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Hated by the book 

 

The book is not in love with me. 

I shower it with love and promises of more stationery, but all it does is snarl. It will 

not be tamed. It says: ‘I do not even know you.’ 

I coax it with paperclips, with coffee. I fondle it in the dawn. 

All it does is spit at me. 

I pretend not to care. I spend a week reading the books of others. I tell it I have 

handed in my notice. I sneak up on it, under cover of darkness, hoping I can ambush 

it. 

But the book is waiting. It sees me coming. The book dons a clown suit, then runs 

around in the garden naked blowing bubbles. 

The book is a child, the book is a monster, the book is a dangerous dog. 

It does not want to be, can never be known. 

‘When did you know me, when did you care for me, who are you to even think 

about caring for me?’ 

I throw the book in the bin. I forget about it for three years. I write another book 

instead. 

But the book is still there, gnawing at me in the darkness, jolting me awake in the 

dawn. 

One day it comes to me. If you began this way… and maybe finished here, not 

here… It would mean cutting here… (and this, your favourite part)…of course. It 

says: ‘But you knew this all along.’ 

Now I hate the book. I throw it away. It disappears in the lorry. 

I begin writing it out the next day, from memory. 

Neither of us speaks. 

  



5 
 

Murdering my darling 

 

I have murdered my darling. 

Like a bird of a certain blue vintage, it is ex, dead, kaput, finished. 

The new book is dead. (Long live the new book). 

It came to me, as with everything I have learned, very slowly, and then painfully 

quickly. Let’s say one day 

I looked out of the window, or was in a meeting, or was warming my hands by the 

fire. Then 

Bam 

this knowledge, this absolute-acute knowledge 

not what is the capital of Peru? 

more like an ache, like your hand being stepped on in the scrum 

that it was over 

that what I had thought was witty and original and ground-breaking 

was in fact none of these things 

just more of the rubbish old same 

and that I would in time-honoured etc. 

have to start again,      fail again 

(etc.) and then      fail. 

Bam. What film people call the All Is Lost moment 

(there is one in every film) 

just before the hero regroups and finds new purpose, new healing, new words 

extra power 

to complete their (idiot’s) quest. 

Or in my case, book of poems. 

Just 42 pages God, that’s all I ask for! 

The new book is dead. 
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Long live the new book. 
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Visiting hours 

 

I am visiting the book. 

We have already been through a lot together, including the part where I killed it and 

left it under a bonfire in the garden, which only annoyed the neighbours. 

The part where I Definitely Thought It Was The Greatest Thing I Had Ever Written. 

The part where The Cracks Started To Show And We Stopped Talking. The part 

where I Had A Moment Of Revelation Doing The Washing Up/In The Bath/Looking 

At The Bird Feeder/Sitting In A Meeting And Realised I Had Been Wrong All Along. 

The part where I Gave Up On The Book And Realised It Was Another Book 

Altogether. 

The part where I Grieved. 

The part where I Began Again. 

It is sitting propped up in bed, surrounded by pillows. Nurses come and go, but do 

not seem to pay it much attention. 

It takes me a moment, but I realise I am its only visitor. 

I begin by opening my mouth in search of small talk, the weather, but think better of 

it. 

The book is gazing into the distance, not unaware of me, but not making eye contact 

either. 

I open my mouth again. A funny anecdote is on my lips, about the time I also spent 

in hospital. How noisy they are, I want to say. You never get any rest! 

I think better of it, and close my mouth. 

We sit in silence for a while. 

Nurses come and go, the tea trolley. Sunlight makes its way around the ward, 

banishing memories of my frosty walk to get here. We sit in silence. 

All the while the book gazes off into the distance (there cannot be much to see!), 

while I stare at it searching for a sign that conversation may be possible. 

It is not possible, I realise. Not today. 

My time is up. 

I say goodbye to the book, unsure if it has heard me or not. 
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On the way out I ask a passing nurse if the book is OK. ‘It’s fine,’ she tells me. 

‘Doesn’t make any trouble. It’s good as gold really.’ 

I thank her and turn to go. 

‘Just one thing,’ she says. ‘You need to remember, it’s still early days. You’re 

not going to get much out of it for a while. You need to be patient.’ 
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Going for coffee 

 

The book and I are passing each other messages through a third party. 

Neither of us bothers with the niceties any more, nor do we keep regular hours. 

The bath, in the middle of dreams, meetings. (Sometimes these are the same thing.) 

The messages, such as they are, tend towards the terse. 

‘Can I keep that poem?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Negotiable?’ 

‘No.’ 

‘Absolutely?’ 

‘Absolutely.’ 

We both know it: the shape, the structure and the ‘concept’ are in ruins. 

And all because I would not listen. For around three years. 

Slowly I am starting to realise that killing the book was the best thing for it, not least 

the realisation that the book I thought I was writing was dreadful. 

Now it is a new kind of dreadful, but at least one with integrity. 

There is still something here, ticking quietly, its pulse not yet extinguished. 

From nowhere the book makes a proposal, speaking directly, not through its agent. It 

wants to know: do I fancy a coffee? 

‘You ought to know by now,’ I want to say (but don’t). Instead I say ‘That 

would be lovely, thank you. Your place or mine?’ 

‘You decide,’ the book replies. ‘Any time you want. It’s time to talk.’ 

 

  



10 
 

Leaving the house 

 

We have left the house. 

At first our walking is clumsy, comical, even. The book is three yards ahead of me, 

talking nineteen to the dozen about its ideas, every single one of them lost on the 

breeze. 

‘Slow down!’ I shout. ‘I can’t keep up!’ 

The book ignores me, marching on into the wind, regardless. 

When I finally catch up with it, the book falls silent, like a teenager. Its pace slows, 

too. Now I am the one doing the cajoling, ever the anxious parent, impatient to get to 

wherever it is we are going. 

I look behind me and find the book has stopped completely. It is sitting on a bench in 

the drizzle, its hood covering its eyes. I cannot be sure, but it looks as though it has 

been crying. 

Realising it is pointless waiting to be invited to join it, I sit down next to the book. 

We sit in silence for an age, drizzle pooling around our feet, dog walkers murmuring 

soft greetings as they pass. I notice the book is not wearing any socks. I find myself 

thinking: whose idea was this? 

Finally I crack. ‘You OK?’ 

The book sits motionless. A large drop of rain is clinging to the rim of its hood, a 

miniature globe shrinking everything upside down. 

‘You OK?’ 

The book spins round, its voice a sudden roar. ‘What do you think? What 

do you think? You should have just left me alone. That’s your problem: you never 

listen!’ 

With this, the book picks itself up from the bench and storms off into the distance. It 

has begun to hail. 

We catch up again. The book is now calm, its stride purposeful rather than raging. 

No longer is it spouting gibberish; nor is its silence toxic. 

‘We should do this again,’ it says. ‘It’s been fun. We could even do lunch. 

What would you say to lunch? You need to get out more.’ 
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In the waiting room 

 

The book has had a fall, and now we are sitting in a waiting room, waiting to be 

seen. This wasn’t part of the plan. 

The book alternates between lolling listlessly, flicking at magazines, and pacing 

around the room, pointing at the posters on the wall. ‘Look!’ it shouts. ‘Here’s one 

about smoking!’ 

Everyone in the room lifts their heads to stare at the book, unsure of what to make of 

it. I bury my head in my hands. 

Eventually it comes back, sliding into the seat next to me without meeting my eyes. 

‘Did you know,’ the book says, ‘jackdaws mate for life. It says so here.’ The 

book jabs the magazine under my nose, to make sure I can see it. ‘Incredible.’ 

