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Track 1

Linda Anderson  
Welcome to the Open University course A215 Audio CD ‘Writing Fiction’. On this CD you will hear five novelists talking about their methods of creating and developing stories. The interviewers are myself, Linda Anderson, I will be presenting the first three talks, and Derek Neale, who presents the final two.

Maggie Gee has created a very wide range of characters in her novels including some who are flawed, like the fun-loving but egocentric Lottie in Light Years and some who are downright disturbing like Dirk, the racist youth in The White Family. I met Maggie at her home in London to discuss her approaches to character creation. She began by describing how she finds her characters.

Track 2

Maggie Gee
I don’t have any conscious method with my characters, all I can say is that when I start I don’t know really where they come from. I’m sure a lot of them come from my past and I think the archetypes in The White Family are all from my own family although the specifics are all different but there are a lot of incidents that do come from the past and I think there are certain deep structures in the characters that writers make that probably do relate to their own very intimate past. I do tend to believe that all happiness and all suffering, in a way it’s like a series of rooms that open into each other and you go through the door into a room that you know but that has many doorways through which you see other people having similar feelings that come from different experiences.

Linda Anderson  
You’ve never been afraid to enter any sort of character however different they might be from you so you’ve got a huge range of characters, young and old, men and women. What sort of belief about fiction making does that come out of?

Maggie Gee 
I really think the accidentals of human life, the externals are not really significant compared to the things that are shared and I do believe that so that is my belief and I think fiction allows us to imagine each other.

Linda Anderson  
It’s just drawing on the whole fund of experience on what you observe around you and using it in the fiction.
Maggie Gee  
Yes, I try not to use my friends. I try not to use people I know because I think it is painful for them and I think they can’t answer back unless they’re fellow writers so, but I think there is this whole area where you can transform things so much that people will not recognise themselves and I think in a way that’s part of our duty as writers if we’ve got any. If we are fiction writers we can invent enough not to hurt other people or to make them feel that their experience has been stolen. I do use myself too. In fact the novel I’ve just finished is really rather uncomfortable. It’s called My Cleaner and it’s about the relationship between a woman and her cleaner and the woman in some ways is like me. I’ve had to try and look at the ways in which I might make a cleaner uncomfortable or have made a cleaner uncomfortable and I think, I think you really do have to be prepared if you’re going to use other people you’ve really got to be prepared to use yourself in quite a ruthless way. It’s your best source of material in a sense. 
Track 3
Maggie Gee 
I think you have to use your own experiences of joy and sorrow to find a way into other people’s. Of course joy and sorrow are very acceptable emotions but there are less acceptable emotions like hatred or envy or contempt and the truth is we all want people to think we are very nice but none of us is really very nice or we wouldn’t have such weird dreams would we and we wouldn’t say such dreadful things when we are talking to people we know really really well and who we trust to love us the way we really are so I think really when you’re writing you have to try not to censor yourself. A good writer is dealing with, I think, the wildest and freest capacities of their imagination. That doesn’t mean that the book as it finally emerges into the daylight is without moral understanding or without constraint. I mean I hope nothing I’ve ever written would make a reader crueller. I think that after you’ve invented these characters another part of yourself perhaps comes into play and that part of yourself might be the moral part, the compassionate part. I suppose I feel my business with a wicked character is both to make them real and to see why they get like that because I actually believe, I don’t believe anyone is born wicked.
Linda Anderson  
I wonder if we could talk about specific characters in this connection like Dirk from The White Family. When we are in his head there are these signals of his vulnerability at the same time as he is quite alarming.
Maggie Gee  
Yes, Dirk is the racist boy in The White Family, the racist son, the brother of the woman Shirley, who has two black lovers, a black lover and a black husband and whose racism gets much worse because he adores his sister and is jealous. Dirk was a real problem for me and then suddenly he wasn’t, of course it’s easy to invent a racist character in that, certainly where I live in London I hear that kind of remark all the time so the explicit source is easy. I know the remarks that Dirk would make, I know them, I’ve heard them, but that’s not enough, I had to find a way of thinking Dirk’s thoughts. I must be able, I must have access, I don’t want to think of myself as racist but I’ve certainly made a lot of silly mistakes before I knew many black people, before I’d read much literature by writers of colour, so I’ve got that level of mistakes and misunderstandings that I have access to. I also have access to the fact that I didn’t actually see anybody black until I was twelve and found it quite alarming when I did see my first black person, so there’s all those layers of being brought up that I can use. It’s no good feeling so shocked by those parts of myself that I can’t use them, I’ve got to be able to use them however my way into finding it quite easy to write Dirk was by seeing him as both comic and pathetic. I had to do the two things at once. I knew he would be pathetic because I do believe that when people hate it’s because they’re not loved and Dirk is not loved by his mother, May. May is, in other respects, a very sympathetic intelligent character but she has this mysterious coldness towards her son, she just hasn’t got room, he’s her last child, she doesn’t love him. So I could feel sorry for him but the breakthrough for me was finding his lack of understanding, his lack of words, his sort of foolish prejudices as comic and then I could, as I wrote through him, as I thought through him, I was in a way laughing through him at racist prejudice and now it’s really no good setting out to state things in novels. I did not set out in this book to say racism is bad, it would be really boring. What you have to do is find a topic about which you are interestingly ambivalent and then explore it through your characters and really through Dirk, I suppose I explored racist parts of myself, things that are transgressive, things that shouldn’t be said and both tried to pity it and to laugh at it. So actually I found it very zestful in the end writing Dirk.
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Linda Anderson  
We can use ourselves in a very straightforward way but we can also imagine ourselves in unfamiliar ways. When you wrote Lottie, this sort of selfish vain but ultimately rather life enhancing person, did that come from imagining what it would be like if you could ignore your duties to other people, if you could indulge yourself?
Maggie Gee  
Yes I think that’s a very good point we are all stuck in our lives to a certain extent but in fiction you’re not. You can reinvent yourself. You can think what would I be like if I didn’t do that and Lottie, this character I adore actually, I’d love to be Lottie, at least for a few weeks. She’s sort of beautiful, glamorous, rich and totally selfish. She’s kind of a comic character because she doesn’t understand things which means she’s very useful to use. Characters who don’t understand things have got great capacity for generating comedy and generating drama. I think one of my central themes has always been selfishness versus selflessness and Lottie is a selfish archetype whereas a character like May, the mother in The White Family, she’s not really been able to carve out enough space or time for herself ever and I think it’s a line that most women find it quite hard to draw, men too probably. So it’s live, you’ve got to find your live themes, the ones that are still live for you and the characters who work for you will be the ones, I think, who let you have fun along this fault line in yourself.

