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			For Sophie

			 

			The rain had long stopped and the air was cool.  Large puddles from the storm still dotted the piazza and he took care to step around them.  As he neared the rotunda he caught sight of a dark shape floating in the water on the edge of the ornamental lake.  The flickering overhead sodium light made it difficult to pick out the silhouette and he stepped closer for a better look.  As he peered at the unmoving form the buzzing of the damaged light fitting seemed to get louder, as if he was being attacked by a swarm of hornets.  Finally, his focus adjusted sufficiently to discern a naked corpse floating face-down in the water.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			Would Charles Dickens have been as successful an author if another writer with the same moniker had already troubled the bestsellers list? The same could be asked of Enid Blyton, Agatha Christie or Virginia Woolf as unlikely, in their cases, a literary namesake might have been. Surely these writers would have felt compelled to adopt a nom de plume in such a case, if only to avoid comparison, never mind confusion? That this question should pop into the mind of aspirant novelist Eric Blair at this very moment was understandable. A door lay ready to open before him; a fork in the road awaited a footstep either side of the signpost marked ‘success’ and ‘failure’.

				While another writer, untroubled by fear of odious comparison due to the name on his birth certificate, opined that a rose by any other name would smell as sweet, Eric’s conviction about using his formal appellation for his incipient career as an author was once more beginning to falter. His initial thoughts on the matter had been far from hesitant. First off, it was his name, so why change it? Secondly, he’d adroitly promoted his middle initial, P for Peter, to preclude any mistaken identity, so where was the problem? Thirdly, the handle Eric Blair hadn’t been deemed good enough for the original owner to write under so the way was clear for him. This Eric, for one, wasn’t ashamed of his real name. In any event, in the name game lottery it could have been worse. What if he’d been christened Anthony and was right now being mistaken for the PM who had sent troops into Iraq and Afghanistan, glad-handed Gadaffi and cosied up rather too intimately to the Fourth Estate? Yes, that would have been far more disconcerting.

				Eric had long held the belief that his name was an invitation to put pen to paper and to continue a literary lineage of sorts. He was proud of his name and confident in his writing ability. He derived great pleasure from the fact that his first novel had been crafted, chiselled and honed over many years of dedicated endeavour, application and toil (he tended to overlook his abandonment of family duties in this assessment). But to what end? Writing and finishing his opus had been challenging enough. Trying to get it published was an altogether more demanding and difficult proposition. He hadn’t expected it to be this hard. Of course, he told anyone who would listen that it was a very competitive market, that you needed a bit of luck to get an initial break, but deep down Eric truly believed that the call would come his way, sooner rather than later. After all, there couldn’t be that many manuscripts knocking around that matched the genius contained in his. But all he’d received so far was studied indifference. Rejections from literary agents hurt. At first, he affected nonchalance as if he accepted that this was all part of his ‘journey’. His wife Victoria, knowing him better, purchased a sign for his desk reading, ‘Shoot for the moon. Even if you miss, you’ll land among the stars’. Eric, not normally given to twee sentimentality and enduring its presence so as not to offend, was lately beginning to tend towards Isaac Asimov’s rather more downbeat observation that ‘Rejection slips… are lacerations of the soul, if not quite inventions of the devil’.

				Of the twelve submissions (the very term denotes capitulation) made to literary agents, so far he’d received back six rejections, all of which, he knew, were standard templates. However, subsequent to these responses (‘response’ in the same sense that a brick thrown through a window constitutes correspondence) Eric was to discover that there was an ignominy far worse than receiving these clipped and cheerless missives; that was not receiving a reply at all. For literary agencies were quite clear in their ‘don’t call us, we’ll call you’ rules of engagement – ‘if you haven’t heard from us in ten to twelve weeks, assume that your submission doesn’t match out needs’.

				So, sixteen weeks on from the joyous animation and the giddy ceremony of hitting ‘send’ a dozen times it’s fair to say that Eric’s literary aspirations had received somewhat of a battering. Not that he ever questioned whether his work was good enough – such a heresy never entered his head. Instead he began to ruminate whether the name he’d always considered a blessing was in fact a curse – were these agents laughing at him from behind the crenellated battlements that passed for offices?

