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Sally Vincent knew Martin Amis as a child. So when he became a half-million-pound novelist, who was vain about his teeth, and had dumped his family for a new life in the States, she decided that it was time to find out how the hell he had managed to change so much 

BYLINE: Sally Vincent 

BODY: 


YOU MIGHT as well make a job of it. Get off the bus a stop early and have a feel of the place. It's all relevant. I walk the length of Leamington Road Villas shuffling a few trenchant pensees on the disaffected nature of West London bedsitterland and all the time I'm thinking there aren't enough houses in this street. Bloody typical. The little shit doesn't live here at all. I'll slog to the end and the last house'll be the even number before the one he's given me and I'll have to collar a stranger and expose my panic and humiliation. It's all a cruel joke. 

I read too much Martin Amis. I do this because I find it a very easy thing to do. You don't have to concentrate; the words pull you under and keep you there. The only problem is you don't necessarily come bobbing merrily up again when you've finished. You go on feeling like 50 kinds of a sad fool. In the slipstream of his new novel, The Information, you can't kid yourself you're immortal every time you put your eye-liner on for, oooh, months. But that's nothing new. What's wrong-footing me all the way down Leamington Road Villas is the sure and certain awareness that I've somehow pre-patsied myself. Dumped myself in the philistine circus with Dub. I feel like a fruit fly looking for a peach. Dub is an American chat show host. Deprived of the company of a bestselling purveyor of vapidity he is obliged to turn his attention to the hero of The Information whose literary efforts have so far given everybody brain tumours. Here is Dub at work. 

'We're almost fresh out of time here, and we were going to be talking to Gwyn Barry about his vision of a new direction for our troubled species, but here we have another British writer, Richard Tull, whose new novel has just appeared. Richard Tull. We know from the Amelior novels of your friend and colleague where he would have us go. How about you? What's your novel trying to say?' Richard thought for a moment. The contemporary idea seemed to be that the first thing you did, as a communicator, was come up with some kind of slogan, and either you put it on a coffee mug or a T-shirt or a bumper sticker or else you wrote a novel about it. Even Dub clearly thought you did it this way round. And now that writers spent as much time telling everyone what they were doing as they spent actually doing it, then they would start doing it that way round too, eventually. Richard thought on. Dub tapped his watch. 

'It's not trying to say anything. It's saying it.' 'But what is it saying?' 'It's saying itself. For a hundred and fifty thousand words. I couldn't put it any other way.' 'Richard Tull? Thank you very much.' Before he left he offered to sign Dub's copy of Untitled. Bent over in his chair, with his hands semaphoring in front of his face, Dub abstractedly declined. In fact he insisted on returning the book to its author. Making quite a thing of it; pressing it on him, so to speak. Richard tried to give it to the girl who had brought the coffee. 

'Thank you, sir,' she said. 'But I believe not.' 

THE HOUSE is on the corner. It has a gate, a Victorian-Gothic front door and a series of intercom bell pushes. I hope they don't work. Martin Amis opens his own door and I fall in like a bag of nerves somebody's flung at his head. This somewhat smudges a welcoming cheek-mmwaaa with its tacit recognition that I, too, lived through the Sixties, much in the company of screw-top magnums of red wine and his mother Hilly, at their kitchen table. I used to think that Hilly was the funniest, cleverest person in the world. Which she was and still is. She could tell anecdotes like nobody else. You'd miss Hilly for weeks on end so that when you saw her again you could hear about what she'd been up to and have a field day. I often wondered why her talent had failed to rub off on her sons. Her husband had clearly not been immune, but Phil and Mart were glowering, mumbling oafs, the pair of them. You'd hope they'd be out so you wouldn't have to be inhibited by their snotty silence. I remember the Christmas we cooked a lovely turkey for them and by the time we got back from the pub the beast had disintegrated in the oven, its legs obscenely splayed open with hilarious great gobbets of Paxo hanging out. They didn't even laugh. 

So here's a power-shift. Martin Amis in his own kitchen making me a cup of tea. He puts the milk on the tea-bag and pours hottish water over them so as not, he says, to stain the cup. He mimes the effort he would be obliged to extend with washing up mop and cup if he brewed up on another system. And here's another shift. Along with the tea he offers sympathy for the various deaths, insanities and suicides that have tagged themselves to my periphery during the last 30 years. He asks after Sara, my unofficial Sixties step-daughter. He says he was nuts about her. 

