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A London Taxi
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While the present century was in its last decade, and on one Thursday in midwinter, a boxy black taxi juddered and braked from Soho to Kensington at a rate of four miles per hour with two passengers bouncing uncomfortably on its back seat. It was a cold night, a clouded night, and for miles around the sky was stained a dull louring red, as if the city smouldered in heatless flames. All over London cars rumbled and jammed, spewing out invisible poisons in a general circulation of ill-temper as workers struggled to get home. Umbrellas locked spokes like cogs, circling in a slippery black stream of metal and flesh. People coughed and snuffled into paper handkerchiefs, not stopping to exchange apologies or insults. Every time the taxi stopped its doors clicked like the mandibles of a gigantic insect; but the passengers paid no attention.

Both were tense. They were going to a party, a big party, a party that would later be written up and cried down as a social event. One of the passengers had been invited; the other not. One of the passengers was considered, in certain circles, an important person; the other not. Yet it was this second person who was to change many lives, and most of all her own, because of her presence that night.

The first passenger was a man with short red hair called Ivo Sponge. He was thirty-two, unmarried, and combined corpulence, petulance and charm in unequal measures, according to how much he had drunk. Ivo’s inebriation was so far confined to a bottle of wine at lunch – a comparatively abstemious consumption, occasioned by the fact that the party in question was being held to promote a travel book, How Many Miles?, by the daughter of his employer, Max de Monde. An acute observer might have recognized the minty scent of breath freshener masking an odour of sour grapes about his person.

Ivo had known Amelia de Monde since university. Flattery, flirtation and straightforward fibbing had resulted in something that passed for friendship. It was partly due to Amelia’s patronage that he had progressed from lobby correspondent to reviewer, interviewer, and his present position as deputy literary editor of the Chronicle. But Amelia could not claim sole credit for Ivo’s promotion. For it was one of the mysteries of Sponge’s life that, though famously unsuccessful with women – and there was scarcely a woman in his circle who had not experienced the notorious ‘Sponge Lunge’ – he also owed his meteoric rise to them. Whether this was because he extended his devotions not just to Amelia and the prettier publishers’ publicists but to the most raddled and acidulous of female hacks was a matter for some speculation. His friends compared him to Oscar Wilde, largely because of his dress, which was exotic, and his manner of speech, which was exceedingly rapid and flown with wit. His enemies called him the most dangerous man in London.

At present, he was sober enough to content himself with remarking to his companion, ‘What the fuck do they put in these air fresheners? It’s enough to make one puke.’

‘What’s Amelia like?’

‘Perhaps I will puke. Why should we put up with this prole’s bloody pong? It’s even worse than his taste in music.’

‘Mark says she’s incredibly glamorous.’

‘This is what those bloody anti-smoking fanatics have landed us with. Christ, London taxis! They’re like the worst sort of woman – you hang around for ages until you’re completely numb with boredom, and then when they finally come you almost wish you’d walked.’

Mary yawned. ‘Not if you’ve been on your feet all day, you don’t.’

‘I wonder if Amelia realizes that I hardly ever go to book launches?’

‘Of course, nobody ever does, but somehow you all know what happens at them.’

‘Ghastly affairs,’ said Ivo. ‘The champagne always runs out after one glass, and then one has nothing to do but endure the unreadable in pursuit of the illiterate. Or is it the other way about? Still, Max does give very good parties.’ Ivo, like all of de Monde’s employees, always referred to the magnate as ‘Max’ behind his back. ‘He’s just taken over Belgravia, you know, which I expect is why Amelia has got into print at all. Someone told me he’s spent twenty thousand on the flowers and catering tonight, but I suppose everyone who’s anyone can’t be treated like, well, anyone.’

‘But I’m not everyone,’ said Mary Quinn.

‘My darling,’ said Ivo, ‘you aren’t anyone. But there’s going to be such a crowd, nobody will notice.’

‘I don’t really think I should be here,’ said Mary Quinn. ‘Only I’m – curious. Is she very beautiful?’

‘She’s rich and thin,’ said Ivo.

‘Oh,’ said Mary.

‘All a matter of taste. You’re an unfashionable beauty and she’s a fashionable one. Everyone can see that.’

‘Everyone? Even anyone who’s no one? The de Mondes are Society people, aren’t they?’

‘We are Society,’ said Ivo. ‘That’s why anyone with any brains goes into the media now instead of the City or the law, and why a Lebanese counter-jumper like de Monde bought a newspaper.’

‘People say he’s a crook.’

‘He probably is, but he owns the Chronicle so who cares? Mark will be there.’

‘Indeed,’ said Mary. ‘But he doesn’t really like my meeting his friends, I think. The last time I went to a party with him that outrageously stupid toff who’s a Labour MP, you know –’

‘Toby Jugg,’ said Ivo.

‘Yes, him – said, “Mary, you’re only a waitress, you’ve got to vote for us at the election.” Then he said to Mark that nobody with a brain voted Tory, and Mark was rude to him. It was awful.’

‘Oh, come now!’ said Ivo, stroking his bow-tie as a cat might preen its whiskers. ‘Mark is rude to everyone. You shouldn’t be so thin-skinned.’

‘Even Adam calls me a bogtrotter,’ said Mary. ‘He’s like everyone in England, he thinks all the Irish live like tinkers, playing our harps and making bombs in the twilight while the waves crash against the shore.’

‘Novelists,’ said Ivo, ‘are to the nineties what cooks were to the eighties, hairdressers to the seventies and pop-stars to the sixties.’

‘Indeed. Which is what?’

Ivo was momentarily nonplussed.

‘Merely, you know, an expression of the Zeitgeist. Nobody actually reads novels any more, but it’s a fashionable thing to be – as long as you don’t entertain people, of course. I sometimes think,’ said Ivo, his eyes like industrial diamonds, ‘that my sole virtue is, I’m the only person in London who has no intention whatsoever of writing any kind of novel, ever. Apart, of course, from Mark.’

‘I sometimes think that every Oxbridge graduate has two degrees,’ said Mary. ‘one in their subject, and one in bitching.’

‘You’re not so bad at it yourself, my darling.’

‘Well,’ said Mary, ‘I’ve taken night-classes.’

Ivo chortled, and thought with chagrin of how his best friend, Mark Crawley, had successfully seduced her five years ago after their encounter at the club where Mary worked.

The two men had an alliance based largely on envy and derision, the point being that they felt the same about everyone else, only more so. They had gone to the same Cambridge college and read the same subject; but whereas Mark had won a scholarship, Ivo had only just scraped through by bewitching his interviewers with a combination of Coles notes and charm. He was clever but not intelligent. This was tacitly agreed to be compensated for by the fact that his father was a doctor in Dorking, whereas Mark’s was a dentist in Slough. Each had gone to a minor public school in the country, and each furiously resented the disparagement this information aroused among those who had gone to Eton, Harrow or Winchester.

