
down as quickly as I could (not my usual
practice). It was the dialogue I heard
clearly, and so I thought I’d try my hand
at a script or screenplay, though I had 
no connection with theatre, film, or 
television. Once I had refined it a little 
I sent some sample pages off to writer-
sroom, which is the BBC’s ‘open door to
writers’, and was amazed to be asked for
the whole script. I got as far as I could go
without the programme actually being
commissioned. The final report contained
the criticism that the protagonist’s poems
were too much like his speech. Great, 
I thought. Since this is what every poet
hopes to achieve–poetry of living
speech– I knew I was onto something. 

I had already had one book published:
Rousseau Moon, a collection of stories,
the longest of which was a full-length
novel I had edited savagely down to size
in a single afternoon. So I set about turn-
ing my TV drama into a short novel. This
was a much slower process. We now had
a second child, and my writing time
began after 10 o’clock at night. But all
seemed to be going well – a bit too well.
Before I had even finished it, and without
even meaning to (but that’s another
story), I suddenly had a literary agent and
a publisher on board, and a successful
Hollywood screenwriter asking for
dramatisation rights. When I told a few
people about the Hollywood craziness,
my wife said I shouldn’t because it might
all come to nothing. ‘I’m telling them
because it will come to nothing.’ And 
so it proved. For various reasons, when 
I finished the book a year later, all interest
had evaporated. Carpe diem, I suppose–
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THIS IS a story about a story. A story that
almost interested the BBC, then didn’t;
almost interested Hollywood, then didn’t.
Generated a lot of hot air, and then was
shut away in a drawer. Was said couldn’t
be published, and now will be.

The story is a short novel I wrote called
The Ghost of Alice Fields. The publisher
Greenwich Exchange will bring it out in the
coming months. It isn’t a ghost story,
though a girl makes a ghostly appearance
in it. Nor is it really, as I suppose it will
have to be marketed, a crime novel, but a
novel in which a crime takes place. As a
matter of fact, this piece of fiction wasn’t
even meant to be a novel at all.

Here is a blurb to give you the gist of the
story: Who killed Alice Fields? And what
has the Edinburgh schoolgirl’s death got
to do with war in the Balkans? Troubled
columnist Jude Oswald has his suspicions.
When these make it into the morning
paper, his private hell becomes a public
one. There’s only one way out: to prove
he’s right.

The story flew into my head one day
shortly after my wife and I had quit 
Amsterdam for Leitrim, just ahead of the
birth of our first child. At that time, as
now, I was earning a living as a freelance
editor. One of the more interesting tasks 
I had was to be the official report-writer
at a conference on the Balkans in the
Peace Palace of the Hague. A few years
earlier I was teaching English to Dutch
soldiers when they brought up the subject
of Srebrenica. ‘What’s that?’ I asked, to
their astonishment. I did know about the

massacre there, but had forgotten the
name of the place in which 8000 Bosnian
Muslims were slaughtered by Bosnian
Serb forces under the watchful but 
ineffective eye of UN peacekeepers– which
happened to be, much to the country’s
shame, a battalion from the Netherlands.

The worlds I was exposed to through my
work were a million miles away from the
quiet, introspective life I pursued as a
poet. Or were they? Doesn’t trouble of
the profoundest sort (de profundis) lie at
the root of poetic inspiration? So it was 
I made the protagonist of my story a
poet–one who, almost cynically, writes
about historic crimes for a meagre living.
What would happen if a poet’s inner 
conflicts were to be played out in shocking
events in the real world, where people
are killed for reasons as perverse as 
ethnicity and desire? ‘Is poetry a punish-
ment or a crime?’ wrote the poet James
Reeves. I was going to try to find out.

As the first words spilled onto the screen,
I felt hugely energised, and got the story

THE LONG AND WINDING ROAD (TO PUBLICATION)

David Cameron
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which, for me, translates as ‘seize the
day, but never write only at night’.

I was so sick of it all that I put the manu-
script away in the drawer–which is to
say, I left it on the hard drive of a broken-
down PC. A few years passed in which 
I was kept busy with work and various
writing projects–not to mention our third
child. But, if I had given up on the story, it
hadn’t given up on me. I couldn’t get it out
of my head. So I rescued the document,
revised it, and sent it to a different agent.
The advice was definitive: ‘It’s too short
for the commercial fiction market.’

To hell with that, I thought. The one thing
I’ve learned about writing is that your
weaknesses are your strengths. So I’m a
poet and like to put things succinctly–
that’s hardly a crime (except in the sense
James Reeves meant). I embraced the
future and learned how to self-publish an
e-book. I did it mostly in one long, fatigued
night. Then I told my friends on Facebook.
Some bought it; others asked ‘When’s the
real book coming out?’ ‘This IS the real
book,’ I wrote, exasperated.