She broke his heart. Good grief, I didn't even know they'd met. They would have been 14, for pity's sake. Why didn't I know? 'I didn't consider,' he says, Mr Cool of Leamington Road Villas, 'that it was my place to tell you.' He hasn't changed much. Well, we don't, do we? He has this capacity, an old acquaintance of his remarked, of making you feel really rotten. Which is funny when you consider how often Amis has asserted that this is a specifically female ability. My acquaintance and Amis had this lunch together, apparently, when they were competitively busy young men second guessing each other by choosing just the one time-saving course. So my fellow orders the boiled beef with maybe a few carrots and dumplings on the side while Amis goes for the quails' eggs. And the waiter brings this great mound of lummox -grub on a dustbin lid, plus a tiny saucer with tiny eggs nestling round a tiny mound of celery salt. He can't help being small and exquisitely fastidious, was the complaint. But he doesn't have to rub your nose in it. 

This, of course, is only a nuance of the greater myth of Martin Amis. His flat, as it happens, is a perfectly disorderly dump. There's a sofa like a pile of washing, bits of electronic equipment and books under your feet and a madman ('friend of Phil's') bawling through the intercom. His car's worse. You have to get in the back because the passenger door's jammed and it's exactly like climbing up on the back of a garbage truck. Mr Wealthy, as his mum calls him, is clearly not frittering it away. 

'I don't know what your plans are,' he says, settling himself neatly in a director's chair with his back to the light, 'but we could do two hours of chat and then I'm playing tennis.' He watches me fumbling a tape into the tape-recorder on the laundry-sofa. 'Christ,' he says, 'it's like watching a one-year-old.' We bravely embark on a trip down memory lane in search of the writer's formative experience and the little red light on the recorder flickers and dies. Well it would, wouldn't it? He picks it up and fiddles with it. I ask him to give it to me. 

'Gissit!' he says, amused. 

'Gissit?' It all comes back. We used to do that, back in the Sixties. Hear the way people said things and then write them down phonetically and try to decipher them. All the Amises were brilliant at it because they were all mimics. It would take me hours to twig Air Hell Air was a a posh person saying hallo. Nobody could touch Kingsley Amis for taking people off. He could do inanimate objects as well. A box of pigeons flying out the back of a crashed lorry. That sort of thing. And his voices were so good you'd know it was spot on even when you'd never met the person he was imitating. 

Martin Amis is good, but not that good. His Welsh accent is impeccable though, not a trace of stage-Indian and only ever lightly slipped into in pursuit of the authentic, to-a-T essence of Wales. Who was a woman called Eva, a family friend, entrusted with the care and control of the Amis children when they were little. Eva was in the back of the car with the kids having a nice Sunday afternoon outing when, driving along the sea front in Swansea, they came upon the scene of a terrible road accident; smashed vehicles and blood-spattered, twitching citizens all over the place. Hilly revved up to get past as quickly as possible to spare her children the spectacle of carnage, particularly Sally who was only two years old. She almost made it. Eva held the toddler up to the back window and said, all lilting wonderment, 'Look Sally. Writhin' in agony!' Another time she'd got the children's lunch and settled herself comfortably by the Aga when Martin asked for a glass of milk. He saw her move to get up, then subside into her chair. 

'Oooh Noooo.' she said. 'I knew a man once, had a glass of milk with his lunch. And he died!' In purely Jesuitical terms this is about it for the first seven years. He knew Eva was bullshitting about the dead milk-drinker but he never drank milk with his lunch, to be on the safe side. And along with such wisdoms as Eva's, he knew, in a free-floating sort of way, that his dad was a writer. Not that he thought anything of it at the time. He thought all men were like that; sort of mentally and imaginatively absent a lot of the time. Inhabiting a world of their own from which, occasionally, they would emerge to delight and amuse you. It made it easier for him to become one; a writer if not a man. 

There is no great tradition in English literature for the kind of male ego and id tripping that characterises the bulk of Amis's work. Russians have one, so do Americans, but somehow it has never been considered cricket, literature-wise, to blow the whistle on British maledom. Amis assumes there must be some deep, underlying reason why he has banged on about being a bloke quite so insistently. It's not, he says, as if he's at all blokish. He always had a brother, of course, and his brother was always precisely 12 months ahead of him in blokish development, but his childhood was, give or take the odd parental quirk and a lot of moving about, not noticeably different from any other boy's. He went to boys' schools. He fitted in. In fact he did it rather a lot, school after school, fitting in like billy-o. The eternal new boy. 

