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HEAVY WATER AND OTHER STORIES. By Martin Amis. Jonathan Cape, Pounds 14.99. ISBN 0 224 05126 1

Forecasts of nuclear and galactic holocausts in Martin Amis's fictional universe are acting as self-fulfilling prophecies on his narrative speed. It could be just the panic of ageing of course, but in either case he writes like a man who is packing his bags. His last book, the police procedural Night Train, was a full-throttled novella and is swiftly followed by this collection of short, satirical fiction. 

Three of the tales in Heavy Water and Other Stories were originally published over 17 years ago and seem rather mothballed alongside the newer ones. What they both demonstrate is Amis's maturation, and not only as the stylist he is primarily famed for being. A cavalcade of sex-prose in Let Me Count The Times, written in 1981, is displaced by an ironic review of the emotional consequences of extra-marital sex in State of England, written in 1996.

The title story, Heavy Water, from 1978, is set two years before the Labour Party were to be booted out of office for the next 18 years and purports to show the exhaustion of working class culture. There is something quite risible about the young Amis sounding off about the proletariat - "a clump of hate-knotted faces" engaged in an endless round of bingo, darts and boozing - and his comic hyperbole falls flat.

However, in State of England, the best story in the collection, he regroups around the same theme armed with both a pitiless comedy and a compassion hitherto missing. His protagonist, Mal, is a culture-free untouchable reminiscent of Keith Talent in London Fields, who is attending his son's school sports day. He and his estranged wife talk to each other across the field by mobile phones, while the sun ("neither hot nor high, just incredibly intense, as if you could hear it, the frying roar of its winds") sets on their textless, impoverished world. But there is redemption for Mal in the story, and when he gets beaten up by some opera-goers who discover him clamping their Range Rover, you can detect Amis switching empathies since the long-gone days of penning Heavy Water. "You know what it was like? A revolution in reverse. Two bum crack cowboys scragged and cudgelled by quality."

The class motif is reprised in the very fine story, The Coincidence of the Arts. In The Janitor on Mars, he alights upon preoccupations aired in Night Train. What marred Night Train mars this foray into science fiction also. Reams of appropriated high-tech dialogues do not amount to character. Any connection he is making between superior intelligence, on Mars and the moral order on Earth (ca. 2049) takes more effort to unravel than it is worth.

Amis's predominant technique is inversion. So poets in Career Move earn millions in Hollywood ("Tell Luke I'm blown away by the new poem. I just know that Sonnet is going to happen.") while screenwriters have to contend with rejection slips from little magazines. These one-joke stories could easily run out of steam if it were not for his crackling prose propping up the whole enterprise - usually a parallel narrative structure working in counterpoint; background-foreground in constant mutation.

At best Martin Amis's characters are grotesques in the manner of Flannery O'Connor; at worst, they are cruel caricatures. In every book he writes these days he makes at least one dig at the Welsh (there is a sadistic paedophile in The Janitor on Mars) and in Straight Fiction, where the whole world is gay and the straight community beleaguered by heterophobes, gays are portrayed as sexual incontinents, hypochondriacs physically deformed by pumping iron; they are burlesques who cancel out the satirical intent of the author. But these reservations apart, Heavy Water and Other Stories is highly inventive, inimitably stylish and funny, exhibiting a wider voice range than in anything he has done so far.
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