Track 5

Linda Anderson  
You’ve also in some of your books handled quite a large cast of characters. Is that difficult?

Maggie Gee  
The book of mine that’s got the most characters is The Flood. I think that’s got thirty characters. I brought back characters from every one of my past novels. That was a difficult act to keep in the air. It’s about a society that’s going under. I had to have lots of characters and I wanted to have lots of characters because I love all my characters, I really do. On the one hand I was writing about a flood which is taking over the city and at another level I was really trying to save my characters. Speaking as an artist who in a way is the parent of all those characters and perhaps trying to redeem some things for them. There were some ends I’d left untied. I tried to take Dirk, the racist boy I was talking about, I tried to give him some redemption in a way that I hope wasn’t a false happy ending but I tried to give him, I thought he was the character of mine I’d given least of all, ever, and I wanted to, you know, make things right in some way.

At the end of the book the cult, the Last Days cult are all gathered together as the water’s rising, they’re up at the top of a tower building and a kind of crucifixion is taking place of one of their members, Kilda, who Dirk for the first time in his life, has managed to become fond of. May, Dirk’s mother, has come looking for the son that she’s never managed to love and very late in the book as the water rises up to the window, May decides that she may be able to save both Kilda and Dirk.

‘Wake up,’ says May, ‘come with me, my dear’ and her pounding heart lifts her over the fear that has always held her in a cage of knuckles
and suddenly turning on Father Brun, who is bellowing about Sin and Greed, she remarks, quite loudly, in her ‘mother’ voice, ‘And you, young ma,  had better pipe down, I think you’ve said enough for one day’ – then to Dirk, who is watching, biting his fist, wishing his mother would think of him, she says ‘Good boy, Dirk, we can lift her together’, and they link arms, clumsily, to try and lift her,  Dirk has the strength and May has the courage
her fingers beat a small tender tattoo on the biceps her son has worked into whipcord
touching him she approves of him 

at last his mother approves of him.
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Linda Anderson 
One of the things that distinguishes Andrew Greig’s novels is his strong evocations of place and time. I went to meet him at his home in Sheffield to talk about how he created the settings in That Summer, his war time novel and in In Another Light which switches between the island settings of present day Orkney to Penang in the thirties.

Track 7

Linda Anderson 
I wonder if we can talk first of all about That Summer, this evocation of the Battle of Britain and its impact on two characters in particular. There is this statement in the novel that ‘something in the air, in the flavour of the times and people’s minds is lost to us’ and yet the whole story challenges that notion because you really do set out to evoke what that period was like. Can you talk about the methods that you used to do that and maybe first of all talk about the research that you carried out?
Andrew Greig
Well That Summer, it did help because that’s just within living memory like my mother and father were alive then, my mums’ still alive and I had her diary, her journals that she kept luckily for the first part of the war. I found that incredibly useful because a lot of the little details of ordinary life were in them and one of the big things that came out of it, two things, one is that in the past things are always present. That is hugely important. You always think the past is in black and white but it’s not and for the people there they are as up to date as anybody can possibly be. As my mum said, we didn’t know who was going to win the war, so when you’re writing about something as well known as the Battle of Britain it’s helpful to remember that it was not called the Battle of the Britain at the time. They didn’t call it anything apart from ‘what’s going on’ and in my mother’s notebook I found these other things that, she would have entries like ‘lamb chops for dinner. Dennis phoned late. Worried about my Milton essay, Czechoslovakia going very badly’ and then ‘we’re at war, I don’t know what will happen next. I am three days late with my essay.’ That’s what its like during these kind of dramatic events, people still have the minute local details, their lives going on and I found that very helpful so I plugged into my mother’s personal reminiscences, her journal, a few photos. There’s a coat of my father’s which he bought during the war, a heavy black wool coat. I still wear it in winter and I found sometimes when I was writing this book I would put it on and walk out, luckily it was cold out at the time but it looked quite mad and I just found putting on my father and the smell of that coat, it’s an act of sympathetic magic you are trying to perform. That’s what I think, to me it’s not so much a technique, it’s an act of empathetic or sympathetic magic and I find having objects around me when I am doing that sympathetic magic really helps, so in my shed I have photographs, almost a story board, any little items. My mother had a brooch for instance, her journals, her letters from her fiancé who was killed in North Africa, a picture of my mum at that age, just around me and I found that really helps me get to that place and stay there and then basically make it up from there. That’s the kind of research I do. If I need details or need to check details that are made up, I do that research afterwards. I think well I’d better check actually I mean, were we at war then, was there a Light programme, you know, that kind of thing.

Linda Anderson  
But the way you’ve got the jargons and slangs to do with the characters’ jobs, did that come from traditional research?

Andrew Greig
I think some of it did. I went to one of these war RAF recreation stations and that’s where I got the radio direction finding, the whole apparatus for that and there was a tape playing, [inaudible] tape, that helped. There’s a lot of books luckily you can buy about fighter pilots in the Second World War. The problem with them is trying to cut through the kind of received image we have of it to something that feels more immediate and real so de-familiarising yourself with what is very familiar as a myth. It was only when I read a tiny little footnote that mentioned that the Sergeants’ mess was bombed as opposed to the Officers’ mess. These people had different messes. They were fighting alongside each other. I had no idea that that was the case and then I read that a quarter of the fighter pilots in the Battle of Britain were not British at all, in fact the most successful ones eight out of ten of them were not British. They were Irish, South African, New Zealand, Australian and above all, Czech and Polish. I met by chance a woman who was doing her PhD; it was on ‘Poles in Sheffield’ and I said I could be interested in that and she had quite a lot about people who were in the forces who had come from Poland when it was destroyed by Germany and then Russia to fight for the British and then I discovered the Polish pilots, or a book about them called The Forgotten Few, so that’s traditional research. It started off with somebody I met and then it followed through to a book and when I had that I knew I was burning to write about these people because it fitted the purpose of the book which is to produce something from a fresh angle so I suppose that’s a combination of somebody you bump into almost by accident, because when you’re really involved in a book everything seems to come you way sometimes, everything is offering you help and if you’re open to that, those kinds of conversations can take you to something that you really needed to know, whereas if you sat down and tried to research everything, well you’d never finish for one thing and you’d be overwhelmed by detail for another and I think that’s something is finding ways of dropping most of the detail because a novel is not a travelogue and a novel is not a history book. 
As a different example of that take something that I did really know about first hand – Orkney in Another Light – now the problem there is I actually know too much about Orkney and I’ve always found that I write best about a place like that when I’m not there. I deliberately wrote that when I wasn’t in Orkney and I’ve also written best about Scotland when I’m not living in Scotland because again I think memory and distance winnows down all these images you have to just a few key ones. It does the job for you, so if you really know a place it’s quite good to go away from it, otherwise you’re just going to overwhelm yourself with detail. Now if you don’t know a place like Penang you probably do have to go there.