It started when he was eight years old. Kingsley Amis was to teach at Princeton University, ergo Philip and Martin thought they were going to be Americans. To facilitate this exciting metamorphosis they changed their names. Philip would use his second name and shorten it to Nick. Martin would be Marty. Great stuff. Unfortunately nobody told Marty that all American boys wore long trousers, and he couldn't possibly have known that, for weeks before his arrival, the woman who would be his teacher had been promising her class that a big, wonderful surprise was about to enter their lives. All he knew was, when he first walked into the form in his Clark's sandals and his khaki shorts everyone went Meeeuughhh. He got over it. The girls were nice. He even heard one girl say to another, 'He's even more handsome than Dicky,' and knew, instinctively, who she was talking about. The boys were hostile but, hell, Marty could do long division while they were still being handed out pamphlets with titles like Eight Brand New Subtraction Facts in which they were apprised of such risible truths as seven minus two equals five. The Americans might have bigger refrigerators and better toys, but it was classy to be British. 

His arrival at the grammar school in South London was rather more vexed. He came from Knightsbridge in a taxi and, sensibly fearing such an entrance might be considered invitingly effete by the boys of Battersea, took the precaution of getting out of it several blocks from the school. But he judged it wrongly and got hopelessly lost. So he hired another cab and wound up in front of the sort of playground you can easily lose your life in, in full view of fellows who would one day wreck the English-Irish footie match. It was not a school where it would be wise to study. They nicknamed him Demagogue, not because he was one but because he was the only boy in the class who could define it. Here comes ol' Demagogue, oink oink. It was rough. Not as rough as a public school, but pretty hairy. He learned to protect himself with various ingratiating wiles: dishing out cigarettes for one thing, and cracking on he was Gypsy Petulengro for another. It was a beezer way of getting a yob to unclench his fist. Martin knew what a life-line was. He also knew that if you bend your little finger back and the join goes all red it means you're sexy. The Battersea boys were impressed. They'd stand like lambs to have their palms read. He'd tell them what they wanted to hear. You're a very tough guy, but deep down you're really very sensitive. Yeah, they'd say. Right. You got me there. 

A boy's world was fraught with danger. Even at the posh kids' school in Cambridge you had only to walk alone down a corridor for six boys to leap out at you, haul you into an empty classroom, lay you out on the master's desk, haul down your trousers, shriek at your genitals and then write a description of your part on the blackboard. His said 'Amis. Tiny. No hairs at all.' The only way you could guard against repetition was to join a gang doing it to somebody else. Which he did. He was very average in that respect. 

'That's what men spend all their lives doing,' he says now, scrupulously rolling a rather nasty little cigarette. 'Humiliating each other and fearing humiliation. You did it all the time. In the changing room, sadly comparing oneself to the most brutish and virile elements. What you're thinking all the time is what have I got? And what haven't I got? 'What, specifically, have I got over my fellow man? Will I be good with girls? Am I good at sport? Will I get a better job than him? What you're doing is readying yourself for 50 years of preferment and thinking about preferment because that's where you'll end up, in an office, wondering how to get ahead of whoever you're with.' By the time he was 13, he knew he'd been personally singled out for something spectacularly shameful and terrible in life. His parents split up. The Big Stigma was upon him. He stole a bottle of vodka out of his dad's cupboard, drank it and confessed his shame to his best friend, who failed to start back in horror. In his first experience of drunkenness he realised that life was not necessarily going to be what one hoped. He watched his brother take the bad news, stride straight to the telephone and tell somebody hey, guess what, my parents are getting divorced. Martin thought, Jesus, you must be really sophisticated. 

Hilly took them off to Majorca for a year after that. It seemed like a good idea at the time. The boys went to a school where most of the pupils had divorced parents and all the girls were gorgeous. But they pined for their dad. Every morning they'd mooch about the end of the orange grove waiting for the postman to come on his motorbike with a letter. The letters came, but they were inconsolable. Eventually Hilly packed them on an aeroplane and they arrived at their dad's bachelor flat in the middle of the night. He opened the door in his pyjamas, did a double take and said something about not being alone. And there, behind him, was the majestic figure of Elizabeth Jane Howard with her long hair flowing, proposing bacon and eggs. He asked Hilly the other day, did she do it deliberately, for mischief? Not that he'd have blamed her. But she said no, she sent a telegram. God knows what happened to it. 

