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      This book is dedicated to Sean, with
 love and thanks. And also to Professor
 Mike Nicholson and the Renal team
 at the Leicester
         General Hospital.
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      Saturday 2nd June 2007

      
      
      Black clouds over Mangold Parva. It has been raining since the beginning of time. When will it stop?

      
      
      
      MAJOR WORRIES

      
      
      
         	
            Glenn fighting the Taliban in Helmand Province.


         	
            The bookshop only took £17.37 today.


         	
            Up three times last night to urinate.


         	
            The Middle East.


         	
            Do my parents have an up-to-date funeral plan? I can’t afford to bury them.


         	
            My daughter, Gracie, showing alarming Stalinist traits. Is this normal behaviour for the under-fives?


         	
            It is two months and nineteen days since I last made love to my wife, Daisy.




      
      I sometimes feel that she is less keen on me than she used to be. She hasn’t taken the top off my boiled egg for ages. She
         has still not bought a pair of wellingtons despite living in Mangold Parva for three years. She is the only mother outside
         the school gate wearing five-inch heels. This shows her total lack of commitment to me, and to the English countryside. In the first month of our marriage we picked
         blackberries together and she had a stab at making preserves. Now, four years on, the scars from the boiling jam have almost
         completely healed, and she is buying raspberry Bonne Maman at £3.50! It is ridiculous when you can buy the Co-op’s own brand
         at 87p.


      
      Yesterday I found her crying over her old briefcase. When I asked her what was wrong, she sobbed, ‘I miss Dean Street.’

      
      ‘Who’s Dean Street?’ I asked.

      
      She slammed the briefcase down and savagely kicked out at a bag of John Innes.

      
      ‘Dean Street, the place, idiot,’ she said in that calm sarcastic voice I have come to dread.


      
      But at least she was speaking to me, although she is still avoiding eye contact. Last week, whilst searching for my nostril
         hair clippers in my wife’s handbag, I came across a Paperchase A5-sized notebook with a cover depicting harmless-looking monsters.
         On opening the notebook I was startled to find, on the first page, a note addressed to me.


      
      ADRIAN, IF YOU HAVE FOUND MY DIARY AND YOU ARE READING THIS, DO NOT READ ANY FURTHER. THIS DIARY IS MY ONLY CONFIDANT. PLEASE
       RESPECT MY WISHES AND ALLOW ME SOME PRIVACY.


      
      CLOSE THE NOTEBOOK AND REPLACE IT,

      
          NOW!

      
      I read on.

      
      
         Dear Diary

         I intend to write in you every day and I will hold nothing back. I can tell no living person how I feel. Adrian would have
            a nervous breakdown, my parents and sisters would say we told you not to marry him, and my friends would say we told you so.
            But the truth is, diary, that I am utterly miserable. I hate living in yokel-land where the populace have never heard of the
            White Cube Gallery or macchiato coffee and think that Russell Brand is a type of electric kettle. Do I love my husband? Have
            I ever loved my husband? Can I live with my husband until one or both of us are dead?




      
      I heard the back door slam and Daisy came in from the garden. I quickly replaced the diary in her handbag and for some reason
         shouted, ‘Daisy, when is the Queen’s official birthday?’


      
      She came into the living room and said, ‘Why do you want to know? You haven’t written her one of your poems, have you?’

      
      As she bent her head to light a cigarette, I couldn’t help but notice that she now has three chins. I have also noticed recently that she has tampered with our ‘speak your weight’ bathroom scales, so they no longer
         speak.


      
      I have stopped accompanying her to the shops to buy clothes since she had a temper tantrum in the changing room at Primark,
         when she got stuck in a size 14 shirt and had to be cut out of it by the manageress. All the way home she was saying, ‘I can’t understand it, I’m only a size 12.’ Even my friend Nigel, who is blind but can see shapes, said
         recently, ‘By Christ, Daisy’s piling on the pounds. She came to see me the other day and I thought it was my garden shed on
         the move.’


      
      When she went into the kitchen, I was tempted to grab her diary and read on, but I daren’t risk it.

      
      After dinner (tinned tuna salad, new potatoes, beetroot salsa, own strawberries, Elmlea cream) I was washing up when Daisy
         came in and took a packet of chocolate digestives from out of the cupboard. Later, after I’d cleaned the kitchen surfaces
         and pushed the wheelie bin and the recycling boxes to the end of the drive, I went into the living room to watch Channel Four
         news and couldn’t help but notice that Daisy had eaten three-quarters of the packet of biscuits. I should not have said anything.
         I should have kept my mouth firmly shut. The subsequent row was like the eruption of a volcano.


      
      Gracie turned the volume up to full on her DVD of High School Musical 2 and demanded, ‘Stop shouting or I’ll call the police!’


      
      My mother came round from next door to find out if Daisy had actually killed me. She brought the row to an end by shouting
         above Daisy and me, ‘Daisy, you are in denial! You are obviously a size 16! Get over it! Evans, Principles and even Dawn French
         supply clothes for fat women.’


      
      Daisy hurled herself into my mother’s arms, and my mother indicated with an angry gesture of her head that I was to leave
         the room.


      
      
         
         
         *

         
         


      
      This morning Daisy did not stand at the door and watch me mount my bike as I left for work as usual, and when I reached the
         lane and turned to wave, she was not at the window. Physically I am at a low ebb. I rise from my bed at least three times
         during the night, more if I allow myself a glass of wine after Newsnight. Consequently I am exhausted, and the next morning I have to put up with my parents (with whom I share a party wall) complaining
         that the constant flushing of our cistern is keeping them awake.


      
      As I was cycling into a headwind it took longer than usual to ride to the bookshop, and when I reached the environs of Leicester
         I was further delayed. It seemed that every major road had been dug up so that new sewage pipes could be laid. As a reluctant
         cesspit owner this prompted me to be almost consumed with jealous rage. Is it any wonder my wife is yearning for the metropolis?
         I have denied her one of life’s basic necessities. I blame my father for our primitive sanitary conditions, the money we put
         aside for mains drainage when we built the Piggeries was frittered away on wheelchair ramps for him. Yet it was his own fault
         he had a stroke – the only exercise he took for years was wagging his index finger on the remote control. To add insult to
         injury, he still smokes thirty cigarettes a day and gorges himself on fried bread and chilli-flavoured pork scratchings.


      
      I rue the day my parents bought two dilapidated pigsties and converted them into living units. I was grateful to have a pigsty
         roof over my head in the early days of my insolvency, but I have certainly paid the price.


      
      Another worry is my failure as a father. Gracie came home from nursery school yesterday with a felt-tip drawing of ‘My family’.
         Diary, I looked amongst the stick people for the representation of myself but failed to find me. I was deeply hurt by my absence.
         When I asked Gracie why she hadn’t included me, pointing out that it was the tax extracted from my wages that supplied her
         school with the felt tips and paid her nursery teacher’s salary, her brow furrowed. To avoid the usual escalation – sobs,
         screams, snot and recriminations – I diverted her by opening a packet of pink wafer biscuits.


      
      When I asked my wife why she thought Gracie had left me out of the family drawing, Daisy said, ‘She has obviously picked up
         on your emotional detachment.’ When I protested, she got ridiculously overemotional and shouted, ‘When you come home from
         work you sit and stare out of the window with your mouth open.’


      
      I defended myself, saying, ‘I never tire of the view, the trees in the distance, the light fading from the sky.’

      
      Daisy said, ‘It’s not fucking Cornwall. The view from the front window is of a boggy field and a row of leylandii your father planted to “protect his privacy”.
         Not that anybody comes near the place.’


      
      
      
      
      
      Sunday 3rd June

      
      
      
         1 The Old Pigsty

         The Piggeries

         Bottom Field

         Lower Lane

         Mangold Parva

         Leicestershire

         Sunday 3rd June 2007

         The Right Honourable Gordon Brown MP

         Chancellor of the Exchequer

         11 Downing Street

         London SW1A 2AB

         Dear Mr Brown

         I wrote to you at the Treasury recently regarding a great injustice. According to my local tax office, I am still in arrears
            to the sum of £13,137.11. This ‘debt’ was incurred during a time when I worked for a duplicitous employer as an offal chef
            in Soho.


         I realise that you are an incredibly busy man, but if you could find the time to cast your eye over my paperwork (sent 1st
            March 2007 by registered post) and then forward me a note confirming my innocence in this matter, I would be eternally grateful.


         Your humble and obedient servant,

         A. A. Mole

         PS: May I suggest that you sort this out before you take over as prime minister.

         PPS: Congratulations on doing so well with only one eye. You join the ranks of other illustrious one-eyed men: Peter Falk
            (Columbo), George Melly, Nelson and, of course, Cyclops.




      
      
      
      
      Monday 4th June

      
      
      What started as a minor disagreement about the correct way to boil potatoes (I cook them from cold, Daisy throws them into
         boiling water) turned into a tearful and angry denunciation of our marriage.


      
      The list of my marital crimes included eating crisps too loudly, ironing creases down the front of my jeans, refusing to pay
         more than £5 for a haircut, wearing the same poppy (first purchased in 1998) during the month of November every year, putting
         too many dried herbs in spag bol, writing mad letters to famous people, failing to earn enough money to enable us to move
         out of the pigsty.


      
      At the end of her diatribe I said, ‘I don’t know why you married me.’

      
      Daisy looked at me as if seeing me for the first time and said, ‘I honestly don’t know why I married you. I suppose I must
         have loved you.’


      
      ‘Loved?’ I queried. ‘Did you mean to use the past tense?’

      
      Daisy went mad again, shouting, ‘Our marriage is breaking up and all you can do is talk about my grammar.’

      
      ‘That’s grossly contrapositional of what I actually said,’ I protested.

      
      ‘Listen to yourself,’ she said. ‘Nobody speaks like that, Adrian. Nobody actually says “contrapositional”.’

      
      ‘“Contrapositional” almost certainly makes up part of Will Self’s daily intercourse,’ I said. Even to my own ears I sounded
         like Mr Pooter.


      
      I do not enjoy such confrontations. Am I turning into one of those middle-aged men who think the country has gone to the dogs
         and that there has been no decent music since Abba?


      
      
      
      
      Tuesday 5th June

      
      
      Diary, I’ve been thinking about yesterday’s entry and I am a little disturbed to find that I think the country has gone to
         the dogs and that there is nobody to beat Abba.


      
      
      
      
      Wednesday 6th June

      
      
      The sun came out today. I do not mean in the metaphorical sense, I mean the actual sun came out from behind the low grey clouds
         that have been hanging about for months. The smell of hawthorn was thick in the air and most of the water had evaporated from
         the potholes in our drive. I remarked to Daisy that the sunshine would do us all good, boost our serotonin levels and prevent
         rickets.