It had been clear to both that at Cambridge, as in most societies, there was an élite destined, for reasons of family, energy, looks or talent, to succeed; and the other 95 per cent, who were simply not worth bothering with. Each had chosen a different route to this inner circle. Ivo, a born gossip and scandalmonger, had been intent on cultivating as many people as possible. He went to union debates, auditions, and college bars; joined clubs, attended parties, was sick over Japanese tourists and sat scoffing cream teas in the front window of Belinda’s. In his last term, he had thrown a party for everyone of his chosen acquaintance, flattering them as ‘Great Bores of Tomorrow’; as a consequence of this, and, it was rumoured, certain accommodations with influential homosexual dons, he had begun his career as a journalist.

Mark, on the other hand, had turned to an encyclopedic and esoteric knowledge of fashion, food and art. He believed in maps, guides, tips and timetables, read every style magazine he could buy and proclaimed himself without hesitation an intellectual. Where Ivo tended towards damask waistcoats and green carnations, Mark’s wardrobe, purchased at Ralph Lauren or Hackett’s sales, featured striped poplin shirts with button-down collars and thin silk ties. He was not handsome, for his features were sharp and his physique puny; but clothes, press-ups, and the weekly application of eyelash dye to his lashes and eyebrows overcame most of these disabilities. Furthermore the intellectual arrogance that fumed off him like the air round a glacier gave him a certain mystique. Abhorring any touch of undergraduate bohemianism he had furnished his rooms in college with monochrome minimalism. With the aid of a gyp-room fridge and a slo-cooker, he gave dinner parties, bought etchings and led a life of some sophistication.

These satisfactions initially outweighed the dwindling cash to support his tastes as a graduate, and for three years Mark, desultorily employed by the Cambridge University Press, had observed Ivo’s undignified scramble through media London with amused disdain. ‘I could write for any publication I wanted,’ he would remark. ‘I simply do not choose to prostitute my intelligence by becoming a hack. The attraction of driving a Porsche with a portable telephone is for the brain-dead.’

Gradually, however, both his ambitions and the pressing need to improve his finances had made Mark scrutinize his own prospects. While Ivo progressed from flat to flat, and finally to a small Victorian house in Clapham, it had become evident that, even with promotion to commissioning editor, he himself was never going to attain the affluence he coveted. There was no longer tenure or glory in academia, and his father, whose pride had initially been boundless, was fed up. Furthermore, after he failed to correct the index to an important textbook, Mark found himself ejected from his job. The number of pretty girls prepared to sleep with him then became distinctly thin on the ground, and one morning he awoke with an appalled recognition that, if he remained in Cambridge he could become a figure not of awe but of ridicule.

So Mark and Ivo met at the Slouch Club.

Ah, the Slouch Club! It is a rambling building in the heart of Soho which, having been a brothel, became a club for artists and writers in the 1950s; thirty years later, it had been saved from bankruptcy by opening its doors to the upper echelons of the media. Its Olympian array of personalities is screened from the public by a long black slatted blind, and by a revolving front door which deposits the unwary back onto the pavement outside.

Inside, the walls are covered with mirrors of every size, elaborately framed so that each moment of the present is made to seem like a moving picture – fragmentary, elusive and peopled with vaguely familiar faces. These decorations are invaluable for those who wish to gaze at themselves or spy on others; one or two gossip columnists claimed to have broken the most intimate of scandals by learning to lip-read. For fifteen years Slouch’s distressed walls, eccentric chefs and pretty waitresses have passed into urban legend. Actors in West End hits, painters with East End misses, journalists short of a story, models long in the tooth, authors on the razzle, agents on the dazzle, politicians in a frazzle, they all congregate there. It is said that its name was inspired by ‘The Second Coming’; and certainly, if you wish to participate in the millennial whirl of ambition, distraction, vilification and derision that constitutes a certain kind of London life, the Slouch Club can scarcely be bettered.

Mark Crawley had every intention of getting into this world. Ivo, who happened to be on the board, was proving recalcitrant about passing his membership. Obviously: he knew Mark to be more intelligent than himself, and did not want the competition. Yet not to get into Slouch’s would be an inestimable handicap, for with the dissolution of Fleet Street it remained the quickest way to make contacts and get work.

Mark hated the place. Nobody was paying him any attention, and every other man in the brasserie seemed to be wearing a designer suit identical to his own. He felt miserably and angrily inferior.

‘Miniature tomatoes, baby sweet-corn – it’s vegetable paedophilia,’ said Mark, loudly. Ivo smiled to himself: one of the first rules he had learnt was never to say anything that could be used as copy. Still, it was a reasonable joke, and he was able to throw back his head and, under cover of laughter, scan the rest of the room quickly for famous people.

‘The best thing about this place is that they never fill in the total on your bill,’ he explained.

‘So?’

‘It’s essential, if you’re a journalist, to find a good restaurant which gives you blank receipts. That way, you not only get back money you’ve spent – you make it. I get almost as much in expenses as I do through my salary. Not what I’d get as a political columnist, mind you.’

‘You really are scum,’ said Mark.

‘Rules of the trade, dear boy. It’s amazing how few restaurants cotton on to it,’ said Ivo. ‘The ones that do make a fortune.’

Their orders arrived.



‘“She was a primerole, a piggesnie,

For any lord to leggen in his bedde

Or yet for any yeoman good to wedde.”’





‘What?’ said Sponge.

‘Our waitress,’ said Mark. ‘The dark one.’

‘Ah, Mary. Practically injection-moulded for sex,’ said Ivo. ‘Lovely girl.’

‘She’s not unattractive.’

‘Iron knickers, all of them, unless you happen to be a superstar like Gore Tore.’

‘What about starred firsts?’

‘They’d think it was some sort of lager,’ said Ivo.

‘I wonder,’ said Mark, watching as she flirted with an editor he particularly wanted to meet.

‘Don’t.’

‘Girls are genetically programmed to find brains attractive, you know.’

‘That’s Cambridge,’ said Ivo, nastily. ‘In London, they only roll over if you’ve got money.’

‘Oh, come on! Anyone who works here is bound to be a tart.’

‘Don’t know about that, old boy. She’s Catholic,’ Ivo said.

‘In that case she probably does it with anyone.’

Mark knew this would annoy Ivo, who was lapsed but occasionally went to the Brompton Oratory for social reasons.

‘She’s an actor’s squeeze,’ said Ivo. Mark hated actors even more than he hated feminists, Americans and Old Etonians. On an impulse of pure mischief, Ivo added, ‘But I think that’s over. Want an introduction?’

As an undergraduate, Ivo had been known to heat up coins to near-melting point and leave them on King’s Parade for unsuspecting passers-by.

‘No.’

‘Oh, that’s “Felix” Viner over there,’ said Ivo, brightening. ‘You know, the cartoonist.’

‘I know who Sam Viner is,’ Mark said.

