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Praise for According to Queeney

‘A stellar literary event... written with panache and an enviable economy... the biggest risk of her literary life’ Margaret Atwood

‘This is a small, wise book of small prose miracles... It is a larger miracle in this way: it makes us feel we see Johnson and his friends in unexpected and unfamiliar ways, which are nevertheless convincing and authentic. I did not think anyone could do this, and still have no idea how Bainbridge pulled it off’ Andrew Marr, Daily Telegraph

‘These real people are superbly recreated in fictional form... Bainbridge’s characters inhabit a world of perpetual farce, punctuated by confusion and misunderstandings. In her hands, bizarre behaviour is made to seem natural. The result is bittersweet; one would laugh if one did not also feel so acutely their pain... Bainbridge’s spare prose is perfectly suited to her purpose, conveying an immediate sense of experience, in the muddle and intensity of the present. This is a highly intelligent, sophisticated and entertaining novel, which requires reading more than once to appreciate its complexity’ Adam Sisman, Observer

‘To fictionalise Johnson’s life is a daring literary adventure... The character created by Bainbridge is entirely believable in all his contradictions... Poignant, pierced with truth, According to Queeney reaches into the dustier realms of history, bringing vividly to life a group of remarkable personalities with all their frailties, absurdities and cruel sensitivities’ Kate Chisholm, Sunday Telegraph

‘Beryl Bainbridge has written many remarkable novels, but none to equal this... Extraordinary. It is as good in its very different form as Boswell; it is even a necessary companion piece to Boswell’ Allan Massie, Scotsman

‘Its subjects – guilt, passion, misunderstanding and suffering – are those that she has addressed throughout her career, sometimes as comedy, also as tragedy, but never so perfectly as in this book. Few of us are as selfish as Mrs Thrale, and fewer still as wise as Dr Johnson, but in describing them, Bainbridge illuminates human nature’ Amanda Craig, Express

‘Bainbridge is wonderfully subtle on the sad, attritional, secretly tragic process of life’ Anne Haverty, Irish Times

‘Thought-provoking and bleakly beautiful... brilliant... Bainbridge has shown herself to be working at the peak of her form’ Mail on Sunday

‘Bainbridge is brilliant at combining established fact and compelling fiction, the one deftly underpinning the other’ Liza Picard, Daily Mail

‘Bainbridge belongs to that rare group of writers (Ackroyd, Fowles, Golding) who can recreate the past with such astonishing accuracy that the reader trusts, and therefore becomes completely involved in, their fictional worlds...’ The Herald

‘Ms Bainbridge has wrought a Johnson so intellectually scintillating and emotionally unpredictable that her novel becomes a study not so much of character as of the mysteriousness of character... [Johnson] takes charge of Queeney’s education and makes moral and aesthetic pronouncements that, while mostly invented by Ms Bainbridge, are so brilliant that Johnson, could he read this novel, might wish to make truly his own... He is a brilliant creation, and when, at the end of this luminous little novel, Ms Bainbridge brings us to his end, we feel two losses simultaneously, the personal one and the loss to civilisation’ New York Times

‘A marvellous novel’ Sunday Herald (Glasgow)

‘Wonderful. Bainbridge’s greatest achievement here is to make what is most evanescent in history, the body, live again. [She] seems to be suggesting it is sensory experience that links humanity across the span of time. Reading this book effects another sort of resurrection’ Giles Foden, Waterstone’s Quarterly Magazine

‘Beryl Bainbridge’s novelistic voice is unlike anyone else’s. She’s also unique in that she hasn’t produced an indifferent, let alone bad, book for years. This one’s a winner’ Mark Bostridge, Independent on Sunday

‘Deftly brilliant... Her novel may be called According to Queeney, but it is Bainbridge’s unique and acute slant on life, and death, that everywhere transforms it into the slim, packed masterpiece it is’ Peter Kemp, Sunday Times


