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Introduction


Canongate Books is turning forty. We were born in Edinburgh, on Stephanie Wolfe Murray’s kitchen table, in 1973 and 
forty years later we felt the anniversary was worth marking. 
To celebrate (and also to reflect), we asked some of our authors, designers, illustrators and collaborators for a personal response to the number forty. It turns out that it is a truly meaningful and fascinating number. 


For example, the number forty is used in Jewish, Christian, 
Islamic, and other Middle Eastern traditions to represent a large, approximate number: ‘umpteen’; forty is the number of weeks for an average term of pregnancy; forty is the customary number of hours in a working week; rain fell for ‘forty days and forty nights’ during the Flood; forty is the only number with its 
letters in alphabetical order; Jesus fasted for forty days and 
nights . . .



And it was forty years ago that we published The Comic Tales of Edgar Allan Poe, the first of thousands of titles to bear the Canongate name. Publishing books is a passion, a joy, a 
struggle and a privilege and we look forward with excitement to the next forty years. We hope you find the eighty pages that follow both comic and thought-provoking. 


Read on.








Forty Acre


Forty Acre was a meadow along the banks of the River Trent that ran from the village of Kelham to the village of Averham a mile away, and it was our playground. The boys in the tiny school run by the Fathers of the Sacred Mission at Kelham Hall went to Forty Acre to walk and bird watch and swim in the river; and I used to go there to look at clouds and enter their names in a chart – cirrus   nimbus   stratus.


	
One night in my first term, a plane fell from the sky onto 
Forty Acre. We prayed for the dead airmen in chapel the next morning when we were told Forty Acre was out of bounds because the Royal Air Force would be clearing the wreckage. I did not then know what W.H. Auden later taught me, that about suffering the Old Masters were never wrong, and that when tremendous events are happening ‘there must always be children who did not specially want it to happen’.



Weeks later, when the bodies had been removed and the 
wreckage had been cleared, we returned to our playground in Forty Acre to find it changed forever. We gazed into the 
plane-shaped crater and thought of men falling from the sky 
to die here while we slept.   



We learned to play again and swim in the river and I continued to look up at the clouds – cirrus   nimbus   stratus – but now 
I knew that men could fall as well as fly.



Richard Holloway, author of Leaving Alexandria
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Forty Things On Fortieth Street




	  A man in deer-hunter camouflage, scanning the sidewalk for coins or cans.


	  A red-headed boy . . .


	  Anxiously towing a sinister balloon.


	  HORNS.


	  MORE HORNS.


	  The bump and grind of traffic.


	  Three delivery boys playing tag.


	  Two packs of cornflakes in a payphone booth.


	  EXTRA/ MENTOS/ RAISINETS/ TWIZZLERS/ 
 TIC TAC/ SOUR PATCH/ SWEDISH FISH/


	  Mail cart.


	  (No mail man.)


	  Philly cheese steak.


	  All the flags on Fifth, waggling in the wind.


	  A dog with a mop of hair like Andy Warhol’s wig.


	  Two builders, running to beat the lights.


	  The library lions. Hello Lady Lennox!


	  Blue glass, green glass.


	  White stone, red stone, black stone tipped with gold.


	  Gaining altitude: a lost balloon.


	 Stiff-stalked gerberas, yellow as yolks.


	  Buttery, brassy Gertrude Stein.


	  BAD NAME: Cop killer’s baby mama calls newborn ‘Justus’.


	  A blind man in Pumas.


	 A flock of kids on skateboards S-W-O-O-O-O-O-O-O-O-O-P-I-N-G across Sixth.


	  Dog ends.


	  Green paperclip.


	  Smoke, drifting from a manhole in Golda Meir Square.


	  NEON, red to blue to pink to white.


	  A cop, hunching at the wheel, dreaming of . . .


	  Nuts! Comics! The Incredible Hulk, green biceps popping.


	  Yizkor. Mincha. The Garment Center Synagogue.


	  Peep Show. Lubricant. Massages on the second floor.


	  Pretzels.


	  The salt on pretzels.


	  One million cabs gunning their engines outside Port 
 Authority.


	  A woman in furs, huddled against . . .


	  A freezing wind whipping eastward off the river.


	  Burnt red crawfish, the colour of some unspeakable 
 compartment of the body.


	  (The Hudson, rushing invisibly into the Sound.)


	  A Michael Jackson impersonator in dirty white socks 
 and tasselled loafers, his sequinned jacket home-scissored 
 at the hip.







Olivia Laing, author of The Trip to Echo Spring



[image: ]







For How Long Have I Been Asleep?
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David Shrigley, author of How Are You Feeling?










Forty Below 



You’ll catch your death out there.

I open the window and shout out,

imagining each word rimed with itself,

sound translated into frost flowers

in the bleached blue. Yet forty below is

where words accumulate, a cumulus

cloud hedonistic as summer,

thought bubble in a graphic novel.

We’re both thinking the same thought.

You look up and our eyes lock like

it’s the first time our paths cross.


It’s the first time our paths cross.

You look up and our eyes lock like

we’re both thinking the same thought,

thought bubble in a graphic novel,

cloud hedonistic as summer

where words accumulate, a cumulus

in the bleached blue. Yet forty below is

sound translated into frost flowers:

imagining each word rimed with itself,

I open the window and shout out;

You’ll catch your death out there!


Patience Agbabi, author of Bloodshot Monochrome
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My Fortieth Birthday



(PART ONE OF TWO)


I didn’t want to celebrate my fortieth birthday. Not because I wasn’t happy about being forty; I don’t mind getting older. I’ve always been older than my years anyway. My mam said I even acted old and grumpy when I was a baby. Apparently I learnt to frown before I could walk and didn’t like having a dummy as it got in the way of me tutting. I suppose losing my hair made me feel older too. I had a head like a wind-beaten dandelion by the time I had reached twenty-two. I don’t think stress was to blame for the baldness; it was the extra strong ‘power shower’ my dad had bought off a mate and installed himself. It was way too powerful. Taking a shower was like doing a task in an episode of Total Wipeout. But being bald didn’t bother me, as my hair wasn’t that good anyway. Fine, flimsy stuff it was, that my barber described as the ‘hair of a Chinaman’, so I could never have had a trendy style. Wet-look hair gel was all the rage in England in the early eighties, after Michael Jackson made it popular. It was to help mould your hair, whilst making it look like you’d just stepped out of the shower. But it was never a big seller in Manchester as everybody had the wet look anyway due to the continuous, pissing down rain.