‘He’s been on a bender, you know, ever since La Bamber dumped him for Andrew Evenlode. Did you know Tom Viner? Oh, no, he was Oxford. The handsomest man of our generation, some say. Like an after-shave ad in the flesh.’

Mark was staring at Mary again. She looked round, saw him, and giggled.

‘Worth having, if you could get her.’

‘I could,’ said Mark.

Ivo shrugged. ‘Bet you a hundred pounds you couldn’t,’ he said.

‘Is that serious?’

Ivo grinned. ‘I need to pay my Turnbull and Asser account, old boy.’

‘Then,’ said Mark, ‘I bet you I could.’

‘Done!’

‘By the way, you still owe me a magnum of champagne for the last election.’

‘I’ve taken you out to lunch, haven’t I?’

‘But you’ll only claim it on expenses, you’ve just told me. Listen: if I lose, I’ll pay. But if you lose, you put me up for full membership here.’

‘I would have done so anyway, dear boy.’

‘You don’t say.’

Like everyone who knew him, and many who did not, Mark regarded Ivo with unshaken mistrust. Ivo knew this, and was occasionally hurt by it: to himself, he was a benign figure – pragmatic, perhaps, diplomatic, certainly, and like most of his generation, operating with an eye to the main chance. But he did not accuse himself of anything more than venality, and that, after all, was a necessity for survival in London. Ivo knew what song the sirens sang, and was younger than the rock-stars with whom he sat. He had heard the voice of London that lives and breathes beneath the rumble of traffic, a voice like the continual high-pitched shriek you hear when you put your head beneath the waves of the sea. It is the sound of millions and millions of creatures living and struggling and dying and being born. It commands those who hear it to eat or be eaten; and Ivo had no intention of becoming anyone’s prey.


2

The Queen’s Estate
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It is but a glimpse of the world of poverty we can afford this same winter’s evening. It is not a large world, though, as it avoids census-takers, it is hard to tell its precise size. Its people are invisible, except when the more desperate or enterprising impinge on the purses of those such as Ivo or Amelia. Relative to this world of ours, it is a very little speck. There is much good in it, and some think it has its appointed place. But it is a world too much wrapped up in hopeless hopes, and cannot hear the rushing of the larger worlds, or see them as they circle round the sun.

On the Queen’s Estate, some thirteen storeys up, a whole panel of polythene fell out of a block of flats where a group of young men had been buying and selling crack. The polythene had been taped to a window, broken for many months, when the dealers moved in. Before that, a young woman had jumped, holding her baby in her arms, smashing onto the concrete like a rotten fruit.

‘Mum! Mum! Ghost!’ said Billy, as Grace struggled to push the buggy over the rubbish on the path to their tower.

Grace glanced up, and cried out as a large transparent shape swirled overhead, jerked now towards, now away from their heads. Its surface caught the dim orange light, and it crackled as it flew.

‘’S’all right, stupid, it’s just a piece of plastic,’ said Grace, trembling. ‘Don’t worry, petal. Don’t worry.’

Nevertheless, she quickened her step. She felt her stomach lurch, as though the concrete underfoot were moving. Perhaps it was moving. Grace had lived in awful places all her life, but the Queen’s, well, it wasn’t so much a sink estate as a toilet.

By day it looked a busy place. For months, council workmen dressed up like astronauts, with helmets on their heads, had been removing windows and bits of stuff wherever there was asbestos. There was asbestos everywhere, in the ceilings, in the heaters, in the walls, so the workmen were busy demolishing whole blocks of housing while terrified Bangladeshi families crouched in their front rooms, shivering in their thin clothes and trying to understand why their homes had suddenly become open to any passer-by.

Perhaps you have passed the place where Grace and her son lived, on your way from Hampstead or the West End. It is fronted by a row of small brick and stucco houses left over from an earlier era, which are now offices of a failing sort. There are signs to places suggestive of rural bliss, called Willowdale, Swallowbrook and Ashcoombe. Indeed, when the Queen’s Estate was first built, during the early years of the present monarch’s reign, it was a popular alternative to the squalid dwellings it replaced. Gleaming white towers of glass and concrete were flung up to give the poor views over London and its parks; wretched slums and workmen’s cottages with outside lavatories were torn down; newly-wed couples were proud to live at such a modern address, with central heating and bathrooms, walkways and lifts.

But forty years on, the Queen’s Estate had crumbled and decayed until the buildings were like a mouthful of rotten teeth. The concrete was grey and fanged with dirt, the glass radiating ruin. The only people who lived there were the powerless: the elderly, the insane, the immigrant and the unmarried. No one knew their neighbours except by hatred, inconvenience and distrust. The lifts were broken, and the stairs stank. Obscene graffiti and swastikas swam past Grace’s eyes as she heaved Billy backwards up the stairs to her flat, racing to get to each landing before the timed light went out. The lights themselves were dim, coated by a thick mesh. Without this, someone would have stolen the bulbs.

Grace’s flat was on the second floor, next to Mad Maggie from the Friern Barnet, who should really have been back there because she kept forgetting the pills that were supposed to keep her more or less sane. Mad Maggie believed she was Mrs Thatcher; she was out and about at all hours, swinging her handbag, and denouncing her imaginary cabinet. She was quite harmless otherwise, and kept a number of cats, each almost as crazy as their owner. As Grace struggled with the buggy, she could hear Maggie singing,



‘There was a crooked man

Who walked a crooked mile

And found a crooked …

Pussy-cat, pussy-cat, where have you been?

I’ve been to London to look at the Queen

Shoo, shoo, shoo,

How I wonder what you are …’





The songs would go on and on, yet somehow Mad Maggie remembered to feed her cats even if, to judge from the smells seeping from her door, she did not let them out enough. Billy, who loved animals, adored her.

Their stair was cleaner, and the smell less bad, for Grace would scoop up what was left from scrubbing the bath with diluted bleach in a bucket and throw it down the steps in a small, violent gesture every evening. ‘Like a dog,’ she said. ‘My mark.’

If it wasn’t for my Billy, I’d go stark staring bananas too, she thought; and then, if it wasn’t for him, I wouldn’t be here, neither. Those two thoughts buzzed round and round in her head like trapped bluebottles, until the main door to the block snicked open. Someone was coming up the stairs behind her, treading quietly and steadily in the dark. Everyone on the estate wore trainers, but the crunch of glass still made a sound.

Frightened, now, she gave the buggy another wrench. Billy was small for his age, and tired from his asthma, and she was always afraid he would pick up one of the things left on the stairs – used condoms, syringes, bubble-gum. At times like this it was like trying to move in a nightmare, the things that stuck or splintered or squelched underfoot. Well, she wouldn’t give in, she wouldn’t. Fear and anger made her wrench the buggy again, and suddenly it buckled and tipped to one side, Billy shrieking and just held by the belt while tins and cartons she had bought went bounce, bounce, bounce out of sight.