Eventually our names are called. We are shown into a tiny room, barely bigger than 

a bed. There are two chairs. A nurse sits tapping at a computer. She spins round 

and examines the book, all the while asking it questions: when the accident 

happened, did it black out, did it see shining stars, did it vomit at all? 

Her calmness is in marked contrast to the nervousness of the book, who I notice is 

now breaking out in a sweat. I have wasted a large amount of my day, but find 

myself offering my hand to the book. I have never done this before. 

The book grabs at it, kneading my fingers with its own while the nurse peers into its 

eyes with a small torch. 

Suddenly we are done. ‘You’ll live,’ the nurse says, not looking at me. ‘Just take 

some painkillers for the headaches, and don’t play any rugby this weekend.’ 

‘Thank you,’ mutters the book. ‘I wasn’t planning to.’ 

On the way home in the car a silence descends. The book is looking out of the 

window, its shoulder tilted away from me. Some jackdaws are building a nest in the 

topmost branches of a nearby tree. They bounce and balance with precariousness 

then the utmost precision as they insert the twigs from their beaks into the growing 

structure. 

‘Beautiful…’ the book murmurs. ‘Just think…for life…’ 
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Packing to leave 

 

‘Passport?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Flight info?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Euros?’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘Underpants?’ 

The book glares at me. ‘What do you take me for?’ 

‘It wouldn’t be the first time,’ I say. ‘Remember Paris?’ 

‘We agreed not to bring that up.’ The book turns away, muttering inaudible 

curses. It pretends to go on an ‘errand’ to another part of the house. 

While it is out of the room I check over its packing. It is slight, to say the least. 

Two pens (one of them red), some pencils, a rubber and sharpener, and a large 

wodge of typed poems. 

The book has put its head round the door. ‘What are these?’ I ask. 

‘Oh, those. Those are just…you know. I thought we could look at…you know, 

if.’ 

‘No, I don’t know.’ 

The book walks over to me, calm for once. ‘It’s nothing to worry about. I just thought.’ 

This is clearly as difficult for it as it is for me. ‘I just thought, if we revisited a few, you 

know, of your, I mean, our failures, you never know what might happen. Some 

redrafts, perhaps. New ideas, even.’ 

There is a long silence. 

And if the worst comes to the worst, you’ve always got the other side of the sheet to 

write new stuff. 

‘New stuff?’ 

‘Yes, you remember? When you can’t help yourself and there it just is. Like 

love. That stuff.’ 
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‘I do remember, yes.’ 

‘Well then,’ the book says. ‘That settles it.’ 

And before I can protest, the bag is zipped up and we have left the house. 

In the car on the way to the airport I ask if the book remembered any reading 

material. We are at a particularly complicated junction, somewhere in the middle of 

Slough. But the book doesn’t miss a beat. ‘The usual. Some poets you have never 

heard of, Slovakian I think, a couple of Americans, and a book on the Desert 

Fathers. Plus that Thomas Merton you haven’t opened yet.’ 

The car accelerates with force through an amber-ish light. 

‘Thank you. I mean, great.’ 

‘We aim to please,’ the book says, with the merest hint of a smile. 
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Ordering drinks in Spanish 

 

We are at the flat. 

Everything has worked out fine: the journey, our connections and now amazing 

sense of space. We unpack and go for a walk to find our bearings. Our host has left 

us a bottle of fizz to say welcome. Soon there is the sound of a cork popping as we 

drink in the last of the evening sunshine. 

But I can tell the book is not happy. ‘Shouldn’t we be working?’ it says. 

‘Of course,’ I say. ‘Tomorrow. For now, though, let’s just concentrate on this. 

Being in the moment. Look at that sunset!’ 

‘You always say that,’ the book says. 

And with that, the book vanishes. 

I don’t see it again till the next afternoon, looking very much the worse for wear. It 

has been for a walk into town where it got lost and went to a bar. 

‘I’ve had a fantastic time!’ The book is pacing around and waving its arms. 

‘You should have been there! I found this incredible American bookshop. It sells only 

American books! Incredible.’ 

The book is rootling in the kitchen drawers. It picks up a knife, thinks better of it, puts 

it away again. 

‘Aha!’ it exclaims. ‘Crisps.’ 

The book is off again, marching round the flat, stuffing its mouth with crisps. ‘These 

crisps are amazing,’ it says. ‘Where’d you get them?’ 

‘We brought them with us,’ I say. 

The book ignores this completely: ‘I can order drinks in Spanish!’ 

‘But we’re in Holland,’ I say. 

‘The bar was Spanish,’ the book says, enunciating each syllable as though to 

a two-year-old. 

At which point the book collapses on the sofa and begins snoring, spilling crisps 

everywhere. 

‘We’ve got a whole week of this,’ I say to the empty flat. 
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Lost for words 

 

It is my turn to go out for a walk. 

The book has slept late, and, not for the first time, is finding it hard to get ready for 

work. I am showered, dressed and breakfasted by the time I hear it shuffling to the 

bathroom. 

I shout down the corridor, secretly hoping it won’t hear me. ‘I’m heading out for a 

walk. See you later.’ 

There is no sign of a reply. 

Outside the breeze is brisk, the surface of the river now choppy. People are going 

about their business, mostly on bikes, studiously avoiding connection with each 

other. I see only one other pedestrian. 

I mooch around aimlessly, taking the odd photograph, occasionally pausing at a 

shop window. I order coffee at a nearby cafe, one famed for its freshly-baked bread. 

It would be rude of me not to try some, I think. 

As I pay to go, I notice it looks like rain. I scurry back to the flat just as the heavens 

open, my key now shivering in the lock. 

Drying myself off, I notice the book has been busy. Plates dotted with toast crumbs 

festoon the kitchen counter. Each one displays its own cup of half-drunk coffee. I 

touch the kettle like a detective, but am none the wiser: the book is nowhere to be 

seen. 

I search in all the usual places, in the bed, under the bed, on the sofa, even out on 

the balcony. Nothing. I open my mouth to call out for it but nothing comes to mind, 

suddenly lost for words. 
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Peace offering 

 

I have made the book a peace offering. 

I snuck out while it was sleeping, found my way back to the bakery-cafe, and ordered 

in some rolls. Cinnamon rolls. The book’s favourite. 

By the time the book emerges they are warming in the oven, the coffee freshly 

brewed. 

‘What’s all this?’ the book says. ‘Are we expecting company?’ 

I look for a moment at the book. Half the time I want to punch its lights out, the other 

half wrap it up in a bear hug. 

I remember to breathe. 

‘They’re for you,’ I say. ‘No one else.’ 

The book doesn’t wait for a second invitation. It pulls out a chair and begins helping 

itself to the buns and my amazing coffee. Somewhere in the middle of its third 

mouthful it looks up at me. ‘You going to have some? They’re great!’ 

The book and I tuck in together. At first it is just small talk, but soon we are talking, 

really talking, not from positions of ownership or power, but of vulnerability, admitting 

our secrets and our fears. 

There is a long silence. A line has been crossed, and we both know it. Not of 

hostility, but of peace. It looks as though we may have stumbled on a way forward. 

And that is how we spend the rest of the day. Sitting at the table, making each other 

coffee and sandwiches, talking, talking, talking all the while, right through the day, 

until it gets dark, losing track of time. 
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You could quit 

 

‘You don’t have to do this you know.’ 

The book has appeared out of nowhere, while my back was turned at the toaster. 

It pours itself a cup of coffee. 

‘Ooh, toast, great,’ it says as I sit down. ‘Got any marmalade?’ I go to fetch 

the marmalade. 

Returning to the table I see that the book has nabbed both of my slices of toast, and 

is in the process of buttering them lavishly. ‘Can I get you anything else?’ 

