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“Tootingly and trenchantly funny.”—CHRISTOPHER BUCKLEY

THE HIPPOPOTAMUS







Praise for Stephen Fry and The Hippopotamus

“Imagine Martin Amis, Vladimir Nabokov and William Burroughs
breaking bread (or wind) together on the playing fields of Eton and you
have some idea of where Fry seems destined to stand, or squat, in the
literary firmaments.” —The Boston Globe

“Most surprising . . . is how successtully Fry transforms the sophomoric
into the sophisticated—a skill shared, no coincidentally, by his comic
forebears, Monty Python.” —Los Angeles Times

“English polymath Fry (actor, playwright, newspaper columnist, fledg-
ling novelist) is one of the funniest people writing on either side of the

Atlantic.” —Publishers Weekly
“A tremendously enjoyable read . . . crammed with splendid jokes, glori-
ously demented swear-word combinations, and unrepeatable descriptions
of myriad sexual acts.” —The Tatler (London)

“[Fry] has come up with a book that is brilliant, marvellous, filthy, moral
and funny.” —The New Statesman (LLondon)

“It moves like a Jag, and at times it is uproariously funny, particularly
when it talks about sex.” —FEsquire (London)

“Smart and funny. Fry, a skilled and erudite writer, quickly has readers
caring about Ted Wallace, the failed English poet who narrates and is
the book’s subject.” —San Francisco Chronicle

“Peopled with bosomy women, jaded sophisticates and cynical academ-
ics, all fueled by lust, liquor and boredom . .. perfectly funny.”
—USA Today

“Funny, sharp-tongued . . . it’s virtues are cynicism and ill will, directed
energetically at all that is trendy and modern, and embodied in the
blubbery, whiskified carcass of an out-of-date poet.” —Time
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FOREWORD
TR

ou can’t expect a moron like me to tell a story competently. It’s all

I can bloody do to work this foul machine. I've counted up the
words processed, a thing I do every hour, and, if technology can be
trusted, it looks as if you're in for 94,536 of them. Good luck to you.
You asked for it, you paid me for it, you've got to sit through it. As the
man said, I've suffered for my art, now it’s your turn.

I don’t claim that it has been a wholly grotesque experience. The
Project, as you insist on calling it, has kept me from drinking at
lunch-time, from drooling after unartainable women and from quar-
relling with the unspeakables next door. At your suggestion, I have
been leading a more or less regular life these seven months and I am
told the benefits can be read clearly in complexion, waistline and
eye-whites.

The routine has been fixed and perversely pleasurable. Every
morning I have risen at round about the hour most decent people are
thinking of one more shot before bed, I have showered, descended
the stairs with a light tread, champed through a bowl of Bran Buds
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and guided my unwilling slippers studywards. I switch on the com-
puter—a procedure my son Roman calls “jacking into the matrix”—
goggle with disgusted eyes at whatever guff I've set down the night
before, listen to some more of those bloody interview tapes with
Logan, light up a Rothman and just bloody well get down to it. If the
day has gone well I'll disappear upstairs for a round of light celebra-
tory masturbation—what Roman would no doubt call “jacking into
the mattress”—and I won’t so much as think of a bottle till seven-ish.
All in all a proud and pure life.

The problem with renting a house in the country is that suddenly
everyone wants to know you. I am endlessly having to fend off Oli-
ver, Patricia and Rebecca and others who seem to think my time is
limitless and my cellar bottomless. Every once in a while the Bitch
will unload a son or daughter for the weekend, but they are both big
enough and ugly enough to look after themselves and don’t need me
to help them roll their joints or fit their coils. Next week Leonora will
be moving into the house I've given her and be permanently off my
hands. She’s far too old to be clinging to me.

No, on balance I would say the thing’s been a huge success. As a
process, that is, as a process. Whether the product has anything to rec-
ommend it is, naturally, for you to say.

I am fully aware that there’s a deal of tarting up to be done. I as-
sume you’ll make some decision about whether or not to create a uni-
fied point of view . . . a consistent third-person narrative,.an
omniscient author, an innocent eye or an innocent I, all that Eng. Lit.
balls. Since half of it’s in letter form you could always titivate here,
dandify there and call it an Epistolary Novel, couldn’t you?