‘I just want to stay in and have a chilli con carne,’ I told 
Suzanne.


‘But it’s your fortieth birthday. A few people have asked what we’re doing!’


‘Well, tell them I’m staying in, having chilli con carne. They can celebrate my birthday without me if they want.’


‘That’s just stupid,’ she said.


‘No, it’s not. People do it every year with Jesus’s birthday.’
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Karl Pilkington, author of The Further Adventures 
of an Idiot Abroad (continued here) 










A Tricycle at Forty
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Just Wait ’Til I’m Eighty
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Charles Schulz, creator of Peanuts cartoon strip 










A Conversation in 2053 



‘Hello, Monica.’


‘Hello, Oscar.’


‘I know you aren’t real. I know that. Of course I do. But I 
still like to share things with you. Is that okay?’


‘Of course, Oscar.’


‘Good, then I will tell you that it is my birthday today.’


‘I’m sorry. I did not know that.’


‘Don’t worry. It wasn’t part of your program. I was born forty years ago today, way back in 2013, when people used to drive their own cars and when our parents spent their time sharing videos of kittens falling off sofas via their primitive version of the internet. But it was a better time. Yes, you couldn’t see woolly mammoths in the zoo, and people could still get 
Alzheimer’s and diabetes, but – I don’t know – it would have been nice to . . . to . . .’


‘Oscar, are you crying?’


‘I miss Sarah.’


‘But I have been designed to be just like her. I can do 
everything she did.’


‘You are not the same. You do not argue like she argued. 
You are too compatible with me.’


‘I can become less compatible.’


‘Only on my command.’


‘I am sorry.’ 


‘The world is too easy, everything is too easy . . . it 
drives me insane. They are building a machine. A machine 
the size of a fridge. You just program it to produce whatever 
you want . . . using nanorobots the size of atoms. It can 
produce anything. Food, furniture . . . you name it. 
It is the end of supply and demand. It’s just “supply”.’


‘This is surely a good thing, Oscar. The end of scarcity.’


‘But without struggle, what am I?’


‘Do you want me to kiss you better? I can kiss you better.’


‘Can I . . . can I call you Sarah?’


‘Of course, of course, let me kiss away your tears . . .’
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Matt Haig, author of The Humans










Forty Years of Summertime


Felicitations on your birthday, Canongate. Forty is a fine age, 
a young, strong, powerful, prime-of-life age, a frisky age, 
a coming-to-maturity age when all things are possible. But beware, it is also an apocalyptic number, a number full of 
climactic warnings. It is a worldwide weather warning 
number, a Forties and a Roaring Forties number, a vanishing Gulf Stream number, a melting Greenland and a freezing 
Britain number, a number full of menace and trial and testing. God said to Noah that the rains would fall for forty days and forty nights, the Israelites and Jesus Christ wandered for forty days in the wilderness, and St Swithin, whoever he may have been, threatened us with forty days of rain if the skies opened on his Saint’s Day. Forty days of sun, for the summer of 2013, seems beyond imagining. We have had a year of floods 
followed by an icy spring, a spring without buds or birds, a spring when the lambs which survived the snow drifts have trembled with cold and the daffodils are hunched and battered and tattered, looking as old as I feel in this biting wind. How to make literature out of this new ice age? Canongate will do it! Good luck to you all, and may you all enjoy forty years 
of summertime!




Margaret Drabble, author of The Pure Gold Baby
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Forty First Lines


(PART ONE OF TWO)
 

On most days, I enter the Capitol through the basement.1


The house was a disaster.2


It is January, a dark Sunday in winter, and I sit with my mother and father at the kitchen table.3


The cats nestle close to their kittens.4


‘I am damned,’ thinks Bunny Munro in a sudden moment of self-awareness reserved for those who are soon to die.5


In the afterlife you relive all your experiences, but this time with the events reshuffled into a new order: all the moments that share a quality are grouped together.6


I was unconscious.7


Paddington Station feels like it should be shut.8


Now that I’m dead I know everything.9


Imagine it’s 1995.10


The first thing I remember is being under something.11


Pulling one hand from the warmth of a pocket, Jay Landsman squats down to grab the dead man’s chin, pushing the head to one side until the wound becomes visible as a small, ovate hole, oozing red and white.12


Accidents ambush the unsuspecting, often violently, just like love.13


My suffering left me sad and gloomy.14


People always use the ‘Is the glass half full or half empty?’ question to find out if you’re an optimist or a pessimist.15


Never expect anything.16


It used to be that Leopard, Goat, Guinea Fowl and Wild Cat were all good friends.17


Watch your step.18


This is the story of Jesus and his brother Christ, of how they 
were born, of how they lived and of how one of them died.19


You now have one choice.20





First lines of the forty best-selling Canongate books of all time. 
See here for more details.
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Forty Winks
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Dave Brown, designer and compiler of The Mighty Book of Boosh
 










Forty


I have never been poorer than when I was forty. I was living in an alley on Vancouver’s old skid row, in a tiny wooden house that overlooked the dumpster where the junkies and prostitutes congregated to shoot heroin and turn tricks. I owed nearly forty thousand dollars to Visa after using the card to finance a film. I’d secured a small grant to write another filmscript, only I was using the money to pay the rent while I wrote a novel instead. I’d never written a novel, but my plan was to sell it and pay off my debt. It seemed like a reasonable plan, and I was happy. 