				There was a reason this thought was uppermost in his mind at this moment. An unexpected event – a ping on his laptop heralding the arrival of fresh tidings, an announcement of note, a vital ‘life or death’ message. Idly, Eric had checked the sender – no doubt urgent advice on how to replace his toners at discount, enlarge his wedding tackle or get laid locally. But no – he could see it was from the Motif Literary Agency. The agency he’d blustered that if he could pick one literary specialist from the modest dozen he’d courted, he’d sign up with them like a shot (subject to terms, of course). And that’s why Eric was hesitating or, more accurately, locked in a temporary state of paralysis. If he opened the email, what would it portend? As he contemplated the bold type at the top of his in-box he realised that it emanated from submissions@motiflit.co.uk – this response was not being sent to him personally by Motif’s celebrated Hugo Lockwood, the agent Eric had identified at the outset of his quest as being his Svengali-in-waiting. Still, Hugo couldn’t be expected to answer all of his own mail – perhaps he shouldn’t read too much into the sender. It was a reply after all. Still petrified at the point midway between fear of disappointment and entitled expectation, Eric willed himself to click ‘open’.

				From the age of four he knew that to read anything he should start at the top, scan from left to right and make his way down to the bottom of the page. This, he understood, would be the most effective method of absorbing the substance of the words now expanding to fill the screen before him. But there’s a curious phenomenon that grips the anxious. Rather like eying one’s dinner plate and deciding to eat everything on it in a single gulp, Eric tried to take in the text before him in one go, to understand its meaning all the quicker. This had the unfortunate effect of trying to read a fruit machine in mid-tumble with the icons reeling and falling in a blur. As the cylinders subsided Eric could finally work out what he’d won. A cherry: ‘Sorry’. A banana: ‘disappoint’. A lemon: ‘not for us’. He was going to have to play again. And all without the aid of a nudge function.

			 

			Hugo Lockwood was late for his lunch appointment and cursing under his breath as he burst through the door of the Lamb and Flag in Covent Garden. There, sitting awaiting him in the corner, was Emily Chatterton who at least appeared to be preoccupied as she deftly tapped away at her mobile phone. Hugo immediately suspected that she was announcing his tardiness to the rest of the planet. In the pecking order of the literary world an agent being late for an appointment with the Editorial Director of a leading publisher wasn’t normally a brilliant career move so he was relieved to see Emily’s smile on spotting him, immediately removing any fear of recrimination for his lack of punctuality. In any event, it was Emily who had called for this ‘quick get-together’ at short notice so formality wasn’t the priority here. Hugo and Emily went back a long way and considered themselves friends – not unusual in an industry where constantly letting your friends down was par for the course.

				Kisses on cheeks, apology, acceptance of apology and condemnations of London traffic out of the way, the two relaxed. Hugo didn’t yet know the purpose of the meeting. When Emily emailed the previous afternoon to enquire if he was around this lunchtime his Pavlovian response was a straightforward ‘yes’. As a senior player at Franklin & Pope, one of the biggest publishers he dealt with, she wouldn’t want to see him for anything trivial so it would be impolite to enquire as to her agenda. Despite the hierarchy at play there was a tacit understanding of their mutual dependence – he sold his authors and their books to her, so she was the client; she’d buy from him but still shop elsewhere while making sure she didn’t get pipped by a competing publisher when he had a real gem to offer. It was complicated in the same way a professional gambler courts a racehorse trainer – the inside info increased the odds of cleaning up but you could still spill your guts on ‘guaranteed’ tips.

				The choice of this ‘quick-lunch’ rendezvous was also of interest. Not a restaurant which might denote a deal celebration, a fervid planning session or a softening up exercise ahead of a pre-emptive bid. A pub, where he’d have a quick chicken, bacon and guacamole sandwich and a single pint of Frontier and she’d order the feta, hummus, tomato and watercress sandwich with a small bottle of Perrier. Practical, utilitarian, businesslike. While they awaited their order there was no attempt to tackle the reason they were there – protocol dictated that this would wait until napkins were discharged. Instead they talked about the brave, possibly northern, patrons who were availing themselves of the outside tables on this sunny but chill Spring day, and of the latest amusing cat video on Vine. When the food arrived Hugo moved the discussion back towards publishing by describing, in comic detail, the attire and antics of several of Emily’s competitors he had encountered at a party hosted by Orion the previous evening. Emily was all ears. Hugo then raised next month’s London Book Fair – his way of inviting Emily to tell him what Franklin & Pope were planning to do for his authors.