Grace grabbed Billy. ‘My baby, oh, my baby, never mind,’ she crooned, racing up the stairs with Billy and the buggy in both arms, fumbling with her keys. There were three locks, and she was shaking so much she could hardly turn them. He clung to her like a lover. The silence at her back was worse than any noise. Someone was listening, she knew.

Grace slammed the door, switched the light on and hugged her son until his sobbing subsided. The back wheel of his buggy had snapped off. She had bought it second-hand off another girl at the hostel – they’d all thought she was weird, didn’t everyone get the best, brand-new, for their kid? It wasn’t as if Grace didn’t want the best, didn’t crave for it with a dull, painful yearning, but she thought other things mattered more.

‘Out, Mum-mum, out!’

‘Not yet, sweetie.’

‘Out now!’

‘Wait, Billy. Don’t climb about, it’s dangerous.’

He understood that, of course: it was one of the first words she’d taught him. Don’t pick up the phone, don’t open the door, don’t talk to strangers. She’d had to teach him about the bad in the world before the good. At nursery last week, when she’d been trying to do the thousand and one things she could only do alone, he’d had a tummy bug, and when one of the staff had come into the toilet he’d screamed, ‘No! No! Nobody touch my bum except Mum!’

She unstrapped him. He could walk really well for a two-year-old, but they needed the buggy. The estate was so far away from everything – the shops, the post office, the Social, the library, the market – and her £73 benefit went even faster if she went to the Paki shop. As it was, she walked for miles, pushing him downhill and up to Sainsbury’s, Kwiksave and Inverness Street market. Billy had been out of nappies since the summer, but he still burnt money; often she went without food herself so that he could have the chips and fish-fingers he loved. Once a week she bought a chicken from Inverness Street, and the giblets and bones got boiled so they could have soup.

But it was hard. Without the babysitting for Georgina Hunter, Grace didn’t think she could stay straight. Half the girls on the estate were on the game. ‘It’s not as if we’re talking the Virgin Mary, here,’ Grace said, to herself. ‘But I’ve never done it for money. Unless it means Billy starving, I never will.’

‘Wead-a-book!’ Billy chanted. ‘Wead-a-book!’

Books were his toys, his comforters, his window onto another world. They showed children with all kinds of things he didn’t have – children with gardens, pets, sofas; children like Georgina’s, with brothers and sisters and fathers. Grace had to be and do everything for him.

‘You’ve got to learn to read and write as soon as you can, Billy,’ she said. ‘You’ve got to make something of your life.’

She wanted so much for him to understand that she was doing the best she could for him. She had long, long conversations with him, even now, explaining.

‘It’s just you and me, petal.’

‘And Nana.’

‘Nana’s sick, Billy. Like Maggie.’

‘All the time?’

‘Lots of the time.’

‘Nana get better.’

‘When she takes her medicine.’

Billy nodded wisely. ‘Nana’ll look after Mum an’Billy,’ he said.

Grace became angry. ‘Nana couldn’t look after nobody, Billy. She’s poorly. We look after her.’

At least once a fortnight, Joy rang at three in the morning, babbling with terror. ‘I wish you were my mummy,’ she said to Grace. ‘I wish you were.’

Grace had seen Joy’s date of birth when she was sectioned, and knew she had been adopted. What had gone wrong, she didn’t know, but certainly there were no parents round now. Joy was forty-one, but looked twenty years older. Since Friern Barnet had closed, she had been living more or less on the streets, although there was a room for her in a sheltered house in West Hampstead, full of other nutters who forgot to take their medication, too. Grace had written letters to everyone she could think of, to try and get them to rehouse her so she could look after her mother, but it was no use.

Joy was fine as long as she took her pills, but mostly she didn’t, and then she got crazier and crazier. It’s terrible the things people would do to a madwoman. Grace knew her mother had been raped at least twice, and beaten up more times than she could count. Not even her filth and rags saved her.

Joy would walk for miles in all weather, dressed in no more than a sheet, barefoot on the freezing pavements of London, and people would laugh at her. She looked like a drunk, until you saw the expression of innocence on her red, raw face. People shrank away when she came near, from the stench, from the weirdness, though she was really quite gentle. She had done the best she could for Grace, although she had never told her who her dad was, and probably didn’t know. She ought to be back in the bin, Grace thought, but it was all care in the community, and as far as the Government was concerned, she and Billy were the community. There was nobody else.

The buggy couldn’t be mended: she could see the way the axle had snapped. From now on, they’d have to walk. If only Billy didn’t wheeze so. Sometimes his lips and fingernails went quite blue, and he bent over double like a tiny old man. It was always worst in the cold, no matter how much she bundled him up, and it was always cold on the Queen’s Estate because the water-pipes didn’t have enough pressure to keep the heat going round. Even running a bath took an hour.

‘But you live in a nice area of London,’ Georgina had said to her, when she explained that the minicab would never drop her right outside the tower-block.

‘Yeah,’ Grace said. ‘You cross over the road, and suddenly you’re in Regent’s Park, with rich people living in places that cost millions and millions, and shiny cars swooshing past, and flowerbeds shaped like tarts. It’s as if the life I live just doesn’t exist. But it’s there, all right.’

Grace and Billy were not starving, not homeless; there were many in London worse off than they. But it was a life devoid of anything but survival. If you looked round Grace’s flat, there was not a single thing in it that delighted or relieved the eye. She’d cut out pictures from magazines, animals and suchlike, and Georgina had given Billy an alphabet frieze, but nothing could disguise the neglect, the draughty windows and splotches of mould.

She would have to wait until daylight to get her shopping. It was unlikely anyone would steal it, people were wary of food in case it was spiked with something to kill the dogs, although as most of it was tins she might not be so lucky. Grace made Billy a boiled egg, but he refused to eat it. So it was chips and ketchup again.

He raced around the room until he was exhausted, trying out all his toys before settling in front of a video from the library. It was their favourite, Beauty and the Beast.

‘“Once upon a time in a far-away land,”’ said the deep, beautiful voice, ‘“a prince lived in a shining castle.”’ They watched, as one night an old beggar woman came to his gate, offering him a single rose in exchange for shelter from the bitter cold, then turned into an enchantress. Billy sighed with satisfaction.

How could Grace afford a video? By stealing from the insurance company. She and her friends had clubbed together to buy one and insure it. A month later, one friend claimed it had been stolen, and sold it on to someone else. With the money from this, plus a bit, they bought another video and put in another insurance claim, and so on, all round, until all the single parents got them. It worked out at about a third of the normal price. The only trouble was, nobody on the Queen’s could get insurance now.

Grace wasn’t a dishonest person. If someone dropped a fiver in the street, she’d give it back to them. But she needed a video like she needed a washing machine: without it, life would be almost impossible. Only when the video was turned on did she ever get a bit of peace, and most of the stuff on telly, apart from Sesame Street, was violent and horrible, Japanese cartoons that gave Billy nightmares.