They had a great five days. They liked Jane. With commendable restraint, no adult had ever given them a reason not to. She was nice. She took them to a fruit juice bar every morning, cooked superbly. They had no complaints there. It was dad they had a go at. Philip went so far as to call him a cunt, which Martin thought was a bit much, but they had many long, serious talks about the nefarious nature of life and were otherwise shown a good time. 

They all went to see Fifty Five Days In Peking and dad went down on his hands and knees in the cinema every time Ava Gardner came on. He was always doing things like that. It killed you, it really did. Then one night they were having dinner with George Gale and the news came through that Kennedy had been assassinated. Jane burst into tears and George belted off to Fleet Street and yes, it had been a fairly cathartic trip, all things considered. They all felt much happier afterwards anyway. 

It's not easy to grasp what happened next. So far as he knows, a chance meeting between Jane, dad and a film director in a pub resulted in a screen test and a film star trip to Jamaica. He must have been 13. It was something of a lark, 50 quid a week plus another 20 for mum for acting as chaperone. There was the time they called upon him to actually emote to camera when he fainted from embarrassment, and then his voice broke which meant he wasn't much use any more, but film-starring, they thought in a half-hearted sort of way, might well be a future for him. When they got back to London, mum took him to the Italia Conti school for an audition. Just on the offchance. Some ridiculous old broad in a huge - but really huge - hat told him to whip round and say 'I love you' to her. Then whip round the other way and say 'I hate you'. Such ambivalent expressions were a bit much for him and he cocked up everything else they asked him to do, so he told his mum to bag it. No more Mr Filmstar. 

Hilly bought him a new school blazer and he went back to Battersea Grammar, but they'd already expelled him. The letter simply hadn't reached Jamaica. 

Then everything went deliciously pear- shaped. Martin was supposed to go to a crammer and Hilly took a job at London zoo, cleaning out the small mammals' cages. But he was 14. Philip and Martin would watch their mother at her bus stop in her donkey jacket, wait for her to get on the bus and set about exercising their adolescent priorities. They were free. 

For the next three years he lived in and on the Fulham Road. He got himself a drum-set with his filmstar money, and a guitar, and formed various rock groups which jammed talentlessly around the youth clubs of SW3. While mum was out shovelling shit, they'd sit around playing Scrabble, playing Beatles records and hanging out the window inviting any female who passed to come on in. They were messy, truculent, horrible youths, reeking of hormones and priapism and, when they could get it, hashish. In those days it only cost eight pounds an ounce. They'd scrape the eight quid together and go out to score. Sometimes they'd get ripped off and come home with a bit of old Oxo cube and smoke it earnestly for hours, pretending to get high. They thought about sex. They had sex. Martin was a touch backward because, unless they were all lying through their teeth, he didn't manage to divest himself of his virginity till he was 15. They couldn't get enough of it, nor could they spread their carnal net wide enough. 

It was Martin's idea. They tore the pages out of his exercise books and fashioned them into neat squares the size of calling cards, wrote their names and telephone numbers on them and ambled forth to distribute them among the nubile populace which, in their view, was anything female between the ages of nine and 60. They'd do the bus stops and Tube trains, handing out thousands of these leaflets, then go home and wait for the phone calls. They reckoned for every 2,000 they dished out, they got three calls. It was well worth the effort. So that was it. Trawling up and down the Fulham Road and the Kings Road, looking for girls, having girls and then - by natural progression of the climate of the Sixties - having girlfriends. At first it was because everybody said sex was better if you were in love. Marriage must be great, they told each other. A cert bunk-up every night. And so they looked for love and demanded monogamy. They strained to fall in love. Martin wore velvet hipster flares, tight flowered shirts and knock-out white chisel-toed cuban -heeled boots. Just like Keith Talent in London Fields. He was a bad guy. You might say he was a very bad guy. 