My favourite candidate for a title is Other People’s Poetry, | have a
feeling however that your filthy marketing people will regard this as
a notch too poncey. It seems to me to be the best title, the only title.
So whatever cheap alternative you dream up instead, to me this book
will always be Otber Pesple’s Poetry and nothing else. Your suggestion,

What Next? or Now What? or whatever it was, strikes me as a touch too
Joseph Heller and a whole smashing uppercut too market-led, as I
believe the phrase is. Otherwise I'm rather fond of Tke Thaumaturge;
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he fact is I had just been sacked from my paper, some frantic piffle

about shouting insults from the stalls at a first night.

“Theatre criticism should be judgement recollected in tranquil-
lity,” my wet turd of an editor had shrilled, still trembling from the
waves of squeal and whinge that actors, directors, producers and
(wouldn’t you just believe it) pompous, cowardly prigs of fellow-
reviewers had unleashed upon him by fax and phone throughout the
morning. “You know I support my staff, Ted. You know I venerate
your work.”

“I know no such bloody thing. I know that you have been told by
people cleverer than you that I am a feather in your greasy cap.”

I also knew that he was the kind of anile little runt who, in foyers
and theatre bars the West End over, can be heard bleating into their
gin and tonics, “I go to the theatre to be entertained.” I told him so
and a full gill more.

A month’s salary, deep regret, the telephone number of some foul
rehab clinic and my lance was free.
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If you're a halfway decent human being you’ve probably been
sacked from something in your time . . . school, seat on the board,
sports team, honorary committee membership, club, satanic abuse
group, political party . .. something. You'll know that feeling of ela-
tion that surges up inside you as you flounce from the headmaster’s
study, clear your locker or sweep the pen-tidies from your desk. No
use denying the fact, we all feel undervalued: to be told officially that
we are off the case confirms our sense of not being fully appreciated
by an insensitive world. This, in a curious fashion, increases what
psychotherapists and assorted tripe-hounds of the media call our
self-esteem, because it proves that we were right all along. It’s a rare
experience in this world to be proved right on anything and it does
wonders for the amour propre, even when, paradoxically, what we are
proved right about is our suspicion that everyone considers us a
waste of skin in the first place.

I boarded the boat that plies its fatuous course between newspa-
perland and real London and watched the Sunday Shite building grow
upwards in space as slow knots were put between self and dismal
docklands and, far from feeling mopey or put upon, I was aware of a
great swelling relief and a pumping end-of-term larkiness.

At such times, and such times only, a daughter can be a blessing.
Leonora would by now have high-heeled her way, it being half past
twelve, to the Harpo Club. You probably know the place I mean—
can’t use the real name, lawyers being lawyers—revolving doors, big
bar, comfy chairs, restaurants, more or less acceptable art on the
walls. By day, smart publishers and what used to be called the Me-
diahedin; by night, the last gasp of yesterday’s Soho bohemians and
washed-up drunks taking comfort from the privilege of being sucked
up to by the first gasp of tomorrow’s ration.

In the back brasserie Leonora (hardly my idea, a name that tells
you all you need to know about the child’s footling mother) hugged,
snogged and squealed.

“Daddee! What brings you here in the daytime?”

“If you take that slithery tongue out of my ear, I'll tell you.”

She probably imagined that a slightly famous daughter and her
even more slightly famous father displaying easy affection for one an-



THE HIPPOPOTAMUS | 9

other in such a manner would provoke envy and admiration in those
of her tight-arsedly bourgeois generation who only ever saw their
parents for tea in hotels and wouldn’t think of swearing, smoking and
drinking with them in public. Typical bloody Leonora; there are
pubs all over the country where three generations of ordinary fami-
lies drink and swear and smoke at each other every bloody night,
without it ever crossing their minds that they are simply sensation-
ally lucky to have such a just brilliantly fabulous relationship with
their wonderful daddies.

I dropped the Rothmans and lighter on the table and let the ban-
quette blow off like a Roman emperor as it took my weight. The
usual dirc averted their eyes while I took in the room. Couple of ac-
tors, nameless knot of advertisers, that queen who presents architec-
ture programmes on Channel Four, two raddled old messes I took to
be rock stars, and four women at a table, one of whom was a publisher
and all of whom I wanted to take upstairs and spear more or less
fiercely with my cock.

Leonora, whom I had never wanted to spear, the gods be thanked
in these unforgiving times, was looking thinner and more lustrous-
eyed than ever. If I didn’t know it was unfashionable I would have
supposed her to be on drugs of some kind.