      
      Daisy said, ‘All that sunshine means to me, Adrian, is that I have to shave my legs.’

      
      She is not the woman I married. The old Daisy, who delighted in the sun, would be lying on a towel in a bikini on the flat
         roof of our pigsty to soak up every last ray.


      
      When I suggested she could sunbathe, her eyes filled with tears. ‘Have you seen the size of me recently?’ she said.

      
      Diary, what has happened to my wife? Did she mean what she wrote about me in her notebook? Will we ever have sex again? Even
         my parents manage it every other Thursday. I have to wear earplugs because of the disturbing noises through the party wall.


      
      
      
      
      Monday 11th June

      
      
      Mr Carlton-Hayes is ill. Leslie, his friend, rang me at the bookshop first thing this morning. For years I have been wondering
         if Leslie is a man or a woman. I am still none the wiser. Leslie could be a deep-voiced woman, à la Ruth Kelly the cabinet
         minister, or a high-voiced man like Alan Ball the footballer.


      
      All I know about Leslie is that he/she shares a house with Mr Carlton-Hayes, is unsociable and has a liking for Sibelius and
         the pink coconut and liquorice ones in a box of Bassett’s Allsorts.


      
      I asked Leslie what was wrong with Mr Carlton-Hayes, and he/she said, ‘Did he not mention it? Oh dear, I’m afraid I’m going to give you rather bad news. Oh dear…’

      
      I said, hastily, ‘I’ll wait, shall I, until he’s better?’

      
      I could hear Leslie breathing. It sounded as if he/she had a bad chest.

      
      A customer, a woman with one large eyebrow, asked me if we stocked anything on the early surrealists. I directed her towards
         a Man Ray biography. I was glad of the temporary diversion – I kept Leslie on hold and gave the eyebrow woman the hard sell.
         Mr Carlton-Hayes had badly misjudged the interest for books about early surrealists in Leicester and the five copies of the
         Man Ray had been hard to shift. On the other hand, he had severely underestimated the demand for Wayne Rooney’s ghosted autobiography.


      
      When I returned to the phone, Leslie had gone. I meant to ring back immediately but the woman came to the till with the Man
         Ray. When she had left, I dialled Leslie’s number but after only two rings I put the phone down and disconnected the call.


      
      
      
      
      Sunday 17th June

      
      Father’s Day

      
      
      Woken up at 6.20 this morning by the smell of burning, and Gracie yelling into my right ear, ‘Wake up, Dad, it’s Father’s
         Day!’


      
      Rushed into the kitchen to find smoke pouring out of toaster, cornflakes underfoot, milk spilt on table, butter knife in sugar bowl. Gracie ordered me to sit down at the table and gave me a card she’d made with Daisy’s help. Quite frankly,
         Diary, I was distinctly underwhelmed. A piece of card had been folded in half and the word ‘Dad’ written in bits of pasta,
         most of which had fallen off leaving only traces of glue. Inside it said, ‘form Gracie’.


      
      I gently pointed out to her that ‘from’ was misspelled.

      
      She frowned down at the card and said defiantly, ‘That’s how children spell “from” in America.’

      
      I said, ‘I think you might be wrong there, Gracie.’

      
      She said, ‘Have you been to America?’

      
      I had to admit that I had, in fact, never been to America.

      
      Gracie said, ‘Well, I have. I went with Mummy one day while you were at the bookshop.’

      
      I let it go. She is a formidable opponent.

      
      I am now regretting having volunteered to be the writer/ director and producer of the Mangold Parva Players. Rehearsals are
         not going well, I break into a sweat when I realise we have only got eleven months before the opening night.


      
      
         1 The Old Pigsty

         The Piggeries

         Bottom Field

         Lower Lane

         Mangold Parva

         Leicestershire

         Dear Sir Trevor Nunn

         Your name has been passed to me by Angela Hacker, the author and playwright, who is a neighbour of mine. I have written a
            play, Plague!, set in the medieval countryside. It is an elegiac piece and features sixty human actors and quite a few animals, mostly
            domestic.


         Angela thought you might be able to give me a few tips on handling such a large cast.

         As you cannot fail to see, I have enclosed Plague! for your perusal. If you would like to get involved, please let me know as soon as possible.


         I remain, sir,

         A. A. Mole



      
      
      
      SCENE I

      
      
      A storm. A group of monks enter, wearing habits and sandals. A more distinguished monk is carrying a casket. This is ABBOT
            GODFRIED, a holy monk aged about fifty. [Note to stage management: A vacuum cleaner with the pipe in the blowhole set at the
            side of the stage can create the wind of the ‘storm’.]

      
      ABBOT GODFRIED: Hark, Brother! The wind doth blow very hard, methinks we must take shelter in this cursed place.


      
      A yokel appears. He is called John and is going home for his dinner of maize dumplings in pig’s ear broth.

      
      ABBOT GODFRIED: Halt, yokel! Where is’t thou goeth with such haste?


      
      YOKEL JOHN: I be going home to my dinner, holy one.


      
      ABBOT GODFRIED: What be this foul place called?


      
      YOKEL JOHN: ‘Tain’t got no name, ’tis just an ’ill an’ a few fields and an ’ovel or two.


      
      ABBOT GODFRIED: In a storm a hovel is as meritorious as a palace, yokel.


      
      They have reached the Village Square, where thirty-five assorted men and women are standing around. A pack of dogs enter from
            stage left and cross. Chickens peck between the villagers’ feet. ABBOT GODFRIED holds the casket aloft. He is followed by
            a fat monk, BROTHER DUNCAN, who enjoys birdwatching, and a thin monk, BROTHER ANDREW, who suffers from panic attacks.

      
      YOKEL JOHN: What have you, in the box?


      
      ABBOT GODFRIED: I have the entrails and anus of King John.


      
      The villagers and animals fall to their knees.

      
      ABBOT GODFRIED: His heart was buried at York. And this benighted place, methinks, will serve the King’s anus well.


      
      The villagers cheer and the dogs bark.

      
      
      
      
      
      END OF SCENE I

      
      
       

      
      
      
      
      Monday 18th June

      
      
      I have just seen a photograph in an old copy of the Leicester Mercury of a bloke called Harry Plant who was celebrating his one hundred and ninth birthday. One hundred and nine! He fought at
         the Battle of Passchendaele in the Great War when he was nineteen.


      
      Mr Plant had a full head of hair, in fact he could have done with a haircut. I wonder what his secret is?

      
      
         1 The Old Pigsty

         The Piggeries

         Bottom Field

         Lower Lane

         Mangold Parva

         Leicestershire

         The Willows Nursing Home

         Bevan Road

         Dewsbury

         Leeds

         Dear Mr Plant

         Congratulations on reaching the grand age of 109. I wonder if you would mind letting me in on the secret of your longevity?
            I am particularly interested in how you managed to retain your hair.


         Advice on diet, habits etc. would be most gratefully accepted.

         I remain, sir,

         Your most humble and obedient servant,

         A. A. Mole



      
      A letter (in quivery writing).

      
      [image: image]

      
      
                  1 The Old Pigsty

         The Piggeries

         Bottom Field

         Lower Lane

         Mangold Parva

         Leicestershire

         The Willows Nursing Home

         Bevan Road

         Dewsbury

         Leeds

         Dear Mr Plant

         Thank you very much for your reply to my letter of Monday.

         I wonder if you would indulge me further by advising me on the type of onion you use?

         I look forward to your reply.

         Yours,

         A. A. Mole



      
      
      
      
      Tuesday 19th June

      
      
      Today I asked Daisy if she would consider playing Eliza Hepplethwaite, the village whore, in Plague!. I told her that she would have to wear red stockings and a matted hair wig, stick on warts and have her teeth blackened.
         I said, ‘Remember, Plague! is set in pre-Colgate days.’


      
      Daisy said, ‘Would it surprise you if I said no? Ask Marlene Webb from the boarding kennels, her teeth are positively medieval.’

      
      I said, ‘I confess myself bitterly disappointed, Daisy. I had hoped that you would support my theatrical activities. Don’t
         tell me that Plague! is no good. It’s the best thing I’ve ever written. I gave a copy to the vicar and he wrote to congratulate me.’ I took the
         note out of my wallet and showed it to Daisy.


      
               [image: image]

      
      
      
      
      Wednesday 20th June

      
      
      Tony Blair is flying around the world on his farewell tour. My mother says she half expects him to break into ‘My Way’ at
         the top of the aeroplane steps.


      
      Watched a Channel Five documentary about an American woman, The Fattest Woman in the World, with Daisy. The woman, named Cindy-Lou, cannot move from her reinforced bed. She is so gargantuan that her nightgown is
         made up of two king-sized sheets stitched together.


      
      Daisy said, ‘I could land up like Cindy-Lou if I’m not careful.’

      
      
      
      
      Sunday 24th June

      
      
      Rain, torrential. When will it stop?

      
      Woken by church bells at 7 a.m. As usual, felt guilty for not going to church even though I am 20 per cent agnostic and 80
         per cent atheist. Went back to sleep; woken again by phone.


      
      It was Glenn in Afghanistan, using up some of his free family contact time. He asked me to give ‘a girl what I met in Dude’s
         Night Club my BFPO address. I can’t get her out of my head, Dad. I think she might be the one.’ When I asked him for the girl’s
         name and address, he said, ‘I cou’n’t ’ear, Dad, the music was too loud. But if you ’appen to come across Tiny Curtis, the
         head bouncer at Dude’s on Saturday night, can you pass this message on? Have you got a pen or pencil, Dad?’


      
      I scrabbled in the bedside drawer, but could not find a single writing implement that worked. Conscious that precious seconds
         were ticking away, I reached for Daisy’s black eyeliner pencil, which is never far from her side, even when asleep, and took
         down the following message.


      
      [image: image]

      
      You would think the boy had grown up in Harlem rather than a post-war council estate in Leicester. I protested to Glenn that
         I was never likely to ‘come across’ Tiny outside Dude’s on a Saturday night since I never went into the city centre after
         dark if I could help it.


      
      Glenn said, ‘Please, Dad, it could be the last thing you ever do for me. The Taliban is closing in.’

      
      I could hardly refuse.

      
      Walked under dripping trees into Mangold Parva to the Bear Inn for lunch.

      
      My mother said, ‘If the sun doesn’t shine soon, the whole of England will have a nervous breakdown.’

      
      Gracie refused to walk through the puddles in the lane, even though she was wearing her red boots for the first time, and
         demanded to sit on my father’s lap in his wheelchair.


      
      My mother said, ‘That child will never walk anywhere if you keep giving in to her, Adrian. And anyway, she won’t be comfortable. There’s not an ounce of fat on your father’s legs now.’

      
      Daisy said, ‘Leave her be, Pauline, she’ll only kick off. I want to eat my lunch in peace.’