				Finally, Emily was ready. At least she didn’t beat around the bush. ‘Hugo, I’m afraid I have some disappointing news. We’re not going to be taking up our option on Reardon’s final book.’

				Hugo’s expression betrayed that he’d not factored this possibility into the many equations he’d formulated since receiving Emily’s lunch invitation. Reardon – Reardon Boyle – was one of Hugo’s most renowned authors and had sold steadily over the years. For Christ’s sake, he’d won critical praise from the broadsheets, had seen one novel turned into a TV series and currently decorated his work-study with at least two lumps of plastic that passed for awards these days. Emily was giving Reardon – and therefore him – the bullet? Hugo knew, from his days of being bullied at school, that it wasn’t helpful to show pain even when one was dying inside – it tended to encourage further treatment being dished out. ‘Really? I’m surprised,’ he croaked as the disappointment thrust his head down the toilet bowl.

				Emily, having ripped off the plaster in double quick time, could now afford to be concilatory. ‘Listen, Hugo, it’s been a very difficult decision for us to make. And when I say “we”, I have to tell you that I personally fought tooth and nail against this.’

				Hugo ignored this last comment to proffer a weak, ‘But he’s selling well?’

				‘He’s selling steadily rather than “well” and steadily isn’t enough these days, Hugo, you know that. Existentialism is dead. It’s not where it’s at these days. We don’t think taking up our option on the final book makes sound economic sense.’

				Hugo suppressed his urge to argue, despite the bitterness he felt at this unexpected dousing. Not least because he had other authors with Franklin & Pope to worry about. ‘That’s very, very disappointing news. Reardon will be devastated.’

				‘We could be doing him a favour, Hugo. Think about it like that. You’ll place him with another publisher who can give him the sort of support we can’t at this moment. This could turn out to be a really good move for him.’

				Hugo looked rueful. Adroit in the art of deflection he smiled and said, ‘Well I’ll tell him, of course. Can’t give everybody good news all of the time.’

				‘Thanks, Hugo. I knew you’d understand.’

				And Hugo did understand, knowing that the ripple that had just washed over him emanated from the rather large rock Emily had dropped into the Franklin & Pope pool eighteen months before.

			 

				‘Spring is a time of plans and projects,’ chirruped Chapman Hall, a man never far from a literary quote. The entrepreneur was in upbeat mood since he was about to start putting the flesh on the bones of his greatest achievement, his biggest love, the annual ‘The Write Stuff’ conference for unpublished writers. His PA, Suzie Q (an inevitable nickname given her baptismal name of Susan Quixall), sat opposite him with three bulging files – one red, one yellow, one blue – laid out neatly on his desk. Mindful of Chapman’s ongoing struggle to constrain his stomach within the ever-tightening waistband of his trousers she had been out to buy calorie-counted prawn mayonnaise sandwiches and fruit pots from Marks & Spencer for their working lunch. She had also ensured that there was skimmed milk to accompany the large pot of coffee she’d prepared. The rest of the staff at The Write Stuff knew better than to disturb them over the next two hours.

				Chapman, momentarily disappointed that there were no hand cooked vegetable crisps on hand to bulk out his lunch, got down to business. ‘Right, Suze. This is going to be the most successful Write Stuff conference to date. You know how we’re going to do that?’

				Suzie thought for a second. ‘By keeping to last year’s prices?’

				Chapman swallowed hard on his sandwich (his third already) indicating that the pegging of rates did not figure especially highly in his strategy for the upcoming conference. ‘No, Suze. We’re putting the prices up, but that’s not it. What we’re going to do this year is sell “fear”. Find a way to convince all those poor buggers out there trying to get published that if they don’t come to us, they’re never going to make it. I want these people to fear not being in the know, to fear failure, to fear rejection, to fear that they’re wasting their lives spending all those hours tap, tap, tapping away.’

				Suzie looked up at the huge, framed poster on the wall created for last year’s conference. Back then the theme was markedly different. Chapman’s sales mantra twelve months ago had all been about creating belief, desire and expectation, the art of the possible and the wind of change. Chapman’s face, copying the iconic Shepard Fairey poster of Barack Obama, stared back down at her. Beneath it the word ‘HOPE’ remained unaltered. She scribbled down ‘fear’ on her notepad and underlined it three times.