I’d always wanted to write a novel. I’m not sure why it had taken me forty years to get around to it. Perhaps I’d never been sufficiently desperate. Or perhaps it was just that at forty, I had enough failure behind me so I wasn’t afraid any more. On the eve of my forty-first birthday, I finished a draft and printed it out just before midnight, so I could truthfully claim to have written a novel by the time I was forty. When I looked at the stack of pages, I was stricken with horror, both at the extent 
of self-exposure that a novel requires and at the extremity of self-delusion. What have I done? How could I have been working on this manuscript for an entire year and never once realised how awful it was?



In the year that followed, the remorse and horror subsided, and My Year of Meats was duly published. I paid off my debt, got married, and we moved out of the little house on the 
alley, which later turned into a crack house and burned to the ground. I’ve forgotten many of the details of that fortieth year, but I’ll never forget how insanely happy I was, living in a strange city, teaching myself to write a novel. No one knew what I was doing. No one cared. I was free in a way that you can only be when you’re still a beginner. I remember walking backwards down the street on our way to Chinatown to buy groceries, bouncing on my toes and recounting to my husband in extravagant detail how the novel would work, how this 
or that image would resonate through the storyline, how 
metaphors would accrue. I remember lying in bed, listening 
to the hookers hooting in the alley and the howl of the wind coming in off the inlet, riven by my paradoxical desires: 
wanting so badly for the novel to be done and published; 
wanting my fortieth year to go on forever.
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Ruth Ozeki, author of A Tale for the Time Being











FORTIFIED
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January 1973


To the Canons



Forty years ain’t shit. I’m a time machine man. // I’m the first black Dr Who. // It can send you crazy in here ’cause all past is in the present, the future too. I get books in here. Books are portals to all time.  That’s right.  The future is now and then. What did Malcolm do inside? He read books.  Man books bend time. // Maybe there’s too much dope in here. Ha-ha. //  



Outside they’ll talk about giving us a voice.  They can’t give us a voice. We already have voices. // They bound our mouths shut now they want to give us a voice. They need to get up on their listening skills. Damn. //



They’re holding us down man, stealing our stories and sealing our mouths. They’re punishing the children // of the South //:  buying us out, closing us down, breaking us up and tearing us apart. They make their living by killing us off.  I can’t take it. We CAN TELL OUR OWN STORIES MAN.



// Stevie’s high on billboard right now. He says there’s “very superstitious writing on the wall”. (If I heard that last year I wouldn’t be in here). We are the stories that make us.  If they steal our stories we are nothing. But // it’s like Abidoun said “I am not serving time. No way.  Time is serving me.”  That’s right. 



Books man. Books are the tail tale in the sting. The // Pro // Duct out of dystopia. The sting is what trumped up charges are. Sting is what lies do. The sting is how Malcolm was killed. But we got the tale   You dig. 



Story man. We got stories of story. Canongate. The canons at the gate. G-A-T-E.  // We have no canon. Build it… // I await release. I look forward. I see you out there bringing us out. We are beloved, you are loved. We are FORTIFIED.



Heron

Prison number A65789

Louisiana State Penitentiary

United States of America




Lemn Sissay, author of Listener 



Text enclosed in // has been scored out.
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A Woman Who Just Turned Forty . . .
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Rebecca Miller, author of The Private Lives of Pippa Lee
and Jacob’s Folly 










Forty minutes 



Time . . .


to listen to both sides of a typical LP (Split by The Groundhogs, for example) in the house where I grew up.


for a longish two-zone, one-change journey on the London underground (Ladbroke Grove to Waterloo, say).


for a quick lunch with a friend or a moderate-paced solo lunch.


for a half of rugby union.


for a game of squash, but not for a satisfying session of rallying on a tennis court.


when I was younger, to sink three pints at the Effra before time was called.


to cook pea and asparagus risotto (and quite a few other 
dishes too).


to feel the effects of Ecstasy coming on.


for sex.


to drive less than a hundred yards on the M40, heading west out of London on a Friday afternoon. 


to arrive at LHR and comfortably make your flight (assuming you only have carry-on bags and have already checked in online).


to drive fifty miles or more on the open road in the American west. 


to discover – at the Hawkeyes’ stadium in Iowa City – that American football is even more boring than one imagined.


to realise, during Looper – a film about time travel – that we should have walked out twenty minutes earlier.


to wait in line for – and drink – a cappuccino at Intelligentsia on Abbot Kinney Blvd in Venice, California. (Hard to believe, but worth it, and it’s not like I had anything more important 
to do.)






Geoff Dyer, author of Zona: A Book About a Film About 
a Journey to a Room
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canongate was 10 in 1983




i drink beer rarely, maybe twice a month on average

but the number ‘40’ immediately reminds me of beer

because of how famous the ‘forty,’ which is a glass bottle

containing 40 ounces of malt liquor, is in america

i don’t exactly know the difference between malt liquor 

and beer, because i rarely drink, so i view both as beer


the ‘forty,’ or ‘forty-ounce,’ is maybe especially famous

to people who were around 18 in the late 1980s

which means the ‘forty’ is probably currently

most famous to people in their 40s


when i was looking at wikipedia earlier, to research 

a little for this poem, i clicked a ‘new york times’ article 

from 1993 that said ‘the outsize 40-ounce bottle’

was ‘introduced in the late 1980s’


when i think about 40 ounces of beer

i’m usually reminded of the song ‘rock the 40 oz’ 

by ‘leftover crack,’ whose singer is most known 

as stza, i think, which is a reference 

to the hip hop group ‘wu-tang clan’

whose members include rza and gza

and method man, who sings ‘i got myself a forty, i got 

myself a shorty’ on the song ‘method man’

which was released in 1993 when he was 22


when ‘rock the 40 oz’ was released 

in 2000 stza was 24 and i was 17

if i were 57 stza would be 64 

and the year would be 2040

and canongate would be 67

but the year is 2013 so stza is 37

and method man is 42

and canongate is 40

and in july i’ll be 30



Tao Lin, author of Taipei
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Forty