Linda Anderson  
And did you go to Penang?

Andrew Greig 
Yes.

Linda Anderson  
Even if you went to Penang you couldn’t go there in the 1930s. How do you date it?

Andrew Greig  
That was the hardest bit of a book I’ve ever written because, yes, it’s a place I didn’t know and a time I didn’t know and it was out with living memory. So I had some objects, as usual, I had these things which I use in the book that my father left to me. A Chinese Buddha, a single domino and some picture postcards that he’d taken and a billiards trophy, the Penang Club June 1929 and these became my kind of talismanic almost magical objects and then I went to the central newspaper library and spent three days messing up my eyes reading microfiches of the Penang Gazette for those dates, just to get a feel of the time what people were talking about and then went to Colonial Records office and got the firsthand documents about the various political and military and other shenanigans that were going on at the time and then I went to Penang just for ten days and obviously bits change in some ways a great deal.  In other ways it hadn’t changed very much and what I do when I go off to a place like that, I’m looking for a place that will really talk to me. There was a place called The Crag Hotel, you’ve got this funicular railway, which simple research had discovered it opened about a year before my father got there and before the character I’m basing on my father got there. You go up to the top of Craghill. It’s 3000 feet up, it’s so much cooler, it’s lovely and there’s all these little discreet bungalows and I thought ‘I know stuff went on up there’. I felt my father very close to me at that time. I knew that was going to be part of what I’d use in the book. So there’s moments when the past of a place breaks through and that’s what it felt like. Like at the Botanical Gardens, the same thing: I was there and I saw this very odd feeling, I looked up across this pond and there was my wife crouched down across the pond but it wasn’t her for a moment that I saw. It was the woman in the book and I knew something had happened between the two characters at this place. I’ve always believed in bodily existence. One of the discoveries I made when I went to Penang was what’s it like to sweat all the time, to be drowning in your body juices. It took people usually about six months to acclimatise so when my character first went there, that was what I knew, he’d be overwhelmingly aware of. The fact it was seventy years ago made no difference. People always feel hungry and tired and enjoy eating and drinking and cooling down and washing. I suppose it’s this sympathetic magic again, you go to a place and wait. Find the place that talks to you and says yes, this is going in the book.

Right, in we go. This is the shed. The great thing about having a shed is you get to leave the house. It’s not a big distance, its maybe like 30 feet but the fact is you walk out the house and you close the door and you walk quickly through the rain to the shed. It’s only 8 by 6 or 8 by 10 but it’s all a man and woman needs. It’s got windows with a view, not too interesting a view, and you come inside and there’s a long desk and a carpeted floor and a computer and some insulation and a phone and a modem and a very small number of books, otherwise you spend all your time reading other people’s books which is not what you’re here to do. I love the sound of this rain on the roof of my shed. It’s just a lovely place to be. I lose track of time here and that’s really great if you’re writing a novel you want to not be in this world, you want to be in that world and something as small and separate as a shed seems to be a perfect size for that kind of dreaming or as we said sympathetic magic, the magical places.
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Linda Anderson
Let’s talk more about your most recent novel In Another Light. In that book settings are extremely important. These contrasting islands of Orkney and Penang are also full of symbolic significance and they have a huge impact on the characters.

Andrew Greig  
Yes I suppose that all settings and things tend to have symbolic or metaphorical tendencies for me. Obviously, people as islands, then you’ve always got the John Donne ‘No man is an island’. I’m fascinated by tidal islands and in fact there are two tidal islands in Orkney and of course I use that; the way something is accessible sometimes and not at others; knowing we are accessible to each other at times and not to others, but I live in Orkney a lot of time in an island and I think what I noticed about it and Penang is in islands things come back to you much more quickly, they’re finite, they’re bounded, people don’t just drive into them and out of them again because you can only arrive one way and, as a character remarks in the book, what it’s like is you get almost instant Karma. Anything you say is going to come back to you, there are virtually no secrets on small islands. Everything is seen, reported, exaggerated, made up, but I realised more and more that there’s qualities about islands that really suited me to write about because it’s a close situation which ups the ante of just about everything and you see if you ever tell a small fib or are rude to somebody,  they always turn out to be somebody else’s cousin you know, you have to be careful what you say and do, there’s always consequences and again I think novels rely on this notion of consequences.
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Linda Anderson  
Eddie is struck with, it’s not a stroke exactly, it’s a brain incident. After Eddie recovers, his interior has altered. It’s, in a way could we call that also an aspect of setting because it’s the interior landscape, it’s the inscape and it’s changed, he’s changed and so therefore the way he observes things is different.

Andrew Greig  
I think that’s very true when you’re trying to do a character even in the third person the details that you give of what’s around them by implication are the details of what they notice, Hemingway is great on this, he just gives you these things, he doesn’t say that he thought this or he noticed that, he just shows you things and what he shows you is so indicative of the state of mind or state of consciousness of that person and, you’re right, to write the things that Eddie picks on to notice. He always notices things to do with death. It’s not that Orkney’s obsessed with death, it’s just Eddie’s obsessed with death so he finds little death notices in the baker’s shop. It’s an old fashioned place where they still put the death notices around the whole town because everybody knows these people and this all did happen, as it happens, to me so I was always picking up on those kinds of things but you’re right, this is about selective detail again and selective detail in this case reveals by implication character or outlook.

Linda Anderson  
I think this goes to the heart of the matter because writers can’t just write settings like travelogues, it’s very much to do with who the characters are who are seeing and experiencing and interacting with place, I think that’s what you’ve really got.

Andrew Greig 
I think you’re right. It’s about the interpenetration of place and character because you’re right, what it’s not is you don’t do a travelogue and then say this is my character and he’s walking down the street thinking this. It’s the way they interpenetrate all the time so the way that the background or the setting constantly interacts with the personalities and the people that move through it. I think that’s the key so you’re not doing an objective setting which you describe at length and then having done that, you just plonk the characters and tell us what they’re thinking and feeling.
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Linda Anderson  
One of the ways in which you have made That Summer extremely vivid and raw is by using the present tense. Did that help you to feel that it was happening now?