				Chapman loved authors. He positively adored them. In particular he reserved unqualified and abundant affection for writers who had yet to step up to the big time and get a publishing deal. Helping to transform these literary ugly ducklings into swans was the reason he’d set up The Write Stuff ten years ago. And what a move that was turning out to be. In contrast to the publishers and agents whose golden age was now a fond remembrance, The Write Stuff continued to make a killing on the back of the burgeoning market of wannabe writers, all desperate to get into print. For Chapman, it was like shooting fish in a barrel – no matter what new services or events he created ‘to help authors find an agent’ or ‘to become a better writer’, they would come forward in increasing numbers to seek his wisdom, happy to pay big money to do so. But the market was starting to get crowded as new competitors and national broadsheet newspapers tried to cash in on his territory with their own writing seminars, talks and workshops. Chapman knew he had to keep a step ahead and above all, keep polishing The Write Stuff’s halo at every opportunity. Credibility was everything in this game.

				Chapman crammed a fourth sandwich into his mouth as he contemplated his own genius. ‘Yes, Suze. Get the creative team on that. Along the lines of, “without Listerine you’ll have halitosis for the rest of your life” or something. How many are signed up so far, anyway?’

				Despite the booking window not yet being officially open, The Write Stuff took ‘privilege’ bookings the month following each annual conference where delegates could ‘sign up for next year at this year’s prices’. It was a gift from a cashflow point of view.

				Suzie consulted the yellow folder. ‘Seventy-five to date – a record.’

				‘Good. Excellent,’ Chapman said. ‘So we have 225 to go.’ This year’s target of 300 delegates would be a record for his writer support community. ‘So, who do we have signed up so far on the experts side?’ Chapman knew that to maintain the conference’s appeal he needed to secure the attendance of topline names from the literary agency and publishing worlds. These names would persuade his ugly ducklings to commit to a weekend holed up in the cramped confines of the Lancaster university campus, dropping whatever they were doing to traverse the country to touch the hems of the professionals who could transform them into the next Ian Rankin, Sebastian Faulks or Gillian Flynn.

				Suzie, this time referencing the blue folder, began to reel off the names of the agents and editors who had agreed to excrete their pheromones on her boss’s behalf this coming September. Chapman, now on his sixth sandwich, held up his hand to stop her. ‘No offence, Suze, but this is the same as last year’s list. We need fresh blood; we need some big hitters. We need to stick some top writers in there as well. This lot are Championship level and we need Premier League if we’re going to kick on.’

				Suzie made another note on her pad, adding ‘bigger hitters’ below ‘fear’.

				Chapman shifted his bulk on his high back swivel chair, pleased they were making progress. Now he had another pressing question for his forbearing PA. ‘Do you want that last sandwich, Suze?’

			CHAPTER TWO

			Alyson Hummer glanced at the bedside clock as she manoeuvred on to all fours. She had thirty minutes before she had to pick up the children from school. As her companion energetically thrust away behind her she made a mental note to remember three key details. One – his extraordinary bodily hair once he’d stripped off. Two – the raucous grunting that accompanied his lovemaking. Three – that he came fully equipped with his own impressive banana.

				Alyson didn’t know the name of the Simian seducer grinding away behind her – she had only met him an hour before and no names were to be exchanged during their short liaison. Of all the gifts the Internet had bestowed upon society the ability to arrange no-strings sex was, for Alyson at least, one of the most useful. Some people might condemn Alyson’s leisure predilections, or counsel caution over the risk of exposing herself – in every sense of the word – to men she’d never met before. But Alyson didn’t give a hoot what other people thought and in any event would occasionally experiment with females too. These same people sitting in silent judgement may also have been hard-pressed to pick Alyson out in an identity parade convened to finger a venturesome, vascular, vamp. She certainly wasn’t pretty in a conventional sense, or in an unconventional sense for that matter. She was short and dumpy, the wrong side of forty, bought her clothes from Matalan and sported a pair of spectacles that would have found favour with Dame Edna Everage. But beauty isn’t only skin deep and in the eyes of many beholders once Alyson turned on her love lights she burned with an inner sensuousness that transcended all outward trappings of so-called glamour. It was a perfectly simple equation – she was up for it and men could tell she was up for it.

				After her companion shuddered to a halt – she was slightly disappointed he didn’t beat his chest in this moment of release – Alyson manoeuvred herself off the bed and started to pick up her clothes.