The book takes the marmalade jar out of my hand without saying anything. It 

garnishes half of one slice with the marmalade, then bends over the empty half to 

create an impromptu sandwich. It’s an effective technique, I find myself thinking, one 

I seem to remember growing out of when I was fifteen. 

‘Got any more coffee?’ the book says, without looking up. A fleck of 

marmalade sprays from the mouth of the book, hitting me on my upper cheek. 

I grab my newly-made toast and sit down at the table. The book is now leaning 

forward on its elbows, cradling its coffee, the classic pose it adopts When A Speech 

Is Brewing. 

‘You don’t need to do this, you know,’ the book says again, looking right at 

me. ‘The way I see it, you could quit. No one would think any the worse of you. Quite 

the opposite. Sometimes you just have to be realistic: you gave it your best shot -and 

you failed.’ 

‘Thank you for being so honest!’ I say. 

The book appears not to have heard me. ‘It’s not a problem. Plenty of great people 

spend years making something only to realise when they finish that they’ve 

completely wasted their time.’ It takes a large slurp of coffee. ‘Which is what I think 

you’ll find has happened here. Got any sugar?’ 

‘You don’t take sugar!’ 

‘I do now,’ the book says, with a sniff. ‘Today at least.’ It sniffs again. ‘You 

don’t appear to be taking this too well. Are you all right?’ 

‘Is that really how you see it?’ 

‘Yes. That really is how I see it.’ 

‘Non-negotiable?’ 
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‘Oh, it’s always negotiable,’ says the book. ‘It’s not like I care. It’s your book, 

after all.’ 

‘So I could still go ahead?’ 

‘Course you can. You’re a free agent. You can do what you like.’ The book 

pauses. ‘It’ll just be balls, that’s all.’ 

‘Can I sleep on it and get back to you?’ 

‘Course you can, my dear. Your coffee is terrible by the way. Shall we make 

some more?’ 
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Signs of life 

 

I am watching a particularly bleak episode of Wallander when the book pops its head 

round the door. It stands there for a moment, filling the doorway and grimacing. 

‘Why do you watch this stuff?’ it says. ‘It’s spring. You could be out there.’ 

‘I need to switch off sometimes,’ I say. ‘And anyway, I like it. Leave me alone.’ 

‘Suit yourself,’ says the book. ‘I’m popping out for a bit into town. Let me know 

if you need anything.’ 

The book is right of course. I have no idea why I watch this stuff, beautifully acted 

and shot though it is. I scroll down my Twitter page on my phone absent-mindedly. I 

make three retweets I know nothing about before I realise I have missed five minutes 

of subtitled dialogue. 

‘Last orders.’ The book is at the door again. ‘I’m off. Need anything?’ 

I say to the book no, thank you, and reassure it that I will be fine. 

With what feels like a monumental physical effort I press the off switch on the remote 

and sit in silence for a while. 

Sounds from outside begin to percolate my day. A robin. The song of what I think is 

a great tit (I will have to look it up later.) A car door then a man talking to another 

man, their sudden laughter. 

By now Wallander is probably sitting in a car outside the flat of a suspect, moodily 

planning his next move, and watching for signs of life. Or sitting in his car at the 

beach watching his daughter wind sailing. How proud he looks. And how sad. 

It occurs to me I have run out of paper. I reach for my phone but think better of it: the 

book never answers it anyway. ‘So I guess it’s just the silence, then,’ I say in the 

empty room. And I continue to sit there on my own, not moving, until it gets dark on 

this early spring day. 
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In the bookshop 

 

I have given myself the afternoon off. I have sat for hours in good faith at my desk, 

all in the cause of a couple of meagre sentences. I deserve a treat, I tell myself. ‘A 

walk into town,’ I hear myself say. 

I check to see if the book wants to come, but there is no reply. 

I do all the usual things: walk the long way by the river, sit on Cathedral Green 

breathing in the silence, take myself out for a coffee. I think about jotting something 

in my notebook, only to realise I haven’t brought it with me. 

At which point I find myself in a second hand bookshop. I do all the usual things here 

too: check under S for Carol Shields and Helen Simpson, J for Jennifer Johnston 

and The Summer Book, M for Alice Munro, but there is nothing. The new books: 

nothing. Ditto the screenplays. 

Thank God for the poetry. Today’s selection is not half bad. A Stephen 

Berg Selected, some Forward anthologies, a pristine Penguin Modern Poets. 

And then me. 

My own book. With my name on it. 

Me. 

‘Thought I’d find you here!’ The book clamps a large hand round my shoulder, 

nearly knocking me over in the process. 

‘What are you doing here?’ I say. 

‘Isn’t it obvious?’ 

‘But I thought you’d gone out. I called for you.’ 

‘Wasn’t in. Or might’ve been reading. Anyway, here we all are!’ The book rubs 

its hands together. ‘You could say it’s a turn up for the books!’ It is grinning right at 

me. 

‘Is it signed?’ says the book. 

‘I haven’t checked.’ 

‘Aren’t you going to? Go on. I dare you.’ 

I stand there, unable to move. 

‘Give us it here,’ the book says. 
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There is a minor tussle as we play tug of war with the book. 

‘Me first!’ I say. ‘I wrote it.’ 

‘It’s got my name on it!’ the book replies. 

‘It’s mine!’ 

‘Mine!’ 

‘Mine!‘ 

There is a polite cough behind us. A frail-looking woman in a yellow cardigan is 

staring at us over her spectacles. ‘Please could I ask you,’ she hisses, ‘to respect 

our property.’ She turns on her heels, leaving the pair of us speechless, each of us 

still with a hand on the book. 

‘You go,’ I say. 

‘No, you.’ 

‘Don’t start,’ I say. 

‘OK,’ says the book. ‘OK.’ And then it does something I have never seen it do 

before. It closes its eyes and takes a deep breath. ‘Mindfulness,’ it says. ‘You should 

try it.’ It still has its eyes closed. 

‘Well?’ I say. 

The book opens one eye theatrically, mock-squinting down at my book. 

‘It’s a rare one,’ it says. ‘Unsigned.’ 

‘May I see?’ 

The book passes my book to me. 

I open it at random and begin reading. Not only do I not recognise the poem, I have 

no memory whatever of writing it. 

I try another page. Exactly the same thing happens. I do not even remember the 

experiences the poem purports to be about. ‘This book is a fiction,’ I say. ‘A lie.’ 

I look round at the book for confirmation, but it has gone. The lady in the yellow 

cardigan is regarding me steadily, her spectacles now removed. 

‘One of our more popular titles,’ she smiles. ‘I sold two just yesterday.’ 
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The damage of haste 

 

The book has been working at my desk, which means it looks as though I have been 

burgled. 

‘I can’t find anything!’ I say. ‘Not even my notes!’ 

‘It’s not like you were using them,’ the book replies. ‘They’re where you left 

them by the way, on the shelf behind you.’ 

I shunt my chair backwards and swivel round to face my shelves. Sure enough, the 

notebooks are still there, in a line, ordered by date. 

One of them has caught my eye, or rather, my memory. Something about sitting on a 

train copying tracts of writing about writing. The train is not mentioned. 

I can see the book from which the quotes came, the train carriage, the friend I was 

with, everything. But these are not what stops me in my tracks. 

I read: ‘When suffering knocks at your door and you say there is no seat he tells you 

not to worry because he has brought his own seat.’ Chinua Achebe. 

And then this, from Theodore Roethke: ‘Art is the means we have of undoing the 

damage of haste. It’s what everything else isn’t.’ 

I spin round to where the book is sitting, its feet up on the desk behind me. ‘Did you 

know about this?’ 