Andrew Greig
Yes, my watchword is that the past is always present. That is to say that for the people there it is happening now in the same way that there, like say Penang, is always here to people who are in Penang and that stops you unconsciously distancing it. So, yes, I find writing in the present tense for things set in the past is a very good counter to that tendency.

Linda Anderson  
Almost every line of the book has got that heightened sense of reality and the importance of living that comes from this carnage all around and living in constant terrible risk.

Andrew Greig  
It’s interesting because that makes me think of the problems I had trying to write the combat scenes, the flying scenes. I’ve never flown a plane in my life and I have certainly not flown in combat but what you do is find something of yours that is equivalent, like I used to do this rather frightening rock and ice climbing and I remembered that extraordinary sense of present tenseness, of immediacy, of being alive, of alternating terror, relief and exhilaration that came from climbing, the way that time slows and then goes very fast. I just translated that emotional psychological thing that I did know about into that situation. So I think there are many professions or situations that you cannot have experienced yourself as a writer but you find an equivalent that you feel translates. I read, when I was starting to do That Summer, this thing in The New Scientist and I’ve never forgotten it, that apparently there’s some radio signals that have got caught between the earth and what’s called the heavy side layer and they bounce back and forward. They don’t decay, they don’t go out into outer space and disappear. They’re actually still there bouncing around, so occasionally even now radio hams pick up the messages between the pilots of the second world war and the base. You can actually hear them late at night by pure fluke accident and to me that is what writing about the past is. It’s about tuning in and picking up the few signals that haven’t decayed. Now again, that’s an incidence of something that happens to be true and it’s a perfect metaphor for writing about the unfamiliar or what you think is distant. It’s finding the bit of it that’s still here.
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Linda Anderson  
Stevie Davies has notably used a wide range of viewpoints in her novels. Sometimes first-person narrators as in The Web of Belonging and Kith and Kin. Sometimes third-person narrators as in Four Dreamers and Emily and The Element of Water. I went to meet her at Swansea University where she teaches creative writing and we had our discussion in the campus theatre. She began by talking about how she decides on a point of view for a particular narrative.
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Stevie Davies 
I wonder if it’s really a conscious decision at all or whether in some curious way a novel tells you as it begins to grow and after all a novel has unconscious sources. I’m a teacher of creative writing and I teach the skills of narrative point of view and voice and style but there’s an enormous amount of a novel that can’t actually be taught at all because the sources are very deep in the psyche so in some ways I think a story tells itself to you and you hear it. I enjoy a first draft and regard that as really the inspirational and the joyous and free part of writing so I think the narrative voice and the point of view then is intimated. At some stage, yes, you make a decision and you tie yourself down to a narrative point of view.
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Linda Anderson  
You move from The Element of Water, a big historical novel told from multiple third persons into a first-person story, your most recent novel Kith and Kin. Do you find any problems with doing first-person narrators?
Stevie Davies
Yes I think that first person is extraordinarily difficult. This is not generally recognised, I think by a beginning writer, apprentices, and I am still in some ways an apprentice, will move towards first person because obviously that is the closest to their own voice but there are enormous difficulties and one of those is escaping from your own patterns, your habituated utterance. You need in any fiction which is not your own life history to adapt to your first person, to other voices, and to assimilate voices you may have heard or constellations of voices that you have heard and which you somehow or other in some magical way blend them in together to form your first person. When you’ve done that, I think it becomes quite hypnotic and you’re there and you’re with that assumed first person. The other difficulty which is a corollary of choosing first person is that it shuts you in and when I wrote The Web of Belonging I was intensely aware of being imprisoned in Jessie’s subjectivity and she herself is an imprisoned woman, she’s really put herself at the mercy of certain norms and she’s saddled herself with dreadful burdens of caring for a large number of people and I found being within that consciousness extraordinarily claustrophobic and because I’m a writer who likes freedom the way I found to break the stranglehold of her first person subjectivity was to make the dialogue very powerful and if you just look at the book you can see that whole pages are given over to dialogue so that I’ve been able to record the words and hence something of the mind processes of the people with whom she interacts, so as to give a kind of impression of the third person world whilst using a first person narrative point of view. This is from The Web of Belonging. Jess is the narrator, you need to know that her husband has just left her with three members of his family on her hands. May is Jacob’s mother.

‘He’s probably been murdered,’ declares May in dolorous triumph. ‘By that mugging gang from the Wrekin.’
‘May, for goodness sake,’ argues Brenda.

‘Of course they’re not from the Wrekin originally. They’ve swept down from Liverpool, marauding as they go. Either that or he’s got a floosie. Everyone has floosies nowadays, even parsons have floozies, even Monsignors have their leg over.’ 
‘Shush, May, now stop it. You’re upsetting our Jess. Don’t you listen to her, Jessie. Not quite right: you know.’ 
‘Either that or he’s fallen in the river and been drowned like those silly buggers fishing at Quatford.’ 
Brenda bends forward to pat my hand reassuringly. The index finger of her other hand describes a corkscrew motion at her temples to remind me of how things stand in the head department. ‘I think you might perhaps ring the police.’ She whispers the word police.

But May has excellent hearing for her age. ‘See, I told you. He’s in prison, what did I tell you?’

‘I’ve called them. They’re coming round.’ 
I find that I am unconsciously hugging, rocking myself in my own arms. Brenda looks scared, her narrow shoulders quivering with distress. If Jess fails to hold up their world what will become of them? The ceiling will founder on their fragile bones, the floor slide away and the cellar be revealed.  

‘It’s really okay, Brennie darling,’ I reassure Jacob’s aunt. ‘We shouldn’t worry.’  
How many times have I said that this morning: don’t worry? As the snake-bite healer sucks out the poison, does he ever wonder how long he can continue to function? 
‘Arrange the funeral,’ orders May. ‘Ring up Painter’s now, Dee Dee.  Go on.’ I manage to smile. ‘I think it’s a bit premature, Mum, to call in the funeral directors when no one’s died – don’t you?’ 
She shakes her head but cannot conceal her relief.

Linda Anderson  
In Kith and Kin, Mara says ‘Versions are all you have’ and that old book is her excavation of the past, her coming to terms with the past and telling it to us and there is this difficulty with a first person narration of partiality. How do you counteract that?