				‘Smoke?’ said the hairball, reaching for a packet of cigarettes from the shirt he had jettisoned to the floor. Alyson merely pointed at the ‘no smoking’ sign on the bedside table and continued to get dressed. Hairball grunted again, this time not due to the throes of passion. Alyson reminded herself that conversation was rarely the priority in liaisons of this nature – they’d barely exchanged one hundred words since meeting in the car park of this budget hotel for their rapid, recreational romp. She withdrew to the bathroom for a few minutes to make herself school playground ready. When she re-emerged into the bedroom, Cornelius – she’d already decided this would be his name – was boiling the kettle and fussing over the tray of complimentary hot beverages and shortbreads. ‘Tea?’ he ventured.

				Alyson, noting that he was getting his money’s worth, shook her head and jerked her thumb back over her shoulder towards the door, indicating that she had to leave. He nodded back and focused his attention on peeling the lid off a fiddly UHT milk pot provided for the convenience of guests. As he did so, the sight of his furrowed brows and slack-jawed gaping mouth with tongue thrust out confirmed to Alyson that Cornelius as a name was definitely a good choice. Brief as their encounter was their farewell didn’t exactly rival that of Trevor Howard and Celia Johnson.

				Outside, in her car, Alyson dug out her iPhone and tapped some bulletpoints into the notes app: Hairy like a gorilla. Grunt, pant, shunt. Unzip a banana. King Kong? King Dong? Cornelius/Planet of the Apes. Primal Urge? Let’s go Ape. She smiled as she put the mobile back into her handbag and switched on the car ignition. Yes, Let’s go Ape would do very nicely. She couldn’t believe that now she’d married her favourite pastime to writing about it she could honestly justify the afternoon’s activities as researching her next book.

			 

				‘Please, pretty please,’ pleaded Bronte, placing her hands together in supplication and cocking her head to one side while casting a doe-eyed look in her father’s direction. It was a look he knew well and one that, despite his oft-repeated protestations that this would be the last time, he was incapable of resisting. At the age of 23 it would be reasonable to expect that most children would be off their parents’ hands and maybe earning a living. Embarked on a career and having a fair idea as to what they wanted to do with the rest of their lives. Of course, if pressed, Bronte would argue that she had all of these staples well and truly in hand: she was temporarily earning a living working in her mum and dad’s hotel and restaurant in the Malvern Hills, she had long ago decided on a future as an author, and by the time she was forty Bronte Damson books would have inspired countless TV and film adaptations. She would be known around the world.

				‘How much is it?’ asked Adrian Damson, wearily.

				‘It’s really good value, Dad. It’s called Pathway to Publishing and it’s all about getting an agent and a publishing deal. It’s only one day, and…’

				‘I asked how much, Bronte.’

				‘£180, but you get a lot for that. I wouldn’t ask but this is just perfect for me to find out what I need to do to get published. Won’t you be able to get the VAT back anyway?’

				Her father let this masterpiece of fiscal legerdemain slide past unchallenged. ‘Aren’t you putting the cart before the horse here? You’re a long way off getting published, Bronte – you’ve only just started writing.’

				‘I know, Dad, but that’s why it’s so important that I find out all of this stuff now. It will really help me in my writing; stop me making mistakes. It could be the most valuable £180 ever.’

				‘If I lend it to you – lend – then you’ll have to pay me back out of your wages. Agreed?’ Bronte, earning a generous stipend for her occasional shifts on reception and waiting on in the restaurant, nodded enthusiastically despite knowing that any form of repayment was as likely as AA Gill dropping in to give her parents’ hostelry, The Perseverance, a five-star review. The deal struck, she then talked him up to £250 to cover her rail fare, at the same time as pointing out how much she had saved by arranging to stay at a friend’s flat in London.

				Negotiations concluded, Bronte retired to her room to continue work on her trilogy while Adrian sought out his wife, Diana, in the office behind reception. ‘I’m afraid I gave in a bit,’ he confessed before being asked.

				Diana sighed. ‘You need to be firmer with her, Ade, really you do. It’s not just the money – Bronte not being here means I’ll have to cover her shifts and pay twice for the privilege.’

				‘I know, darling, but she’s really serious about her writing and, who knows, it could lead to something really big for her.’

