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This book, which covers the first twenty years of my life, was
published in 1997, at the very time my second twenty were coming
to an end. The first twenty were turbulent years, years crammed with
Sturm and stuffed with Drang, years so keenly felt and lived with
such noisy desperation and agonised intensity that they were to form
an obsessional part of much of my later life. Especially my writing
life. I had written some years earlier a novel called The Liar which
covers a little of the same territory asMoab: schoolboy love, school-
boy rebellion, schoolboy transgression and all the sweet torments,
wild tortures and savagely cherished tribulations that adolescence
brings.

I was astonished and entirely delighted that the book found so
large and responsive an audience. I had privately hoped, but with
little real expectation, that a readership might exist who were free
enough of (inverted) snobbery and rich enough in proper imagi-
nation to see and understand that a childhood is a childhood, no
matter what its outer trappings. At the increased distance of a
further fourteen years, much of the world I summon up in the book
seems all the more remote, privileged, old-fashioned and . . . well,
frankly Hogwarts. Yet the absurd trembling soul of a needy,
hopeless, lovelorn teenager is surely the same whatever the milieu?
Many, perhaps most, of the letters I have received from readers of
Moab have been been from girls educated at state schools whose lives
have been, superficially, very different from mine, yet which under-
neath have been very similar indeed. For, as I say in the book,
adolescence is a kind of republic: all who live there are equal, and
those of us who have found it hardest to escape have something in
common that money, gender, sexuality and background cannot
smother or disguise.

The question I am most often asked concerns of course the cursed
title. Moab is your whatpot? Who is Moab, what is a washpot and
just what the curried hell is going on? Well, the line comes, as you
may know, from the book of Psalms. I have always held it as a perfect
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example of an Old Testament sort of a phrase: rich, resonant and
rewarding, whatever its meaning and reference. I must have first
heard it read out in a lesson at school. It goes on to talk of humili-
ating Edom and, most importantly for me, exulting over Philistia.
As a teenager I always carried in my mind the idea that the world
was a battle ground for the war between beauty and the barbarians,
between the aesthetic and the athletic, between sensitive souls like
me and Philistines like just about everyone else. At a school where
rugby was revered above reading, writing or thinking, I imagined
myself as one who would subdue and conquer those whom Kipling
scorns in The Islanders:

Then ye returned to your trinkets; then ye contented your souls
With the flannelled fools at the wicket or the muddied oafs at the goals.

I was mocking myself with the title, mocking the rebarbative, super-
sensitive and insanely solipsistic soul that I was. Did I really think
I would beat the world? Life comes down, in the course of my
teenage years, not to acutely articulated rebellion and high artistic
disdain, but to squalidly greedy, stubborn and sly criminality.
Heigh-ho.

For all his deceit, delusion and degeneracy, I cannot but like and
admire the creature I was then and I think, somehow, most readers
feel the same. I like to believe that this is because they recognise
some of their own adolescence in mine. It is the primary arrogance
of writers to assume that what they feel or felt must be what everyone
feels or felt. Extreme as my childhood was, its lineaments are perhaps
not so very different from yours.

Here Moab is again, in a fresh new jacket hoping to find a fresh
new readership. I hope when you meet the young Stephen Fry who
lurks within, you will enjoy his company. He means well and, like
you and everyone else in the world, he is only looking for love. That
is his besetting sin and redeeming virtue.
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