Stevie Davies  
In Kith and Kin, the first person narrator Mara is an eminently dislikeable person and I think she is, according to her lights, an honest rememberer and observer but like all the rest of us she fakes the world to a certain degree and the novel is really Mara’s recuperation of something like the reality of events that are very long over and done with. She’s a cold, spiky, brittle, unpleasant character and she doesn’t make relationships easily. I think as the book goes on we come to understand that. She doesn’t tell us in her first person why that is so although she’s probably uneasily aware of it but we understand through the bruising events of the common childhood of Mara and Frankie why she came to be as she is.
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Linda Anderson 
Can we go on to talk about your third-person narrations. Quite often you’ve used multiple character point of view or a shifting third person of a view. You’ve used it in Four Dreamers and Emily and also in The Element of Water.  Can you talk about the challenges involved in that?

Stevie Davies
I think it’s curious that while you’re writing a first draft you’re not aware of any problems to do with third person. You just do it and enter into the character and come out of the character as and when you will so the joyous principle of serendipity I think really plays an enormous part in the composition of fiction and that goes for the narrative voice as well and it’s only maybe after you see what you’ve done that you understand that you need to adjust it in some ways. In the comedy Four Dreamers and Emily I can’t remember any problems at all. I remember writing it with the greatest pleasure and enjoyment and enjoying particularly the jokes and going round on my bike and laughing out loud as I thought up of something for one of the dreamers to say. When I look back what I can see is that there’s a kind of circularity working in the shaping of the narrative voices because there are quite a lot of narrative points of view, there are at least four, so part of the trick – and again I think it was done almost unconsciously – was to just sweep round and round picking up all the characters, giving them something to say and laying them down again. With the later novel The Element of Water, which is set in Nazi Germany and in the post-war period in Germany and in Wales, the problems were much more evident right from the beginning and it is a very dark sombre book. There I think you come up with the problem of inhabiting not only historical personages, you know how do you give them a voice but also people who would be thinking not in English, who would be thinking in German presumably. How do you get a sense of an English that is acceptable and idiomatic and supple enough for a reader to enter into and an English that suggests a particular epoch when language was much more formal and to suggest something of the translated quality of that and that is an enormous problem in itself for a writer. One of the ways in which I wanted the reader to appreciate that everything that the Germans did, we could have done, was to give my German male characters names that are current in both languages. I also however think that in third person narrative the author blends. To my cruel characters I give some of my streaks of cruelty and to my hurt characters I give my pain and that kind of apportionment is not something that is particularly consciously done. That is part of the writer’s vocation and I think you are called to understand human nature, first of all from the point of view that you are a human being. I am human and nothing human is foreign to me, is alien to me and then the voice comes out of that. I certainly found that The Element of Water was a huge undertaking for me because it required not just more knowledge than I already had and fewer prejudices than I brought with me but this embracing of a large world picture of a generation to which I didn’t actually belong or rather the people in that book who are of my generation are not the focalised characters. Rachel, the little girl who is bullied in fact suffers everything that I suffered. Your pain is your ink and it is kind of a vital knowledge with it. So dipping my pen in Rachel’s pain which was my pain at boarding school as a little bullied girl, I was able to write the characters of Michael and Isolde with a greater authenticity. You need to get into third-person narrative, however foreign the subject matter may appear to you, something of intimacy, something of what you know and have experienced but with a greater obliquity maybe than people would imagine. I think that unless you do that, you are somehow holding your arm away too far from your body when you write.
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Linda Anderson  
Point of view seems to be the most difficult aspect of writing fiction for new writers, do you find that?

Stevie Davies 
Well I have to acknowledge firstly and confess that I have made every single mistake in the book myself and that is quite useful learning experience for a writer because unless you have got yourself into a muddle with your point of view, you probably don’t understand why other people get there into the same mess. Because I have myself made so many mistakes I think it’s attuned me to the problems for young writers and new writers and I tend to address this problem with my students fairly early on often through imagery so that you can make the problem appear visual and the one that seems to work best is to imagine the narrator as a spider on a web, the web being situated up above our heads somewhere near the ceiling. The omniscient narrator is the spider spinning the web out of her own insides, right up there in the web looking down at all the events that are happening beneath but as the narrator comes closer in to seeing the specifics of a situation from a certain persons point of view the spider is imagined to travel down the web and be very close in near to the mind of the person who’s being focalised. Imagery can help the beginning writer to get a sense of the perspective and an idea of angle being a travelling and moving thing which you direct or, like a puppet really, a puppet show.
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Derek Neale   
Hanif Kureishi writes for stage and screen as well as writing novels. He’s a writer who often uses himself as a resource. Many of his stories have a tangible link to his own life. When I met with him at the office of his literary agents in London we talked about his novels Intimacy and The Buddha of Suburbia. I wanted to ask him about what he sees as a difference between writing drama and writing fiction and about what he sees as the connection between his fictions and real life.
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Hanif Kureishi  
It is the saddest night for I am leaving and not coming back. Tomorrow morning when the woman I’ve lived with for six years has gone to work on her bicycle and our children have been taken to the park with their ball, I will pack some things into a suitcase, slip out of my house hoping that no one will see me and take the tube to Victor’s place.  There for an unspecified period I will sleep on the floor in the tiny room he has kindly offered me next to the kitchen. Each morning I will heave the thin single mattress back to the airing cupboard. I will stuff the musty duvet into a box. I will replace the cushions on the sofa. I will not be returning to this life, I cannot.

Derek Neale 
The voice in Intimacy you call a monologue. Is that similar to a stage monologue or a dramatic monologue?

Hanif Kureishi  
It’s really just someone speaking about themselves to themselves. It’s an internal monologue, really that’s what it is, it’s a man saying to himself ‘Shall I do this, shall I do that, do I feel this, do I feel that?’ I mean you could do it on the stage. It has been in fact done on the stage but it’s a monologue in the sense that it is a person who’s trying to work something out themselves and you try and draw the reader into the process of their mind. It was really about ‘Can I write a book set during the night?’ It’s 8 o’clock at night, he’s going to leave his wife in the morning. What happens during the whole of that night. So I had to structure. Like the book I’m writing now, it starts in 1975 and it ends yesterday as it were.

Derek Neale  
So structure equals time, a time span of some sort?

Hanif Kureishi
You need just some sort of container and as soon as you’ve found the container, it’s like a football match, you know, it’s going to be 90 minutes and then whatever is going to happen will happen in between and it’s rather like that. Once you’ve found that, it’s quite helpful then to find that, then you can play in the middle of that as it were.

Derek Neale  
How does dramatic writing affect the way you write fiction?