The book pretends not to hear me. ‘I’m sorry?’ 

‘This. These quotes. In this.’ I wave the notebook in the air between us. ‘Make 

yourself at home by the way.’ 

‘To be honest with you,’ the book begins, ‘I have absolutely no idea.’ There is 

a silence. ‘Honestly.’ 

‘I don’t believe you. This could be useful.’ Unmoved, the book has started to 

pick its nose. ‘Useful,’ I say again. 

‘So use them,’ the book says. 

‘What did you say?’ 

‘Use them. The quotes. If they mean that much to you. No use keeping them 

in that,’ the book jabs its fingers in my direction, ‘that thing. Put them to use. Out 

there.’ 

The book makes a gesture behind it, at the window. 



23 
 

‘I don’t know how,’ I say. ‘Or where.’ 

‘That’s your problem,’ says the book. ‘You never do.’ 
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The T-shirt idea 

 

‘Have you thought about acting?’ 

‘I’m sorry?’ 

‘Acting. You’re good enough. Bit of training and you’d be away.’ 

‘What?’ 

‘Or comedy. You know you’ve always wanted to.’ 

‘I would rather boil my hands.’ 

‘You’re just saying that.’ 

‘Or that T-shirt idea.’ 

‘Please don’t mention that.’ 

‘But you could, you know. You know you could. You just have to start.’ 

‘This is complete balls, even by your standards.’ 

‘I was just putting forward -‘ 

‘Do you think you could go now? I’m trying to work.’ 

‘If you insist.’ 

‘I do.’ 

‘OK then.’ 

‘OK then.’ 

‘Will you call me?’ 

‘You know I will.’ 

‘You won’t.’ 

‘I will.’ 

‘That’s what you always say.’ 
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Jealous 

 

‘I think we’re done,’ the book says. 

‘Are you leaving?’ 

‘I think so, yes.’ 

‘So you’re going then?’ 

‘Yes. I don’t know. Probably. For now.’ 

The book has its back to me, scanning my non-fiction shelves for something to read. 

I can tell that it is serious. It picks up a book about suffering, scans the back page 

blurb and puts it back. 

Outside there is a very fat great tit warming its throat in the branch above the bird 

feeder (I checked). ‘So, what do you think?’ the book says. 

‘I think I hate it when you begin sentences with ‘So’. You’re so much better 

than that.’ 

‘Arf,’ says the book. ‘Seriously, what do you think?’ 

‘Is this really the best time?’ I say, hoping to evade things a bit longer. ‘I mean 

I’ve a lot on, family, you know. Plus there’s the rugby later. You never get any 

change out of me during the rugby.’ 

The book lets out a great sigh. ‘Just tell me,’ it begins. ‘Just tell me what you think. If 

you want to go on working with me. I need to know.’ 

‘I think…’ And I stop for a moment, scanning the back of the book, noticing the 

way it is holding itself with one hand on its chin and the other tucked under its arm, 

like a slip fielder. ‘I don’t think we are done.’ The great tit has been joined by another; 

together they make a noise that is like rinsed light. ‘I don’t think we are done,’ I say 

again. ‘Don’t ask me why, I just do. I don’t know what’s coming next, or what we do 

about it. But that is where we are. That’s all.’ 

The book gives another sigh. It still has its back to me. ”We’, you said. You said ‘we’.’ 

‘Of course,’ I say. ‘Who else am I working with?’ 

‘So that’s what you think? You think there’s still mileage?’ 

‘I do, yes. I honestly do,’ I say. ‘And stop saying ‘so’.’ 

‘Sorry.’ 

‘And stop apologising.’ 
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‘Sorry.’ 

‘I mean it.’ 

‘Fine.’ The book pulls another volume off my shelf. ‘Can I borrow this book on 

creativity? It looks like you’ve not touched it.’ 

‘Course you can. I’d be interested to know what you think. As long as it 

doesn’t get in the way of our work.’ 

‘Jealous,’ the book says. 

‘No more than you.’ 

‘I’ll let you know what I think,’ the book says. 

‘About the book?’ 

‘You mean our book.’ 

‘Our book, yes.’ 

‘Coffee?’ 

‘Good idea.’ 

Neither of us moves. 
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The other book 

 

I am minding my own business, gazing out of the window, when the book appears. It 

looks as though it has been up all night watching boxing. 

‘I hear you’re writing a book.’ 

‘You know I am.’ 

‘A different book.’ 

‘Who told you?’ 

‘Are you?’ 

‘Might be.’ 

‘Is it true?’ 

‘It might be.’ 

‘So you don’t deny it then?’ 

‘What is this, the Today programme?’ 

The book begins pacing around the room, muttering to itself. It picks up random 

objects from the shelves and desk and puts them back down in places they do not 

belong. Then it starts on the books. ‘Are you ever going to read this?’ it says, 

thrusting a book about landscape towards me. 

‘I’ve been looking for that,’ I say. 

‘Mind if I borrow it?’ 

‘I was saving it up,’ I say. ‘For later.’ 

‘That’s your problem,’ the book says. ‘There’s always tomorrow. Which as we 

know, never arrives.’ 

‘Can we talk about this another time?’ 

‘Procrastinator,’ the book says. 

I make my way across the room to where the book is standing. I stand behind it for a 

moment, then lower my forehead till it is resting on the shoulder of the book. I wrap 

my arms around the book and notice how thin it feels. After a moment or two the 

book flexes its arms so that it can clasp my own, gripping them tightly. I can’t be 

sure, but the book has started to cry. 
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‘There have to be other books,’ I say. ‘That is the deal. Which you knew when 

we began working together.’ I give the book a kiss on its shoulder. 

‘I know,’ the book sniffs. ‘I know. I just didn’t think you’d actually get round to 

it. I’m pleased for you. Really.’ 

‘We could do some work now if you wanted.’ 

‘Not really,’ the book says. ‘I’m a little tired. It’s been a long day.’ 

‘Another time then.’ 

‘Yes. Another time. That would be good.’ 
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Did you miss me? 

 

‘Did you miss me?’ 

‘It was only a couple of days.’ 

‘Yes, but did you miss me?’ 

‘Barely two days.’ 

‘Did you?’ 

‘You know I did.’ 

‘Liar.’ 

‘You know I did.’ 

‘Lying!’ 

‘Honestly.’ 

‘Swear it.’ 

‘I swear it.’ 

‘I mean swear.’ 

‘You know I can’t do that.’ 

‘Swear it.’ 

‘Sweary-peary.’ 

‘That isn’t swearing.’ 

‘It’s all you’re getting.’ 

‘So was it fun?’ 

‘Was what?’ 

‘It. Fun?’ 

‘It was work. You know this.’ 

‘Yes, but was it fun?’ 

‘Yes. Ineffable fun. Happy now?’ 

‘You didn’t write.’ 
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‘It was two days!’ 

‘Or call.’ 

‘I did write actually.’ 

‘When? When did you write?’ 

‘And I called.’ 

‘You didn’t. When?’ 

‘You were out. In a cafe. Before everyone was up. I watched the cyclists and 

ate porridge.’ 

‘This he calls fun?’ 

‘You asked.’ 

‘And you wrote?’ 

‘Yes. In my notebook. Nothing special. Except it was. It felt good. Might be 

something in it.’ 

‘Can I see?’ 

‘You know you can’t.’ 

‘So it was fun and you did miss me?’ 

‘You know I did.’ 

‘Do I?’ 

‘I’m here, aren’t I?’ 

‘I don’t know, are you?’ 

‘You know I am.’ 

‘How?’ 

‘I thought about you all the time.’ 

‘I’ve only got your word for it.’ 