About the Author

Beryl Bainbridge is the author of seventeen novels, two travel books and five plays for stage and television. The Dressmaker, The Bottle Factory Outing, An Awfully Big Adventure, Every Man for Himself and Master Georgie (which won the James Tait Black Memorial Prize) were all shortlisted for the Booker Prize, and Every Man for Himself was awarded the Whitbread Novel of the Year Prize. She won the Guardian Fiction Prize with The Dressmaker and the Whitbread Prize with Injury Time. The Bottle Factory Outing, Sweet William and The Dressmaker have been adapted for film, as was An Awfully Big Adventure, which starred Hugh Grant and Alan Rickman. Beryl Bainbridge died in July 2010.
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1784

PROLOGUE

On the morning of December 15th, 1784, a day of bleak skies heralding snow, a box-cart rattled into Bolt Court and drew up outside Number 8. Three men entered the house and presently emerged carrying a roll of threadbare carpet as though it were a battering ram.

Mrs Desmoulins, shawl tight against her, remained on the steps of the house and forced tears from her eyes. Though she felt grief, she was too old, too used to death, to weep without an effort. She stood alone, save for a black and white cat busy washing itself. A number of neighbours came out and waited with bowed heads until the cart had gone from sight. From the open window of Number 6 could be heard the jangling of a spinet. It was not known whether Mr Kranach, a man who summer and winter wore a coat lined with the fur of a white wolf, was serenading the departed or merely about his daily practice.

The conveyance turning into Fleet Street, a gaggle of urchins ran in pursuit and leapt for the tail-board, at which the driver flicked backwards with his whip. Francis Barber, walking behind, accompanied his master as far as the church of St Clement Danes in the Strand; then, the bitter cold of the early hour getting to his living bones, he ducked away and sought refuge in a tavern.

Arriving in Windmill Street, the cart trundled into the yard of William Hunter’s School of Anatomy. The carpet was carried to the top floor and laid on a dissecting table. A fire roared in the grate and the air was filled with an aroma of herbs, that of mint being the most pervasive. In the corner of the cosy room, a dog, half-flayed, hung from a hook in the ceiling; above, the grey heavens nudged the skylight.

Present that morning were the physicians Heberden, Brocklesby, Butter, Wilson and Cruikshank. Also in attendance were Mr Wilson’s son, Arthur, and a Mr White, neither of whom was as yet qualified in the practice of medicine.

Mr White unrolled the carpet and removed the winding sheet. Arthur Wilson made the first incision, cutting downwards from the thorax. A quantity of water spilled from the cavity of the chest and dripped on to the floor. Mr White was told to throw more herbs upon the fire to disperse the stink of dissolution.

Dr Heberden made the second incision, this time across the stomach. He was troubled with a cough, and once, bending over his departed patient, the force of his breath fluttered the dead man’s eyelashes, at which Mr White turned pale and swayed where he stood. Mr Cruikshank, noticing his pallor, ordered him to swallow a measure of brandy.

Later, under the instruction of his father, Arthur Wilson wrote the following report:


Opened the chest. Lungs did not collapse as they usually do, as though power of contraction lost.

Heart exceedingly strong and large.

Abdomen appeared to have incipient peritoneal inflammation and ascites.

Liver and spleen firm and hard.

A gall stone size of a pigeon’s egg removed from bladder.

Pancreas enlarged.

One kidney (left) quite good. That of the right entirely destroyed.

Left testicle sound in structure but with a number of hydatides (cysts) on surface. Right testicle likewise. Spermatic vein leading to it exceedingly enlarged and varicose.

Body, large in life, now somewhat shrunken, save for left leg swollen from the dropsy. Right leg recently stitched following self-inflicted wound.

Left lung removed for perusal of John Hunter, also slice of scrotum and gall stone. Specimens transferred to jars. Mr White pricked his middle finger when sewing up body. The following day had red lines running up arm and was laid low with slight fever.



Afterwards, the fire dying and the candles lighted, Mr Hoskins of St Martin’s Lane, sent to Windmill Street at the request of Sir Joshua Reynolds, mounted the stairs to undertake a death mask. When the wax had cooled and he pulled away the cast, the eyelids were dragged open; he was too engrossed in scrutinising the imprint of the face to notice the staring aspect of the original.

The candles extinguished and the door locked, the dead man and the dead dog waited in darkness, gazing upwards to where snowflakes, star shaped, now fell upon the skylight.

OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
ACCORDING
TO QUEENEY

Beryl Bainbridge