      
      My mother stomped off ahead, muttering, ‘You’re making a rod for your own bleeding backs,’ as she attempted to light a cigarette
         in the stiff June gale.


      
      I was surprised to hear a cheer as we entered the pub. Surprised, because the Mole family is not particularly popular around
         here since the incident with the wheelie bins. However, the cheer was for the news that Tony Blair has finally resigned as
         leader of the Labour Party and will be standing down on Wednesday as prime minister. I should have been joining in the cheers,
         instead I felt tears prick my eyes. Mr Blair squandered my affection and respect for him on a war that killed my son’s friend.


      
      I was transported back to that glorious May Day when cherry blossom floated in the spring sunshine – as if the trees were
         throwing confetti to celebrate New Labour’s victory. I was young then and full of hope and believed that Mr Blair – with his
         mantra of ‘Education, education, education’ – would transform England into a land where people at bus stops spoke to each
         other of Tolstoy and post-structuralism, but it was not to be, my own father thinks that Tate Modern is a new type of sugar
         cube.


      
      As we took our places in the ‘Carvery’ queue, my mother rhapsodised about Gordon Brown, saying he was dark and craggy and
         solid. Daisy broke off from comparing the relative succulence of the beef, pork, lamb and turkey joints and said, ‘The north face of the Eiger is craggy and solid.
         The difference is, the north face has more emotional intelligence.’


      
      Daisy claims that when she was a PR girl in London, rumour had it that Gordon Brown had a syndrome of some kind. My mother
         said that Gordon Brown still had all the qualities she looked for in a man – he was introverted with an air of menace about
         him, just like Mr Rochester in Jane Eyre. My mother is getting quite literary lately. She is reading four novels a week in preparation for writing her autobiography.
         Ha! Ha! Ha!


      
      Lunch at the Carvery was adequate, but I still miss my grandmother’s Sunday dinners. No carvery can replicate her crisp Yorkshire
         pudding and her rustling roast potatoes. As we were hacking at our meat (we had all gone for the beef apart from Gracie, who
         had the ‘Pirate’s Special’ – fish fingers and an eye patch), my father said, ‘I’ve been working it all out in my head. It’s
         just cost us as good as six pounds each for this bloody muck, and Gracie’s was near on four pounds. That’s twenty-eight quid!
         How much is a decent joint of beef?’ He looked at my mother and Daisy, they stared back at him blankly. Neither of them appeared
         to know. ‘A bit of beef, a few vegetables… !’ my father said. ‘He’s making a profit out of us!’ He resumed scraping the last
         vestiges of gravy from his plate.


      
      I said, ‘But that’s capitalism. I thought you approved of the capitalist system, or have you had a change of heart?’ Was this
         failure to grasp the basic rules of business an early sign of Alzheimer’s?


      
      Tom Urquhart, the landlord, strolled over. For some reason, he has never liked our family. I haven’t had a proper conversation
         with him since the day I asked him if he would install a disabled toilet for my father. His pathetic excuse was, ‘A disabled
         toilet would spoil the character of the pub – The Bear has been ’ere since before the monasteries were dissolved.’


      
      When I pointed out to him that Cromwell’s army had a high incidence of disability (it was rife with amputees) he turned his
         back on me and started fiddling with the optics behind the bar.


      
      We had run out of gravy, but I didn’t want to ask Urquhart. Instead I went to the kitchen door with the empty jug and was
         shocked at the sight of Kath Urquhart, the landlady, having the back of her neck kissed by Jamie Briton, the trainee chef.
         I quickly moved away from the door but I think they may have seen me.


      
      I returned to our table with the empty jug, much to my mother’s disgust.

      
      My father whined, ‘I’d go myself but I don’t know if my wheelchair will fit through the gaps between the tables.’

      
      My mother grabbed the empty jug and almost ran towards the kitchen, disappeared through the door, then reappeared only half
         a moment later. I searched for a sign that she had witnessed more of Mrs Urquhart’s scandalous behaviour, but her face was
         its usual mask of Max Factor foundation and disappointment with life.


      
      
      
      
      Monday 25th June

      
      
      Rained all day. The brook at the end of our field is babbling. My mother asked me if I thought our field would flood. I reassured
         her that according to Tony Wellbeck in the post office our field had only flooded a few times in the last ten years.


      
      A letter from Mr Plant.

      
            
      [image: image]

      
      
      
      Tuesday 26th June

      
      
      Today is Mr Blair’s last day as Prime Minister of Great Britain. I expect he will have a full day trying to repair his reputation.

      
      Perhaps he will visit a hospital and see some of the badly injured soldiers who served in Iraq.

      
      On his last day in office Mr Blair entertained Arnold Schwarzenegger.

      
      When I look at Mr Blair now I see a weak man who took us into a war because of his own personal vanity. Everything he did for the country seems to be unravelling. I am an
         atheist but, should it turn out there is a God, I might think that He had arranged for biblical rain to fall on Blair’s legacy
         of sin – casinos, television pornography, binge drinking, knife crime and instant credit. I have great hopes for Mr Brown,
         a man of substance, gravitas and numeracy. I think he is a secret socialist who will go into Number Ten much as Clark Kent
         went into a phone box. I am convinced that Mr Brown will emerge as Superman.


      
      My mother is obsessed with misery memoirs, she is currently reading A Child Called ‘It’. She said tonight, ‘I could write a book.’


      
      I expect she thinks it will validate her life.

      
      
      
      
      Wednesday 27th June

      
      
      The country is on flood alert. The people of Hull are already experiencing the worst.

      
      Went round to see my parents and pay them our share of the mortgage. The television news was on. I studied the new incumbents
         as they stood outside Number Ten on Mr Brown’s first day of office. He looked as if he had had a mouth transplant and was
         trying his smile out for the first time, and his wave is pathetic.


      
      My mother said, of Mrs Brown, ‘Poor Sarah, two little kids to look after, a workaholic husband and all those canapés to arrange
         and dignitaries to meet.’


      
      I said, ‘Why are you calling her Sarah? You don’t know her.’

      
      My mother said, ‘All women are sisters to me. That’s something you’ll never understand, Adrian.’

      
      My father said, ‘She looks like a decent sort of woman, and at least she’s got a normal-sized mouth on her.’

      
      So Gordon Brown is now the captain at the helm of the country’s ship. Let us hope he will steer Great Britain away from the
         rocks so that we may voyage on calm and prosperous seas and towards the light at the end of the tunnel. I expect Mr Brown
         to denounce Tony Blair’s decision to invade Iraq any day now.


      
      Still raining. River Sense – high. It has broken its banks in places. I have had to micturate twelve times today.

      
      
         9 p.m.

         1 The Old Pigsty

         The Piggeries

         Bottom Field

         Lower Lane

         Mangold Parva

         Leicestershire

         Wednesday 27th June 2007

         The Right Honourable Gordon Brown

         Prime Minister & First Lord of the Treasury

         10 Downing Street

         London SW1A 2AA

         Dear Prime Minister

         A quick note to ask if you have had a chance to glance at the papers concerning my tax affairs?

         Yours,

         A concerned citizen,

         A. A. Mole



      
      
      
      
      Thursday 28th June

      
      
      Daisy has joined Weight Watchers at the village hall, I had to give her a lift on the back of my bike because she will not
         wear wellingtons and the lane is flooded due to the non-stop rain.


      
      It wasn’t worth going home again – she was only going to be an hour – so I arranged to meet her in The Bear after she’d been weighed and done whatever else it is that Weight Watchers do.

      
      Daisy came in and slumped down next to me, saying, ‘I’m thirteen stone twelve ounces.’ She lit a cigarette.

      
      ‘Thirteen stone twelve ounces, is that good or bad?’ I asked.

      
      ‘It would be great if I were a light-heavyweight boxer,’ she said. ‘But as I’m only five foot three and small boned, yes,
         it is a bad thing, a very bad thing.’


      
      She picked up my beer glass and drained the contents, then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and said, ‘I was nine
         stone one pound on my wedding day.’


      
      I could see that she was descending into one of her depressions, so I said, ‘There’s more of you to cuddle now.’

      
      That obviously didn’t help.

      
      I went to the bar to get her a double vodka and tonic (drinking straw but no ice, no lemon).

      
      A group of hefty women in tracksuits bulged into the pub and crowded round a small table where they all lit cigarettes. The
         bar soon resembled the last scene of Casablanca with fog on the runway.


      
      ‘Are they your fellow Weight Watchers?’ I asked.

      
      ‘No,’ said Daisy, who knew everything that was happening in the village. ‘They’re training for a sponsored run to raise money
         to save the post office.’


      
      ‘Save it from what?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Closing,’ said Daisy, lighting yet another cigarette.

      
      I said, ‘You’ve just put one out, and that was only half smoked.’

      
      She replied, quite savagely considering we were in public, ‘Listen, Mr Clean Lungs. On Sunday it will be against the fucking
         law to smoke a fag in a pub. I’m getting as many in as I can before then.’


      
      To divert her I brought us back to our conversation about the post office. ‘It can’t close,’ I said. ‘I use it at least three
         times a week. And what about Dad? It’s his only regular outing, he loves pension day.’


      
      Daisy slammed her glass down and shouted to Tom Urquhart behind the bar, ‘You could feed a newborn baby on this Stolichnaya.
         You’re not supposed to water it down, it’s not Rose’s effing lime juice!’


      
      I sometimes wish that Daisy had not been brought up to be a free spirit, and had learnt to be inhibited in public. She didn’t
         care that Urquhart was muttering about her, or that everyone in the pub was looking at her.


      
      I approached the tracksuited women to ask if I could join the Save the Post Office Campaign. I explained that due to personal
         reasons I was unable to do a sponsored run, gesturing vaguely at my legs.


      
      ‘I know who you are,’ said one of the women, wearing a pink and white tracksuit the exact shade of coconut ice. ‘I’ve seen
         you at the school gate. You live in one of them pigsties – you’re writing the community play. Can we all have a part?’


      
      I told them that I would write a scene for them, and they laughed and did high fives with their porky arms across the table.

      
      
      
      10 p.m.

      


      
      On our way home the rain was thundering on to the umbrella. Gibbet Lane was more puddle than road. I had to push Daisy most
         of the way. It was no easy matter having a light-heavyweight boxer on the crossbar.


      
      I told her that unless she bought a pair of wellingtons I would…

      
      ‘You’ll do what?’ she said, her hands tightening around my neck.

      
      I did not reply. She knows I am a fool for love.

      
      The field was so flooded that the water came ankle height up my wellingtons and I had to carry Daisy right up to the front
         door.


      
      As I was putting the key in the lock, my mother came to her front door and said, ‘I saw you staggering up the drive – is she
         drunk again?’


      
      Daisy slid off my back and said, ‘Again, Pauline? Again? I can’t remember the last time I was drunk!’