‘You’ve only got my word for anything.’ 
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Autobiography 

 

I wrote a book with my coat 

  

I wrote with the coat of my childhood 

and I wrote with the coat of the prophets 

  

In it the coat of my father 

and his father swaying in church 

  

My mother spoke French with her mother 

and I tried to write with their coats 

  

the words hello and goodnight 

their hurt goodbyes at the airport 

  

They were never part of my coat 

though owned by my coat as I wrote 

  

I would now like to write my book 

with a coat that is not my coat 

  

perhaps the coat of the sea 

the coat of a stone or a painting 

  

Goodnight little coat little coats 

I am grateful for all you have given me 
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There isn’t a plan 

 

‘People are talking you know.’ 

It is mid-afternoon and I have crashed out for a nap. The book has come in with a 

cup of unappetising-looking tea. Slowly, I prop myself up on the pillows. ‘Who? What 

people?’ 

‘People.’ 

‘How d’you know?’ 

‘I just know. I heard.’ 

‘What?’ 

‘What they’re saying.’ 

‘Which is?’ 

‘Things. Stuff. You know the kind of thing.’ 

‘I don’t know, no.’ 

The book looks down at its nails, checking them for signs of ridging. 

‘You’ll live,’ I say. 

‘Don’t change the subject.’ 

‘Which is?’ 

‘What you are going to say to stop these rumours.’ 

‘What rumours?’ 

‘We’ve had this conversation already.’ 

‘Have we?’ 

‘Isn’t this getting a bit Monty Python?’ 

‘Point taken.’ 

‘So.’ 

‘So.’ 

I take a sip of the tea. Even by the book’s extremely low standards it is disgusting. 

‘Something wrong?’ the book says. 
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‘Nothing’s wrong. Nothing.’ There is a silence. ‘I was asleep, you know.’ 

The book ignores me. It is pretending to have found an important new discovery on 

the fingernail of the index finger of its left hand. 

‘What I want you do for me is this,’ I say. ‘Next time you see these…people, 

please can you tell them from me that I am not a recluse, that I am not losing my 

marbles, and that I have absolutely no plans to tell them what I am up to. And that 

includes you.’ 

The book looks up. ‘No plans at all?’ 

‘None.’ I make sure I hold the book’s gaze. ‘There never was one anyway.’ 

‘And what if they ask for one?’ 

‘Ignore them.’ 

‘All of them?’ 

‘All of them. Ignore them all.’ 
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Wake up! 

 

‘Wake up!’ 

The book is shaking me by the shoulder. It is very dark, no sign of light at the blinds. 

‘Quick, come on, get up!’ 

‘What’s going on, has someone died?’ 

‘You’ve got to get up now. There’s work to do.’ 

‘But it’s 4.30 in the morning!’ 

‘Doesn’t matter. I’ve been thinking. That idea you had, we need to scrap it.’ 

‘What idea? And who is ‘we’?’ 

‘You know the one I mean.’ 

‘Can’t this wait?’ I say. ‘It’s 4.30 in the morning!’ But the book ignores me, 

chattering excitedly as though I am not there. ‘Have you been drinking coffee?’ I say. 

But the book ignores this, too. ‘It’s that third section. The one about ‘The 

Environment’. You need to scrap it. It needs to be about death instead.’ 

‘Death?’ 

‘Death, yes. I decided.’ 

‘Seriously?’ 

‘I am always serious,’ the book says. 

‘I’m going back to sleep,’ I say. 

‘You won’t, you know.’ 

I roll over in the bed, only to discover that my wife is no longer there. ‘See what 

you’ve done?’ I say. 

‘I’d give in now, if I were you,’ the book says. ‘And anyway, you might get run 

over by a bus tomorrow. You may as well fix it now. Then you can sleep.’ 

I begin groping for my slippers, only to find the book is already wearing them. 

‘Coffee?’ the book says. 
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Talking about cutting 

 

‘I’m going away for a bit.’ 

‘Can I come?’ says the book. 

‘I was hoping to leave you at home,’ I say. 

The book sits quietly for a moment, slurps the last of its coffee, then storms out of 

the kitchen, slamming the door behind it. 

‘That went well,’ I say to the empty room. 

Later, while I am packing my bag, the book sidles in without knocking. ‘So where are 

going?’ it says. ‘Anywhere I know? Anyone I like?’ 

‘Yes. And no. No particular order,’ I say. 

‘It’s like that, is it?’ says the book. 

‘It’s nothing personal,’ I say. ‘I just need a break.’ I look around the room for 

inspiration. ‘From this,’ I say, unconvincingly. 

‘From me, you mean,’ says the book. 

I look into the book’s eyes for a moment. They are not raw from weeping, but neither 

are they clear. ‘Yes, from you,’ I murmur. 

The book turns its back me and goes to the window, pretending to feign interest in 

the neighbours pottering in their garden. Still facing the window the book says ‘There 

isn’t much more to do you know. A section, maybe two. It wouldn’t take more than an 

afternoon.’ 

‘Writing another section or two, are you joking?’ 

The book gives a long sigh. ‘I’m talking about cutting, not adding. You’re so nearly 

there. You’ve done the worst part. How about it?’ 

Over the book’s shoulders I can see the neighbours taking a moment to talk, leaning 

on their spades and smiling. ‘I’ll think about it,’ I say. 

‘While you’re away.’ 

‘While I’m away, yes.’ 

‘How long?’ 

‘A few days. A few days at most.’ 
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‘I look forward to your ideas.’ 

‘I don’t want any of those. That’s the last thing I want.’ 

The book gives another sigh. It leaves without saying goodbye. 
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Under the fingernails 

 

The book is already seated at the desk when I enter my office. Papers and books are 

strewn over every surface. A large pot of coffee stands in the centre of the whirlpool, 

on top of  folder marked ‘Version 3′. The book does not offer me any. 

‘What kept you, I’ve been here for three days.’ 

‘It certainly looks like it. Do have a seat by the way.’ 

‘I think you’ll find it’s pretty much there,’ the book says, ignoring me. It jabs its 

finger towards the green folder in the middle of the desk. ‘I think I’ve cracked it. Much 

leaner. Much more under the fingernails.’ 

‘May I?’ I say, lifting the coffee pot and the folder from under it. 

‘And I’ve changed the title.’ 

‘The title? The title was the best bit!’ 

‘Exactly,’ says the book. 

‘And anyway, what’s ‘under the fingernails’ got to do with it?’ 

‘It’s a Heaney thing,’ the book says. ‘I’ve got it here somewhere. One of those 

remarks from a poster or flier. It’s in a notebook somewhere. Something he said 

once. To the effect that Wilde pared the surface but Synge really went in under the 

fingernails. I’ve always rather liked it. As a kind of test, of what to aim for. I’ve got it 

here somewhere.’ 

‘I like it,’ I say. 

‘I knew you would.’ 

‘But what does it mean?’ 

The book glares at me, trying to weigh up if I am serious. 

‘Think of a thing,’ it says. ‘Let’s forget poetry for a moment. A popular thing. 

Like a film. American Beauty for example.’ 

‘I love that film.’ 

‘Exactly.’ 

‘Now think of another film that’s about the same kind of stuff, not necessarily 

as famous, which treats the topic in a less glossy way, and which takes the risk of 

being less amused by its own presumption. Which gets out of the way of its own 

fabulousness to say something altogether more serious and haunting. Poetic, even.’ 
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‘You’ve lost me.’ 

‘Which doesn’t care what we think about it.’ 

‘Like The Ice Storm you mean?’ 

‘Exactly. Like Sigourney Weaver and Kevin Kline in The Ice Storm. Under the 

fingernails. That bit where she rolls over in bed and lights a cigarette. Or when he 

starts crying. You’ve got it.’ 

