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What do we remember our writers for? For their novels, of course! Their stories! And 
yet, however high his or her status in the literary world, every writer is periodically 
gripped in the middle of the night by the fear of being remembered not for inimitable 
masterpieces, but for some tawdry love affair, a peculiar proclivity, an extravagant faux 
pas. Geniuses manage somehow to get away with it. Despite Oscar Wilde’s sickening 
green carnation boutonnière and his fondness for errand boys, we still learn from him 
how to be witty. Chasing butterflies across Swiss mountains with net in hand provided 
Nabokov with many a metaphor, but we cherish him, first and foremost, for his  
Lolita. And we would never value Tolstoy exclusively for his skill in making leather 
shoes, although among his customers were quite a few great writers, who could then 
literally and metaphorically ‘step into his shoes’. I also used to admire the way Kingsley 
Amis, with whom I once shared a pub (the Queens in Primrose Hill – I am not sure  
he was aware of my presence), handled his drink.

Some minor authors secure a place in the afterlife for being friends with peers of 
greater renown. But the worst fate lies in store for those second-class scribblers  
with hardly any talent who live a colourful life. They will be immortalized only for  
existential curlicues that have nothing to do with writing. When I am in a subdued if 
not depressed mood, such as after Christmas, I begin suspecting that I will remain in 
the memory of mankind not for my brilliant comic tales and essays on ‘emigration as  
a literary device’, but for something called Double Z. I invented this drink and named  
it after my own initials some years ago when, suffering from a massive hangover,  
I entered my usual watering hole in Covent Garden: PJ’s, just across the road from  
Bush House and the BBC World Service. My stomach was nostalgic for a glass of vodka. 
A traditional Russian shot of vodka, followed by a piece of salted herring on buttered 
rye bread, was too exotic for this establishment; and I detest vodka cocktails with coke 
or tonic. So I came up with a simple and ingenious compromise.

Fill a tumbler glass generously with ice cubes, pour a double vodka over the ice, 
then squeeze and drop in two wedges of fresh lime. Double Z is to be shaken and then 
stirred, but no more than twice, so that your palate is hit now by pure vodka, now by a 
pungent streak of lime, all mellowed by ice. Refreshing, dramatic and invigorating, the 
drink is quickly consumed and amazingly effective. No wonder the habitués of PJ’s,  
one of the few bars in the area with a solid constituency of regulars, took to it quite so 
enthusiastically.
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The motley crowd there used to be entertained by Tony, the genius of the place.  
A good barman is like a theatre director with an amazing gift for communication. 
Professor Higgins would happily have abandoned the tutelage of Eliza Doolittle for a 
chance to spend an hour in Tony’s company, because Tony uncannily appears to speak 
every language on earth. And his vocabulary is immense, with contributions from  
foreign employees of the World Service who also patronised the place. Every good  
barman is also an alchemist at heart, welcoming new recipes, and Tony was eager to 
publicise my drink at every opportunity. The innovation also received the seal of  
approval from Bill, the co-owner of the bar-restaurant. While for Tony the world of  
PJ’s was a stage, for Bill the place was a kind of church pulpit. Bill’s father was an  
American pastor whose parishioners would come to church to listen to the sermon and 
share their problems with the priest. On their way out, they would leave contributions 
on the plate. For Bill, fraternising each evening with his customers at PJ’s was pretty 
much identical to this. And Double Z had considerably enriched the menu of the holy 
communion.

My rise to fame was swift. I was honoured with the highest distinction that the  
management grants to its patrons: a miniature bronze plaque with my name affixed 
next to the mirror on the wall opposite the bar. The crowd of admirers grew every day. 
Administered a Double Z at the bar, they were shown the plaque with my name on it 
and then, if they were lucky and I was around, they were introduced to the inventor of 
this magic potion. New devotees of the drink started to spread the news across town. 
Quite a few places in London will nowadays take an order for Double Z without batting 
an eyelid.

But someone’s hour of glory is someone else’s winter of discontent. Eventually,  
sinister rumours had started circulating among the regulars: there are dark forces  
operating inside PJ’s management who dislike the thespian style of Tony, as much  
as they do the evangelist conviviality of Bill. Entering the bar one day, after the  
Christmas and New Year celebrations were over, I hardly recognized the place. Was it 
just a post-Christmas lull? Instead of the jolly gang of familiar faces, I was met by a row 
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of empty bar stools. A diminished row at that. I counted only ten. The rest had  
disappeared, together with the narrow shelf under the mirror, where people had rested 
their glasses. A new wooden plank covered the area, right at the bit of the wall where 
my bronze plaque had been.

When the only visible relic of your immortality is removed, you have an inkling of 
how Saddam Hussein must have felt watching his monument toppled with a rope, like  
a noose, around the neck. It makes you think how futile our earthly endeavours are. 
The grey cardinals of the catering business, so the conspirators said, had decided that 
the front bar had become too crowded, and that the gregarious drinkers seen through 
the window were putting off potential patrons of the restaurant beyond. And so it had 
been decided that no more than ten drinkers should hang around the bar at any one 
time. I am well aware of the mass psychosis that affects crowds. You start demanding 
rye bread instead of teacakes and end up throwing fire extinguishers from rooftops, or 
hailing Stalin on the Mausoleum.

But the madness of political rallies has nothing to do with the friendly noise of those 
who are fond of a drink named after oneself.

Tony and Bill urged me to stop being paranoid.

They told me that the changes in the bar were temporary. The place was being  
redesigned. When the redecoration was finished, the plaque would again adorn the 
walls. They were wrong. My premonition turned out to be true. PJs had been taken  
over by some ruthless anonymous corporation and made into an expensive pseudo- 
Italian trattoria. But Tony had managed to save the bronze plaque with my name to 
keep it as a souvenir. Had he suspected the takeover for some time? Whatever the truth, 
having witnessed the destruction of the idolatrous manifestations of oneself, one is 
forced to review the situation: what is one going to be remembered for?   
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