By the time he was 17 he had three O- levels, representing precisely one for every year he'd almost put in at the crammer. He read comics. Then he re-read them. He'd never read a book; not a whole one, anyway. It was Jane who pulled him out of his career as Keith. Maybe he was ready for a spot of order in his life. He read the books she fed to him. Evelyn Waugh, Anthony Powell, Angus Wilson. He even read Kingsley Amis. She sent him to a boarding crammer in Brighton where there was nothing to do all day except play ping-pong and slouch about Marine Parade looking at the girls. So he read a lot. He discovered Victorian literature, most particularly the romantic poets. The boy in the room next to his shared this passion and neither found anything odd or unmanly in their mutual admiration for Byron, Shelley, Keats, Blake, Coleridge - and even Wordsworth and Browning. Like Rousseau, they had long since subscribed to the notion that they felt, therefore they were. Life, they fully intended, was to be a picnic. The years of smoking pecks of dope and sitting around idly talking of this and that had already geared them for expressions of sensuality, for the romance of love and sin and Hellfire Clubs, for the joys of rivers and hazelnuts and beautiful skies, for the full melancholic anti-comedy of masculine introversion as neatly encapsulated within the pages of Palgrave's Golden Treasury. 

As it turned out, his year in Brighton was high on energy. He got eight O -levels, three As and a scholarship to Oxford. 

The year after he came down, the Martin Amis reputation was already in place. Callow youths who followed him to Exeter College swallowed the mythology as eagerly as their tutorial dry sherries. He was, they knew, Mr Crushingly Sarcastic. Mr Write Immaculate Essays All Day And Screw Girls All Night. Mr Formal First. At their mock finals somebody got up to go to the lavatory and returned to the silent examination room to announce, on a suitably drawling dying fall, 'Oh God, there are pencil-thick pubic hairs in the bath.' He got away with it because everybody, especially the invigilator, knew it to be a very proper homage to Martin Amis. 

Earlier this year, on January 28, the following letter appeared in the correspondence column of the Independent Magazine. Signed by a Mr Alan Woods of Uttoxeter, Staffordshire, it was titled The Tooth Fairy. 

Dear Sir, I was interested in (your) comments concerning the cost of dental treatment, in particular for the novelist Martin Amis. Sadly (you) didn't mention actual figures, but merely implied tens of thousands of pounds. 

Many hardworking, competent dentists working within the financial strictures of the NHS (and I would count myself as one of them) could probably carry out Mr Amis's extensive treatment to Harley/Wimpole Street standards for the grand total of pounds 275, subject to approval. Indeed, the maximum anyone can be charged for a course of treatment, however extensive, on the NHS is pounds 275. 

Now isn't that a bargain? But, then again, such a greedy individual as Mr Amis deserves to be fleeced by another.' 

The extraordinary thing about Mr Woods's contribution to public opinion at this time is not so much that he thinks along the lines he writes, but that an upmarket letters editor would consider his effort fit for publication. On the other hand, if you feel that the simultaneous exploration of the human psyche and contemporaneous mores on a bi-decadal basis is the aim of the novelist, as Mr Amis does, then Mr Amis might well have felt the wind of a serious rival coming up behind him. He was, however, at the dentist at the time of Mr Woods's debut, having bits of cow -bone compound grafted into his seriously ailing jaw by an American surgeon pioneering an arduous and agonising technique that has not yet filtered through to the operating theatres of Harley/Wimpole Street, let alone to Uttoxeter. Indeed, as they rushed to press with Mr Woods's advertisement for himself, Mr Amis was probably reeling post anaesthetically in the streets of New York, spitting blood into the gutter and feeling like one of those jerks who keeps on picking fights they can't possibly win. 

With something of Mr Woods's bland presumptuousness I booked myself into the Mayflower Hotel on Central Park to meet Martin Amis. The dollars are still in my wallet. I believed he lived there. If you'd asked me I'd have assured you, with no malice aforethought, that yes, Martin Amis lives in New York. I offer this small, self -defeating slander as evidence of the effortlessly adherent consistency of shit. I have read in the paper that Amis has shaken the dust of London from his Nike Airs to set up house in the Big Apple and noticed that this banal little geographical intelligence has a tendency to be backed up by a sub-text about his failed marriage and the existence of two small sons who must, musn't they, have been callously abandoned? Well, what a cad. What an unspeakable rotter. We could definitely be on a roll here. 

As we speak, here in boring old Leamington Road Villas, one ashtray between us and no room-service, a van is parked outside Antonia Amis's house, a couple of hundred yards away, in which a tabloid lensman lurks, waiting for her to come out looking suitably bereft. In Notting Hill Gate, his colleague is staking out the street where Isobel Fonseca is thought to bicycle home from work with her skirt billowing around her legs. As and when they get lucky, doubtless we'll see their likenesses spread across somebody's page five, with Mr Amis between them looking as much like a rotten sod as it's possible to arrange with modern camera know-how. 