“What’s all this?” I asked, picking up a portable tape-recorder on
the table in front of her.

“Im profiling Michael Lake at one,” she said. “For Town &
Around.”

“That fraud? His dribble of three-act loose-stooled effluent is the
reason I'm here.”

“What can you mean?”

I explained.

“Oh Daddy,” she moaned, “you are the limit! I saw a preview on
Monday. I think it’s a perfectly brilliant play.”

“Of course you do. And that’s why you are a worthless key-basher
who fills in time sicking out drivel for snob glossies until a rich, semi-
aristocratic queer comes to claim you for a brood-mare, while I, for
all my faults, remain a writer.”

“Well, you’re not a writer now, are you?”
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“A jessed eagle is still an eagle,” I declared, with massive dignity.

“So what are you going to do? Wait for offers?”

“I don’t know, my old love, but I do know this. I need your mother
off my back until I'm sorted out. I'm two months behind as it is.”

Leonora promised to do what she could and I skedaddled from the
brasserie in case the Lake fake was early. Playwrights more than most
are not above throwing good wine or bad fists when the valueless offal
they have vomited up before a credulous public has been exposed for
what it is.

[ sat at the bar and kept an eye on the mirror dead ahead, which
gave a full view of the influx from the entrance door behind me.

The lunch crowd twittered around the bar area awaiting their
meal-tickets or their spongers; the daytime scent of the women and
the sunlight pouring through the window created an interior atmo-
sphere so distinct from the dark, flitting nimbus that hangs over the
place at night that we might have been lapping in a different room in
a different decade. In America, where boozers are often under the
street, like the cutesy bar in that ghastly television series they repeat
every day on Channel Four, a daytime atmosphere is positively ban-
ished. The punter, I suppose, is not to be reminded that there is a
working world going on outside, lest he start to feel guilty about piss-
ing it away. Like an increasing number of niminy-piminy Europeans,
Americans bracket drinking with gambling and whoring, as deeds to
be done in the dark. For myself, I have no shame and don’t have to
steal off to Tuscany or the Caribbean to be able to drink guiltlessly in
the sunlight. This casts me as a freak in a lunch-time world where the
fires of anything vinous are extinguished by spritzing sprays of min-
eral water and the blaze of anything hearty is drizzled in balsamic
vinegar or damped down with blanketing weeds of radiccio, lollo rosso
and rocket. Christ, we live in arse-paralysingly drear times.

Once, since we're on the subject of designer lettuce, at a luncheon
for literary hacks, the novelist Weston Payne prepared a salad of
dock, sycamore and other assorted foliage collected from the resi-
dents’ garden in Gordon Square. He dressed these leaves in a vinai-
grette and to universal applause served them up as cimabue, putana
vera and lampedusa. One grotty little pill from the Sunday Times went
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so far as to claim that putana vera could be bought in his local Chelsea
Waitrose. A bottle of London tap-water chilled and passed through a
soda-stream was slurped with every evidence of delight under the
name of Agua Robinetto. Very fitting really. After all, for twenty years
Weston’s novels had been palmed off as literature to these same
worthless husks without their ever noticing a thing. I sometimes
think that London is the world’s largest catwalk for emperors. Per-
haps it always was, but'in the old days we weren’t afraid to shout out,
“You're naked, you silly arse. You're stark bollock-naked.” Today
you only have to fart in the presence of a dark-haired girl from the
Sunday Times, whose father 1s either a sacked politician or a minor
poet like myself, and you’ll be puffed and profiled as the new Thack-
eray.

You can’t imagine, if you’re younger than me, which statistically
speaking you are bound to be, what it is like to have been born into
the booze-and-smokes generation. It’s one thing for a man to find, as
he ages, that the generations below him are trashier, more promiscu-
ous, less disciplined and a whole continent more pig-ignorant and
shit-stupid than his own—every generation makes that discovery—
but to sense all around you a creeping puritanism, to see noses wrin-
kle as you stumble by, to absorb the sympathetic disgust of the
pink-lunged, clean-livered, clear-eyed young, to be made to feel as if
you have missed a bus no one ever told you about that’s going to a
place you've never heard of, that can come a bit hard. All those pi,
priggish Malvolios going about the place with “do you mind, some of
us have got exams tomorrow, actually” expressions on their pale pre-
fectorial little faces. Vomworthy.