      
      ‘I can,’ said my mother. ‘It was yesterday. I nipped in to cadge a fag and you were lying on the settee.’

      
      ‘I was playing at casualty with Gracie!’ said Daisy heatedly.

      
      By now we were in the cramped hallway. I took off my sodden coat and trousers, put on my dressing gown and went into the living
         room. My mother and Daisy remained in the hall, having a whispered conversation. Then I heard my mother’s raised voice. ‘You
         might think you can fool him, Daisy. But you can’t fool me!’


      
      Before we went to bed, I checked the alcohol supplies in the kitchen cupboard. There was very little vodka left in the bottle
         and all the leftover Christmas liqueurs and novelty drinks (Nigel’s birthday gift of scorpion tequila) had gone.


      
      
      
      
      Friday 29th June

      
      
      Mr Carlton-Hayes, who returned to work on Monday, said the incessant rain reminded him of the floods of 1953 when his aunt
         was swept from her bungalow in Skegness, carried downstream and ended up on the roof of the bus station. He didn’t say why
         he had been away from the shop, but I noticed that he is walking very gingerly.


      
      
      
      
      Sunday 1st July

      
      
      
      
      NO SMOKING DAY

      
      
      A momentous day! Smoking in a public place or place of work is forbidden in England. Though if you are a lunatic, a prisoner,
         an MP or a member of the Royal Family you are exempt.


      
      Smoking has blighted my life. There is a photograph of me in my mother’s arms, the day I was released from the maternity hospital. She is standing in the hospital car park with
         me cradled in one arm, the other arm is hanging at her side and in her hand is a lit cigarette.


      
      I have been ingesting smoke since I was five days old. My childhood memories are clouded by smoke-filled rooms and car journeys
         made miserable by my chain-smoking parents. From my subservient position in the back of the car I would plead for a window
         to be opened, but my father would refuse angrily, saying fresh air was bad for his bronchitic chest. I remember, on a long
         traffic-choked journey to Hunstanton, improvising a facemask out of a Kleenex Mansize tissue. My parents found this to be
         hilarious and called me ‘bandit boy’ throughout our short stay.


      
      After breakfast (two Weetabix, chocolate croissant, banana) I went next door to invite them to Sunday lunch at The Bear. I
         said, ‘I want to experience for the first time what it’s like to enjoy a meal with you without both of you blowing smoke in my face.’


      
      My father went into a rant, saying, ‘This bloody authoritarian government, they’re a bunch of fascists, Nazis!’

      
      My mother looked broken. ‘This is a sad, sad day,’ she said.

      
      ‘It’s hardly the end of civilization,’ I said, as I went around the room emptying ashtrays into the pedal bin.

      
      My mother said, ‘Well, it’s the end of my little world.’

      
      She went into a lamentation about what will be lost.

      
      ‘What will be lost,’ I said, ‘will be your hacking cough, the foul stink, the experience –’

      
      Interrupting, my mother reached for her cigarette packet and said dreamily, ‘I’ve smoked since I was thirteen. At fifteen
         I wore three-quarter-length gloves and used a tortoiseshell cigarette holder.’


      
      ‘They’d lynch you nowadays,’ my father said.

      
      ‘Who would?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Bleedin’ animal rights tossers, save the bloody tortoise.’

      
      My mother continued, ‘At sixteen I was going to the Hot Sounds jazz club in Norwich. It was there I smoked my first Disque
         Bleu.’


      
      ‘I was on Capstan Full Strength by the time I was sixteen,’ boasted my father.

      
      I left them to their smoking reminiscences, I could hear Daisy and Gracie shouting at each other through the party wall.

      
      When I got in, I found them engaged in yet another ridiculous argument about clothing. Why does my daughter always have to
         be dressed as a Disney character of some kind? She is a merchandiser’s dream. I still remember her first day at nursery school,
         her pirate costume did not go down well with the reception class teacher, and it took for ever to wrest the cutlass from her
         tiny fingers.


      
      Gracie shouted, ‘Why can’t I wear my Tinker Bell costume to the pub?’

      
      Daisy said, ‘You can, but you’re not wearing the wings.’

      
      ‘Fairies have to wear their wings, or they can’t fly,’ said Gracie.

      
      ‘You’re not wearing those bloody wings,’ said Daisy. ‘The last time you wore them in the pub, they knocked every glass off
         the next table and it cost your dad twenty-five quid to replace the drinks.’


      
      Gracie shouted, ‘Well, if my wings knock anything over today, I’ll pay with my million pounds in the bank.’

      
      Daisy and I looked at each other guiltily. We had pillaged Gracie’s saving-for-the-future bank account to pay the last electricity
         bill. She stomped off to her bedroom and returned wearing the Tinker Bell dress and wings. I did not have the heart to remonstrate.
         When Gracie said, ‘I look beautiful, don’t I?’ I weakened and said, ‘Yes.’


      
      Daisy exploded, saying that I was ganging up against her and undermining her authority. I took a tea towel and began to dry
         the breakfast things that Daisy had left on the draining board and remained calm as she berated me for actual and imaginary
         wrongs. It was a long and familiar list.


      
      The cesspit.

      
      The fact that she doesn’t have a car.

      
      I earn a pittance at the bookshop.

      
      She is tired of colouring her own hair and the lack of Sky Plus.

      
      She hates the taste and texture of the bread I make twice a week.

      
      She thinks the villagers of Mangold Parva are imbeciles.

      
      She hates giving the pigsty address to anybody.

      
      She is sick of my parents interfering in our lives.

      
      She sat down at the kitchen table and began to cry. It was a heartbreaking sound and I suddenly became afraid. Gracie wriggled
         out of the contentious Tinker Bell costume and waved the twinkly wand over her mother’s head as though magic would stop her
         tears.


      
      I don’t know how I can make my wife happy.

      
      Gracie and I sat on our own for most of our meal at The Bear. Daisy and my mother and father were outside, smoking in the
         rain, together with most of the regulars. Tom Urquhart, the landlord, said, ‘This no-smoking malarkey is going to finish The
         Bear.’


      
      I did not enjoy my meal. It was overcooked and had a curious texture that set my gag mechanism off, I suspect because Lee
         Grant, the chef, was constantly nipping out to have a cigarette. Also, Gracie kept up an interminable monologue about a boy
         at nursery school called Mason, who lives in one of the council houses. She told me that he has a packed lunch of two bags
         of crisps, a bottle of Coke, a bag of Haribo sweets and a cheese string. According to Gracie, Mason was made to stand in front
         of the assembled school whilst the contents of his lunch box were displayed and condemned by Mrs Bull, the headmistress. The
         box reference reminded me that it was months since I had last spoken to Pandora. I think about her several times a day but I am a proud man and I have been waiting for her to ring me. I saw that the smokers had been joined
         in the drizzle by Hugo Fairfax-Lycett, the heir apparent of Fairfax Hall. As I watched, he lit Daisy’s cigarette and she threw
         her head back and did her party trick of blowing a succession of smoke rings. I saw the admiration on his face and watched
         as my mother undid the top button of her mock-satin shirt. I don’t see why women go so barmy about Fairfax-Lycett. He is far
         too tall, looks like a ravaged Hugh Grant and is vulgarly ostentatious with his sports cars and Savile Row tweeds. I bet he
         has never opened a book since leaving Cambridge. Pandora would make mincemeat of him.


      
      After an interminable-seeming ten minutes I heard the roar of Fairfax-Lycett’s car and my family came back inside for their
         pudding.


      
      My mother pushed her soggy peach cobbler to the side of the bowl and said, ‘The food in this place has gone off.’

      
      My father said, ‘Everything has gone off since New Labour took over. Do you know who owns our water now? The fucking French!
         And you can’t even pick your nose in private any more, there’ll be a bloody CCTV camera watching where you put your bogeys.
         You’ve got nutters in Glasgow bombing the bleeding airport, and soon we’re all going to be up to our waists in floodwater.
         What next?’


      
      Tony Wellbeck from the post office said, ‘Foot and mouth, George. They’ve got it in Hardton, less than a mile from Mangold.’

      
      Diary, if somebody had walked into the pub and said, ‘There’s a plague of locusts outside,’ I would not have raised an eyebrow.

      
      Is this the end of the world as we know it?

      
      Later, I was going to have it out with Daisy, but then I noticed she was reading For the Sake of Argument by Christopher Hitchens and again decided against it.


      
      
      
      
      
      Monday 2nd July

      
      
      Mr Carlton-Hayes phoned to say that he was ‘incapacitated’. I don’t like it when he’s not at the shop. It’s not that he does
         very much these days, but I feel better when he’s there.


      
      He truly loves books, to the detriment of the business. The other day a middle-aged woman with John Lennon glasses and overlarge
         breasts came in and tried to buy a second edition of The Mill on the Floss for £150. She introduced herself as Dr Pearce and said she was looking for a retirement present for the head of the English
         Department at De Montfort University. Mr Carlton-Hayes unlocked the glass cabinet where the antiquarian books are kept, and
         took the two-volume edition down from the shelf. He handed volume one to the woman, watched her leaf through it, then took
         it back and replaced both books in the cabinet. When Dr Pearce had left, empty-handed and bewildered, Mr Carlton-Hayes said,
         ‘I thought she handled it too roughly,’ as though the book were an RSPCA rescue dog.


      
      It’s no wonder the accountants are advising him to sell the shop premises to Tesco. When he told me this, I saw a rare flash
         of anger pass over his face. He spread his arms out to the shelves and stacks of books and said, ‘But where would they go?’
         as though they were a displaced people.


      
      I took advantage of Mr Carlton-Hayes’s absence, phoned De Montfort University and left a message for Dr Pearce to the effect
         that The Mill on the Floss was now for sale. She came in only minutes before I closed. We talked about George Eliot and she seemed pleased to find a
         fellow enthusiast. It was 6.30 before I noticed the time. She waited while I locked up, then we walked down the High Street
         together, me pushing my bike, she holding an umbrella over our heads. She kept me talking on the corner of the Holiday Inn
         car park for another half an hour.


      
      When Daisy asked why I was late home, I told her that the chain had come off my bike. Don’t ask me why.

      
      
      
      
      Thursday 5th July

      
      Mr C-H back

      
      
      Received a disaster alert text on my mobile as we were eating our sandwiches in the back of the shop. Twenty-five killed and
         thirty-three injured in an explosion in a karaoke bar in Tianshifu in China.


      
      ‘Shocking, isn’t it?’ I said to Mr Carlton-Hayes.

      
      ‘It is indeed,’ he said, sighing. ‘Karaoke in Chin, Weep, Confucius, weep!’

      
      
      
      
      Friday 6th July

      
      
      Woken up by the phone. It was my mother. ‘Have you looked outside?’ she shrieked.