‘Or the Chelsea of Osgood and Chopper Harris, circa 1970?’ 

‘Absolutely under the fingernails! Take no prisoners!’ 

‘Or Goya’s Black Paintings?’ 

‘You’ve got it.’ 

‘Or Blue. Or Billie Holiday singing ‘Strange Fruit’. Or Shadows on Our 

Skin. Or Archipelago. Or Mary Oliver?’ 

‘That’s it! It’s the difference between the Today programme and From Our 

Own Correspondent. If you really want to know what’s going on you choose the 

latter.’ 

The book and I regard each other for what feels like a long minute. Neither of us 

moves. 

Finally the book speaks. ‘That’s what you’ve got to measure up to. Go under the 

fingernails. To the quick.’ 
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Something’s come up 

 

‘I love this time of year. Easter, the Masters. My birthday.’ 

‘Does that mean we can expect the traditional order of unread poetry books?’ 

‘Then there’s the Grand National. I love the National.’ 

‘Are you listening?’ 

‘Do you have a problem with that?’ 

‘Actually I do. Specially when there’s work to do.’ 

‘I thought you’d cracked it. Finished it. Moved on.’ 

‘By poets you have no intention of reading.’ 

‘So have you?’ 

‘Something’s come up. A problem.’ 

‘I think you’ll find I read all of them.’ 

‘Quite a big problem actually.’ 

‘And make notes.’ 

‘It’s not just the title. It’s the whole thing. The sections. The ordering. 

Everything.’ 

‘They feed me. They open me up.’ 

‘I mean it. Everything.’ 

‘To what’s possible.’ 

‘Everything.’ 

‘Ilhan Berk for example. Translated by George Messo. A year ago I’d not even 

heard of him.’ 

‘He’s dead.’ 

‘I know. But to me he feels rather alive. Plus I’ve just found a new book by 

him.’ 

‘But we should -‘ 

‘New to me at any rate.’ 
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‘But you could finish this now. Today, if you wanted.’ 

‘What if I don’t want to? What if I want to read Birhan Keskin instead?’ 

‘Sometimes I despair.’ 

‘Don’t say that.’ 

‘I do. It’s within touching distance and you squander it. You have no focus.’ 

‘You wouldn’t understand.’ 

‘Try me.’ 

‘It’s called backing up.’ 

‘Avoiding the problem you mean.’ 

‘No, not avoiding it. Dealing with it by going another route. Acknowledging the 

stuff-up I have made of things, we have made of things, and finding a solution by -‘ 

‘By reading Ilhan Berk?’ 

‘By reading Ilhan Berk, exactly. It’s no different from driving to Dartmoor for 

the day. Or sitting on the beach at Budleigh and watching the light. It doesn’t look 

like writing, but writing is what it is. It’s about gaining a perspective that being here, 

with you, won’t achieve. I’m sorry.’ 

‘I see.’ 

‘No you don’t.’ 

‘No, I don’t.’ 

‘You never do.’ 
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Being Very Funny on Twitter 

 

Nothing much is happening. 

The book has gone out for the evening, leaving me alone, with, well, just me. I use 

the time by wasting it, of course. A little bit of Facebook (someone has made some 

jam!), a little bit of Twitter (someone is Being Very Funny), a little bit more Facebook 

(someone is Being Very Funny about someone making some jam). 

In a fit of self-discipline, I turn on the telly. Some people are sitting at a dining table 

trying to laugh at each other’s jokes. An election interview. A film with a comic book 

hero. Some men and some women on some brightly coloured sofas talking about a 

film with a comic book hero. 

The same person who was Being Very Funny on Twitter is now Being Very Erudite 

with someone very famous. I wonder how I ended up following them. I unfollow 

them. Then, feeling remorseful, I immediately follow them back again, even though 

the person does not know me and has never acknowledged me. 

Not my most productive evening, I think. 

The telly off, the laptop lid closed, I hear the book come in through the front door, 

placing its keys as it always does in the wooden bowl on the table. 

‘Hi!’ I shout into the the darkness. ‘Hello! Did you have a good time?’ 

Silence. Maybe I just imagined it, I think. Or maybe it is making some tea. I hope it 

makes me some, I think.  I call down the stairs, ‘Are you in the kitchen?’ Again, 

silence. I sit for a minute, waiting for the book to come in with the tea tray. Nothing 

happens. 

I switch on the telly again. The comic book action hero has just had his powers taken 

away by the evil villain. The brightly covered sofas have been replaced by a soap 

opera. The news credits file up the screen, importantly. Someone not at all famous 

on Twitter has posted a link to a blog post about sitting in silence and why it is good 

for you. As I finish reading it, I realise I am crying. 

I close the laptop lid, switch off the telly, and sit in the silent room, tears streaming 

down my face, for no reason that I can think of. 

‘I wonder how my blog stats are doing?’ I think, and reach for my mobile phone. 
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Terrible work 

 

I am having a clear out. I am putting my notebooks, drafts and scraps of paper into a 

box file. My plan is to take it out into the garden and bury it where it will never be 

discovered. 

‘What are you doing?’ The book is filling the doorway, its arms folded across 

its chest. 

‘You know, tidying up.’ 

‘This is more than tidying up,’ the book says. ‘This is medical.’ 

‘Do you mind?’ I say. ‘I need to do this. Today, if possible. Before I die.’ 

‘So it is medical?’ the book says. 

‘Not in that way. I just need to be rid,’ I look around the office, ‘of all this.’ 

‘Please may I ask why?’ the book says. 

‘Because it is balls. Over. Finished. A disaster from the word go.’ 

‘But you haven’t even finished it yet.’ 

‘Which is how I’d like it to stay,’ I say. ‘I can’t believe I let it get this far.’ 

‘You should finish it at least,’ the book says. 

‘But it’s terrible,’ I say. ‘I can hear them laughing already.’ 

‘That’s just an excuse,’ the book says. ‘For not doing anything. For not taking 

the risk.’ 

‘So you think it might OK?’ 

‘It might be,’ says the book. ‘It might not. But you won’t find out if you don’t 

give it a go. Come on, you owe it to yourself.’ The book gently slides a notebook 

from my hand. ‘See this here, I can think of several poets who’d give their left arm for 

lines like these.’ 

‘You think so?’ 

‘I know so.’ 

‘You’re not just saying it?’ I say. ‘To be nice.’ 

‘When have I ever been nice?’ 

‘True,’ I say. 



43 
 

‘You should see what X is up to. Now that really is terrible work.’ 

‘How d’you know that?’ 

‘I have my contacts. And anyway, that isn’t the main point, what X is up to. It’s 

what you’re up to that counts.’ The book lifts another notebook from the desk and 

places it back on the shelf. 

‘I bet they will laugh, you know,’ I say. 

‘So what? So what if they laugh? You will have made something. Something 

only you could have made. Even if nobody sees it. It will be yours.’ 

‘I will have made something,’ I repeat. ‘It will be mine.’ 
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Letting go 

 

The book does not know I have left the house without it. Though it is sunny and 

warm I have donned wellies and a bobble hat. I have a faint idea that I might look a 

tad ridiculous, but no matter. The main thing is to be out on this glorious day of sharp 

shadows and scudding clouds. 

Out, without the book. 

Partly it is the weather and partly it is me. Or rather, us. Last night words were 

spoken, some harsh, some impolite, nearly all of them unfriendly. We did not part on 

good terms, and this morning it was nowhere to be seen. Not at the desk, not in the 

kitchen, not on the way to work. 

The walk is a familiar one around the neighbourhood, downhill for the first bit, then to 

the river and canal, then uphill again.  The perfect loop. Half an hour on a good day, 

without the wind. 