				Diana clearly had less faith in her stepdaughter’s prospects of hitting publishing pay dirt. ‘Why couldn’t she be like her friends and get herself a proper job after university?’

				‘Not all of her friends, Diana. Some are still unemployed. Bronte’s working here and she’s writing a book – you should be proud of her.’

				‘I’ll be proud of her when she’s got this writing fantasy out of her system. For everyone who gets published these days there’s hundreds, thousands, who are just stirring the ink.’

				Adrian chuckled. Diana could be so negative at times. ‘Well, I’ll remind you of that when she’s up for the Man Booker Prize in ten years’ time and she’s only got a plus-one invite.’

			 

			Con Buckley checked the word count on his manuscript. The menu bar read 75,069. He typed ‘The End’. Was it now 75,071 words, or didn’t the sign off figure in the tally? He pulled out his baccy tin and rolled himself a celebratory joint. Just a small one, to mark hitting land. Christ, he’d done it. It was finished. He’d only gone and written a book. In the gathering gloom of the late afternoon his computer screen blazed like the tunnel to Paradise, bathing the shabby furniture of the Kilburn flat in golden effulgence. The End? This was the beginning. Sparking his blunt he scrolled to the title page and highlighted the word count figure. He amended ‘00,000 words’ to read ‘75,000 words’. That would round it off nicely, and account for the title page as well. Immediately he began to fret, not for the first time, that the book might not be long enough. He’d Googled ‘typical novel length’ on numerous occasions and had initially set himself a target of 100,000 words. But some sites said as long as he hit 60,000 words it would be classified as a novel. He certainly didn’t want to fall into ‘novella’ territory but then he didn’t want to run the London Marathon only to finish at Tower Bridge while all of the agents were waiting at Birdcage Walk. In the end he decided his piece of string would be as long as it needed to be. Surely 75,000 words was ample? 80,000 words would have been better though. He took a draw on his micro-joint, sucking the THC deep into his lungs. No – it was finished.

				Anyway, describing his work purely in terms of its length – ‘75,000 words’ – struck him as being inadequate and misleading. Why not 448 KB as a measure? It was equally descriptive in a factual sense. Or 426,542 characters (with spaces)? Or 297 pages? They denoted size, but what else? It was like quoting a woman’s vital statistics. You say 36-24-36 and it’s a combination that automatically unlocks an image of a beautiful, young, curvaceous and nubile goddess. Add your own hair colour. But that was crazy because 36-24-36 could also adequately describe a 90-year-old wizened leper with one leg. What about the value of what he’d produced? They didn’t ask you to start giving them information on that. Never mind the quality, feel the width. And as for all that crap on presentation formats he’d had to research – how tiresome had that been? Times New Roman, 12 point, double-spaced lines, page numbers, title on every page, indentations and start a new para for each speaker. Well, tick those boxes. They wouldn’t catch him out on any of that.

				Now he had new tasks to address – the final polish, an overall sense check and a trawl for stray misspelled words and rogue punctuation. Then the synopsis and pitch letter, and a target list of agents to whom he could submit his work. Then… no, forget all that for now. Luxuriate in the moment. Relax. The manuscript, draft 1, was finished. He took another toke, which seemed to trigger another thought – the dedication. He had to dedicate it to Rosie of course but he shouldn’t submit his manuscript to agents with a dedication in place – he’d read that sort of stuff was added at proof stage. Still, for the version he was going to print off for Rosie to start reading tonight (he’d settle for one-and-a-half line spacing and double-sided printing on that to save paper) it would be a nice touch. Yes, put ‘For Rosie’ on there and then print it off for when she got back from working at the delicatessen at 8pm. In the meantime, just a little bit of well-deserved chill-time. Later, given it was a special occasion, he’d make his speciality, gammon and egg, for tea. They’d toast his future success as an author with the cans of Guinness and cider he’d placed in the fridge earlier that day. Poor man’s black velvet. Well, not for much longer.