      
      I took the phone and drew back the bedroom curtains. The fields had vanished and been replaced by shimmering floodwater as
         far as the eye could see.


      
      ‘Have you got any sandbags?’ my mother asked.

      
      I said, ‘You know I haven’t got any sandbags. Why would I have sandbags?’


      
      I phoned Mr Carlton-Hayes to tell him that I wouldn’t be in today and he said, ‘Yes, it was rather exciting driving through
         the floods. The water came up to the wheel arches of the Rover.’ I spent most of the rest of the day trying, Canute-like,
         to prevent the water from breaching our doorstep.


      
      When the flood had receded somewhat, I sat down with Gracie to watch television. Postman Pat has been promoted, he has got
         to leave Greendale Village and his red van to move to a middle-management position at Head Office. Some fool at the BBC said,
         ‘We are taking Postman Pat into a dynamic new environment. There will be highly charged storylines.’ So even Postman Pat is
         sacrificed on the altar of progress. Without his uniform and his red van, Pat is nothing. NOTHING!


      
      This is just a blatant attempt to exploit the commercial arm of the BBC. I expect there will be a new range of Postman Pat merchandise. Will I have to buy Gracie a Postman Pat Montego
         and a suit and briefcase set?


      
      
      
      
      Wednesday 11th July

      
      
      Day off today. I intended to spend it diligently colour coding my CDs and updating a few pages of my serial killer comedy,
         The White Van. I lay awake last night thinking about it. Obviously Pauline Quirke and Harry Enfield are a bit old now to play the serial
         killer and his wife, but Russell Brand and Amy Winehouse would make good substitutes.


      
      I was also going to offer to do half the ironing, but something came over me, and I did nothing but watch television. At 4
         p.m. I tore myself away from Flog It! (I really wanted to know how much a Clarice Cliff egg cup set went for at auction) and ran in my wellingtons through the
         last few inches of floodwater to the post office, to post a birthday card to my sister-in-law, Marigold, and a parcel for
         Daisy. She had eBayed her Louis Vuitton holdall to a woman in Nuneaton to pay the Severn Trent water bill before they cut
         us off. The postmaster and postmistress, Tony and Wendy Wellbeck, were both behind the counter bickering over the cost of
         airmail stamps to Timbuktu. I signed the Keep Our Post Office Open petition and waited. They both smiled politely when they
         noticed me at the counter.


      
      ‘Who in Mangold Parva is writing to Timbuktu?’ I asked.

      
      Wendy looked around the post office, then lowered her voice and said, out of the corner of her mouth, ‘I’m not allowed to
         say – confidentiality or data protection – but if you nip out and look up Gibbet Lane…’


      
      I went outside and saw old Mrs Lewis-Masters inching her way up the hill behind a Zimmer frame. Timbuktu? She looked like
         the type of woman who only ever wrote to some distant relation in Sydenham about knitting patterns and the trials of dealing
         with one’s bank via their call centre in Calcutta.


      
      As she weighed Daisy’s parcel, Mrs Wellbeck said, ‘She writes to Timbuktu once a fortnight, sends cards at Christmas and Easter
         and a birthday card in early July.’


      
      The Mangold Parva post office is like an illustration out of one of Gracie’s books, apart from the fact that Mr and Mrs Wellbeck
         are not squirrels in Edwardian clothing. Every inch of the interior is lined with shelving and stuff for sale, though I think
         the Wellbecks lost control of their stock years ago. There are tins of beans next to a box of Jiffy bags. Pots of pens and
         pencils share a shelf with tins of cat and dog food. Greetings cards are jumbled together in shoeboxes: ‘Happy First Birthday’
         shares a box with ‘Condolences On Your Recent Bereavement’.


      
      The stationery shelves tempted me with their luscious spiral-bound notebooks containing virginal white, black-lined paper
         with margins in red. I was drawn to them as other men are drawn to adult toys in sex shops.


      
      ‘Another notebook?’ said Mrs Wellbeck. ‘What are you doin’, eating ’em?’

      
      ‘Mr Mole’s a bit of a writer,’ said Mr Wellbeck. Everything he said sounded faintly insulting, as though he was having a private
         joke.


      
      ‘I could write a book, working ’ere,’ said Mrs Wellbeck. ‘You wouldn’t believe the things we see and hear.’


      
      It is my habit to challenge people like Mrs Wellbeck, who make such empty boasts. ‘Why don’t you write a book then?’ I said.

      
      Mrs Wellbeck sighed. ‘I would if I ’ad the time.’

      
      ‘Wendy’s a brilliant writer,’ said Wellbeck. ‘Her letters are famous in the family.’

      
      ‘A book is a very different thing, though, isn’t it?’ I pressed. ‘A book needs structure, plot, characterizations.’

      
      ‘Her punctuation is second to none,’ said Wellbeck. ‘She knows exactly where to place her full stops.’

      
      ‘Then she must go ahead and write her book,’ I said.

      
      ‘I told you, I haven’t got the time,’ she said quite irritably, I thought, considering I was a customer.

      
      ‘Why? What do you do with the hours you are not working?’ I asked, genuinely wanting to know.

      
      ‘I sleep for eight of them,’ she said.

      
      ‘And the rest?’ I asked. I couldn’t stop, even though I could see that our conversation was leading to a confrontation about
         the artistic sensibility.


      
      ‘I cook, I clean, I wash, I iron, I do a daily sudoku, I garden…’ She went on in this vein.

      
      I happen to know that Mrs Wellbeck is an ardent follower of various soap operas. I have often heard her talking proprietorially about characters in EastEnders, Coronation Street and Emmerdale.


      
      ‘And television,’ I queried. ‘Does that take up the time when you could be writing?’

      
      Mr and Mrs Wellbeck exchanged a glance. She’d been caught bang to rights. However, I felt no joy at my victory, and to show
         compassion to Mrs Wellbeck I bought yet another notebook to add to my collection.


      
      On the way home, I easily overtook Mrs Lewis-Masters, who was still inching up Gibbet Lane in the rain. I walked at a funeral
         pace beside her, sheltering both of us from the heavy downpour under my umbrella. She looked a little afraid of me and moved
         her handbag, so that it hung on the other side of the Zimmer frame. I put her at her ease by discussing the merits of the
         hanging baskets which were displayed on every cottage and lamp post.


      
      She looked at the floral baskets disdainfully. ‘Were I younger,’ she said in an accent the Queen would have felt at home with,
         ‘I would steal out at night and destroy the gaudy horrors.’


      
      She stopped and stared at some bright orange flowers that spilt out of a green plastic tub, hanging from a bracket on the
         wall of Pamper Yourself.


      
      ‘What are they?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Begonias,’ she spat. ‘They are abominations, the Margaret Thatcher of the plant world. Shrill, domineering, ubiquitous.’

      
      I looked at the old woman with new eyes. I would have put her down as a certain Thatcherite.

      
      
         
         
         *

         
         


      
      Before we parted company at the top of the hill, I determined to find out why she regularly corresponded with somebody in
         Timbuktu.


      
      ‘Do you live far from here?’ I asked.

      
      ‘No, that’s my house there.’ (No, thets my harse thare.) She nodded at an imposing flat-fronted brick house at the crest of
         the hill.


      
      ‘So not as far away as Timbuktu?’ I said, feigning a laugh.

      
      ‘Timbuktu?’ she said, lifting her head and focusing her grey eyes on me. ‘Why bring Timbuktu into the conversation?’

      
      I said, ‘It’s an expression my father uses to denote distance.’ I wished her ‘good day’ and hurried away.

      
      When I got home I Googled Timbuktu and learnt that it is the main city in the landlocked state, the French Sudan, where the
         river meets the desert. Arab tribes brought gold from the south and salt from the north. Once described as the place where
         the ‘camel meets the canoe’.


      
      
      
      
      Thursday 12th July

      
      
      Gracie had a horrible tantrum this morning, demanding that she be allowed to wear her Little Mermaid outfit rather than her
         school uniform. Daisy and I were quite helpless in the face of the child’s rage. I explained that it would impede her movements,
         and the fishtail dragging through the puddles in the lane would prevent her from walking to school. Besides, Little Mermaid has to be carried everywhere and then lowered on to ‘rocks’. Gracie was screaming,
         ‘I am a fish! I can swim to school!’ as I abandoned my wife to my by now hysterical daughter, costumed in her half-bimbo, half-fish dress. It was
         pouring with rain again, but I didn’t care. I would have cycled in a typhoon to get away from the din in that house.


      
      Mr Carlton-Hayes was away again. A young man in black square-framed glasses asked me if I had anything on tropical diseases.
         He looked a bit peaky, so I kept my distance and directed him to the medical shelves where he opened Rapid Infectious Diseases and Tropical Medicine by Rachel Isba, read for twenty minutes looking increasingly worried, then hurried from the shop without buying anything.


      
      After he had gone, I sprayed the shop with Dettol Antiseptic Disinfectant, just to be on the safe side. I can’t afford to
         be ill.


      
      
      
      
      Saturday 14th July

      
      
      Nigel rang me at work to tell me that he’s in love ‘with a fellow blind man’! How stupid can you get? It would have been better all round if Nigel had fallen for a man with good eyesight. But as it
         is, Nigel and his new partner, Lance Lovett, will be blundering around, bumping into furniture, spilling drinks and walking
         into the traffic together!


      
      I told Nigel that he has made a rod for his own back.

      
      He said, ‘I’ve still got Graham to help me.’

      
      I said, ‘Graham is a dog, Nigel! And he’s on his last legs, it’s not fair to expect him to look after two blind people. It’s extra work for him.’


      
      ‘Don’t feel sorry for Graham,’ said Nigel, bitterly. ‘He’s been a lazy bastard lately. I asked him to fetch a clean towel from the airing cupboard yesterday
         and he wouldn’t move out of his basket.’


      
      
      
      
      Sunday 15th July

      
      
      Nigel rang. Hysterical.

      
      Graham is dead. The vet said he’d probably been dead at least twelve hours.

      
      ‘And you didn’t realize the poor dog had stopped breathing?’ I said scathingly. ‘I thought blind people were supposed to have
         superior hearing?’


      
      ‘You’re confusing me with Superman,’ said Nigel, through his sobs. ‘Anyway, Mole, I want you to come over and bury Graham
         in the back garden.’


      
      Later I said to Daisy, ‘Why me? Why are people always asking me to bury their dead dogs?’


      
      ‘Why, how many dead dogs have you buried?’ she said.


      
      ‘Two,’ I said. ‘Bert Baxter’s dog, Sabre, and my family’s old dog.’

      
      ‘What was its name?’ she asked.

      
      ‘The Dog,’ I said. ‘It didn’t have a name.’

      
      ‘Well, two dead dogs in how many years?’

      
      ‘Nearly twenty.’

