The Long and Winding Road 

"You must go" said Marc. "Your stuff is good, but you have to get a publisher interested." The Long and Winding Road to Publication was the session he insisted I attend, a late event at the Emerging Writers Festival. "Ok, ok. I'll go" I told him. "But I'd prefer to go to the one called The Direct Highway to Publication. Surely there's one like that. Who do I have to shoot, sleep with, chop a big line for?" 

I drank a bit that day, getting my courage up and planning my approach. Surely it was a simple matter, I thought. I need to find an agent, so the only question I need is "Are you an agent?" If they answer in the affirmative I hand them the hook, which is three little stories printed double-sided on two A4 sheets. Denzil, the Hat, and Rob's Mattress. I made seven copies, how many agents could there be? 

It was the coldest night of the year, first blast of winter. I borrowed Jude's Barbour jacket, and dug out the warm fleecy lining, the first time it's ever been used. It took us a while to work out how to do up all the press studs. I bet Prince Charles has a man to do it for him. I put on a scarf and beanie and took Jude's best umbrella, stuffed my stories in one pocket and John Fante's Bunker Hill in the other, and walked down to the station for the five o'clock train. I waddled like a Michelin Man in all my layers. But my campaign for courage was a triumph, my heart sang as we rattled down the rails into the dying light. For once I was upbeat in the garden between sunset and nightfall, chuckling all the way to town. 

I got to Readings in St Kilda in good time and saw the chairs set out at the back of the shop. There wasn't any sign of a drink. I took a look round the bookshelves for my favourites, Readings have a good stock. Under B (was she looking for Beckett? Borges? Bukowski?) I said hello to a willowy would-be writer called Juliana, and took the seat next to her when we assembled. The three speakers and the host came out from the back with glasses of wine in their hands. Hello? I looked round for the bar, or at least the bottles, but couldn't see anything. There were thirty of us in that room, mostly women, and three glasses of wine. Things didn't look good. 

The young authors told us in turn of their trials and tribulations. Miles had won some prize or other that opened doors for him, Leanne was indefatigable, battered her way in. But it was the last story, from Alex Patric that made an impression on me. He said he wrote for five years in total isolation, poured his life into this serious book without any feedback. Not by choice, he submitted it here and there, and would have welcomed rejection slips, but he got nothing at all. They just didn't respond. I don't know how he survived, but he did. He has now published a collection of short stories called Las Vegas for Vegans, and there's a novel coming out, Black Rock White City. I must try to get hold of a copy. That first masterpiece of his remains unpublished, to his disgust. 

The host was the manager of the store, a genial bookish chap who asked the questions. It turns out that he and the speakers all work for Readings and have known eachother for years, a little clique of booksellers. He did mention at one point that there was a representative from a publishing house present so I looked round, but nobody acknowledged the reference. Nor were there any agents there, I deduced. The speakers had made that clear to me. Agents don't slum it in bookshops with nothing to drink, looking for talent. They are businessmen on the chasse aux sous, the hunt for a penny. Hit it with a hammer was the dictum of my old friend in Nimes. It's the same old shit, corporate greed. My courage waned steadily as the authors waffled on to inane questions from the floor. 

At the end I bunged Juliana a copy of the stories and slunk out into the night, with my umbrella and my beanie pulled down tight. I was hungry but all the noodle bars and pizza joints on the way back to Balaclava station were shut. I managed to get three spring rolls from the last place open, and rode the train home in deep gloom. Such is the long and winding road. It reminds me of Rational Software. 