I turned forty two years ago. Canongate is my little brother. 
I got him in trouble that time with the Easter egg dye on the sitting room curtains. I showed him seven different ways to tie his shoelaces (he only uses one, still, all these decades later). I made him forever afraid of summer camp before he’d even gone. I told the teachers who would teach him two years after me that he was a little slow and that they’d have to give him extra time for tests and things. He complained about this until he realised he was getting free extra time for tests and things. It only stopped when they noticed his grades were as good as mine (not that we’re competitive). I talked to him about girls. He asked, What if I like boys? So I talked to him about boys. 
I took him with me when I went to India. I left him behind when I went to Berlin, because I knew that would force him to go on his own (He did; he met Thibault there, who’s French, 
but Berlin is where you meet people, everyone knows that). 
I wasn’t his best man at their wedding – they didn’t have them, something about ‘straight hegemony’ – but I am godfather to a few of his thousands of children. He understands that I would give him my kidney without hesitation on the condition that 
it’s highly unlikely he ever asks. We talk. We see the movies 
that neither of our spouses likes. We used to have a beer, but now more often it’s lemonade and something tastefully salmon on the plate. I’ll be forty-two, he’ll be forty. We’re good. We’re solid. Happy birthday, bro.
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Patrick Ness, author of The Crane Wife









Ytrof: The View From Mars?
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Margaret Atwood, author of The Penelopiad, The Myth of 
Penelope and Odysseus









My Fortieth Birthday



(PART TWO OF TWO)


The good thing with her asking meant that at least there wasn’t going to be a surprise party for me. If there is one thing that I don’t like it’s a surprise, and she knows it. If you want to know another thing I don’t like, it’s fuss. I can’t be doing with people making a fuss of me. The first time it happened was when I started work. I was on a training scheme at a printing company and the boss bought a cake and called me to the kitchen. As I opened the door, they all sang ‘Happy Birthday’, which must be one of the most boring songs ever written. It follows you right through your life. Why it hasn’t been updated and changed I don’t know. They remade the film Total Recall recently, and that was totally unnecessary as the original was only made in 1990. Get the bloody birthday song redone. 


Anyway, I hated all the bother surrounding my birthday and felt embarrassed. I quickly said ‘cheers’ and took the cake home. My mam then explained to me that I should have cut the cake there and then and shared it out, but staying in the kitchen handing out cake and talking to people I didn’t know was not for me. I think this is why Bob Geldof chucked food parcels out of planes in Africa – it was to avoid the small talk.


‘Why should they get my cake?’ I remember thinking. 
I wouldn’t mind if I knew all of them, but there were people there from different departments, who I’d never seen in my life, and yet they expected to have some of my cake. My mam 
made me take what was left into work the next day. After that experience, I always arranged to be away on holiday when it was my birthday. I also preferred to get fired from a job instead of leaving, as people don’t tend to get you a card and cake or make a fuss when you’ve been booted out.



In the end Suzanne agreed to make me a chilli and it was well nice, and I didn’t have to share it with any strangers.
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Karl Pilkington, author of The Further Adventures 
of an Idiot Abroad







Forty Words Written After Being Asked 
to Write Something to Celebrate Canongate’s 
Fortieth Birthday




Terrible timing. The digits my children have has just gone from forty to sixty. You should’ve asked before I turned forty, before Life of Pi, before the Booker, before children. As it is, I don’t have time for forty winks.







Yann Martel, author of Life of Pi
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Forty First Lines


(PART TWO OF TWO)
 

Once upon a time in a library on the outskirts of Croydon there was a budding amateur dramatist called Terry. 21


Pippa had to admit, she liked the house. 22


Herr Brugli’s bedroom was in the front of his mansion, looking out over the waters of the Lake of Zürich. 23


The room contains a desk, a woman and two large stacks of paper. 24


It was a warm October evening in 1978 with the distant 
skyscrapers sparkling in the dusk as Maxine glanced through the limousine window at the familiar New York skyline. 25


Daniel Rooke was quiet, moody, a man of few words. 26


In the middle of Kigali there is a swimming pool surrounded by deckchairs and a score of tables all made of white plastic. 27


When the Puritans first landed in Massachusetts, they discovered a thing so curious about the Indians’ feelings for property that they felt called upon to give it a name. 28


The grown-ups held an inquiry into how a child came to 
disappear, but they didn’t name names like they do when 
children let grown-ups down. 29


Fat Curt is on the corner. 30


The Alexander, with its cargo of convicts, had bucked over the face of the ocean for the better part of a year. 31


As the 1930s gave way to the 1940s, the people of the United States thought little of the Empire of Japan. 32


When Kyrill Ivanovich Samarin was twelve, years before he would catch, among the scent of textbooks and cologne in 
a girl’s satchel, the distinct odour of dynamite, he demanded that his uncle let him change his second name. 33


I was just about to overtake Salvatore when I heard my sister scream. 34


Throw out everything you know about dating. 35


I was born twice. 36


A few months after my twenty-first birthday, a stranger called to give me the news. 37


My Seven Wonders experience started today with a trip to get my injections. 38


In the best work of the world’s most representative poet, every word can sound like an effusion of pure spirit. 39
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First lines of the forty best-selling Canongate books of all time. 
See here for more details.









At Forty





Your hairdresser will become a close friend. My hairdresser will be me. Our siblings will exist once per fortnight, in chain pubs on dual carriageways. Conversations will shrink. A hedgehog’s heart beats three hundred times a minute, Mum cries at soaps now, the dog is dying. After arguments, you will sleep with 
your ankles at my ears. We will discuss the possibility of scuba diving and never go scuba diving. Our weekends will consist of entire crime drama seasons, circles of chorizo, and alternating foot rubs. Our first child will thoroughly research and firmly believe in conspiracy theories regarding Princess Diana and humanoid reptiles. Our second child will eat lip balm. The 
family dynamic will be ‘mostly calm, with patches of light 
drizzle and the possibility of hurricane-force winds’. Your mum will die and my mum will die. We will be awake late one night and find our second child eating toothpaste on the patio, 
quietly talking to the moon, dancing jerkily as though hypnotized. We will not know how to respond. As a family, we will holiday in America. Our first child will punch a dolphin at SeaWorld and claim self-defence. We will sigh. We will take it in turns to gain weight, lose friends, and quit smoking. You will be thirty-nine until the birthday when you tear up and drive, alone, to Alton Towers, to ride the same rollercoaster over and over. We will shrug. Strangers will stay strangers. Our bodies will begin to melt. 




