novelists, not wanting to waste their words on mere conversation. The biggest hitter of them all, a huge Dutchman who wrote elegantly slender novellas for which he’d won a Nobel Prize and was said to be put out that he hadn’t won a second, had been flown to the festival first class and housed at great expense only to announce, an hour before his gig, that he didn’t talk in public. So he sat on the stage of Adelaide Town Hall with his belly hanging between his knees, and his audience sat in their seats with their hands clasped on their laps, and so the hour would have passed, with each staring at the other in silence, had someone not thought of showing slides of the bridges of Amsterdam. When it was over they gave him a standing ovation.

Rumour had it that no visiting writer to Adelaide had ever sold more books. The less a novelist said about his work, apparently, the more the public wanted to read him.

‘A lesson it would do you no harm to learn,’ Vanessa said at the time.

About halfway to Broome, Poppy saw a sign to Monkey Mia and wanted to make the detour. ‘It’s a bit more than a detour,’ I warned her. ‘If I’m reading the map right it’s over four hundred kilometres once we leave the highway.’

‘You won’t be reading the map right,’ Vanessa said. ‘Turn it the other way round. Four hundred kilometres off the highway is Indonesia.’

‘Trust me,’ I said.

Poppy recalled reading that they had dolphins at Monkey Mia. You could swim with them and stroke their bellies. She thought that some of them stroked yours.

‘What with – their flippers?’ I wondered.

Vanessa thought I was being sarcastic to her mother. She couldn’t have been more wrong. I was off on some anthropomorphic fantasy. I am a dolphin.

‘Then we’re going,’ she said.

‘It’ll take all day to get there,’ I pointed out.

‘Ah,’ Poppy said. ‘Then let’s not.’

‘No, let’s,’ Vanessa insisted. ‘It’s your holiday.’

So she swung left off the highway and drove and drove.

‘Beautiful country, don’t you think?’ I remarked after a couple of hours of silence. ‘Pristine. You’d think you were the first people ever to come here if it wasn’t for the road. Even the dirt looks clean and virginal. I feel like Adam.’

‘Adam didn’t have a camper van,’ Vanessa said. ‘And you agreed you wouldn’t do any writing on this trip. Especially not natural description, which I thought we’d agreed you should leave to others.’

Poppy was sympathetic to me. Perhaps to show there were no hard feelings after our falling-out over book covers. ‘I think that’s cruel of you, Vanessa,’ she said. ‘I know what Guy means. The dirt does look virginal.’

Something about the way she pronounced me. Something about her breath on the back of my neck, warm with the letters of my name. Something about virginal. Did she feel like Eve?

‘Do you think there are monkeys at Monkey Mia?’ she asked about an hour after that.

‘Doubt it,’ I said. ‘Just dolphins.’

‘Don’t say monkey to him,’ Vanessa said. ‘Don’t start him off.’

‘Why, is he an expert on monkeys?’

‘He’s an expert on how his career went wrong.’

‘I didn’t think your career had gone wrong,’ Poppy said to me.

‘Precisely,’ Vanessa said.

An hour after that, Poppy unscrewed the cap of her brandy flask. It was six o’clock and wherever she was in the world at six o’clock she had to have a drink. Wilmslow, Chipping Norton, Primrose Hill, Monkey Mia – six o’clock was drinkies time.

‘Anyone?’

‘No thank you, Mother,’ Vanessa said, ‘I’m driving, in case you didn’t notice.’ Her mother’s drinking infuriated her. Six o’clock the first drink. Six thirty drunk. It was the only weakness which the one had that the other didn’t. The six o’clock tipple followed by the six thirty falling over.

My own mother was the same. Though Poppy was considerably younger, our mothers inhabited the same social sphere and got drunk at exactly the same hour and speed. Allowing for the international time difference, she too would have been falling about pickled in Wilmslow right now. As my father would have been finding ways of keeping her upright. I had never liked my father much, but his attentiveness to my mother had always impressed me. On one occasion, in my presence, he actually tied her with his belt to a lamp post in the middle of Chester while he went to get the car.

I couldn’t have been more than seven or eight years old at the time. ‘Come kiss your mother,’ my mother said, and when I went to kiss her she hissed furiously in my ear, ‘Now free me!’

Did such memories contribute to the passion I had formed for Poppy?

Who can say? But I did accept a brandy, which she handed me with not altogether steady, painted fingers in the same silver cup – it was the cap of the flask – from which she’d been drinking. Thus, in a manner of speaking, did our lips touch.

‘Are there monkeys at Monkey Mia?’ she asked. And went on asking it, with increasing frequency, the more brandy she drank, until she fell asleep within sight of our destination.

It was the first thing she said when she opened her eyes and found herself in the campsite. ‘Is this Monkey Mia? Are there monkeys here?’
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Comedian

Was he subtly joking, the giant Dutchman who refused to address his enraptured audience of readers in Adelaide Town Hall? Was his hour of silence in fact an act of the most vertiginous volubility, a Dadaist gesture calculated to put to shame the legions of more obviously garrulous authors like me who trooped their wares – running a gag here, throwing in a comic anecdote there – from one festival to another?

I thought about him a great deal on the road to Broome, as a way, partly, of taking my mind off Poppy whose presence in the hot intimacy of a camper van, in which the three of us curled up to sleep at night separated only by a flimsy curtain, was a severe trial to me. But he troubled me on his own account, in the time I had to think about him, while Poppy and Vanessa crooned in unison over every flower the newly watered desert threw up, because he called into question the whole enterprise of the travelling showman novelist. No, he’d said – except that he hadn’t said anything – no, he would not play the comedian.

Dadaist gesture or not, his silence changed the game. He was a writer. He wrote. And if those who queued to look at him called themselves readers, then let them read. The rest was nothing.

Whereas our message – those who talked as though a prohibition against speaking had just been lifted – what was that? Behold, beyond the page, what entertainers we were.

But there was no beyond the page. Beyond the page was no business of our readers. And if we made beyond the page our business, no wonder that the page was no longer being turned.

A plain logic demanded that we ask ourselves this question: if we wanted to play the comedian why didn’t we just call ourselves comedians and dispense with the vestigial bookishness? We were finished, anyway. Comedians had taken over. The best of the stand-ups worked from scripts that might as well have been short satiric novels; they saw as novelists saw, they enjoyed the rhythm of the language, they deployed exaggeration and bathos as we did, they excoriated, they surprised, they caught laughter on the wing, in the moment it threatened to tumble into terror. They were predictable and complacent and self-righteous, too, but then who wasn’t? What is more, they had a slavish following. Where had all the readers gone? Wasn’t it obvious? They were watching stand-up comedy.

Had Vanessa not warned me against discussing my career while she was driving I’d have told her I was getting out. No, not out of the van, Vee, out of literature. And where would I go? The stage, the stage . . .

Take my mother-in-law . . .

In the event, I just sat and navigated. The miles went by; every now and then Vanessa stopped the van so that the two women could get out and pluck a desert pea, or fix their binoculars
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