It’s the walk I’ve always used in emergencies: when the children were little and stir 

crazy; when I was recovering from cancer; when I was depressed at work. It has 

never let me down. ‘The bouncy bridge, the bouncy bridge!’ they used to yell, 

giggling. But today there is just me and one solitary dog walker, a woman in her 

sixties with a well-behaved terrier. 

I pause, like I always do, in the middle, where there is a good view of the weir. The 

day began with scraggy clouds and more than a hint of mist, but now it has cleared 

up beautifully, as it so often does in this town at this time of day. The late afternoon 

sunshine casts long shadows across the riverside park, where some youths sit in a 

circle, their bikes collapsed on the grass. Soon, I find myself thinking, it will be the 

cricket season. Hope. 

Without knowing it, I realise I have let the book go. This is not the same as finishing 

it, or knowing where or how it will end. But I know that it is no longer mine. That it will 

be -in fact has already become- what it wants to be, and that I am powerless to stop 

it. My job now, I suddenly understand, is to get out of its way. 

It is a feeling of great sadness and excitement: I want to run home in my wellies and 

bobble hat to let the book know my discovery. But I do not move. Instead I savour 

the sunshine and listen to the roar of the weir, even as the bridge starts to tremble in 

the freshening breeze. 
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You will never be ready 

 

‘What are you waiting for?’ the book says. 

‘I’m not ready,’ I say. 

‘What do you mean?’ 

‘I’m not ready. I’ve got to finish this first.’ 

‘What?’ 

‘This thing.’ 

‘What thing?’ 

‘Something that I’m doing. I need to finish it,’ I say. 

‘Can’t it wait?’ 

‘No it can’t.’ 

‘What is it?’ 

‘A thing.’ 

‘Is it important?’ the book says. 

‘Yes. No, actually. No, it’s not. Of course it’s important. It’s my work.’ 

‘Oh, your work,’ the book says. ‘Why didn’t you say?’ 

The book leans over my shoulder to look at what I am doing. It sees that I am 

answering an email. 

‘It’s an email,’ the book says flatly. ‘An email. And this you call important?’ 

‘It is important. They need a response.’ 

‘Can’t it wait?’ the book says again. 

With a sigh I close the lid of my laptop. ‘Happy now?’ I say. 

‘Plus you had Twitter open. And your blog stats. What are you playing at?’ 

‘They’re just for fun. And anyway, they’re routine,’ I say. ‘I don’t even notice 

I’m doing them.’ 

‘These are the lies you tell yourself?’ the book says. ‘No wonder you never get 

anything done.’ 
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‘But I’m not ready.’ 

‘Not ready?’ the book says. ‘You’re waiting to be ready? The bolt-from-the-

blue-shot-of-inspiration-perfect-Saturday-morning-in-a-quiet-cafe kind of ready? 

You’re joking, right?’ 

‘I’m not ready,’ I say again. 

‘You will never be ready,’ the book says. ‘Never. Not if you spend half your life 

waiting. Or arsing around on Twitter.’ The book lets out a long sigh. 

‘But I’m not,’ I say. ‘I’ve no idea what I’m doing. Plus it’s all useless anyway.’ 

‘All the more reason why you should start,’ the book says. ‘And anyway, that 

stuff you did yesterday, that wasn’t too bad. You should carry on with that.’ 

‘You think so?’ I say. 

‘You know so,’ the book says. ‘And anyway, you don’t need my approval to 

get on with it. Just do it.’ 

‘You think so?’ 

‘Of course.’ 

‘But I’m not ready,’ I say. 

‘You’ll never be ready,’ the book says again. ‘You only get ready by doing it.’ 
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What the internet thinks 

 

‘You looked, didn’t you?’ the book says. 

‘What?’ I say. 

‘Before you started this.’ 

‘What?’ 

‘At your stats. You couldn’t help yourself.’ 

‘Can you leave me alone please?’ I say. ‘I’m trying to work.’ 

From deep inside its throat the book makes a strangled-spluttering sound. ‘Work,’ it 

says to no one. ‘Don’t make me laugh.’ 

I put down what I am doing and turn to face the book. It’s looking smart, in a clean 

pair of trousers, its shirt ironed and face washed. Its body language is neither full-

frontal aggressive, nor overtly friendly. Businesslike, I find myself thinking. But I don’t 

trust it. Something is up. A plan. I can smell it. 

‘So?’ I begin. 

‘Yes,’ the book says, meeting my gaze. 

‘Where were we?’ 

‘If I remember correctly, we were at the point where you begin your usual 

routine of self-justifying nonsense, protesting that you don’t care what the internet 

thinks about you.’ 

I sit looking at the book, my mind suddenly blank. The book looks back at me, its 

hands folded calmly in its lap, its legs crossed. I notice it has had its hair cut. 

‘Your silence is speaking volumes,’ it says. 

‘Have you had your hair cut?’ I say. 

‘Don’t change the subject,’ it says. ‘Take yesterday, after our little chat, you 

couldn’t wait to go on Facebook and see how many likes you had got.’ 

‘But I like to see how it’s going down,’ I say. 

‘Don’t bother,’ the book says. ‘It’s going down fine.’ 

‘But what if it isn’t?’ I say. 
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‘Trust me, it is. And even if it wasn’t, would that stop you? Do you really need 

the internet’s affirmation that badly?’ 

‘But I like it,’ I say. 

The book unfolds its legs, unclasps its hands, and leans forward in its chair. ‘So what 

you are saying is that it is impossible for you to proceed without knowing how many 

hits you get each day? Whether or not you are working on something, whether or not 

you are reading, just writing in your notebook, just being, or even having a break?’ 

I say nothing. 

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you,’ says the book. 

I mumble, ‘I don’t know.’ 

‘I give up,’ says the book. 

‘Don’t go,’ I say. ‘Please.’ 

‘What you need to decide is what you want,’ says the book. ‘One day it is 

going to be your funeral. Not tomorrow, not next year we hope, but one day. And 

what do you want them to say about you? That you had lots of Facebook likes or that 

you got stuff done? You won’t be around to hear it, remember. That’s a clue.’ 

‘I don’t know,’ I say again. 

‘Well it’s time you decided,’ the book says. ‘It’s your life.’ 
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We’re done 

 

Ordinary morning sounds from outside drift into the room where I am working. 

Birdsong. A car being parked. The noise of distant traffic. I notice that the sun is 

starting to brighten, casting dark shadows across the garden of my neighbours, into 

which I stare from my workroom. There is a single robin on their apple tree, marking 

out its territory with both of its tiny lungs. 

Though I have been here for an hour or so, I suddenly realise that the room is 

spotless. Not just tidy, the books and notebooks and papers all in their places, but 

actually clean, free of dust. 

‘It’s a symbol,’ the book says from behind me. 

‘Where did you come from?’ I say. 

‘I was here all along. I just thought I’d watch for a while. Until you noticed. 

You’re welcome, by the way.’ 

‘You mean it was you?’ 

‘As always.’ The book lets out a little sniff. 

‘It’s great. Thank you. You didn’t need to, you know.’ 

‘That’s what I came to chat to you about,’ the book says. 

‘Meaning?’ I say. 

‘What it means,’ the book says. ‘As I say. It’s a symbol.’ 

‘Does it have to be?’ I say. ‘Can’t it just be what it is: nice and tidy?’ 

‘Oh, it’s much more than that,’ the book says. It sniffs again, gives itself a 

scratch. ‘I think you’ll find,’ it begins, ‘I think you’ll find it means we’re done. Or rather 

you are. We are. Whatever.’ 