      
      ‘Well, that’s hardly a regular supply of dead dogs, is it?’

      
      
      10 p.m.



      
      Nobody is on my side over the dog burial thing.

      
      My mother accused me of being callous, saying, ‘You’re breaking the hearts of two blind men.’

      
      I pointed out that Nigel and Lance are planning a kayak expedition through the Norwegian fjords, so they are more than capable
         of digging a hole big enough for a golden Labrador together.


      
      My father thumped me on the arm from his wheelchair. ‘I’d dig the hole myself if God hadn’t given me a stroke.’

      
      ‘It wasn’t God, George,’ said my mother, curling her lip. ‘It was pork scratchings and forty fags a day.’

      
      I rang Nigel when I got home and asked him if he’d got a spade.

      
      ‘I didn’t own a spade when I could bloody see. Why would I own one now?’ he answered.


      
      I could hear Lance sobbing in the background over the theme tune to Newsnight.


      
      
      
      
      Monday 16th July

      
      
      Left Mr Carlton-Hayes in charge of the shop and called for a taxi. Daisy, who had previously shown no interest in Graham whatsoever,
         insisted on accompanying me to the funeral, saying, ‘We never go out together.’


      
      I said, ‘Since when did attending a dog’s funeral count as taking you out?’

      
      She said, ‘There’ll be a few lovely gay people there, so it should be a laugh.’

      
      She was in black from head to foot and had even painted her fingernails with Chanel Noir. I did point out that wearing all
         black was a futile gesture because Nigel and Lance, the chief mourners, had only got 2 per cent eyesight between them.


      
      Daisy said, ‘I’m in all black because I’m in mourning for my fucking life!’ I saw the taxi driver glance at Daisy in his rear-view
         mirror. I could tell that he disapproved of my wife, and I felt a little ashamed of her myself.


      
      She sounded desperate.

      
      To cheer her up I held her hand and suggested that we go to Wayne Wong’s for a Chinese after the funeral. She squeezed my
         hand and smiled. It was like a shaft of bright sunlight piercing lowering storm clouds.


      
      We arrived at Nigel’s house by 9.30 a.m. There was a black wreath on the front door. I hadn’t realized that Graham’s interment
         would be such a big deal.


      
      Nigel had invited guests. There was a sort of shrine to Graham on the corner unit in the living room and a large framed photograph
         of him smiling with his tongue lolling out. On a velvet cushion next to it lay the dead dog’s collar and identity disc, and
         a Bonio that had been sprayed silver. Lance looks at least ten years older than Nigel, and has shaved his head, though not
         very well, as his scalp is covered in tiny scabs and more recent nicks. He was dressed in a dark suit and has a gold earring
         in his right ear, which I expect he thinks is rather dashing.


      
      A candle burned in a black candlestick. Nigel choked, ‘I’ll never let that flame go out.’

      
      I said, ‘You should blow it out before you go to bed. The statistics for house fires have gone through the roof since candles
         became an interior design must-have.’


      
      The deceased Graham lay in a Habitat storage box, surrounded by potpourri. His mouth was half open, displaying his teeth and
         giving him, even in death, the look of aggression that always kept me from being entirely comfortable in his presence.


      
      While the guests ate the Iceland canapés and sipped pink champagne, I went into the little back garden and began the laborious
         business of digging a grave in wet clay. Every now and again I would stop to wipe my brow and look back at the living-room
         window, where one of Nigel’s friends would wave encouragingly. I could see Daisy, surrounded by a crowd of admirers, talking
         and occasionally shouting with laughter. From this distance she appeared to have lost a little weight. Her resemblance to
         Nigella Lawson was remarkable.


      
      Nobody offered to help. Though I must admit, when it started to rain, a gay friend of Lance’s – who introduced himself as
         ‘I’m Jason, I’m mad, I used to have green hair’ – brought out an umbrella for me before running back inside to avoid getting
         wet.


      
      Has Jason, or anyone else, tried to dig a hole with one hand, whilst holding an umbrella with the other?

      
      I intended to take no part in the actual interment ceremony. In my opinion it was grossly over the top to have a CD of Elvis singing ‘Old Shep’ and a procession carrying the storage box and contents to the grave.

      
      When the time came to lower the box, there was a horribly emotional scene. Nigel’s grief was pitiful to see and hear. He almost
         stumbled into the grave at one point. To my great annoyance, the storage box was too wide for the hole and I had to retrieve
         the spade and resume digging. I am no homophobe, but digging a dog’s grave whilst being watched by a dozen or so critical
         gay men is not an experience I want to go through again.


      
      Eventually the lid of the storage box was put on and Graham was laid to rest. I was the only person present to remain dry-eyed
         throughout.


      
      Diary, should I worry about my emotional detachment? Or should I congratulate myself on my self-control?

      
      Nigel recited a poem Lance had composed.

      
      
         
         ‘Graham’ by Lance Lovett

         
         Graham, is that your bark I hear?

         
         Is that your growl, dear?

         
         Graham, are you there in the daytime,

         
         Are you there in the night?

         
         Is it true that your bark

         
         Was worse than your bite?

         
         You lightened our darkness,

         
         You shouldered our load,

         
         Your eyes were appealing,

         
         Your fur it was gold.

         
         You shouldn’t have left us

         
         Before you grew old.

         


      
      It was everything I hate about amateur poetry. It was sentimental, bathetic, it failed to scan and was riddled with clichés,
         but everybody else lapped it up and Lance was congratulated over and over again.


      
      We didn’t go to Wayne Wong’s. Daisy drank too much pink champagne and became quite abusive about my cardigan, so I took her
         home before there was a scene.


      
      Times visited the loo: twelve.

      
      
      
      
      Wednesday 25th July

      
      
      Half the country is underwater. The television news is showing cars and whole trees floating in the rapids that used to be
         roads. I walked down to look at the brook, it has turned from being a trickle of clear water into a white-water hell and it
         is encroaching on to the piggeries’ land.


      
      Gordon Brown has taken charge of the flood crisis. He is holding many emergency meetings. The newspapers have been over the
         top, with headlines such as ‘Gordon Saves Flooded Brits’. Anybody would think he was lugging sandbags about or pumping the
         water out himself.


      
      
      
      
      Wednesday 8th August

      
      
      Took advantage of my parents’ absence. They are at a protest meeting at The Bear, called about the proposed closure of our
         post office. I wanted to find the copy of Jane Eyre that my mother borrowed and swore she had given back to me. Sure enough, I found the missing book on the battered table she
         calls her ‘desk’, underneath a pile of misery memoirs.


      
      A Child Called ‘It’, Angela’s Ashes by Frank McCourt, Running with Scissors, but more interesting to me was a box file labelled A Girl Called ‘Shit’. I opened the lid, there were a few pages of manuscript inside. I read them, standing at the desk. It was an account of her
         childhood in the Norfolk potato fields. My mother’s book is a tissue of lies. In fact, it’s a brown paper of lies – tissue
         is too delicate a simile to be attached to such a fraudulent enterprise.


      
      A Girl called ‘Shit’ by Pauline Mole


      
      I was born in the middle of a potato field near the village of Hose in the county of Norfolk. A bitter east wind chilled my
         mother’s thighs as I made my way into the world of poverty and pain.


      
      My father was a brutal giant of a man, with a head of black hair and a matted beard. He was taught to read and write at the
         village school and proved to be a brilliant pupil. His teacher, Mr Chipper, encouraged him to apply for Cambridge. However,
         on the day he was due to take the exams he was five minutes late, having walked barefoot from his village. He was turned away, and on his return home he burned every
         book and vowed never to read again.


      
      My mother had been one of the great Norfolk beauties, she was of aristocratic birth and had met my father when she was riding
         with the Sandringham Hunt. She had fallen off her mount whilst crossing a potato field, and my father had gone to her assistance.
         Their liaison caused a great scandal and my mother, Lady Clarissa Cavendish-Stronge, married my father and became Mrs Sugden.
         I never heard my father call my mother by her name, it was always ‘You’.


      
      Within half an hour of giving birth, my father dragged my mother to her feet and insisted that she continue her work of picking
         potatoes from the black earth. I, having been wrapped in a potato sack, was pushed inside my mother’s ex-army greatcoat. She
         worked until nightfall, only after she had cooked my father’s dinner and cleaned out the ferret cages was she allowed to sit
         down.


      
      My father’s first words on seeing me were, ‘A fookin’ girl child ain’t no use to me. I wanted a strong-armed lad to chuck
         a full sack o’ spuds on’t back of fookin’ cart. Tek the girl child to yonder dike and let the crows ’av ’er.’


      
      Luckily for me, my father drank himself into a stupor on turnip wine and in the morning had forgotten his directive. He refused
         to acknowledge me or register my birth and only ever referred to me as ‘Shit’.


      
      This is a complete lie. I have seen my mother’s birth certificate, she was born in the cottage hospital at Burnham Market
         and was given the name Pauline Hilda Sugden. Her father is a timid man who has never been known to raise his voice. Her mother was not beautiful. There is a story
         in our family that Grandma Sugden’s face once frightened the horses at a local gymkhana and she was asked to leave.


      
      
      
      
      Thursday 9th August

      
      
      Got home from work to find Daisy in a state of excitement: eyes shining, cheeks pink, dark lipstick freshly applied, smelling
         strongly of Sarah Jessica Parker’s Lovely and Jim Beam.


      
      As soon as I put my key in the lock, she yanked the door open and said, ‘Guess who’s next door?’

      
      I said nothing to Daisy but my actual first thought was that my dear younger son, William, had returned from Nigeria where
         he has been living with his mother and her new husband. I never talk about William – the subject is too painful.


      
      ‘Not Glenn, back from Afghanistan?’ I said.

      
      She shook her head. A few hairgrips fell from her Amy Winehouse beehive.

      
      ‘It’s your brother!’ she said.

      
      I took my bicycle clips off and put them on the hall table. ‘Half-brother,’ I corrected. ‘He’s only got my father’s blood.’

      
      ‘Yes, Brett Mole. Oh, Aidy, he’s amazing! You’d never think you were related.’ She said, ‘You didn’t tell me he’d been to
         Oxford.’


      
      I asked where Gracie was.

      
      ‘She’s next door with her Uncle Brett,’ said Daisy. ‘He’s wonderful with children.’

      
      I said, ‘What’s brought him here.’

      
      ‘His mother. I don’t know her name,’ she said.

      
      ‘Stick Insect,’ I said. ‘Otherwise known as Doreen Slater.’

      
      ‘Well, she’s dead. She died yesterday. Brett wanted to tell your dad himself, face to face. He’s so thoughtful,’ she said.

      
      ‘Stick Insect dead,’ I said, shocked. ‘Was it anorexia?’

      
      ‘Motorbike accident,’ said Daisy.