Hanif Kureishi  
Well I write in a number of forms: movies, plays, essays and so on as many writers in fact have done and every form has its constraints and the constraints of each form are the pleasures of each form. For instance, when you are doing a movie you are working with a director and you are writing words for actors, you are also producing your creativity in front of an enormous amount of other people i.e. you’re doing it with the crew. When you are writing a novel you’re alone over a long period of time and quite isolated. When you are doing a play you work in a rehearsal room, quite closely with the actors and so on. I do these different things to keep myself interested. There is another sense in which they are all the same, which is that you’re telling stories and you’re trying to seduce or entertain or draw your reader or audience into this world that you’ve created. It is really a world of characters and the dilemma is in the characters and relationships between them.

Derek Neale  
Do you think in terms of scenes?

Hanif Kureishi  
Well I’m writing a novel now and what I think in terms of really is chapters, that each chapter has to move the story on, if you’ve written, as I’ve written today, 25 chapters that each one contributes something to the complete effect. As I say, you move the story forward, the characters forward and therefore the readers’ interest forward each time. A novel is a dramatic form and it’s all drama. I mean the difference between being a writer and doing writing as therapy is that you are attempting to interest another person. I mean if you are doing therapy you’re just trying to bring about a different state of mind, let’s say. If you’re writing as a writer, you are very aware that this is for other people and that other people are waiting for you to have an affect on them in some ways. As a writer this has to be dramatic, yes. One of the things you can do with a movie that you can’t do with a novel is that you use other people with movies. When I was writing, say, The Mother, I knew that the success or failure of this film would really depend on the actress who was playing the part. I was making an opportunity for her, writing the lines, writing the scenes, creating the character but in the end she had to do it and it would be her that the audience would be looking at and I couldn’t control that in the end. I mean you can write up to a certain point and then the actor has to make it work. When you are writing a novel you act all the parts yourself, you do everything. There isn’t anything that anybody else then has to contribute. You describe the furniture, you describe the clothes as well as making the characters and so on.  There isn’t anybody else involved, I mean working with a movie really is to put yourself in the hands of other people and you either enjoy that or you don’t.

Derek Neale  
How does the dialogue in your stories or novels differ from the dialogue you might write for a film or a play?

Hanif Kureishi 
The dialogue in a novel probably would be more extended. When you’re watching a movie you probably cut as much dialogue as you could. Funnily enough I was having breakfast with Stephen Frears this morning and he is working on a film. I said ‘What have you been doing?’, he said ‘Cutting as much dialogue out as we can.’ I mean we show it in pictures. With a novel the pleasure is often of hearing the people speak and this would be very dramatic in the novel whereas in a movie it would tend to hold it up. The dialogue is not important, it’s the whole dramatic action, it’s what’s happening between the people that’s important. This may be an act of violence or it may be a conversation but it’s what we are interested in is what is going on between these two people. I mean soap operas really are almost all dialogue, just people speaking actually. The soap operas are a very good model for the novel in a way. The dramatic things have to happen all the time.
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Derek Neale  
The Buddha of Suburbia, you say in your memoir that it started off as a short story.

Hanif Kureishi 
The first chapter was a story that was sort of complete in itself. The first chapter as it is there was this boy and his father, they go off to visit this other family and the father copulates with the woman and the boy copulates with the other boy, I mean basically that was the set up of the short story and then I began to realise that I had more to say, that what you wanted to know was what happened next and who were the other people, so I began to write my first novel and I’d already written several novels which are unpublished but they were all pretty similar to The Buddha of Suburbia i.e. they were about sexuality, about velvet trousers, they were about pop, all the stuff that I’d grown up with, you know, that I had researched as it were, already that I knew about, that I had been preparing to write for years as it were.

Derek Neale  
So is that how the form of a piece of fiction arrives, it sort of evolves in some way?

Hanif Kureishi  
Well as you begin to write, the material develops and as it develops, then you can put other bits in. You can’t really see the whole of the novel in that way, particularly if it’s a long novel. You create these characters, stuff starts to happen to them and then other things start to happen and then you go ‘Oh my god, something else is happening.’ You can’t always do that in advance, I mean I know there are some writers, many friends of mine, who write outlines first for instance but I don’t know what’s going to happen. I want to find out what’s going to happen, I want to be surprised by what’s going to happen. I was writing a scene yesterday, it was quite interesting, these two people were talking and I thought ‘Why do they keep saying these things? I don’t want them to say this, why can’t they say something else?’, you know, and I thought it would be much more sensible for me to allow them to say what they want to say rather than for me to try and force them to say something else. I thought there’s no point resisting this, let’s just let them say what they want to say to each other and let it develop and I had to make that decision because it seemed to me that what they wanted to say to each other was far more interesting than what I had actually planned for them to say, you know, and you know that’s true when something is spontaneous or has some edge or just starts to happen. It’s always less artificial than the other way. Doctorow said this wonderful thing about writing that seemed to me to be true, he said it’s like driving in the dark i.e. you’ve got your headlights on, you can see that far ahead but you can’t see into the far distance and that’s what you want to be doing, you want to be moving forward all the time but you want to be surprised too because you want to have the experience that the reader’s going to have when they read your book, you want to go ‘Oh my god, is that really going to happen now?’, you know, and you go ‘Well yes, it’s got to happen.’ What you want to do is be excited and keep the excitement at the right level under control so you can control the book as it moves forward.
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Derek Neale  
How much autobiography goes into your fiction?