'They are without pudeur,' Amis remarks, dignifying a crass situation with a touch of linguistic class. 'No shame,' he amends, remembering who he's talking to, and, to make doubly sure, 'It's Pain In the Arse English Stuff. You know? English Icky.' To paraphrase, he puts it rather like this. He writes books, for Christ's sake. For all to see. It's not as if he's kept any part of himself secret. So what's so fascinating about him that's so much more interesting than what he's put into his books? What's he done? He'll tell you what he's done. He's got himself an American agent, an American girlfriend and an American dentist. Fuyyin' bastard! We not good enough for him? Who's he think he is, eh? What's he want all that money for? Greedy sod. Why can't he starve in a garret like he's supposed to and let people who write crap get the gravy like they're supposed to? And who's this tart with a name sounds like Fun? Some kind of book babe? Screws everything that holds a pen? Our girls not good enough for him? Bastard. Our dentists not good enough for him? What's he after then, a Liberace smile? Vain bastard. Not enough pliers and blowtorches and plumber's lead this side of the pond, eh? Fuyyin poof. Let's have him over. 

It doesn't all sound like this, though. 'It is hard to resist,' a Sunday Times columnist (from their Culture section, no less) remarked of the current Amis hate-fest, 'a certain amount of schadenfreude . . .' 'I bet that was a noble struggle he had, resisting the old schadenfreude,' Amis says darkly. 'That was an epic spectacle I'd have liked to see.' The Washington Post nearly did have him over. Somebody there wrote that his teeth had become the most famous set since Lincoln's. Had he known, he says, a year ago, that his teeth were to become a matter for public debate, he'd have gone through that window there, on his head. No hesitation. 'I mean now,' he says. 'I mean, God, it's a very traumatic thing. One's teeth are where you live, you know? In my case it was the one thing I didn't want people to know about.' 

He'd like to think he was inured to all this unwarranted attention. See it as just part of the job of being a writer in a world where, given the choice between a body of work and Some Bloke to be interested in, people will be interested in Some Bloke. John Updike, he reminds himself, said that publicity is a voracious idiot that doesn't care whether what it's eating is good or bad. If it's any comfort. The truth is, he tries not to think about it because when he does he comes over all scandalised and full of self-pity. He was around and fully conscious when the press put his father on the rack over his divorce. But that was mere hypocrisy, eloquent of its time. They were fairly restrained in those days. Now they don't bother with hypocrisy. Now they just sling a load of speculation, third-rate sentimentality and ignorance on to a page and exult in their scurrilous vulgarity. They're proud of themselves. 

He wouldn't like me to think he was haughtily above the fray; that would make him rather more Nabokovian than he feels. He wouldn't like me to think he wasn't handling it. He's accustomed to violent reactions. He used to wonder why. He used to think, well, it couldn't be him so it must be his books. That his books put people on their mettle, so to speak. Made them feel sort of judged, like they've got to out-cool him or out-write him in some way. Now he's back to thinking no, it's him. Again. The fancy theory is just too fancy. It's like being a Glaswegian footballer; half the people in town want you dead, the other half think they own you. 'Nearly everyone I know,' he says somewhat pitifully, 'likes me and nearly everyone who doesn't know me hates my guts.' The big joke, however, the really big joke is that he must have subliminally seen all this coming because it's what his new book is all about. Ha. 

It's a book about two writers and he's both of them. So ha again. 