It seems the popsy up on a stool next to mine read some of the
off-pissedness in my face, for she gave me a long sideways stare, un-
aware that I was inspecting her inspection by way of the mirror. She
slipped her bony but appetising buns off the stool and made for a
chair in the corner, leaving me the sole occupant of the bar pasture,
to graze the gherkins and crop the cashews alone. Knew her from
somewhere. Five got you two that she was a diarist for the Standard.
Leonora would know.

The great dramatist was ten minutes late, naturally, and strode
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through to the dining area without seeing me. The smirk on his face
indicated that he had either fooled the generality of my erstwhile
colleagues, no difficult thing, and been praised for his abominations,
or he had heard the delightful news of my dismissal. Probably both.
He wouldn’t remember of course, because they never do, but it was I
who discovered the little prick in the first place. That was back in the
days when I used to shuttle around the fringe nightly and sit through
performances by companies with names like Open Stock and Shared
Space; a time when my nod could guarantee transfer from an upstairs
pub in Battersea to a plush drama-brothel in the West End. Michael
Lake had written what in a better world would have been a perfectly
ordinary play, but which was rendered extraordinary by the banality,
illiteracy and po-faced sulkiness of just about every other new work
that had been written that year and for the last five years before it. In
a dung heap, even a plastic bead can gleam like a sapphire. Nineteen
seventy-three that must have been or, at a pinch, four. Now, of
course, it wasn’t possible for the man to write a note to his milkman
without it being lavishly mounted to universal praise at the National
Theatre .. . the Roya/ National Theatre, I beg its creepy, arse-licking
pardon. The few fires of good anger and proper passion that had flick-
ered in his early work had been pissed out by an insufferably pomp-
ous state-of-the-nation gravity and a complete indifference to the
audience or awareness of the theatre. He, of course, as one of the gen-
eration that disdains the definite article, would have said “a complete
indifference to audience or awareness of theatre,” as if Audience was
a formless notion, instead of a live tangle of coughing, shuffling hu-
manity, and Theatre an intellectual concept entirely divorced from
actors, scenery, lighting-rigs and wooden boards. Never mind that
Theatre transformed his humourless texts as best it could into just
about bearable evenings and Audience funded his Suffolk watermill
and lurid collection of Bratbys . .. they shouldn’t expect his thanks for
it. On the contrary, the general scheme was that we should be grate-
ful to him. Cocky little arse-wipe.
“More of the same,” I said to the barman.
“Let me get this .. " a voice, female, at my elbow.
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“One of the finest phrases in our language,” said I, without turning
round. I could see in the mirror that it was the bony-bunned creature,
levering herself back up on to her stool. Absolutely /ove small women,
they make my dick look so much bigger.

“And a Maker’s Mark for me,” she added, pointing to a bottle high
on the bar shelf.

A proper drinker, I noted with approval. Your experienced lapper
knows that barmen always initially mishear the name of whatever
brand you specify. “Not Glenlivet, Glenfiddicht No, you oaf, not a
lager shandy, a large brandy . .’ Always find the bottle with your eye
first and point at it when ordering. Saves time.

A hint of something Floris-ish, or at a pinch Penhaligony, wafted
up as she settled herself. Adequate breastage and a slim white throat.
Something neurotic in her bearing, you get to spot that quickly in
female bar-flies, most of whom are usually on the brink of the kind of
hysteria that smashes glassware or slaps innocently by-standing faces.

Roddy poured a large measure into a highball glass and she
watched him closely. Another good sign. [ was a close chum for a
time of Gordon Fell the painter, before he got knighted and began to
think himself too high for low company; we went out on the nasty
together fairly regularly throughout the Sixties. Gordon always
drank Old Fashioneds, had done for thirty years. Never took his eyes
off the barman for a second while they were being prepared, like a
blackjack player eyeing the deal. One afternoon Mim Gunter, the old
witch who wielded the optics at the Dominion Club in Frith Street, a
favourite pissery, was off sick and her son Col had to take her stand at
the bar. Well, Col was only sixteen, poor lad didn’t have the first clue
what an Old Fashioned was, and bugger me if Gordon hadn’t the fog-
giest either. I tried later to calculate how many hours of his life Gor-
don had spent watching while they had been assembled before his
unblinking eyes, but ran out of napkins to do the sums on. [ knew that
Angostura bitters came into the formula somewhere, but that was all I
knew. In the end we had to ring Mim in hospital where she was all
gowned up and ready to be wheeled into the theatre to have the can-
cer cut from her throat. Our SOS tickled her pink, of course. Ten feet
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from the phone, the other side of the bar we were, but we could still
hear her screeching the foulest insults at the hapless Col down the
line and telling the doctors to bugger off, “this was business.” She
died under the knife two hours later, Gordon Fell’s Proxy Old Fash-
ioned taking its place in history as the last drink she ever mixed.