It was such an effort to be cheerful, sometimes. Even plants died on her. She looked out of the window, washing up, and saw a whole gang of skins walking around with chains in their hands.

‘Out, out, out!’ they chanted. Grace moved towards the telephone. At least her door was strong, with reinforced hinges and steel mesh. She’d stripped the floor right back to the concrete for a yard in case they poured petrol. Even so, she often couldn’t sleep for fear at night.

‘Nigger-lover, nigger-lover,’ some of the kids on the estate chanted. She wondered how long it would be before Billy noticed that his skin was a different colour.

She rang the police station, and told them what she’d seen. A bored voice told her they’d ‘look into it’. As they were well known for escorting the National Front through the Queen’s Estate any time it felt like having a march, Grace refused to give her name.

Once, she’d been having a drink with a friend soon after Billy was born, and this man had bent over the buggy and said, ‘My, my, a little golliwog,’ and she’d chucked her beer right in his face.

‘I’d never have done that,’ said her friend, but Billy had made her brave. She didn’t think of herself as brave, but she was.


3

A Five-year Plan

[image: image]

Mark Crawley won his bet, and Ivo never forgave him for it.

Perhaps you think this unlikely, but Mark – stiff, malicious, irritable Mark – could and did inspire extremes of love and loathing, frequently in the same women. Indeed, it was partly because of his very ill-nature that they so responded, for his shafts of malice made them laugh, and laughter is often the way the deadliest of cankers enters the feminine soul. Voltaire claimed that he could make any woman forget his appearance after fifteen minutes of conversation, and in any case Mark was not, as he might put it, unhandsome.

Mary was bored by any man who merely lusted after her; she encountered this every day in her job. When Mark remarked, ‘Ivo fancies you, you know’, she retorted, ‘But he’s the sort of person who thinks every apple tree needs a snake in it, for animation.’ Mark had been surprised and charmed by this (as had Mary, for she did not yet know what she thought until she uttered it). Indeed, just as she yearned towards the regularity and precision of mind that she perceived in him, so it was her gift for the unexpected, together with her good nature, which led Mark to become, he said to himself, fond of her.

Of course, she was very pretty. But then, so many girls were, in London. At Cambridge the standard of feminine appeal was still so low that an undergraduate who was no more than easy on the eye could acquire all the confidence and petulance of a born beauty; once outside, the increased competition came as a shock. (It was this phenomenon, according to Ivo, which had caused Fiona Bamber, ‘the Zuleika Dobson de nos jours’, to take first ‘Felix’ Viner, then Andrew Evenlode, as lovers, even though she had been heard to remark, ‘Whenever I try to remember what lies beneath Andrew’s tweed suit, all I can see is another tweed suit.’)

Mary was not in this league. You could not see her draped in chiffon for Vogue or sitting with a unicorn’s head in her lap. Rather, she made you think of roses, and Renoir’s models, with their pearly skin and teeth: the kind of girl, Mark thought, that makes any man feel vaguely randy and think in clichés. Ivo, it was clear to him from the start, was completely mesmerized by her – and this, too, added to her appeal. She was small, and walked with quick decisive steps, but she had the eyes of a seal waiting to be clubbed. At Slouch’s he observed that she was, at least among the male members, something of a cult figure; and among his own peers she was known to be the particular friend of Adam Sands.

At first he assumed her mystique was of pure stupidity. She lacked that glistening, magpie sharpness which he associated with intelligence. Her expression was dreamy, as if she were not properly awake, though when making love she often laughed, revealing small white teeth and pink gums. Indeed, it was one of her charms that she slipped easily in and out of the animal self we call the sexual being, whereas for Mark it was always a violent dislocation of mind. She wore the uniform of any waitress at any Soho restaurant: Doc Martens, black Lycra leggings, white T-shirt, an apron wrapped around the hips, and a pencil, never used, behind the ear – except that Mary wore hers skewered through a toppling tower of hair, hair as soft and black as soot.

Her chief characteristic was a desire to please, coupled with a self-deprecation which was so baroque in its excess that her audience felt either a warm glow of self-satisfaction or a vague suspicion that they were being teased. Mary praised others extravagantly, and worried, openly and eloquently, about her waist, her legs, her skin and most of all her weight. ‘The happiest day of my life,’ she would say, ‘was when I discovered potatoes were good for you. The worst was when I discovered I couldn’t eat them without butter.’

At Slouch’s she was tipped to become the next manageress, for she remembered every member by name, and knew all the latest gossip. In this respect, she was especially useful to Mark. Becoming her boyfriend instantly raised his profile at the flashier end of the media world. He had worked out that it would take him five years to get where he wanted to in journalism, and Mary, he thought, would be as good a guide as any.

Few of her friends liked Mark any better than his Cambridge contemporaries had, but all quickly recognized his intelligence. The other waitresses nicknamed him ‘the Voice of the Mysterons’, and thought Mary’s choice a strange one.

‘I don’t see what’s so special about him,’ said Adam.

‘He makes me feel I’m beautiful,’ said Mary. ‘And he teaches me such a lot. I never knew anything about books, or politics, or history of art, or even clothes until I met him.’

‘He reminds me of the story about a peasant-woman who finds a poor little snake frozen in the field and takes it home,’ said her friend.

‘Does it turn into a prince?’

‘No, it bites her as soon as it warms up.’

Her cousin, Deirdre, said bluntly, ‘He’s a shite.’

Love, even the happiest and most blessed of loves, is not a constant condition, but a state of self-censorship. All her life Mary had been waiting for someone who talked in the way Mark did. She perceived Mark’s coldness, and pitied it, believing it to be the isolation of pure intellect, believing, too, that she could teach him how to enjoy ordinary life. He was always instructing her, moulding her by all the force of his personality into his own image and she was very eager to learn.

Now, you may have observed that anyone who tries to become popular themselves is bound to fail; but anyone who tries to make another person so will almost certainly succeed. Mary’s character neutralized her lover’s behaviour. She explained his ill-temper as shyness, and his opinions as the natural perspective of brilliance, so innocently persuasive in her support that some believed it. It had never occurred to her to ask any favours for herself, but where Mark was concerned she was fearless and shameless. She smuggled him in on Thursday night when Slouch’s was crowded with the hack-pack, and forced him to circulate.

‘Why should I associate with this scum?’ he demanded. ‘It should be obvious I’m in a different league.’

‘It’s not what you know, it’s who you know,’ Mary said, patiently. It was the kind of thing she overheard continually.

‘Dunderheads!’

‘Indeed they are,’ said Mary, ‘but they have power and you don’t. Yet.’

She even asked Ivo, although the request made her blush to the soles of her feet, if he could give Mark work. To her surprise, he did, adding, ‘There are only three real ways into journalism, my darling. One is by gruesome toil, starting on a local rag and coming to London after years of covering dog-shows. One leaves that to very stupid people called reporters. The other is through patronage and nepotism, like myself. For this you need luck, and thanks to us, Mark is lucky.’