Ben Brooks, author of Grow Up and Lolito
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Rioting 40s
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Carol Birch, author of Jamrach’s Menagerie
 









Brrrr . . . 



How cold is Fairbanks, Alaska? Not cold enough! To make it colder, in 2007 a local man called Jesse Warwick invented 
40˚ Below Fairbanks, a hut where you can experience extreme 
winters in the middle of summer. There are lots of other 
things to do in Fairbanks – the Fountainhead Antique Auto Museum, a nearby goldmine called Dredge No 8, the Northern Lights – but there’s only one place where you can put on a hired parka and hammer in a nail with a frozen banana. 40˚ Below Fairbanks has many satisfied customers on TripAdvisor: ‘For $8 a person, I would say it is a must-see,’ wrote one. ‘Throw some hot water into the air and see it evaporate immediately.’ Others mentioned the banana trick, and one remembered, ‘we were 
going to take photos while inside, but we were too cold.’ 



Minus 40, the only point on the scale where Fahrenheit and Celsius meet, is the temperature at which mercury freezes, as does skin. But fans of famous farewells know the temperature for another reason: it was 40 that froze Scott coming back from the Pole. The explorer wrote eight letters in his final holed-up days at the end of March 1912, among them a very English thank-you note to Sir Francis Bridgeman, his former commanding officer in the Royal Navy. ‘I fear we have shipped up – a close shave,’ Scott began. He reassured Bridgeman that he was not too old for the job (‘It was the younger men that went under first’), and requested that his wife and children be cared for in his absence. And there was a P.S.: ‘Excuse writing – it is minus 40, and has been for nigh a month.’ They found him eight months later; 
the condition of his frozen banana is anyone’s guess. 






Simon Garfield, author of To the Letter
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Australia Was a Funny Place




Australia was a funny place. The rules of this establishment were no kissing on the mouth, condoms for everything and ‘one shot and that’s your lot’. But no time limit, that was a plus.  



‘What’s your name?’ he asked her. She was the only Anglo: the others were Vietnamese, Thai, Korean, and so on. Nothing against those people, but he was homesick enough as it was.


‘Jordan,’ she said. 


‘Like the model? Katie Price?’


She smiled quizzically. Jordan’s famous boobs had evidently failed to cross the oceans and reach the Land of Oz.


‘Have you heard of U2?’ she asked in return.


Heard of U2? Was she taking the piss? Her face seemed sincere. Maybe it was just that she was twenty-something and everyone she hung out with – outside of work, that is – had only the vaguest awareness of last century’s rockers. U2 were young punks when they started out, then they’d become kings of the world, now they were irrelevant old farts.


‘My favourite band,’ he admitted. 


‘My dad’s too,’ she said. ‘Him and mum went to their concert at the Entertainment Centre in Brisbane, in 1989. The final song was called “40”. And the singer, Bono, brought out his baby daughter onstage. Her name was Jordan. And my mum thought, That’s what I’m gonna call my own kid, if it’s a girl.’ 


He lay back on the pillow, his head echoing with a chorus he’d sung many times himself, one hoarse little voice in a 
massive choir of fans, all high on changing the world. Today, 
by strange coincidence, was his fortieth birthday. The brothel visit was his present to himself.


‘It was a girl, obviously,’ she added.


‘I can see that,’ he said. But he wasn’t actually looking.


‘OK,’ she announced, friendly but businesslike. ‘Onward 
and upward.’
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Michel Faber, author of The Crimson Petal and the White
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The Forty-Hour Work Week 




The forty-hour work week doesn’t mean much any more; smartphones and email and job insecurity have seen to that. But even back in 1910, when it did, the novelist Arnold Bennett noticed a problem. The modern office-worker, Bennett wrote, ‘persists in looking upon those hours from ten to six as “the day”, to which the ten hours preceding them and the six hours following them are nothing but a prologue and epilogue.’ Those forty hours take centre stage, implicitly defining the other 128 as the margins – and ‘this general attitude is utterly illogical and unhealthy . . . [it] gives the central prominence to a patch of time and a bunch of activities which the man’s one idea is to “get through” and have “done with”.’ The title of the splendid little self-help book in which those words appear is How To Live On 24 Hours A Day, and Bennett’s point is that there are many hours, in those margins, that the ‘typical man’ could put to better use. Resist the ‘tired feeling’ that casts a shadow over every weekday evening, he urges; if you expect to feel tired, you will. ‘Employ an hour and a half every other evening in some important and consecutive cultivation of the mind.’ He’s a little too insistent, for my tastes, that the best thing to do with the time you’ve been ignoring is to read poetry. (Read other things, too!) And some people really don’t have any time. But you probably have more than you think. The work week needn’t wholly define the week; in the margins – around the edges of those forty-plus hours – there’s a second life to be lived as well. 




Oliver Burkeman, author of The Antidote









Forty Digits
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Angus Hyland, Partner, Pentagram. Designer of (amongst other things) The Myth Series; and The Pocket Canons
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Marion Deuchars, illustrator of Weight of The Myth of Atlas
and Heracles 









How to Lose Your Self in Forty Weeks




Over the course of forty weeks, you will begin to feel it all falling away from you, all your selves: the only child; the sad, reading teenager; the young woman who fell into love many times in a day, pyjamas to school, hair short, then long, banana-coloured coat for one particularly harsh New England winter; married; divorced; in love again; every one of you denser and harder to shift, but even later, the one who married again for the last time, and the writer you had always dreamed of 
becoming, small hints of satisfaction entering your days, 
settling into a routine, things you like to eat on cold mornings, dried cranberries with your porridge, driver’s license, bank 
balance, the occasional good review, even this start to a 
conclusion will vanish, because in the course of forty weeks, possession by another announcing itself day by day, mother is all that anyone will see, and all that you yourself will know of your self: one dimension, eagerly awaited, much-longed for and long denied, every other obliterated in its love-halo, its drunken, cruel wonder.