			CHAPTER THREE

			Eric sat at his computer, furiously typing away. He had a deadline to meet. The Chancellor’s annual budget statement was yet to conclude but Eric had to cut through the blubber to get to the bones – how the measures would affect the commercial heartbeat of Greater Manchester. Despite this set-piece news opportunity the editorial floor of the Manchester Evening Chronicle was quiet – it always was nowadays. Twenty years ago, when Eric had started on the business desk as a bright, young graduate, budget day was ringed in red on the calendar for weeks before and the day itself was like a cup final. Phones rang incessantly, voices competed to outshout the person making a call on the next desk, and shock, wonderment and disbelief at the unfolding announcements were met with cheers, boos and laughter – it rivalled a football terrace. They never thought they’d say it then but the one thing they had was time. Time to sit down, discuss and analyse the content before isolating the headlines and adding relevant local and human-interest angles. Nobody expected to see the paper’s considered thoughts until the next morning. Today, Eric was tweeting updates at the same time as assembling his news piece on the monitor before him. In fairness, this multi-tasking responsibility was made all the easier by copying and adapting what the BBC was reporting and by keeping an eye on a number of national newspaper Twitter accounts. It was going to be a busy afternoon, especially as he only had two journalists assigned to assist him in doing a live blog, a ‘key points’ e-bulletin for their database, filing and updating the online version of the story and keeping the Twitter feed going. And they had to do it more quickly – not necessarily better – than the plethora of regional business news websites that continued to steal the bread from their mouths.

				Eric had evaded every round of redundancies at the newspaper over the past few years. At first he thought it might be better to take the money and try something new; now he was just grateful he kept missing the cut. That was one of the reasons why his vocation to become a novelist was now an obsession. It often struck Eric that his writing ambition was akin to a busman’s holiday. Tap, tap, tap all day; tap, tap, tap all night, hunched in a permanent stoop that had incrementally rounded his shoulders as the years passed – he called it his ‘scrivener’s slouch’ and was quite proud of it if the truth was told. When he first started writing Scrub Me Till I Shine in the Dark it had been through a desire to set himself a challenge, to create something out of nothing, to earn the title of ‘author’ – it was an end in itself. These days, as his daily routine rivalled that of Sisyphus in its back-breaking, repetitive and futile endeavour, he set his sights slightly higher – nothing short of becoming a ‘proper’ author would satisfy him. That’s why yesterday’s latest rejection was all the harder to bear. Sisyphus? Make that Tantalus, the fruit of the lower branches ever eluding his grasp.

				Five minutes after the Chancellor wrapped up, Eric posted his first run at the budget story on the newspaper’s website and then immediately checked their rivals’ sites to see if they’d been beaten to it. No – they were all still running their preview pieces. Another win. Bloody hell, would he still be sitting here doing this when next year’s book balancing beano came around?

			 

			Reardon Boyle sat at the kitchen table of his charming end-terrace in Islington, eating his lunch of tomato soup (a carton, not a tin) and a granary roll. He always took lunch between 1pm and 2pm, a break decreed by his strict writing regime. Normally he would do the Guardian crossword and listen to World at One but today, due to the budget, he’d turned on the television to learn what new privations the government was planning to visit upon the hard-pressed populace. As the Chancellor repositioned the deckchairs on the deck of the Titanic, Reardon found himself cursing aloud, unable to contain his anger at the cold-blooded indifference exhibited by the leadership of the country towards the rump of its citizenry. Reardon realised that he was talking to himself or, more accurately, to the television – neither of which was a good sign. Belinda, his wife, had become increasingly concerned at his behaviour of late when he would rail and rant at the slightest provocation. God forbid Reardon having to make a telephone call to his bank, local council or utility providers. Negotiating more numerical permutations than Alan Turing he’d eventually break through the different levels of the game to gain the right to speak to an armour-plated call centre operative; he or she would then decline to address his query until the small matter of his postcode, the third and fifth characters of his password, his account number and the answer to his ‘memorable question’ had been furnished. Drained by this point even a man of such unimpeachable liberal views as Reardon’s would find himself harbouring less than charitable thoughts towards the economic foot soldiers of our former colonies, not to mention the lilt-tongued natives of Tyneside. Belinda tried to discuss his outbursts with him, to discover what was turning him into a 22-carat curmudgeon, but his refusal to acknowledge that there was a problem only made him more agitated still. Deep down he knew that things were getting to him in a way that they never had in the past. He told himself it was simply the pressures of being a successful author – people to see and engagements to attend, never mind actually having to write. But his phone wasn’t ringing as much as it used to and there were great swathes of blank pages in his diary. It was like his light was fading; he was turning into the Invisible Man. Well, just wait until he delivered the new novel he was working on – then it would all start again and he’d be moaning about how busy he was on the promo trail, doing press, signings and readings. Fits and starts – that was a writer’s life.