The point is, we watch the barman, but we don’t take it in. It’s the
reassuring movement of the hands, the pleasing fitness of bar stock
and cocktail apparatus, the colours, the noises, the rich, speaking
scents. I've known non-drivers unable, in the same way, to recall
routes they have taken daily in taxis for years.

The placing of the glass on its paper coaster, the discreet pushing-
forward of the ashtray and Roddy’s quiet withdrawal having been ac-
complished, we were free to talk.

“Good health, madam.”

“And yours.”

“Have I a feeling,” I wondered, “that we’ve met?”

“That’s what I was asking myself when I was here before. I de-
cided you were too forbidding to ask, so I disappeared to the corner
seat.”

“Forbidding?” I've heard this tosh before. Something to do with
jowls, eyebrows and a pugnacious, Bernard Ingham-like set to the
lower lip. “As it happens,” I said, “I'm a lamb.”

“And then, sitting there, I realised you were Ted Wallace.”

“The same.”

“You may not remember, but .. .”

“Oh hell, we haven’t done the deed, have we?”

She smiled. “Certainly not. 'm Jane Swann.”

Said as if the name was a reason for my never having sauced her.

“Jane Swann. And I know you, do I?”

“Cast your mind back to a small font in Suffolk twenty-six years
ago. A baby and a rising poet. The baby cried a great deal and the
rising poet made a promise to turn his back on the world, the flesh
and the devil. A promise that even the baby didn’t believe.”

“Well, fuck my best boots! Jane . . . Jane Burrell!”

“That’s me. Though in fact it’s Swann now.”
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“I must owe you any number of silver napkin rings. And a library’s
worth of moral guidance.”

She shrugged as if to say that she didn’t believe me to be the kind
of person whose taste in silver napkin rings or moral guidance coin-
cided with her own. Now that I looked there was that in her cast of
features which recalled her ghastly parents.

“Never got much of a chance to get to know you,” I said. “Your
mother threw me out of the house not half an hour following the bap-
tism. Barely laid eyes on her or Patrick since.”

“I was always very proud of you, though. From a distance.”

“Proud of me?”

“Two of your poems were set texts at school. No one believed you
were my godfather.”

“Bloody hell, you should have written to me. I'd’'ve come and gab-
bled to the Sixth Form.”

Too true. Nothing like the parted admiring lips of a seminar of
schoolgirls to make a man feel wanted. Why else would anyone try to
become a poer?

She shrugged and took a sip of her bourbon. I noticed she was
trembling. Not trembling perhaps, but shivering. She had about her
an air that reminded me of long ago. Leaning forward as if she wanted
to pee, leg jogging up and down on the barstool stretcher. There was
something . . . images of wooden draining boards, Dividend tea
stamps and pointy bras . . . something forlorn.

I looked at her again, the little signals came together and I remem-
bered. Jane looked now exactly as girls in the early Sixties did when
they returned from visiting an abortionist. An unmistakable conflu-
ence of gestures and mannerisms, but one which I hadn’t seen in a girl
for years. That blend of shame and defiance, of disgust and triumph;
the urgent appeal in the eyes that encouraged you either to mourn
the desolation of a life utterly ruined or to celebrate the victory of a
life made magnificently free, a dangerous look. I remembered only
too well that if you guessed the girl’s mood wrong in those days and
congratulated her when she wanted to be comforted, you got a foun-
tain of tears and a fortnight of screaming recrimination; if you con-
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soled and sympathised when what she fancied she needed was ap-
plause and praise for a proud and heroic stand, you gort a zircon-
edged swipe across the chops and scornful laughter. Why the
expression on my new-found god-daughter’s face should have put
me in mind of the atmosphere of those sordid and unmissed times, I
had no idea. Women haven’t needed to look as vulnerable and guilty
as that for thirty years; that is a man’s office now.

I coughed. “Which poems?”

“Mm?”

“Set texts. Which ones?”