Hanif Kureishi  
Well I’m writing this book now and there are lots of scenes in it set in sort of public places: pubs, bars, restaurants, football grounds, Soho, the city, you know, and I like doing all that and, you know, clearly I’ve been to these places on the whole but what would happen in the scene wouldn’t necessarily be something that’s happened to me because what’s going to happen in the scene has got to happen between the characters, it’s got to be the right scene in the right place in the book and that’s the most important thing. I might use something that someone said, that someone’s done, something that I’ve done or whatever, but in the end that scene’s got to work in the context in which it’s set and that’s the most important thing but you just take from everywhere in order to make the scene work in the best way that it can in the book. So if I am writing a book set in the seventies, I know what kind of trousers they’re going to be wearing and I was around what they were going to be listening to. If I was writing a book say set in the 1930s I’d have to research all that. It’s fine, you can do that, but I don’t like to research because I am very lazy. On the other hand I like to feel that I’ve done the research already. If I’d been to see, last Saturday, I go and see QPR play, I could set a scene at QPR on a Saturday afternoon in the rain. The only time I’ve really done research was when I researched The Black Album and My Son, the Fanatic. When I had to go to some trouble to go to mosques and I had to go and talk to young kids who were so-called Muslim fundamentalists and I went to the colleges and I went to meet them and I interviewed them and I did all that. The rest of the time I don’t do any research, what I do is that things happen to me and then they end up in a book so I’ll be in a bar with some friends and I think, ‘Oh this bar would be a good place to set this scene’ or I’d go to a party or whatever and I could put it or I could meet somebody and I can put them in a book or whatever. I find doing research rather dull and researched books are often rather dull. I mean living is research, I mean, having been a child is research, having parents is research. You know, you spend the day in the park with your kids, I mean you have a good day with them and then suddenly you think ‘Oh there’s a story there’, but that comes afterwards. I wouldn’t think ‘I’m going to write a story, I’m going to take my kids to the park’, you know, that way round, with me it would work the other way round better, I think. The main thing when you are writing is not really where it comes from, it’s not whether this happened to you, happened to somebody else, or it was a bit of you and a bit of somebody else. All that matters is that this is of some interest to the reader. When I sit down on my sofa and think right I’m going to read a book and I want it to be a good book, that’s all that matters. The source of the material is of not much interest or of not much use I mean later on you may deconstruct the book and say that happened, that didn’t happen and so on but ultimately you are making an artificial object, the point of which is to give pleasure to other people.
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Derek Neale  
Andrew Cowan’s novels are distinguished by a meticulous attention to detail and a highly realistic range of characters and events. I met up with Andrew at the BBC studios in Norwich where we talked about his novels Pig, Common Ground and Crustaceans. I was intrigued about the evolution of his stories, how he plans or structures time and how he achieves his particular brand of realism.
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Andrew Cowan 
It was the pig that woke my grandfather on the morning gran died. It was squealing outside in the garden. The noise didn’t wake him at once but crept into his sleep and brought on a dream. He dreamt he was back home in Glasgow in a slaughter house where he first worked beside gran. They were children then, barely into their teens but in his dream they were already old, shrunken and wrinkled, twice the age of their parents. Grandad was trying to butcher a pig. He struck repeatedly on the back of it’s skull with a maul but the animal was stubborn and refused to buckle beneath him.

Each of my books is different. Pig is the miraculous one and it came to me entire. It just arrived. The beginning of the story, the middle and the end were all there from the very beginning.

Derek Neale  
Well that raises the question, if it was known already, how did it interest you as you were writing it?

Andrew Cowan 
I say it’s known; it’s a glimmer. If I actually knew it entire there would be absolutely no reason to put it down on paper. I think every writer writes in order to find out what it is they’re trying to say. Every book is a kind of journey of exploration where you are looking for the words which will give form to the glimmer. I’ve done more and more research as I’ve gone on. Pig I was a little bit blithe and I just set off to tell the story and it was going to be about a pig and I’d never met a pig. I didn’t know the first thing about pigs so I took one book out of the library and read it and I accumulated one sheet of A4 of useful information about pigs, such as it takes exactly three months, three weeks and three days for a sow to produce the piglets and that a boar’s tackle is corkscrew-shaped. These kinds of things were interesting so I wrote those down but they, so I drew on my memories of having dogs when I was a child so the pig in Pig is really a description of my collie dogs when I was a boy. At one point I did realise I knew nothing about the boiling of swill or the regulations concerning that and I wrote to the Strathclyde veterinary authority to ask them if it was illegal to boil swill or not. I was living in a third-floor tenement flat in the heart of Govan in Glasgow and they sent out the inspectors early in the morning because they thought I was a pig rustler because a certain number of pigs had gone missing in Renfrewshire and they suspected I must be keeping them in my tenement flat but I did find out from that experience how you boil pig swill. I had the idea for Pig, I thought I knew what the story was beginning to end, actually finding the words was desperately hard and it took six years to write and it was stop-start. I would lose interest, go away and come back to it but I also found other ways to make the tedium, the difficulty, the familiarity bearable and one of those strategies was to write very long letters to friends and another one was to keep journals, recording things I could see from my front window. I was living in Glasgow at the time, in a very rough neighbourhood. Things that were happening in the school where I worked at the time, it was my first proper job, everything was new to me, therefore interesting, so I was recording that. My partner was pregnant so I was recording the journey through to childbirth and beyond. The first year of my daughter’s life was all recorded in a journal so I was actually writing journals in preference to writing Pig and I was writing long letters to a friend in preference to writing Pig. When Pig was finished I had this idea of putting together those journals, journey towards a birth and those letters which were mostly written to a friend who was on a journey round the globe. At the same time I was keeping newspaper clippings thinking ‘Oh that might make a good story, that might make a good piece of material to feed into a novel.’  When Pig was finished I found I’d collected an awful lot of material about New Age travellers and their protest against the building of roads through protected sites, protected woodlands and the like so that became part of the story of Common Ground. I have a common which is being fought over by developers on the one hand and these New Age types on the other, amongst the New Age types is a couple who are making a journey towards the birth so all these things feed in.

Derek Neale  
Interestingly the way you describe the writing of Pig there, it is like a process of procrastination or putting off. You’re writing other things instead of writing what you are supposed to be writing.

Andrew Cowan 
With Pig there was an awful lot of work avoidance, an awful lot of nest circling but that’s become my habit, that’s my way of working. I can’t settle down to work until I’ve first of all cleared every other possible distraction out of the way, so ironing, washing up, taking the dog for a walk, shopping, all these things are higher priorities to me than writing because I can’t possibly write if they’re nagging at me. I think the nest circling is a necessary part of the process, you’re doing it for a reason and if you feel this desperate urgency not to write but to go shopping it’s probably because the story, your unconscious, whatever it is which is going to produce this story needs time. It needs to gestate, it needs to cook at the back of your mind, so all this moving around is actually productive and fruitful. It’s not time wasting so I am an advocate of staring out of the window, I think you should.
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Derek Neale 
The method in Pig seems to do with writing about domestic details: drinking tea, smoking cigarettes. How did you arrive at this method?

Andrew Cowan 

I think it's there in all of my books. I do notice things. It’s how I get from one point of narrative to another point. What I know is that I need two sentences to get me from this point to that point. What are those two sentences going to say? Well often they are just going to tell us what the room looks like or a character is going to chase a tea bag around a teacup. And it is just a way of making a bridge between narrative moments. And so I build up a narrative by noticing. And in my last novel I have actually tried to use it in my central character, a humdrum private detective. It is his job to notice things. The trouble is he notices things which aren’t of consequence. What he is not noticing is what's going wrong in his own domestic life, in his marriage and also in his own interior. He doesn't know himself. And so this obsessive noticing of detail has an ironical function in the novel. 
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Derek Neale 
Did you plan Pig or did you plan Crustaceans or Common Ground?