‘What about the third?’ said Mary, hoping there might yet be a way of not owing Ivo a favour.

‘You could have such talent that – if you don’t die from poverty, obscurity, disappointment, the usual obstacles – it will eventually drill through the hardest of skulls. But everyone will hate you, and suspect you got in by the second route anyway, so why bother?’

‘Doesn’t it …’ Mary hesitated. ‘I don’t want to be rude, but doesn’t that mean that a lot of people get work who shouldn’t?’

‘Of course. But to be a mediocrity among mediocrities is a perfectly pleasant thing,’ said Ivo. ‘Especially if one earns more than they do. Everyone goes on about our generation being Yuppies and Thatcher’s Children and so forth. They forget, we came at the end of the baby boom and we’ve no choice. It’s the survival of the fittest. Anyone who stands out from the pack gets left behind or torn to pieces.’

He grinned at Mary, running his tongue over his stained incisors. ‘You should tell him that, my darling.’

Yet Mark needed no such homilies. He knew as if by instinct (but in fact after hours of reading back issues in public libraries) what each publication would like, and what he himself would do well. He produced his copy exactly to length, on time, every time; he was never too pushy or off-hand in pitching an idea; and he learnt to explain it over the telephone in thirty seconds, which was the time between an editor’s ‘Hallo’ and an editor’s ‘No’.

Furthermore, and this was a real part of his success, he deduced that the time he was most likely to get a piece commissioned was on Monday mornings, when editors came out of meetings desperate for new ideas, or on Friday afternoons, when, relieved to have survived another week on the job, they had all lunched long and well. The worst possible time – and this was particularly true of the features pages – was Wednesday or Thursday, when everyone on a newspaper is in a frenzy of deadlines, neurosis and panic. Yet it was the pieces he wrote that above all made him exceptional.

Few people learn to translate the charm of their conversation onto paper, and when they do they are said to have a ‘voice’. Fewer still learn how to disguise their true personality. Mark’s voice, ostensibly reasonable, civilized and humane, concealed the presence of quite the opposite characteristics from the reader.

His greatest gift, however, was sarcasm. It swelled and lifted him as helium does an empty ball of cloth, a monstrous glide of savage indignation, carrying him so high above the smog of mere journalism that it seemed as though he lived in purer airs. Only a few saw the little pilot dangling underneath.

Mary did not fully understand how her lover became successful so quickly, only that his intelligence was a kind of magic. Everything he said was taken by her to be a revealed truth, the further education on which she had missed out. Her admiration, her adoration, her gratitude were boundless, and he basked in it, and his creation.

‘I see domesticity suits you,’ said Ivo, encountering him at a Christmas lunch. He was annoyed to find him there, like an undertaker’s model between the roaring red faces of the rest.

‘She makes life very agreeable, you know,’ said Mark. ‘She must be one of the last women in Britain who will darn a sock, and besides, she’s not unintelligent.’

‘So, you’re in love,’ said Ivo. ‘Congratulations.’

Mark shrugged.

‘You’ll have to watch it, old boy, or you’ll find yourself frolicking down the aisle with someone who not only isn’t Oxbridge but who didn’t go to university at all.’

Ivo laid no emphasis on the last six words, but he scarcely needed to. Not to have gone to university was tantamount to being less than human. Mark sipped his wine. ‘She has a lively mind.’

‘A mind is either lively or it’s dead,’ said Ivo. ‘That’s not the point.’

‘She reads.’

‘Don’t tell me.’

‘Victorian novels.’

Ivo snorted. ‘“Reader, I loved him.” Adolescent girls’ stuff!’

‘She has an ear.’

‘All the Irish have an ear,’ said Ivo. ‘And an eye. The trouble is, there’s nothing but a lump of green gristle in between. They get a handicap, you know, when they’re up for any award. Twenty per cent off for the Blarney Stone.’

Mark uttered one of his machine-gun laughs. He actually said, ‘Ha! Ha! Ha!’ as if he had had to teach himself the approximate noise human beings make on hearing a joke, Ivo thought. ‘I’m only shagging the girl, not marrying her.’

‘Just remember Gissing,’ said Ivo. ‘The underclass are doomed, and they drag anyone who gets mixed up with them down too.’

Yet here he miscalculated. For though Mark feared and despised the poor, believing them to be stupid, violent and to be acknowledged only in so far as they were useful or deferential to himself, he had an uneasy respect for the Irish. That they were a drunken and superstitious bunch he had no doubt; but they had, after all, produced two out of the four modern writers for whose work he had any respect. As far as their struggles and sufferings were concerned he knew little and cared less, remarking that in a country which still remembered Cromwell with bitterness it was no wonder the incidence of madness was reportedly seven times greater than in the rest of Britain.

At the same time Mary’s origins fascinated him. His own grandfather had been a pawnbroker in Manchester, and the middle-class status of the Crawleys recently and uneasily acquired; he was intensely conscious, as only an Englishman can be, of the exact social position of everyone he heard. Much of his stiltedness in conversation had originally been caused by dread of pronouncing certain words; he never forgot how he had had his accent derided by a hulking fool of an Old Etonian who had later scraped a third.

That Mary simply lilted over all the barriers that kept millions of Britons penned like sheep filled him with bitter wonder. She could talk to anyone and neither prince nor publican would be able to tell, well, what kind of school she had gone to.

‘Your voice is like your face,’ he told her. ‘It makes you seem more intelligent than you really are.’

Mary accepted what he said. Mark was the man who would free her from bondage, uncertainty, the sensation that her life was passing in a stupor of anxiety and hard work. With him she felt that she, too, was five feet ten and dazzlingly intelligent.

What she feared most of all was boring him.

Mark cultivated this instinctive reaction, quite automatically. He had realized in his teens that he was unlikely to have any natural allies in life. Resentment fed his ambition at Cambridge. He knew infinitely more than these self-styled sophisticates, yet they rejected him from the start because he was shy and proud. Well, he thought, he would show them. Tutorials with Mark Crawley were something every undergraduate, and indeed many members of the History Faculty, learnt to dread. He despised them for coming from some place lusher and hillier than Slough; for not being able to parse a sentence; for being taller or shorter, beefier or weedier, richer or poorer, more or less Thatcherite. His intellect became a Procrustean bed, on which none could lie but one shaped and formed exactly like himself. Yet he could not despise learning that had been acquired largely as the result of intellectual curiosity: that was Mary’s unexpected advantage.

‘Why didn’t you go to university?’ he asked. ‘Even a bunch of cretinous nuns must have realized you should have gone.’

‘Oh, the nuns were marvellous, they had a grand idea for the uses of literacy.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes,’ said Mary. ‘They recommended that, in the event of sitting on a man’s lap, we should place a book between his legs and ours. Seriously, the Mother Superior wanted me to go but I didn’t.’