Tahmima Anam, author of A Golden Age and The Good Muslim
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Forty Medical Myths 




Every day we make decisions about our bodies – what to eat, whether to exercise, what to do when we notice something is wrong. As we grow up we develop ideas about causation informed by our families, teachers and friends. Some of them are backed up by evidence. Many are not. But how are we to know what to believe? Here are forty questions based on medical folklore. 


1. Does swimming straight after eating give you cramp?


2. Do we only use 10% of our brains?


3. Does skipping breakfast make you fat?


4. Do mobile phones create serious electro-magnetic 
disturbance in hospitals? 
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5. Does eating standing up give you indigestion?


6. Can stress turn your hair white overnight?


7. Does sitting on cold surfaces give you piles?


8. Does drinking cranberry juice prevent cystitis?


9. Are bald men more virile?


10. Does cracking your knuckles lead to arthritis?


11. Can you tell the sex of a baby from the shape of the mother’s bump?


12. Are sperm counts falling?
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13. Can you train yourself to get by on less sleep?


14. Are there five stages of grief?


15. Should you eat for two if you are pregnant?


16. Does chocolate cause spots?


17. Is everyone either a lark or an owl when it comes to the time they would prefer to go to bed and get up in the morning? 


18. Do hot baths reduce a man’s sperm count?


19. Does listening to Mozart make children cleverer?


20. Is it impossible to get pregnant standing up?


21. Is everyone either left-brained or right-brained?


22. Is cramp caused by a lack of salt?


23. Should you hit a ganglion with a bible?


24. Are people who talk about feeling suicidal less likely to try doing it?


25. Is it dangerous to wake a sleepwalker?


26. Does getting chilled give you a cold?


27. Is it harmless to smoke a hookah pipe?


28. Are there more suicides in winter?


29. Does cheese give you nightmares?
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30.  Does drinking plenty of water keep your skin young?


31. Do flu vaccines give you flu?


32. Does reading in the dark damage your eyesight?


33. Is there any such thing as Blue Monday, the day in January when people feel lower than on any other day?


34. Do your fingernails carry on growing after death?


35. Does shaving make hair grow back thicker?


36. Does exercise cure depression? 


37. Do full moons make people go mad?


38. Can a strong cup of coffee sober you up?
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39. Does too much sugar make children hyper-active?


40. If you swallow chewing gum does it take years to digest it? 



Although these ideas are well-known, surprisingly few have been tested through medical trials, but when you examine the evidence that is available there is a simple answer to every one of these questions – and that’s ‘no’.


Claudia Hammond, author of Time Warped









A Story Made From the Fortieth Sentences 
of Canongate Books




It happened in Matheran, not far from Bombay, a small hill 
station with some monkeys but no tea estates.1  




The roofs are a crazy jumble, the upper windows cracked and black as the brickwork, and the sky above seems more solid than air, a vaulted ceiling like the glass roof of a factory or a railway station: once upon a time bright and transparent, now overcast with filth.2 If there was a fire then whoof, you were gone, banging on a door that would never open.3 My faith in reason alone would be my guarantee that the car contained no concealed psychopaths, spirits or murderous ghouls.4


‘Sorry, did you say something?’ he says, handing me my mug.5 ‘I’d like to know.’6


For me, though, it is too late for comfort.7 And it’s the same stupid fog, the same needles or mallet to the intestines or 
whatever worse thing you want to call it, all over again.8


He’ll know what’s going on.9


He watched with pleasant indifference as my hand reached for his, shook it, then relieved his other hand of the bags.10


Is his mind a function of his body or is his body an image of 
his mind?11 


He came when she was humming over her sewing one day – some sailor’s pants gone in the crotch – threw her down upon the floor, and started kicking her and calling her a dirty whore.12


What are you doing? I cried, above the baby’s agonised wails.13


I remember the hot silver flash as the floorboard severed all my toes from my left foot.14


In this part of your afterlife, you imagine something 
analogous to your earthly life, and the thought is blissful: a life where episodes are split into tiny swallowable pieces, where moments do not endure, where one experiences the joy of jumping from one event to the next like a child hopping from spot to spot on burning sand.15


It happened in Matheran, not far from Bombay, a small hill station with some monkeys but no tea estates.16



 1.  Life of Pi, Yann Martel


 2.  The Crimson Petal and the White, Michel Faber


 3.  The Crane Wife, Patrick Ness


 4.  The Haunted Book, Jeremy Dyson


 5.  The Bird Room, Chris Killen


 6.  Lanark, Alasdair Gray


 7.  Little Hands Clapping, Dan Rhodes


 8.  Pretty Monsters, Kelly Link


 9.  The End of Mr Y, Scarlett Thomas


10.  The Boat, Nam Le


11.  The Helmet Of Horror, Victor Pelevin


12.  Jamrach’s Menagerie, Carol Birch


13.  Anthropology, Dan Rhodes


14.  The Gargoyle, Andrew Davidson


15.  Sum, David Eagleman


16.  Life of Pi, Yann Martel






Steven Hall, author of The Raw Shark Texts
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Novel Cures for Turning Forty





When you read a novel, your age is up for grabs. Inhabiting the minds of characters younger or older than yourself, you can shed – or add – decades at the turn of a page. Read with care, therefore, o forty-somethings. For forty can be the onset of middle-age, or it can be the prime of your life. We hereby prescribe a collection of novels to accompany you at this 
pivotal juncture.



Perhaps you are in the midst of the career – or marriage – of your dreams, and everything is going swimmingly. In which case, are you taking it all for granted? Take a preventative tonic in the form of The Kindness of Women (J.G. Ballard) which shows how the past – or the present, for that matter – can 
ambush your good fortune. Or perhaps you are secretly rooting for a crisis in either your work or your love life. In which case, 
a daily measure of Seize the Day (Saul Bellow) will show you how not – and thereby how – to do it.



Of course, marriage might not be turning out to be the 
plain-sail you imagined. If so, take a spin in the company of someone else in the same boat, with A Heart So White (Xavier Marías). And if you’re on the outside looking in, dose up on May We Be Forgiven (A.M. Homes) for a shocking exposé of 
a couple who had seemed to have it all. 