‘What do you mean, ‘done’?’ I say. ‘You mean finished?’ 

‘I wouldn’t go as far as ‘finished’. I mean done.’ 

‘Done-done,’ I say, ‘or just done-for-the-time-being-done?’ 

‘I mean done. Really-done.’ 

‘Really-done?’ I say. ‘You’ve never said that before.’ 

‘I know,’ the book says. ‘That’s why I tidied. To let you know.’ 
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I close the lid of my laptop, stand up and give myself a stretch. ‘Shall I make some 

coffee to celebrate?’ I say. ‘I could even buy some buns. Your favourites?’ 

‘What are you doing?’ the book says. ‘Just because I said we’re done doesn’t 

mean there isn’t work to do. There’s always work to do.’ 

‘But I thought you said -‘ 

‘I did,’ the book says. ‘But that’s not the same thing as having permission to 

skive off the rest of the day. I don’t believe you sometimes.’ 

‘I’m going out,’ I say. ‘To buy some buns.’ 

‘You’ll regret it,’ the book says. ‘You know you will.’ 

‘Just tell me,’ I say. ‘How can I be done and still have work to do?’ 

‘You’ll have to work it out for yourself,’ the book says. ‘Now, are you still 

making that coffee?’ 
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Poets in the audience 

 

Though I am reading from it, the book is nowhere to be seen. 

As well as normal people, some poets are in the audience. Poets I admire, poets I 

love, poets I have worked with. 

I catch the eye of one of them. He smiles at me with kindness, then shakes his head 

gently. I am certain I am the only person in the room to see it. Another poet, famous 

for his taciturn grumpiness, quietly gets up to leave, right in the middle of my second 

poem. I look around for help, but there is no one. 

Half way through the introduction to my next poem, I find myself telling the audience 

the most flagrant lie, all in the service of looking for a laugh. The lie goes down well, I 

notice. I will use this again, I think. 

A poet I love deeply walks into the room half way through my next poem. This is not 

just any poet. It is my mentor. A poet I have trusted with my life, opened my heart to. 

She also leaves after half a poem. 

Little pools of sweat are making their presence felt in crevices behind my knees, and 

in full view on my top lip. The next poem I read takes twice as long as it usually does, 

not because of the jokes I tell leading up to it, but because it is now twice as long. 

The poem after that has been cut in half. The poem after that is now a blank space. 

Voices are now competing for space in my head. Actual voices: schoolteachers, my 

grandmother, even Prince Philip. One of them has pulled out a sheaf of paper and is 

making large ‘X’ marks across each page in thick red marker pen, at which they toss 

it onto the floor in front of me as I continue to read. It is my CV, the lines of which 

slowly disappear up the page, as though chased by an invisible delete button, 

leaving only the red ‘X’ behind. 

I am on my last poem. I grip the lectern, take a sip of water, and breathe. ‘This will be 

my last poem,’ I say. I choose not to invent specious lies to introduce it with. I merely 

say the title and begin reading. Two thirds of the way into the poem I discover a word 

I do not remember having used before. I press on regardless, suddenly aware that 

the poem means much more to me than I had first imagined. It was about one thing, 

I had thought, but is about another thing entirely. Even though I have made the 

mistake of finding my own poem interesting, I am confident I have read it perfectly. 

‘Thank you,’ I hear myself say to the empty chairs in front of me. 
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Excuses 

 

‘Was it good?’ the book says. 

‘Was what good?’ 

‘What you’ve been up to,’ the book says. 

‘When?’ 

‘You know when. While-you’ve-been-away-when,’ the book says. 

‘I haven’t been away. I’ve been here all the time.’ 

‘It didn’t feel like it.’ 

‘Actually, I was working.’ 

‘Is that what you call it now?’ the book says. 

‘Working. Of course. What are you saying?’ 

‘Nothing,’ the book says. 

‘Balls.’ 

‘Excuses.’ 

‘Excuse me?’ 

‘Excuses. Using work as an excuse. The oldest excuse of them all.’ 

‘But I was.’ 

‘Oh I know you were,’ the book says. 

‘Why did you ask then?’ 

‘To see if you knew. Did you get much done? Were you productive?’ 

‘Very productive, actually. Got tons done. Plus I had a reading.’ 

‘Oh, a reading. A reading. In front of people! Was it nice?’ 

‘It was lovely.’ 

‘And while you were doing all this, this work, did you actually spend any time 

thinking about when you might return to your real work, the work that matters?’ 

‘Like what?’ I say. 
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‘You know what,’ the book says. ‘This. Here. With me.’ 

‘You said we were done,’ I say. 

‘I did say that, yes. But we’re not done, not really, are we? I mean, we might 

be done. We might be. But we will never be done. Not really.’ 

‘You think so?’ 

‘I know so. If it’s not me, it’ll be someone else.’ 

‘What?’ 

‘Another project. Something. Whatever. You have to keep moving.’ 

‘But won’t you be sad to go?’ I say. 

‘Heartbroken. As they say, it’s been real.’ 

‘Are you going?’ I say. 

‘No, not yet. But one day I will, yes.’ 

‘Will it be soon?’ 

‘I’m not sure. It might be. It depends on you. There’s some tiny things still to 

do.’ 

‘And after that?’ 

‘Then I’ll go, yes,’ the book says. 

‘Will you say goodbye?’ 

‘I expect so. But you can never know. I may just go.’ 

‘Please don’t go,’ I say. 

‘I have to,’ the book says. ‘It’s what you made me for.’ 
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The new book 

 

It is drizzling. The house is empty, the road outside quiet. It’s just as the book said it 

would be, normal. A Tuesday, everything in its place, my desk tidied. 

I go to the window to look at the blossom. How to capture the blossom, I think, in all 

of its brief finery? A blackbird sings from the top of it, a song, I like to think, of praise. 

I answer an email, I fiddle for a moment with a paper clip. It is still drizzling. 

The book was right (how I hate to say that), there were no prolonged goodbyes. Any 

goodbyes at all, now I come to think of it. Just this odd, reverberating silence. And 

me. And me. 

Usually the answer is coffee. Or a bun. But not today. I stare into the silence head-

on. Nothing moves. 

From what feels like the next door house, the doorbell rings. 

I open the door to find a loosely dressed young person paying off a cab driver in the 

road. 

‘Have you made coffee?’ the person says as they approach the house on the 

path. ‘You know I need my coffee.’ 

‘I’m sorry,’ I say, ‘but I don’t know you at all. Who are you?’ 

‘I’m your new book,’ says the new book walking straight past me and up the 

stairs. ‘Milk, no sugar, if that’s OK. And I heard you bought buns. I’d love one, 

thanks. The old book says Hi by the way. It said not to bother to write.’ 
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Nothing to say 

 

‘You’re late,’ the new book says. 

It is seated at my desk, sleeves rolled up, a mug of steaming coffee before it. 

‘I didn’t know we were beginning already,’ I say. ‘And anyway, I’m not ready.’ 

‘How many times?’ the new book says. ‘You’ll never be ready. The old book 

was right: you do always say that.’ The new book pushes its sleeves even further up 

its arms. ‘So, what’s it to be, me talk, you type, or you talk, me type?’ 

‘Please don’t start sentences with ‘so’,’ I say. 

‘That’s the least of your worries,’ the new book says. 

‘What do you mean?’ 

‘I mean, time is moving on and soon you will be dead. Which is it: talk or 

type?’ 

‘Talk,’ I say quietly. 

‘I didn’t hear you,’ the new book says. 

‘Talk,’ I say again. 

‘Talk it is,’ the new book grins. 

‘But I’ve got nothing to say.’ 

‘Brilliant,’ the new book says. ‘We’ll start with that.’ 

 