‘You could have read English.’

Mary shrugged. ‘Reading is something I do for pleasure. Besides, I wanted to leave Ireland as soon as I could. Everyone young does, especially if you’re Catholic. There aren’t any jobs.’

Mary had not been trained to be anything but a housewife. She knew how to roast the most delicious of chickens, by placing it upside down for two hours on a bed of salt and rosemary; and how to cook cabbage in milk and a pinch of soda. She knew how to turn sheets when they frayed, how to gut a fish, arrange flowers, preserve fruit, upholster a chair, hang wallpaper, grow tomatoes, charm both warts and neighbours, delight a child, strike a bargain and mend china. She learnt good French from another waiter – her first boyfriend – and knew a cachepot from gravadlax. But for all these she could not turn Mark into a marrying man.

In the beginning, this had not mattered too much. She was twenty-five, certain that Mark was as much in love with her as she with him. Poverty was nothing new to her, but with him it was an adventure. Everyone was making so much money all around them, but they would come out on top.

Mrs Quinn, who loathed Mark yet who rang up regularly to enquire on the progress of her daughter’s status, always snorted and said that ‘if he were a decent man he wouldn’t care that they had nothing. Your dad and I didn’t.’

‘It’s different now, Mam. Everybody lives together first.’

He rose, and her hopes went with him. He was talked of, first as a pundit, then as the pundit; and he became a well-known commentator on politics, featured as a young Turk of the New Right.

Mark bought a flat in Brixton for £50,000, where they lived. Mary paid the interest. They both called this ‘rent’, and until Mark got regular commissions it amounted to over two-thirds of her salary. Even then, there was somehow never quite enough. She waited, and pasted his cuttings in a big folder, thinking that one day she could show it to their children.

‘If we were to marry and have a baby –’ she began to say in the third year.

‘I





























AFTERWORD, 2012


The history of novels which have been suppressed as libellous is an ignoble one, and A Vicious Circle avoided this fate by a narrow margin. 

Much has changed in the literary world over the sixteen years since the book’s troubled publication, and the advent of the internet would today make it much harder to conceal the existence of a novel which neither its original publisher nor a leading critic wished to see published. However, the British libel laws remain world-renowned as exceptionally punitive, not least in placing the burden of proof on the defendant. The mere threat of libel can be enough to stop publication in its tracks. In the summer of 1996, I learned that my new novel, then circulating in proof form, had been accused of libel by David Sexton. 

I should explain how I came to write A Vicious Circle, which was deeply critical of literary critics. I had published one novel in 1990 and another in 1991, and my experience of being reviewed had shocked me. I had also begun to review books, and the ‘fear or favour market’ (as Ivo calls it), fascinated me. It would, I thought, form an interesting part of a novel which I wanted to write about the way my generation were now living, in the dying days of a prolonged Conservative Government.

I took as my models three Victorian novelists I still love, though at that time they were unfashionable. The first was Balzac, whose Lost Illusions, and its satire on the literary scene in pre belle époque Paris electrified me. Much of the relationship between Ivo Sponge and Mary Quinn is modelled on that between Lost Illusions’ hero Lucien and the journalist Lousteau. The second was Dickens, whose portrait of how all levels of society are unwittingly interconnected began to forge me into a state-of-the-nation novelist. The third was Thackeray; as some later noted, the opening of A Vicious Circle echoes that of Vanity Fair, and one of my heroines is named after his. 

Originally commissioned by Hamish Hamilton (an imprint of Penguin), A Vicious Circle had taken four years in composition. When it was delivered, Penguin perceived my novel as a roman-a-clef, based on real people. I was worried by their enthusiasm for this, which I did not share. My novel, I pointed out, was about much more than the literary scene; it was also about the transformations wrought by maternal passion, about a friendship between a woman and a gay man, about the collapse of the NHS under the Conservatives, and about the vulnerability of newspapers to corrupt owners such as Robert Maxwell – whose fate coincidentally mirrored that of my own Max de Monde. Above all, it was about the anguish of being published. 

None of this seemed to persuade Penguin. They remained of the view that my fictional journalists were identifiable as real people. I loathe the philistinism that insists a novel is only interesting insofar as it is about real people: if I want to attack real people, I do not need to hide behind a work of fiction in order to say what I think. I explained that various people had given me ideas for the characters. Some were composites of at least three real people – but, as any novelist will know, fictional creations are genuinely the product of imagination. 

I also asked for my manuscript to be read by a libel specialist. A lawyer duly looked at the manuscript and we arranged a meeting to go through it. Within minutes of the meeting beginning, Penguin concluded that nobody but a lunatic would want to claim to be these characters. How right they were – or how wrong. As proofs began to circulate, David Sexton sent Penguin a letter, itemizing all the points of similarity between him and one of the characters. Clearly written under legal guidance, though not by a solicitor, it was (to me) a comical effort, as it included such details as his having possessed a particular make of shoes. 

Since Cambridge, fifteen years previously, where he had been a former boyfriend, he had become a literary critic whose savagery had made him feared – though he was one of many. He had never reviewed me, and we had not exchanged any words for well over a decade, despite often being at the same parties. In depicting the character he was complaining about, I had drawn on any number of men and of course my imagination. Apart from my personal distaste for autobiographical writing, there would have been no point in satirizing one particular individual when there were so many others to draw from. 

My novel was dumped. Such was the terror that a claim of libel seemingly inspired that Penguin made it clear to the Press that they wanted nothing to do with it. In an interview with Harpers & Queen, my editor Clare Alexander was quoted as saying ‘it gave me no pleasure… but the novel was unpublishable’.

A libel claim is a hideous thing to have to fight, even if it does not go to court. The British libel laws are internationally famed as exceptionally punitive – so much so that cases of books and newspaper articles published abroad are fought here. The lack of reform is having a chilling effect on all forms of publication, including vital scientific and medical research. As PEN’s admirable Campaign For Libel Reform says:



England’s libel laws are unjust, against the public interest and internationally criticised – there is urgent need for reform. Freedom to criticise and question, in strong terms and without malice, is the cornerstone of argument and debate, whether in scholarly journals, on websites, in newspapers or elsewhere. Our current libel laws inhibit debate and stifle free expression. They discourage writers from tackling important subjects and thereby deny us the right to read about them.

The law is so biased towards claimants and so hostile to writers that London has become known as the libel capital of the world. The rich and powerful bring cases to London on the flimsiest grounds (libel tourism), because they know that ninety per cent of cases are won by claimants. Libel laws intended to protect individual reputation are being exploited to suppress fair comment and criticism.

The cost of a libel trial is often in excess of £1 million and 140 times more expensive than libel cases in mainland Europe; publishers (and individual journalists, authors, academics, performers and blog-writers) cannot risk such extortionate costs, which means that they are forced to back down, withdraw and apologise for material they believe is true, fair and important to the public.