If you’ve dedicated your life – or career – to literature, rather than to another person, drink deep of The Debut (Anita Brookner) and ask yourself if it’s time you peeked out from beneath that pile of books. And don’t tell us you’re past it. 
A forty-something woman is at her sexual peak, and the natural mentor of the younger man requiring initiation into carnal love – In Praise of Older Women (Stephen Vizinczey) will convince you if you’re in any doubt.


Turning forty is the time to start doing the right thing in 
life – whether that means caring for your elders even when they’re annoying – see The Good Earth (Pearl S. Buck) for 
a fine, conscience-pricking example – or taking a political stand: read Daniel Deronda (George Eliot) to galvanize your political self. But most importantly of all, it’s time to make sure the spirited child you used to be is still calling the shots. See Daisy Fay and the Miracle Man (Fannie Flagg) – or Jamie Byng – for a reminder. To reach your half-century with your soul intact, your mind still young, and your glass filling up by the day, medicate regularly with A Handful of Dust (Evelyn Waugh) and we guarantee there’ll be plenty of friends lining up for your next big birthday bash.





[image: ]



Ella Berthoud and Susan Elderkin, authors of The Novel Cure









Forty Birds for Forty Years
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Simon Tofield, author of Simon’s Cat








Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves




It’s one of the best-known stories in the world. And of course it comes from the great collection known as The Thousand and One Nights – or does it? 


According to Marina Warner in her book Stranger Magic: Charmed States and the Arabian Nights (Chatto & Windus, 2011), there is considerable doubt about the origins of this marvellous tale. Indeed, it’s likely that this story and the story of Aladdin were both invented by Antoine Galland (1646-1715), the first European translator of The Thousand and One Nights. 


But never mind that. It’s a superb story no matter who made it up. Ali Baba, the poor woodcutter, who sees a band of robbers enter a cave by means of the magic phrase ‘Open Sesame!’, and when they’ve gone discovers heaps of treasure in there – and then is persuaded by his greedy brother Cassim to tell him the secret words – and Cassim, once in the cave, forgets them and is discovered by the robbers, who cut him into pieces – and the tailor who sews them together – and the marks on the door and Morgiana the clever slave who fools the villains by marking every door – and the robbers hiding in the oil jars – and the boiling oil – what a tale!


Whatever its origins, it soon went everywhere. The Brothers Grimm have a story called Mount Simeli that reproduces the first half of it almost exactly, but seems to know nothing about the robbers’ search for the house of Ali Baba and the splendid business with the oil jars. It’s been filmed in France, Bengal, Malaysia, Sri Lanka, Japan, as well as by Walt Disney; and in bowdlerised and softened form, it’s sometimes made into a pantomime, though not as often as its ‘orphan’ companion, Aladdin. Too gruesome, probably. It awaits its perfect 
performers: perhaps the creators of that superb musical, 
Shock-Headed Peter?


A final question: why forty, and not thirty, or fifty? The answer is the same as the answer to the questions why three wishes? Why seven dwarfs? Because more would be too many, and fewer wouldn’t be enough.




Philip Pullman, author of The Good Man Jesus and the 
Scoundrel Christ
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A Celebratory Chocolate Cake with Forty Panels




Decadently stacked high and panelled with forty layered pieces of chocolate – perfect for such a landmark celebration! 


For the cake

230g unsalted butter, room temperature 

550g caster sugar

4 eggs

2 tsp vanilla extract

420g plain flour, sifted

90g cocoa powder, sifted 

1 tsp salt

1 tsp bicarbonate of soda

380ml natural yoghurt

250ml strong brewed coffee, cooled

* 1 batch of chocolate or vanilla buttercream 

* handful redcurrants/berries 


For the chocolate shards

400g dark chocolate (at least 70% cocoa solids), broken into pieces

½ tsp unsalted butter
 

* Vary the buttercream and fruits, and create your own design.


Equipment

3 x 6” round cake tins, greased and lined 

Baking sheet and baking paper


Preparation time: 25 minutes   

Cooking time: 35 minutes 

Serves: 10-12




	   Preheat the oven to 180˚C fan assisted/gas mark 6.


	   Place a baking sheet in the freezer.


	   Cream together the butter and sugar until very light and fluffy (approx 4 mins). Add the eggs and vanilla and beat on a slow speed, gradually increasing until just evenly incorporated.


	    Whisk together all the dry ingredients in a bowl. Add half to the batter, add the natural yoghurt and then the remaining dry ingredients, keeping beating to a minimum. 


	    Once you have a smooth, even batter, slowly add the coffee. (The mixture will be very wet so be careful.) 


	    Divide the mixture between the three prepared cake tins and level out to the edges. Bake for 20–25 
minutes, or until a cocktail stick inserted in the centre comes out clean. Remove from the oven and leave to cool in the tins for 10 minutes before 
turning out on to a wire rack to cool completely.


	    Spread the buttercream between each of the layers, sprinkle with redcurrants/berries, then repeat. 
Prepare your chocolate shards before icing the outside of the cake.


	    To make the chocolate shards, melt the chocolate and butter in a double boiler over a medium heat. Remove from the heat when about two-thirds melted, and stir to melt the remaining chocolate. 


	    Remove the baking sheet from the freezer. Using 
a palette knife, spread the chocolate over a piece of baking paper on top of the really cold sheet until it forms a thin coating (but not so thin you can see through it). Return to the freezer to set completely. 


	  Once set, cut carefully into forty even or rough pieces, depending on the effect you want to create. Once the chocolate is cut up, ice the outside of the cake starting from the centre of the top layer, spreading the buttercream out, then down and around the side. Press some of the shards around the bottom layer, then build up around the top and finally into the centre. Use lustre dusts or edible spray paint to colour some of the chocolate if desired.









Lily Vanilli, author of Sweet Tooth
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Portrait of Stephanie Wolfe Murray
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Alasdair Gray, author of Every Short Story by Alasdair Gray
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Why Forty?