				As the leader of the opposition stood to give some stick to the honourable member opposite, Reardon’s distemper increased. ‘Don’t let them off the hook, you twat. Is that all you…’ His mobile rang. His agent calling him at lunchtime? No doubt trying to impress him. He turned the TV volume down and answered the call.

				‘Hello, Hugo. Thought you’d normally be studying the wine list at The Ivy about now?’

				‘Very good, Reardon. If only.’

				‘You’re not watching the budget are you? These bloody cretins need stringing up.’

				Grimacing at his bad timing in continuing the cutback theme, Hugo went for it. ‘Listen, Reardon. Bad news I’m afraid. No easy way of saying this, but Franklin & Pope have dropped their option on Original Motion. We’re going to have to take it elsewhere.’

				The members of the Cabinet rocked with merriment on the front benches and slapped each other on the back as if they’d just heard the best joke ever in the history of the whole wide world, delivered by the love child of Dawn French and Max Miller. No sound was needed, because Reardon was receiving their message loud and clear – he knew they were laughing at him. The bastards.

			 

			Suzie was armed with just the one folder today – the red one. She and Chapman were discussing budgets too. The diligent PA was an expert at managing costs and knocking suppliers down on price – without her, Chapman’s cash cow wouldn’t fill quite as many pails. Chapman’s financial outlook tended to focus on the yield – he was mainly interested in the figure at the base of the columns, the one that indicated the net profit.

				‘No biscuits?’ Chapman was feeling peckish. Suzie gave him a maternal look – odd, as he was five years older than her – to signify that not only were there no biscuits, there would be none forthcoming either. A slightly disappointed Chapman began the meeting. ‘Give me the headlines, then.’

				‘It’s looking very good. The best news is that I’ve got a fifteen per cent discount on conference facilities and rooms at Lancaster – double last year.’

				‘You’re a marvel – how did you do that?’

				‘I told them you were thinking of moving the conference to Coventry this year – they were so desperate not to lose us they were throwing offers at me.’

				‘And we’d budgeted for a ten per cent discount so that should make the bottom line look very sweet,’ Chapman laughed, impressed at his right-hand woman’s resourcefulness.

				‘Plus, in the original budget, I’d worked on last year’s fee levels, so with the increases you want I’ve adjusted those figure upwards as well, and that’s only based on matching last year’s attendance, not beating it.’

				‘Which we will do.’

				‘Even in this recession?’

				‘Listen, Suze. Forget recession and austerity. I’ve not met one unpublished writer who wouldn’t trade their soul to get a publishing deal. What’s that collective noun I came up with for wannabe writers? A “despondency”, that’s it. They’d renounce God, serve up their first born on toast at a vegetarian banquet and tell the Gestapo Anne Frank was upstairs in the attic to get a deal. And that’s what we can get them.’

				Suzie looked a little uncomfortable. ‘We’ve not had that many people, you know, actually go on and publish a book from the conferences. We do keep getting asked.’

				‘You worry too much, Suze. I’ve been there and done it – that’s a strong message.’ Suzie’s eyes widened at this particular sales point. ‘And, we connect people – that’s the key. We lead the horses to water – it’s up to them if they drink.’

				Suzie coughed and moved the conversation back to the budget. ‘I’ve managed to squeeze the sponsorship rates up too. I created a few additional categories for new partners to stick their names on. It all helps ring the changes for the delegates too.’

				‘You’re a genius.’

				‘And I’ve also agreed expenses for our pros, still at last year’s rates.’

				‘Loving it. Second class rail?’

				‘I’ve changed it this year. Do you know it’s cheaper to give them first class tickets? Crazy, but it is. It’s only the ones travelling on the Friday that cost more, but they’ll be off-peak and I’ll be doing advance bookings in any case. Obviously, they don’t know that, so it’s a very nice touch.’

				This was all music to Chapman’s ears. ‘Prudent men woo thrifty women,’ he said gleefully, an acclamatory tribute to her economy and coordination. A blush suffused Suzie’s neck and rose to her face as she silently cast her gaze downwards to the file on her lap. Her reaction made the unpublished writer’s champion realise that he might have selected a better quote to praise his PA. ‘Money pads the edges of things’ for example.

			 

			In the Franklin & Pope meeting room the biscuits were being passed around the table.
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