That's how novels get written. You sit there and you think about bits of yourself and you pretend the bits are all there is. You'd be unlikely, wouldn't you, to sit there thinking I know, I'll just knock out 500 pages saying what I think of William Boyd and Kasuo Ishiguro. So he's the imaginary Richard Tull and the imaginary Gwyn Barry and this is TRUE. Two writers equal one writer, because when you are one you've got this ego which is rehearsing your Nobel Prize acceptance speech even as it whimpers from neglect. Richard lives in a writer's nightmare and Gwyn lives in a writer's wet dream. Because that's what it feels like. A writer's ego won't leave him alone. So here's Gwyn reading everything that might contain his own name, forever taking little dry runs at dignified paragraphs for his own biography, while Richard's so paranoid he thinks all the TVs in the street are discussing how neglected he is. 'It really does come with the job. You've got to think simultaneously that you're the best, the best of your time. And that you're no good. This drama, this mood swing, is where you live a lot of the time.' The writer might well be a functioning psychotic, gnawing his way through to his own vitals on a nine-to-five basis, but he does have a pleasantly friendly relationship with the section of the population he is pleased to cordon off in his mind and call the reader. He wouldn't, for instance, dish him a duff line. 'I feel about the reader,' he says, 'the way I feel about my children. When they come to stay, I want them to have a great time. I want to give them treats, I want to buy them toys and make them laugh. I also want to stimulate their imaginations, use all their emotions and give them something exciting to be going on with; like a party bag with nuts and oranges and a balloon.' He smooths a fag paper, sprinkles it meanly with baccy, rolls up a lumpy cylinder and licks the gummy edge. 'Also,' he adds, 'I want to torture them a bit.' I doubt he means this in any literal sense so far as his analogy is concerned. Amis doesn't go in for expressing much in the way of overt relish, but when I confessed to being only seven-eighths of the way through The Information, he almost smiled. 'Great,' he said. 'The end really hurts.' There is nothing ambiguous, either, about his contemplation of what he is not shy of describing as his talent. He doesn't go so far as to claim an actual Muse, but he might as well have. He says he doesn't feel it's him sometimes. Sometimes he thinks it's coming from somewhere else. His rationale for this highly Romantic notion is that when he gets stuck he'll get up from the typewriter and throw darts or play his pinball machine for 20 minutes and when he gets back, the problem's sorted. With no conscious thought involved. He is so sure that this is Talent in operation he's often tempted to sit back with a nice gin and tonic and let Mr Talent get on with it. A less Romantic writer knows that what was happening is called fatigue and the way through is via a little rest and recreation. A less Romantic writer probably has more artistic problems than Amis does. 

I suspect that for Amis, self-doubt settles itself into a fatalistic melancholy rather than panic. He will not change because he believes in his deepest recesses that if they were honest, everybody would be like him. Everybody (don't they?) wants to be fulfilled, consumed, transformed by a soulmate, to seek and find the marriage of true minds. Such wondrous joy, however, is denied a writer because a writer is never one hundred per cent there to be fulfilled, consumed, transformed etcetera. 'All writing,' he says with infinite misery, 'is infidelity.' He instantly twigs the grandiosity of a remark he cannot ascribe to another writer. 'I throw that out,' he apologises, 'but there is an element of not being faithfully there. You can't be consumed by another person if you're a writer because your relationship is basically with yourself. You're being intimate with your abilities, with your talent. This means in some very viable sense that for a lot of the time you're just having a wank . . .' Amis has no intention of wrestling his Romantic paradoxes to their knees. He read D H Lawrence at an impressionable age, ergo he's had his chips. 'D H Lawrence,' he sighs, 'wasn't a good guy.' 

He says he suspects Tolstoy was right. That time moves past you making you older, but there's not much different about how you think and feel. 'You convince yourself you've learned a few basic rules but basically you're none the wiser. Once you're a Romantic it's downhill all the way. Pitifully, I'm the same now as when I was 18. Still the same and still unformed. Still immature.' Fatherhood has hammered him further into the mould. Before his children were born he thought about nature and nurture and concluded that in the great scheme of things they probably held equal sway. 'When you've had children,' he says, 'you realise it's all nature. All of it. They come out of that delivery room with their characters fully formed. You can tell how much patience they've got, how much aggression, all these qualities locked in straight away. I saw it in my sons and it all came true.' I must have said something argumentative at this point. It might have been bollocks. Whatever, it evinced a wintry smile and another roll-up. He wonders if I know the Philip Larkin poem about why he never got married. He can't recall the precise lines but thinks it was called Love. It describes two kinds of selfishness, apparently, the sort that keeps itself to itself and the sort that wants to transform and be transformed by somebody else. Larkin seemed to indicate that one was right and one was wrong. The last verse goes like this. 

Still, vicious or virtuous, Love suits most of us. 

Only the bleeder found Selfish this wrong way round Is ever wholly rebuffed. 

And he can get stuffed.' 

Amis snuffs out his roll-up. "Yup," he says, like something out of the OK Coral. "Stuffed." And in tones of mounting gloom repeats the last line. "He can get stuffed. He, Can. Get. Stuffed, 
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