      
      ‘What was she doing on a motorbike?’ I asked.

      
      ‘According to Brett, she got in with a bad crowd.’

      
      ‘She must have been sixty at least. You don’t get in with a bad crowd when you’re sixty,’ I said.

      
      ‘You do if it’s the Bournemouth Chapter of the Hells Angels,’ said Daisy. She checked her reflection in the hall mirror, gave
         a little smile and went next door.


      
      I sat down on the bed and tried to control my breathing. Whenever I think about Brett Mole, I feel a deep sense of inadequacy.
         I remember that awful day in Skegness when my father told my mother that he had been having an affair with Doreen Slater and
         that she had just given birth to Brett. He is taller, better looking, better educated, he’s a sportsman par excellence, and
         he does something mysterious involving hedge funds (whatever they are) in London, Tokyo and New York that has made him immensely
         rich.


      
      My mother never stops telling me about the bungalow that Brett bought for Stick Insect. Apparently, all Doreen had to do was press a few buttons and the lights would come on, the curtains would close and music would play in every
         room.


      
      My mother used to sigh and say, ‘I wish…’ She never, ever finished the sentence but I know that her wish was that I had bought
         her a similar type of push-button house.


      
      I had a good wash, changed out of my cardigan, combed my hair and went next door.

      
      1 a.m.



      What a bore! How can anybody talk about themselves for four solid hours? I blame the women. Every time he appeared to be running
         out of things to say about himself either Daisy or my mother would ask him a question about his very fascinating life and
         he would be off again. Yak, yak, yak.


      
      How his lavatory in Tokyo washes and dries his bum automatically, what a great view he has of Central Park from his apartment
         in New York, how he loves to watch the boats on the river from the terrace of his Thames-side flat.


      
      He seems to know every chef in London, constantly talking about Gordon, Marco and Jamie. And, according to him, his name is
         embroidered on Tracey Emin’s tent.


      
      He has got the whitest teeth I have ever seen, freakishly white. They could light up our dark field. I suppose he is conventionally
         good looking in a sort of vacuous George Clooney way. He told us that his casual suit had been made from hairs gathered from the underbelly of a rare kind of ‘high-end’ goat that was found on the north side of a
         mountain in Tibet.


      
      I asked my half-brother why, since he had the latest communication devices, he had not bothered to get in touch for over two
         years? Did he not realize that this neglect had caused our father anguish? Brett turned a bit maudlin and accused my father
         – his father… our father – of neglecting him. My mother stuck up for my father by saying, ‘No, Brett, George was always fair. He neglected
         all of his children equally.’


      
      I could see that things might turn quite nasty, so I steered the conversation away from the rocks of our family dynamic towards
         the safe harbour of house prices.


      
      Brett told us that all three of his properties have doubled in value.

      
      I said, ‘Aren’t you afraid of the lessons of history, such as the South Sea Bubble?’

      
      ‘No,’ said Brett. He leaned towards me, giving me his full attention. ‘Tell me about it.’

      
      There was something about his intense gaze that drove all details of the South Sea Bubble out of my head. I stammered, ‘It’s
         something to do with overinflated bonds and a sort of eighteenth-century financial meltdown.’


      
      After an agonizingly long pause, during which everybody waited for me to provide details, Brett said, as though speaking in
         bullet points, ‘Company formed in 1711, each share one hundred pounds, peaked in August 1720, each share worth one thousand
         pounds, bubble burst September 1720, shares worth one hundred pounds. Main trade African slaves, big losers Sir Isaac Newton and Jonathan Swift, who wrote Gulliver’s Travels.’


      
      I said, ‘I know who wrote Gulliver’s Travels, I am a bookseller.’


      
      ‘Precisely. You’re working and living in the past, Adrian. You surround yourself with old books all day, and Daisy tells me
         you’re writing a medieval play. Wake up, smell the coffee, it’s time you made some serious money.’


      
      I said, ‘We’re very happy living in the country; we’re not materialists.’

      
      I looked at Daisy for affirmation, but she had not heard a word I’d said. She was admiring Brett’s shoes, which had apparently
         been hand-stitched by a nonagenarian in Venice.


      
      I continued, ‘Anyway, Paul Lewis of Money Box on Radio Four thinks that there’s a big recession on the way.’


      
      My mother said, ‘I know it’s coming. I can feel it in my bones, and I’ve been watching smokers. When people start to smoke
         a fag right down to the filter, you know the country’s in financial trouble. That’s why I’m hoarding rice and pasta, and boxes
         of candles.’


      
      Brett laughed. ‘Pauline, I work in finance all day and most of the night, I use Fibonacci retracements and extensions with
         the DeMark 9–5 countdown, with the addition of sophisticated mathematical equations. So forgive me if I discount the fag butts,
         Pauline.’


      
      My mother’s cheeks flushed. She changed the subject. ‘Did Doreen have “a good death”?’

      
      Brett took us in excruciating detail through Doreen’s death throes, claiming that her last words had been, ‘Lift me up so that I can see the buds on the trees.’

      
      This is when I first began to suspect that Brett Mole was an unreliable narrator:

      
               a)  Doreen died yesterday, long after the buds had developed into leaves.


         b)  I know for a fact that Doreen Slater hated trees. She used to say, ‘Look at them, they just stand there.’


            
      My father put himself to bed at ten o’clock, which is early for him.

      
      My mother said, ‘Poor George, he wants to grieve for Doreen.’

      
      I don’t think it was grief that sent him to his bed early, I think it was yawn-inducing, brain-deadening, buttock-clenching
         BOREDOM.


      
      At 11.45 a young man with blond highlights knocked on the door. Brett introduced him as Logan, ‘my driver’, kissed everybody
         on both cheeks and nuzzled Gracie (who was sleeping in my arms), whispered, ‘Dors bien, ma petite,’ then climbed into the back of his car and was driven away. Stick Insect’s funeral is next week.


      
      When we got home and had put the sleeping Gracie into bed, Daisy said, ‘Brett has invited us to stay with him in Bournemouth
         after the funeral.’


      
      I said, ‘No thank you. He’s got to be the most boring man in England.’

      
      ‘Boring?’ she said. ‘I thought he was totally fascinating. And he was so funny about Guy Ritchie and Madonna.’

      
      My wife baffles me.

      
      
      
      
      Friday 10th August

      
      
      Daisy managed to mention Brett’s name at least a dozen times before I left for work.

      
      As I was putting my cycle clips on in the hall, I heard her on the phone to my mother, speculating on whether Brett was gay
         or not. ‘There was no mention of a wife or girlfriend,’ said Daisy. ‘And he’s incredibly well groomed.’


      
      
      
      
      Monday 13th August

      
      
      I went to see Nigel and asked if I could borrow his car. He refused, saying that the last time I borrowed it I brought it
         back with the petrol tank empty.


      
      I said, ‘What’s it to you? You can’t use the car yourself – you’re blind, as is your life partner, Lance.’

      
      Nigel said, ‘He might not be my life partner for ever. I might fall in love with somebody with good sight and a driving licence.’

      
      I said, ‘In that case, stop introducing Lance as “My Life Partner”.’

      
      Nigel said, ‘Yes, I should. He’s getting far too complacent, he’s let himself go a bit, he’s now only shaving every other day.’

      
      After I’d promised to return the car with a full tank, Nigel reluctantly agreed to let me borrow it ‘for a couple of days’.

      
      As I left, I passed Lance in the kitchen. He was at the sink, wearing a shirt and tie, football shorts and old man’s slippers.

      
      Cut down on liquids. Only ten visits today.

      
      
      
      
      Thursday 16th August

      
      
      In the week between Brett breaking the tragic news and Doreen Slater’s funeral there has been much agonizing about the etiquette
         involved. Would it be even proper for my father to attend the funeral of his ex-mistress? And should my mother accompany my
         father? Did the fact that I was Brett’s half-brother justify my place in a pew at the crematorium, and was it right that my
         wife should accompany me? And did her grandfather’s ex-mistress’s funeral justify Gracie having a day off from nursery?


      
      Google tells me that Mangold Parva to Bournemouth is a distance of 175.7 miles and should take three hours and forty-six minutes.

      
      I am allowing three toilet stops at approximately ten minutes per stop, then an additional ten minutes for getting the wheelchair in and out of the boot, thus working out that because the funeral is at 11.30 we will need to leave
         the pigsties at 7.04 a.m. on the dot.


      
      
      
      
      Friday 17th August

      
      
      Left on time but had to queue for half an hour to get on to the M1 at junction 21. Why are there so many idiots on the motorway,
         getting in the way of legitimate travellers? Isn’t it time that the government bit the bullet and made lorries travel in tunnels
         underground? If they can run a train under the English Channel, surely we could have subterranean lorry routes connecting
         the major cities and towns.


      
      To save money we ate our own sandwiches on the way. I thought it was incredibly selfish of my father to insist on Camembert
         as his main filling. Even before my mother opened the Tupperware box the smell was bad. When the lid was removed, Gracie started
         to cry. I immediately opened the windows, and everybody screamed at me to close them again.


      
      I made up some of the lost time on the A43, but the traffic was slow going round Oxford, then it speeded up on the A34 down
         to Newbury.


      
      We arrived at Stick Insect’s bungalow just as the hearse pulled up with the coffin inside. There were dozens of motorbikes
         parked in the driveway and many people clad in black leather talking quietly in groups.


      
      By the time I’d got the wheelchair out and put my father in it, the hearse was ready to leave for the crematorium. There was no time to have a look at the interior of the amazing
         labour-saving bungalow. The outside looked very unprepossessing, and the sea view was rather dull in my opinion, there were
         no breakers, and no waves. The sea was just lying there doing nothing much.


      
      The Hells Angels were not so much angels as baby boomers. They were mostly grey-haired under their helmets. They gave Doreen’s
         coffin a motorcycle escort, which turned a few heads as we processed along the front.


      
      At the crematorium, a tall man with a familiar face gave me an order of service with Stick Insect’s photograph on the front
         and said, ‘Hello, Adrian, I’m Maxwell – Doreen’s elder son.’


      
      ‘Maxwell House!’ I exclaimed.

      
      He said, testily, ‘Nobody calls me that now.’

      
      I gave him my condolences.

      
      He said, ‘She had it coming to her. She rode that bike like a maniac.’

      
      Brett was already sitting in a pew at the front, sobbing ostentatiously. When my mother pushed my father down the aisle, Doreen’s
         side of the family gave a collective grumble of disapproval. My father kept his eyes down, as though he was particularly interested
         in the flagstone floor.


      
      There was confusion about where we, the Moles, should sit. In the end we sat immediately behind Brett. Then Meat Loaf filled
         the little chapel with ‘Bat out of Hell’ and a man with long greasy hair and black leathers came in from a side door and climbed into the pulpit. He said that Doreen had requested in her will that she should have a
         humanist service because, I quote, ‘After George Mole left me, and went back to his wife, I knew there was no God.’