People sometimes ask me why my book SUM: Tales from the Afterlives was composed of forty stories. Was that a purposeful choice, biblical in its implications?


Yes.


But maybe not for the reasons that one thinks. 


Some biblical readers see forty as a number that promises fulfilment, deliverance after running a gauntlet (think days and nights of rain, or years of desert-wandering). Throughout the Bible, forty represents preparation, testing, and judgment from on high. What number could be better for a book about lives and afterlives? What number could better capture the texture of this uncertain, challenging epoch called your lifetime?


But there’s another interpretation, perhaps more compelling. Many biblical commentators speculate that forty is employed to represent any arbitrarily large number: anything so incalculable or immeasurable that it is best summarised in a not-meant-to-be-specific number. No religion gains adherents by writing that it ‘rained for loads of days and nights’; instead, employing the number forty casts a large shadow without the encumbrance of precision. (In this sense, I find it delightful that the Roman numeral version of forty is XL, which I cannot help but read as ‘extra large’.)


If one is going to write mutually exclusive tales – each meant as a point in the possibility space, all meant to illustrate the enormity of our ignorance – what better than a number that can stand for something indiscriminately vast?



David Eagleman, author of Sum and Incognito








Forty Words
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Stephanie Wolfe Murray, founder of Canongate Books, 1973
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Jamie Byng, Publisher and Managing Director Canongate Books, 1994–present






Canongate would like to thank everyone 
  who contributed to this book.

 

www.canongate.co.uk/forty


Forty first lines sources:




  1.  The Audacity of Hope 
by Barack Obama


  2.  The Game by Neil Strauss


  3.  Carry Me Down by MJ Hyland


  4.  Go the Fuck to Sleep 
by Adam Mansbach


  5.  The Death of Bunny Munro 
by Nick Cave


  6.  Sum by David Eagleman


  7.  The Raw Shark Texts
by Steven Hall


  8.  Popco by Scarlett Thomas


  9.  The Penelopiad 
by Margaret Atwood


10.  Drive by Daniel H. Pink


11.  Ham on Rye by Charles Bukowski


12.  Homicide by David Simon


13.  The Gargoyle 
by Andrew Davidson


14.  Life of Pi by Yann Martel


15.  Further Adventures of an Idiot Abroad by Karl Pilkington


16. The Cutting Room by Louise Welsh


17.  The Girl Who Married a Lion 
by Alexander McCall Smith


18.  The Crimson Petal and the White by Michel Faber


19.  The Good Man Jesus and the Scoundrel Christ 
by Philip Pullman


20.  The End of Mr Y 
by Scarlett Thomas


21.  The Mighty Book of Boosh by Julian Barratt and Noel Fielding


22.  The Private Lives of Pippa Lee 
by Rebecca Miller


23.  Heavenly Date and Other 
Flirtations 
by Alexander McCall Smith


24.  Bright Young Things 
by Scarlett Thomas


25.  Lace by Shirley Conran


26.  The Lieutenant by Kate Grenville


27.  A Sunday at the Pool in Kagali 
by Gil Courtemanche


28.  The Gift by Lewis Hyde


29.  Hide and Seek by Clare Sambrook


30.  The Corner by David Simon and Edward Burns


31.  The Secret River by Kate Grenville


32.  The Pacific by Hugh Ambrose


33.  The People’s Act of Love 
by James Meek


34.  I’m Not Scared 
by Niccolo Ammaniti


35.  The Rules of the Game 
by Neil Strauss


36.  Jamrach’s Menagerie
by Carol Birch


37.  Dreams From My Father 
by Barack Obama


38.  An Idiot Abroad 
by Karl Pilkington


39.  A Night Out With Robert Burns by Robert Burns and Andrew O’Hagan


40. Simon’s Cat: Beyond the Fence 
by Simon Tofield


All material © the individual authors and illustrators.

Additional illustrations: © Tom Gauld / Heart Agency.
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To the Canons January 1973

»“Forr.y years ain't shit. f'::‘ e machifle man. Hm—vhe—£irst—blaelk—
Br-Wher It can send you crazysgv.g' fcause all past is in the
present, the future 0o, I get books'in here. Books are portals To
all time. Thaw's right. The future is now and then. What did Malcolm
do inside? He read books. Mew books bend time.

wueh-dope—in—hererHa—hev

Outside theytll talk about giving us-a voice. They cantt give us o

a voice. We already have voices. They beund—ourouths-shus—now- =Y

Theytre holding us down man, stealifg our stories and sealing our
mouths. Theyre punishing the children ef—she-Seuwh: buying us out,
closing us down, breaking us up and tearing us apart. They make
their diving by killing us off. I can't take it. We CAN TELL OUR

OWN STORIES MAN.

Ve : iv's like Abiodoun said
"L ag not serving vime. No way. Time is serving men. Thatts right.
Books man. Books are the ek tale in the sting. The £ro D

of dystopia. The sting is what trumped up charges
lies do. The sting is how Malcolw was killed. But we got the mﬁ

what'

Story man. We got stories of story. Canongane. The canons at the

gate. G-A-T-E. We—have-no—cenomBuitd—iv. I await releases
I see you out there bringing us out. We are beloved,
~you are loved. We are FORTIFIED.
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YOU THINK IM CRABBY
NOW..WAIT UNTIL I'M
| _FORTY OR FIFTY..

AND WHEN (M || BUT JUST WAIT
SIXTY, I'LL BE || 'TIL I'MEIGHTY..
EVEN MORE || THEN YOU'LL SEE
CRABBY' CRABBY LIKE
___ NOTHING EVER
O BEFORE!

WHEN YOU'RE

[ whAT ABOUTTI-{EN ILL

BE REAL
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IF T CANSAVE
TWO-THOUSAND OF
THESE BOX TOPS, T
GET A TRICYCLE!

T'VE GOT IT ALL FIGURED OUT...I EAT
ABOUT ONE BOX OF THIS STUFF
EVERY WEEK...

THAT MEANS (LL HAVE ENOUGH BOX
TOPS BY THE TIME I'M FORTY/
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