“Oh, let me see. “The Historian’ and ‘Lines on the Face of W. H.
Auden’”

“Of course. Of bloody course. The only two that ever make the
anthologies. Tricksy rubbish.”

“Do you think so?”

“Certainly not, but you’d expect me to say so.”

She favoured me with a sad-eyed smile.

“Same again, Roddy.” I rapped the bar.

“I often read your theatre reviews,” she ventured, sensing that the
smile had been a touch too obviously sympathetic.

“Not any more you won’t.”

I told her of my sacking.

“Oh,” she said, and then, “oh!”

“Not that I give a stuff,” I assured her, in a manner that admitted
no condolences. I unloosed my thoughts on the current state of Brit-
ish theatre, but she wasn’t listening.

“You've time on your hands then?” she said once I had run down.

“Well ... Idon’t know so much about that. There’s a more or less
open invitation to fill the restaurant column in Merro...”

“I'm not a writer, you see, and I don’t know enough ...”

“... and there’s always room for just one more definitive book on
the Angry Young Men .. .”

“... you are virtually family, after all .. .”

I stopped. There were tears forming in her lower eyelids.

“What is it, my dear?”
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“Look, do you mind coming home with me?”

In the cab she stayed off whatever it was that was distressing her.
She sketched a short biography, enough to show me that she wasn’t as
bright or pretty or stylish or interesting as she had seemed sitting at
the bar. But then, no one ever is, which is why it's always worth hav-
ing shares in whisky and cosmetics.

Five years earlier, barely twenty-one, she had married a man,
Swann, who traded in paintings. No children. Swann was currently in
Zurich sharing his duvet with a Swiss girl, degraded enough and
powerfully enough buile (if Jane’s bitchy glossing was to be believed)
to appreciate his bruising bedroom habits. Jane’s father Patrick had
been gathered to God some six summers, which come to think, I
knew, and Rebecca, the mother, still gadded about between Kensing-
ton and the Brompton Road pretending to be smart. Rebecca’s other
child, Jane’s brother Conrad, whom I remembered as something of a
turd, died in a car-crash. Pissed off his head, apparently. Good thing
too. There’s no excuse for crashing a car sober.

Rebecca was one of the few women I ever met who ... well, itis a
fact that women do not enjoy sex. It has become almost a matter of
religion for them to deny this, but it remains a fact. Women put up
with sex as the price they pay for having a man, for being part of what
they like to call a “relationship,” but they can do without. They do
not feel the hunger, the constant stabbing, stomach-dropping hunger
that tortures us. The bugger of it is that whenever [ say this I am ac-
cused of being a misogynist. For a man who has spent his entre life
thinking and dreaming of women, skipping after them like a puppy
trying to please his master, ordering his entire existence so that he
might be brought into more contact with them and judging his life
and worth solely according to his ability to attract them and make
them desire him, it comes a little hard to be accused of dislike of the
sex. All I feel is profound worship, love and inferiority mixed in with
a good deal of old-style self-loathing.

I know the arguments . .. Lord, who doesn’t? Desire, they tell me,
is a form of possession. To lust after a woman is to reduce her to the
level of creature or quarry. Even worship, according to a reasoning
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too damned tricksy for me to follow, is interpreted as a kind of scorn.
All this is, I need hardly tell you, the supremest bollocks.

Some of my best friends, as you would expect of a quondam poet,
are chutney-ferrets. So too, as you would also expect of a quondam
theatre critic, are some of my bitterest enemies. You couldn’t ask for a
better controlled experiment to help us settle this business of the
genders than the world of the nance, now could you? Gaysexuals,
bottomites, benderists, settle on a name you like, taking such prob-
lems as the queer-bashers, the newspapers, the virus, the police and
society as read, lead a pretty fabulous life. Lavatories, parks, heath-
land, beaches, supermarkets, cemeteries, pubs, clubs and bars vibrate
to their music of simple erotic exchange. A man, bent, sees another
man, bent. Their eyes lock and .. . bang, sex is done. They don’t have
to know their partner’s name, they don’t have to talk to him, they
don’t even, in the back rooms of dark metropolitan nightclubs, have
to see his bloody face. It’s a male world, ordered in a precisely male
way, according to the devices and desires of a strictly male sexuality.
Do those big hairy faggots who pose in magazines with leather collars
round their dicks and rubber tubing up their cack-alleys think of
themselves as oppressed? Do gay men tarting themselves up for a
night in a club whine about the vile sexism which insists they must be
made attractive in order to be inspected like cattle? Do they hell.