Hoping for sales, I sent the Amazon link
to various people, including the London
publisher of some of my favourite 
contemporary poets. A few days later 
I got a reply: ‘I am looking at doing fiction
(as they say) and have a small pipeline of
projects– I should be happy to look at
yours.’ Three months later I had a firm
offer, and I unpublished the e-book. 

Getting published the conventional way is
becoming ever-more difficult. What
should a writer do? I respect musicians
such as Kristin Hersh who outfox the
exploitative music industry and find new
ways to fund the making and distribution
of their music, and I’m sure that the book
industry will head down the same path.
E-publishing is a great option for some.

The alternative feels like hoping for a 
miracle, the miracle of finding a publisher
of integrity who is willing to take a
risk – on you. 

But the good news is: miracles happen
every day.

Extract from The Ghost of Alice Fields by
David Cameron
He glanced up at the signal station before following
the path round to April’s house. She was at the end,
at what he liked to think was the edge of civilisation…
but was in reality a room-and-kitchen cottage over-
looking the Forth Rail Bridge. He knew vaguely that
engineers constructing the bridge had stayed in these
buildings, that the navy had used them too. The
bridge had once been considered one of the wonders
of the world… long ago. A Victorian monolith, Great
Iron Lady, in the same lineage as the worthy 
contraptions assembled for the Great Exhibition of
1851. But for him the place was mercifully without
history. April lived here. She lived here with her 
2-year-old son, Jason. This was enough.

He had his own key to let himself in, although, as
ever, he knocked lightly on the inner door too. April
hushed him immediately. She had Jason drowsy in
her arms as she unhooked the fold-down homemade
curtain, the tips of his beautiful blond hair lying
fringed on her bare arm.

Settling him into the cot, she flashed a smile that
meant, Success!

‘He’s tired himself out, poor thing. He’s been like
a whirlwind all morning.’

‘What happens to us?’ Jude said, receiving the
kiss she offered. ‘I can barely work up the energy to
scratch my arse these days.’

‘There speaks a poet. Very pretty.’
Two abstract landscapes crowded the wall 

opposite Jude. Shimmering planes and angles 
replicated a quarry in Inverkeithing, a row of 
factories in Burntisland.

‘Did you read my column this week? Ten typos.
How do they manage it? They’ve turned Lizzie 
Borden into Lezzie Borden in one paragraph. Mind
you, she probably was.’

April looked up from her ironing. ‘Was what?’
‘A lesbian. Lizzie Borden took an axe, gave her

mother forty whacks. When she saw what she had
done, she gave her father forty-one.’

‘Wasn’t she in some kind of epileptic trance at
the time? I picture her with a great mop of frizzy
golden hair for some reason.’

‘She was the plainest Jane,’ he said dourly.
‘I thought you were meant to be cynical about

this crap.’
Jude moved from the sofa to stand behind April;

hooked his thumbs into her back pockets. She
pressed herself into him momentarily.

‘Ten typos. Thank Christ I don’t put my name to it.’
‘One day the public will work out who Jackal is.’
‘I don’t see how. Or why anyone would care to….

Why won’t you live with me?’
Slipping away from him, she sorted through the

small piles of Jason’s clothes. Jude took down the
bottle of port and a glass from the shelf.

‘Early in the day, is it not?’
‘Why?’ he repeated.
‘Because you’re not serious. Because you still

love Catherine.’
He took a second drink and tapped the glass

against his lips.
‘But we’re separated now,’ he said.
‘And living under the same roof. It doesn’t count.’
‘It does, you know.’ 
Neither needed to decipher the silence that 

followed. It was old ground–old moon-covered
ground, as Jude, quoting himself, might have said–
which wasn’t any less battle-scarred when viewed
cursorily, as now. April ironed; Jude read. Except that
words mocked him today and he couldn’t read.

‘I can’t get started on the column at all.’
‘Can’t you just give it up?’
‘It pays the mortgage.’
‘Catherine pays the mortgage.’
‘Why hurt me?’ Jude said, not hurt in truth. ‘Well,

it pays my share of the bills. Now that we split them’.
‘That’s only your pride. Catherine doesn’t need

your money.’
‘All those years of legal studies,’ Jude said. ‘We

thought there’d be a pot of gold at the end of that
rainbow.’

‘Catherine’s certainly someone to admire.’
‘I don’t want to go on living with someone 

I admire.’
‘Oh, thanks.’
‘Don’t twist words. That’s my job.’
They maintained a dignified silence for all of two

minutes before Jude, persistent, said again: ‘Live
with me.’

‘It might be crowded,’ April said, closing debate
for another day.