Andrew Cowan 
I think in scenes; I build a narrative by scenes. I think that’s what I do. I write passages. Each passage is a scene. And then I move on to the next scene. And I build a narrative like this in coherent scenes each with a beginning, middle and an end. And they should cover over that particular passage of time so that the reader feels securely located. If you create a scene it's a bit like you create a room and the reader can enter it, imaginatively sit down, relax, take in what's going on. I don’t tend to plot things in advance. I never draw a diagram of how my book’s going to go. My method is to begin with the very first sentence. I write the first sentence and then I re-write it. And re-write it obsessively until I feel happy with it. And then I write the second sentence. When I have, say, five or six or seven sentences I have a paragraph, let’s say, I will read through the whole thing for rhythm and then I will go back and start revising the first sentence so that the whole thing flows. I always write to a particular cadence in my head and if it doesn't sound like me, then I feel very uneasy and unable to continue.

Derek Neale 
How do you go about organising time in this way that you work, sentence by sentence?

Andrew Cowan 
In the case of Pig there is quite a clever beginning but it’s only clever in retrospect. So I begin with the grandmother’s death. Grandad wakes, Grandma’s dead. The pig is squealing in the garden. The boy narrates all of this as if he was there, which of course he couldn’t have been. The implication is that the grandfather subsequently must have told him it as a story. I just set off like that and it kind of works, so I went with it. I think now I wouldn’t allow myself to do that. I would say no, you have to be more logical in this. It does then proceed fairly chronologically. It takes place over the course of one summer. So it’s fairly uncomplicated. Common Ground has a pre-given structure because the two characters, they find they are going to have a baby. So the first seven chapters are monthly accounts of the development of the child. With Crustaceans – a very complex structure. Here there is man who is driving out to the East Anglian coast on the 22 December in the imaginary company of his son, who died six months earlier. By reconstructing his life in narrative, the father is trying to bring him back to life.

The farm truck ahead is piled with beets. I suppose they are beets. I raise a finger from the wheel and glance in the rear view to find you.  ‘Sugar beets’, I say. ‘Can you see?’ But you wouldn’t be interested.  You’d be watching these fields, kneeling out of your strap like you mustn’t, and your breath would be misting the window. I’d scold you of course and you’d offer this view, the black- bordered whiteness as though for me too, it was some kind of gift. ‘See the snow, daddy’, you’d say, after which we would argue. You’d whine and I would shout. Even today I would shout because I don’t want you falling because I’ve told you before.

The father, the narrator, starts to remember things about his own childhood. So there’s first of all the narrative, which occurs on the day. That’s the spine of the book. We keep coming back to the 22 December, in the present tense. Then there’s this other narrative which begins with the boy and describes his growth from birth to the age of six when he dies. Then there’s another narrative, which goes right back to the father’s childhood and recounts in chronological order, his growth as a child into maturity. There is then another narrative, which is the father meeting the boy’s mother at Art School, twelve years previously. And that narrative describes their marriage. So there are four narratives going on in this book. I did actually keep a kind of chart but it wasn’t a chart to plan where I was going to go. It was a chart to map where I’d been. And so each time I finished a chapter I would précis it, a short paragraph. I would write in the chapter number, the number of words in the chapter, the time when this chapter, the events of this chapter occurred, and then the first line to remember, to remind me how it begins, then three or four or five lines of plot description and then the last line so I’d know how it signs off. Written up on sheets of A4 and they are pinned to a pin board in front of me as I write. So I can always look up and see where I’ve been. And the reason I did it was because there is a balancing act going on here. It’s a bit like building a piece of sculpture. You want all the bits to be in harmony and in proportion. And I had to keep looking at it to see whether perhaps I had too much of the child’s story or perhaps there’s too much of the narrator’s own childhood. Perhaps it’s becoming very heavy in that strand. And that strand is tilting the balance of the narrative.  So I’d keep looking at what I’ve done so far and thinking, well, maybe this next chapter then should be about the parent’s marriage to balance out the other strands.
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Derek Neale 
How and when do you use dialogue in your stories? What do you think it adds to the story telling?

Andrew Cowan 
I think I put dialogue in partly as a kind of punctuation. As you are writing you feel this might be becoming a little bit tedious. And by putting in dialogue it’s a bit like putting a comma in a sentence. It just gives you pause for breath. And so I put in a bit of dialogue and I feel like the text breathes. Another reason is that the characters are allowed to reveal themselves to each other rather than the narrator having to tell the reader about the characters. So I give the characters voices. They’re allowed to interact with each other. And the reader is allowed to hear what they are saying and get to know them that way rather than have me tell them what to think about the characters. And another thing I think that dialogue does, it gives the characters a chance to test each other out. They’re testing; they’re probing each other. I used to be an oral historian. I used to tape record interviews with elderly people and transcribe them. The transcripts are all ‘ums’ and ‘aahs’ and non-sequiturs and sentences, which drift off and lose their memory. And if you were to truly represent the way that people actually speak, you’d end up with a complete mess on the page. So when you write dialogue you are constructing something very artificial indeed. There are three chapters in Pig where the narrator, the boy Danny, goes to visit his grandfather. Those three chapters were the easiest pieces of writing I’ve ever done because that is my grandfather’s voice. And it came to me as if he was speaking directly to me which is a wonderful thing.  And although he never said any of those things because he never kept pigs, he didn’t know any of those things, I’m just putting those words into his mouth.  But he’s speaking them directly to me. I found those three chapters a pleasure to write.  And they were actually over too quickly.

Grandad was trying to butcher a pig. He struck it repeatedly on the back of its skull with a maul. All the while it was squealing, Gran was squatting by a tub of scalding hot water, ready to scrape it, quietly waiting. In the shadows behind her, their parents were huddled together and whispering. Grandad began to pour sweat as freely as the blood which flowed from the pig until he could hardly see what he was doing. ‘There’s nae strength in me, Agnes’, he said. But Gran didn’t respond. She dipped her elbow in the water and smiled to the parents who cooed and muttered admiringly. He continued to strike at the pig, crying now in frustration and still sweating. And when he woke his vest and pyjamas were soaking.
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