Sometimes, in my dreams, I imagine a world in which women
enjoy sex: a world of heterosexual cruising areas in parks and prome-
nades, heterosexual bars, heterosexual back rooms, heterosexual
cinemas, heterosexual quarters of the town where women roam,
searching for chance erotic encounters with men. Such an image is
only conceivable in one’s fantasising bedroom, jerked into life by an
angry fist and a few spastic grunts. If women needed sex as much as
men did then—duck, Ted, duck, run for cover—then there wouldn’t
be so many rapists around the place.

We live in the world as given, and no doubt anthropologists and
zoologists can tell us that it is biologically necessary for one of the
sexes always to be hungry and the other to be mostly bored. Men
have compensations, after all, for the agony of their endlessly unful-
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filled desires. By and large, we run the world, control the economies
and swank about with laughable displays of self-importance. This
isn’t a whinge. I merely want the simple truth understood and out in
the open: men like sex and women don’t. It has to be recognised and
faced.

Women’s constant rejection of such a self-evident fact doesn’t
help at all. Whenever I point it out to my women friends they in-
stantly deny it; they will claim to be regular masturbators; they will
claim that the idea of a good anonymous fuck is a real turn-on; they
will claim that only the other day they saw a man whose bottom re-
minded them a little of Mel Gibson and that they got really quite
juicy thinking about it. Only the other day? What about only the other
minute> What about every damned sodding bloody minute of every
bloody damned sodding day? Don’t they see that women should pop
open the champagne and celebrate the fact that they are not slavering
dogs like men, they should revel in the biological luck which allows
them to be rational creatures who can think about the benefits a part-
nership with a man can provide, who can think about motherhood
and work and friends . .. who can just plain #hink unlike us poor bas-
tards who spend days that should be spent in work and higher
thoughts having to realign the sore and swollen cock under the waist-
band of our underpants every time a set of tits walks by? Of course
women get the itch now and again, we wouldn’t be here as a race oth-
erwise; of course they have genital equipment sensitive enough to
ensure that sex can, when embarked upon, cause shiverings of plea-
sure, barks of delight and all the dirty rest of it. But they are not,
lucky, lucky, lucky things, for ever hungry, for ever desperate, for ever
longing for the base physical fact of getting their bloody rocks off. 1
mean, the fact is, it’s five in the afternoon as I write this, and I've al-
ready tossed myself off twice today. Once first thing, in the shower,
and again just after lunch, before sitting down to this. Any honest tart
will tell you, sympathetically, like a nurse, that men, poor dears, just
have to spit their seed. Why women should wish to claim parity in
the matter of this gross imperative beats me.

As it happens, because of my trade, I've met a great many famous
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men, men of good report. Do you know, without exception, those I've
known well enough to be able to sit with round a whisky bottle in the
small hours have all confided to me that the real motivation behind
their drive to become famous actors, or politicians or writers or what-
ever, has been the hope, somewhere deep inside them, that money,
celebrity and power would enable them to get laid more easily?
Whisky can rot through the layers that mask this simple truth: ambi-
tion to do well, a desire to improve the world, a need to express one-
self, a vocation to serve . . . all those worthy and nearly believable
motives overlay the bare-arsed fact that when you get right down to
it all you want to do is get right down to it.

I owe whisky that. Not a drink many women of my acquaintance
are much given to, but it has saved me. Without it I should be even
more of a lost and bewildered old cunt than I am. If it weren’t for
those late scotch-soaked nights I should have gone through life con-
vinced that I was uniquely dirty and uniquely dangerous. The ruina-
tion of a promising career, the occasional run-in with the police and
the destruction of a couple of marriages is the price whisky exacted
for allowing me to see that I was not alone: solid bloody bargain.

But. .. that’s enough of that. I can get carried away. If you want
catchpenny theories about the Sexes and all that, you can find
shelves in bookshops devoted to nothing else. Men Biting Back, Women
Biting Back From Men’s Biting Back, responses to responses to counter-
responses: 1t’s like the days of the Cold War, every publication by. the
other side is read, every posture analysed, every twitch on the web
detected and every cultural shift pored over. God knows there are
columnists, cultural commentators and semi-academics enough to
keep the Gender Wars industry arming and rearming for ever. Any-
way, who gives a fuck what a parcel of undereducated journalists
have to say about anything?