I had written a novel, about fictional people, and about a number of serious contemporary subjects – but I was faced with not only having it suppressed but with losing my home, even if proved innocent. Although a winner is entitled to recover their legal costs from the losing party, one usually gets back three quarters of it at most, and that’s assuming the loser has the means to pay such large sums. In those days a claimant could not take out insurance to pay these costs. Publishers and authors can now get insurance against claims but if you publish in the face of a complaint, the cover can be revoked.

The strain caused me to lose two stone in as many weeks. Apart from my professional crisis, my four-month-old son had kidney reflux disease. My husband was in every way magnificent, saying that he would, if necessary, sell his shares in the fledgling company he had spent the past decade trying to grow, but either way we faced financial ruin. Our daughter took to wearing a suit of plastic armour and brandishing a sword at imaginary Penguins. I was even offered a contract killer by a builder who, seeing me in tears, offered to have Sexton terminated for £1500. Though briefly tempted, I resisted, largely because I would never have enjoyed another detective novel again.

People kept telling me that the mere accusation of libel, followed by Penguin’s cancellation of the novel, meant that few publishers would now touch it, or even read it to assess its merits. So I contacted the Society of Authors to get a recommended libel expert to go through the book. I was told to ring David Hooper, one of the great libel defence lawyers of our time, who knew all about my case. He was wonderful. David Hooper’s confidence, once he had read both the manuscript and Sexton’s accusations, that the novel would only need some minor changes to be publishable, began to percolate through.

The publicity surrounding the first attempt to publish the book, and the news that my novel might be made publishable meant, however, that five other publishers contacted my agent wanting to see it. One was Fourth Estate, which offered a pre-emptive bid of three times my original advance, which Penguin had not asked’ to be returned. The decision to publish was not yet certain, but under the guidance of David Hooper, we began to make small changes to the character complained of so that the alleged similarities were removed. 

Finally, in early November 1996, printing began on my book and it was published.

Although I didn’t feel it at the time, I was phenomenally lucky, because shortly after this, lawyers began to take on ‘no win, no fee’ cases. The claimant does not have to pay his lawyer if he loses, and if he wins his lawyer can charge a mark up to his usual fee, which can be as much as one hundred per cent. However, as I said before, a winner gets his costs from the loser so this leaves a losing defendant with a bill of double the costs. Today, as a result of escalating costs and also as libel juries are unpredictable, there is no chance any publisher would have taken the risk with my book. 

The distinguished novelist Francis King had had a long-running legal action over his 1970 novel A Domestic Animal, which, although it never reached court, cost him his home. King was living in Brighton where a neighbour, the former Labour MP Tom Skeffington-Lodge, read a pre-publication copy of the novel and took exception to a politician that King included. King called her Dame Winifred Harcourt, but Skeffington-Lodge considered that King had created a thinly disguised portrait of himself.  Although the novel was substantially rewritten and never subsequently out of print, he told me when we met at PEN that the experience had been harrowing. 

Nor was King the only one. The equally distinguished novelist Piers Paul Read featured an unpleasant character called Lord Derwent in his 1976 Polonaise. The actual Lord Derwent (of whose existence he had been unaware) and the court were unamused, and a substantial judgement was made against publisher Secker & Warburg, and Read.

It is especially notable that two fine satires on journalism, Malcolm Muggeridge’s The Picture Palace and Murray Sayle’s A Crooked Sixpence, are among the novels which had to be substantially altered or dropped following libel claims. Published in 1960, Sayle’s book became an instant hit, with film rights sold to Hollywood, but it lasted in print for only a few days, after a penniless friend decided he wanted some of Sayle’s money and claimed he was portrayed in it. The novel, a hilarious cult classic, was unpublishable until reissued in 2008. Even the inadvertent use of somebody’s professional pseudonym for that of a criminal character can, as Jake Arnott discovered more recently in 2006 with Johnny Come Home, result in the whole print run being pulped. The reader may well wonder why on earth anyone would feel so worried by a work of fiction: I myself have been sent a pornographic novel from a well-known imprint of erotica featuring a red-headed nymphomaniac called Amanda Craig, laughed heartily, and binned it. 

Needless to say, when my novel was published many of the reviews focused on what had happened, though they also picked on odd things to object to: the Sunday Times condemned it on the grounds of its ‘disgusting details about child-birth’; the Guardian spent much of its review finding the return of tuberculosis among the homeless and impoverished implausible; Alain de Botton, writing in The Times, complained about its villainous Max de Monde having a ‘de’ in his surname. A writer of etiquette books called Thomas Blaikie, whose sole contact with me had come when I witnessed him signing his lease as my mother’s tenant, spent much of his space reviewing A Vicious Circle in the Spectator by claiming that he had found me ‘terrifying even as a schoolgirl’. And so on. Having satirized the literary world, it was not surprising to find it disgruntled. But in the end that is what freedom of expression is about.

Others, however, read the novel as a novel, with enthusiasm. The fearless Val Hennessy in the Daily Mail championed it as being ‘like Dickens without the boring bits’, as did Anthony Quinn in the Observer, and A. N. Wilson in the Evening Standard hailed it as ‘a masterpiece’. Allison Pearson also praised it in Harpers & Queen. It became, after all this, a modest bestseller, selling around 45,000 copies. The director of Bridget Jones’s Diary bought an option, renewed twice. 

Shortly after these events, David Sexton became Literary Editor of the Evening Standard, where he remains to this day.

I myself joined PEN, and have been active ever since both as a journalist and as an author in supporting the Campaign for Libel Reform. Instead of losing my home, we were, thanks to two advances for the same novel, able to move house. My children got a bedroom each, and I the room of my own, in place of the rickety kitchen table on which I had written my first three novels. 

Still – why bring this up again now? One reason is that my novels have, like Balzac’s, recurring characters, and the advent of ebooks has meant that reissuing my backlist under one imprint has become possible as well as desirable. Furthermore, having fought so hard to bring A Vicious Circle into print, I never wanted it to languish. To this day, fifteen years after its publication, A Vicious Circle remains vulnerable to another attempt to suppress it. Normally someone cannot bring a libel action twelve months after something is published. But while my book remains in print and on sale, I can still be sued. This risk is greater for ebooks which will always be available. As I write this the debate on whether to draw a line at twelve months in the case of books which remain available is continuing. 

But I also think that, despite the intervening years and the changes brought about by them, it is worth telling this story because novels like mine remain at risk of suppression until our libel laws are changed. 

I have no sympathy for those who genuinely set out to defame others, but for a critic – someone who must value the right to free speech – to so nearly succeed in obliterating another’s right should surely give pause to anyone who cares about literature, and freedom of expression. 

Perhaps one day, my original novel will be published as it was first written, but the threat of libel and the expense of defending a libel action are without limit as I write. They remain as long as a claimant is still alive. 

The female line of my family is known to live well into their nineties.


Amanda Craig

London, 2012
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