No, I fart this noxious guff in your faces not because it’s important
or new, nor because I want to engage in a sterile debate about it, but
because you have to understand something of my mood and disposi-
tion that day Jane found me and dragged me off to Kensington. Her
mother Rebecca, I was about to note before I leapt astride my hobby-
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horse and galloped off for a few paragraphs, was probably the only
woman I've met who really seemed to enjoy sex for sex’s sake with a
relish and a need that could compare to a man’s desire. She was also
the only woman I've ever met whose favourite drink was whisky. A
connection possibly.

Jane’s house found itself somewhere near Onslow Gardens. There
was money in her purse, no question, courtesy of her Uncle Michael
no doubt, and, like every rich, ignorant girl these days, she passed
herself off as an interior decorator.

“People saw what I'd done with the flat,” she said, as the taxi drew
up outside a standard South Kensington white-pillared portico, “and
asked if I could help them out too.”

The interior lived up to my ripest expectations. Hideous flounc-
ing swags for curtains, raw silk instead of wallpaper, you can picture
the whole sham shambles for yourself, I'm sure. Barbarically hideous
and as loudly wailing a testament to a wholly futile and empty life as
can be imagined. Just how fucking idle, just how rotting bored, do you
have to be, I wondered, to sit down and dream up this kind of opulent
garbage? She was standing in the middle of the room, eyebrows
raised, ready for my gargles of admiration. I took a deep breath.

“This is one of the most revolting rooms I've ever stood in all my
life. It 1s exactly as hideous as I expected, and exactly as hideous as
ten thousand rooms within pissing distance of here. It’s an insult to
the eye and fully as degrading a cockrail of overpriced cliché as can
be found outside Beverly Hills. I would no more park my arse on that
sofa with its artfully clashing and vibrantly assorted cushions than I
would eat a dog-turd. Congratulations on wasting an expensive edu-
cation, a bankload of money and your whole sad life. Goodbye.”

That's what I would have said with just two more fingers of
whisky inside me. Instead, I managed a broken, “My God, Jane ...”

“You like?”

“Like isn’t the word . . . it’s, it’s .. .”

“They tell me I have an eye,” she conceded. “Homes and Interiors
were here last week, photographing.”

“I'm sure they were,” I said.
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“You should have seen the place when I moved in!”

“Such a sense of light and space,” I sighed. Always utterly safe.

“Men don’t usually appreciate such things,” she said with ap-
proval, moving to the drinks table.

“Fuck off, you mad, sad bitch,” I said inside, while “Even a man
couldn’t fail to be knocked out by this skilful, tasteful blend of the
ethnic and the domestic,” said my cowardly outspread arms.

“It was Macallan, I noticed,” she was saying. “There is Laphroaig
if you'd rather.”

“N-no, the Macallan does.”

She brought them over, folded a leg under herself and sank down
on an ottoman, which was moronically tricked out in a design which
would turn out, I supposed, to be taken from some Mayan funeral
shroud or mystic Balinese menstrual cloth. The grand idea behind
such a squalid episode of cultural rape and the other equally feeble,
equally impertinent conceits that littered this appalling room, I sup-
posed, was that Jane would dispose herself there, surrounded by
friends, the diversity of whose drinking habits would justify the ludi-
crous range of unopened liqueur, aperitif and spirit bottles on dis-
play, while gentle yet probing conversational topics were flicked like
shuttlecocks about the room. Instead she sat, still trembling like an
adolescent, with nothing more for company than a raddled has-been
who once knew her parents. And he, despite the gallons of free
whisky on offer, was wishing himself violently elsewhere.

She swirled the drink in its tumbler.

“The first thing you have to know,” she said at last, “is that I am
dying.”

Oh, marvellous. Ideal. Simply perfect.

“Jane ...”

“I'm sorry.” She lit a cigarette with jerky movements. “That was
crass, actually.”

Damned right. Nobody seems to understand that in such matters
the tact and sympathy should come from the one who is about to die,
not the poor bugger who has to take the news. She’d come to the right

shop, though. I've known enough death not to be nice about the forms
of it.
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“Are you quite sure?”

“The doctors are unanimous. Leukaemia. I've run out of remis-
sions.”

“That’s a smeller, Jane. I'm very sorry.”

“Thank you.”
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