      
      All heads turned to look at my father, who bowed his head even further. My mother, in contrast, stared people down defiantly
         and muttered under her breath, ‘He knew which side his bread was buttered.’


      
      The humanist, who said his name was Rick, invited various people to come to the front and say a few words. Maxwell House (Stick
         Insect’s illegitimate first son) got up and said that although his mother had suffered depression after George Mole left her,
         in later years she had found great happiness and companionship in the Bournemouth Chapter.


      
      Her last boyfriend Yeovil Tony’s voice broke as he told the congregation that he had asked Doreen to marry him, but she had
         refused, saying, ‘No, I live in hope that George Mole might come back to me.’ Tears glistened in his eyes as he said, ‘She
         was a lovely lady.’


      
      Then Robbie Williams sang ‘Angels’ and Brett came to the front and said his mother had lived a very difficult life. Her anorexia
         had caused her a lot of misery, some unkind people had taunted her, and called her Stick Insect. He said, ‘Yes, it’s true
         that my mother’s heart had been broken by my father, George Mole, but I think I managed to make her last years happier. I
         imported a Harley-Davidson for her sixtieth birthday, and she became a well-known Bournemouth character.’


      
      
         
         
         *

         
         


      
      Afterwards we went back to the bungalow with the rest of the mourners. Brett had paid for caterers. Most of the food consisted
         of towers of vegetables, and my father grumbled, ‘I don’t recognise any of this stuff. Is there a bit of ham or a pork pie,
         son?’


      
      Suddenly the curtains began to open and close, the lights went on and off, and music blasted through the speakers which were
         in every room of the house. The mood controller remote could not be found, even though everybody searched thoroughly for it.
         My mother tried to wrestle the curtains open but Brett screamed, ‘Step away from the curtains, Pauline! You’ll ruin the delicate
         electronic timers.’


      
      The journey back was complicated by the fact that each of my family’s respective bladders needed emptying at different times.
         In all we stopped on nine different occasions. At Watford Gap Services, when Daisy searched for a wet wipe in Gracie’s bag,
         she found Brett’s mood controller.


      
      Gracie denied hiding it there.

      
      My mother said, ‘If you carry on lying, our Gracie, your nose will grow like Pinocchio’s.’

      
      Gracie said, ‘I don’t care. I want to be a wooden boy.’


      
      I said, sotto voce to Daisy, ‘I’m going to ring the school psychology service on Monday.’

      
      There was a ray of sunshine at the end of a gloomy day when Glenn rang from Afghanistan. He is coming home in ten days. When
         he asked me if I’d been to Dude’s yet and spoken to Tiny Curtis, I lied and told him that I had. I will have to go next week.


      
      As we were falling asleep, I told Daisy that I was envious of Brett’s vast wealth.

      
      She said, ‘He’s empty inside, Adrian. He says he envies you.’

      
      ‘Me,’ I said, ‘Why?’

      
      ‘Because you’re married to me,’ Daisy said. Then she turned over and was almost instantly asleep. I lay awake, listening to
         my mother coughing through the party wall. At 3.10 a.m. a lone bird started to sing. The song was somehow heartbreaking in
         the pre-dawn darkness.


      
      
      
      
      Sunday 19th August

      
      
      We cycled four miles through idyllic countryside, me towing Gracie in her little trailer past fields where harvesters were
         turning corn into bales of hay, to Beeby on the Wold to Daisy’s dad’s house, to give him the ‘dozen sturdy white handkerchiefs’
         he had requested for his birthday. It’s a few months since I saw him in person and I was shocked at how old he suddenly looks.
         He has taken the failure of Orgobeet very badly.


      
      Daisy warned him not to put the last of his money into all that beetroot crushing machinery, but he was full of bombast as
         usual and refused to listen to any advice.


      
      When he went on Dragons’ Den and asked for £250,000 for 10 per cent of the business, the TV Dragons told him to cut his losses and pour the beetroot juice down the drain, but he shouted at them that they were shortsighted fools and
         that one day they would see his name in the Sunday Times Rich List. The episode was never shown – apparently, the Scots dragon with the health clubs, Duncan Bannatyne, turned nasty.


      
      Michael Flowers was in his study on the telephone, having a maudlin conversation with his ex-wife, Netta. He had a glass of
         Orgobeet at his elbow. It looked as though he was wearing carmine lipstick – quite an unsettling sight. One of Orgobeet’s
         disadvantages is that it stains the lips. Gracie refused to sit on his knee and said, ‘Grandpa looks like a lady with a beard.’


      
      His house is too big and dark to be comfortable, as he will only burn low-energy light bulbs. And he doesn’t believe in central
         heating, claiming that it robs Mother Earth of her precious resources. So we sat in the kitchen, huddled round the log-fired
         Aga, and looked out at the rain, waiting for Flowers to finish his phone call and join us for his birthday tea. Daisy had
         made him a cake and allowed Gracie to decorate it with ‘Happy Birthday, U R 62’.


      
      Sixty-two! And the man still wears his hair in a ponytail.

      
      I feigned interest in his remaining stock of Orgobeet and he took me out to the garage to show me the casks.

      
      ‘My only hope now,’ he said, ‘is that an arsonist should set the garage on fire.’

      
      He lifted a grey straggling eyebrow, and looked pointedly at me. I asked him if he had taken out business insurance.

      
      Flowers snarled, ‘Do I look like a fool? Of course, can one do anything in this hideous modern world without insurance? Don’t
         the insurance companies have us all by our balls? Yet when I claimed for a stolen camcorder, the bastards refused to pay out.’


      
      ‘But that’s because you had never had a camcorder, so you couldn’t furnish the Zurich with a Currys receipt as proof of purchase,’
         I said.


      
      ‘There was a time when a gentleman’s word was his honour,’ he boomed.

      
      ‘But you were lying to Currys,’ I protested.

      
      ‘They weren’t to know that,’ he said through gritted teeth.

      
      He is an impossible man.

      
      As we walked back to the house, he asked me if I had sorted out my tax affairs. I told him that I had written to Gordon Brown
         again and was expecting a reply any day.


      
      He said, ‘I hope you didn’t mention that I was your father-in-law.’

      
      When Daisy’s sister Marigold turned up with Brain-box Henderson, her husband, my spirits were lowered further. I cannot get
         over the fact that I was once engaged to Marigold. I had a narrow escape. Neither of the Hendersons likes children, preferring
         to spend their spare time as active members of the Star Trek fan club. Both are fluent in Klingon and converse in it when they share a private joke, which I think is the height of rudeness.


      
      
         
         
         *

         
         


      
      Tea was a gloomy affair.

      
      Daisy said, ‘Only three years to go before you retire, Dad.’

      
      He laughed scornfully and said, ‘If I live that long.’

      
      Daisy said, alarmed, ‘Are you dying, Dad?’

      
      Flowers said, ‘We’re all dying, Daisy. Nobody is immortal.’


      
      Gracie said, ‘Are you going to die soon?’

      
      Flowers gazed out of the window and said, ‘Who knows?’

      
      After tea Gracie entertained the company with her improvised one-woman High School Musical show. She ‘sang’, in an appalling American accent, into a pink plastic microphone which amplified her voice. When any of
         us lost concentration, Gracie would shout, ‘Look at me! Look at me!’


      
      As she frolicked in the big bay window of the sitting room, drawing the dusty velvet curtains between scenes, I envied the
         child’s self-confidence. I can remember fleeing from the house at family parties when my parents urged me to recite my poetry.


      
      On the way home I told Daisy that she could visit her father alone in future.

      
      She said, ‘That’s so unfair, I put up with your parents every day of my life.’

      
      Later that night we climbed into our cold marital bed in silence, and turned away from each other.

      
      
      
      
      Monday 20th August

      
      
      After work I bumped into Dr Pearce outside the bookshop. She was struggling to carry a large box which contained a single
         goose down duvet (9 togs), and I offered to wheel it to her car. I could not help but notice that her breasts were rather
         prominent in her low-necked summer frock, and I had a vision of her slipping naked under the duvet. My mouth went dry and
         I developed a tremor in my left hand, the one holding the box on the saddle of my bike. We walked to her car and I helped
         to put the box in the hatchback. Each time I attempted to leave she engaged me in conversation, telling me that she was enjoying
         the long summer holiday. She volunteered that she was the mother of four children and that her youngest had just moved from
         a cot to his first bed.


      
      I had another vision of Dr Pearce, haggard and harassed, stumbling from her bed to quell the noise of several bawling children.
         I said goodbye, mounted my bike and left.


      
      When I got home, Daisy, Gracie, my mother and father were sitting outside in the early evening sun. I went into my parents’
         house to find another deckchair and couldn’t help but notice my mother’s handbag was on the hall table, with her manuscript
         poking out.


      
      
      
      CHAPTER SIX

      
      I Escape

      
      
      On the night of my twelfth birthday, administering a brutal beating, my parents took it in turns to beat me with the buckle
         end of Father’s leather belt. I lay in the dark in the understairs cupboard, where I slept on a pile of rags, and planned
         my escape. I heard my parents speak of the town Spalding and, judging by the way in which they spoke of it, I surmised that
         Spalding was a gateway to the world. I planned to make my way there as soon the fractures in my ribs had healed.


      
      I had no clothes apart from potato sacks with holes cut for my head and arms, and no shoes apart from sandals made from old
         lorry tyres and rope. Why did nobody notice my neglect? Shouldn’t my teacher have enquired as to why I was the only child
         not in school uniform? Did no social worker drive by as I was pulling a laden potato cart with a yoke across my slim shoulders?


      
      
      
      
      
      Friday 24th August

      
      
      A family came into the shop this afternoon. Judging by vividly coloured cheap clothes, trainers etc. and low brows I would
         guess socio-economically they were CDs.


      
      All but one of the children displayed Attention Deficit Disorder. The mother, who was missing several teeth, said to the exceptional
         child, a tall grave-faced boy, ‘Why have you chose this shop?’ She looked around suspiciously.


      
      ‘I want to buy a book,’ said the child.

      
      ‘You’ve gorra book,’ said the mother.

      
      ‘I want another one,’ the child insisted.

      
      At this point I intervened and led the boy to the children’s classics section. The mother drummed her fingers on the counter,
         impatiently. The father sighed deeply, went outside and lit a cigarette.


      
      I demonstrated to the boy how he should handle a hardback book, and asked him if he was interested in pirates.

      
      ‘Yeah, I seen the film,’ he said.

      
      I found a copy of Treasure Island. He opened it and leafed through, reading a few lines, moving his lips.


      
      ‘You might find bits of it hard, but it’s worth persevering,’ I said.

      
      He looked at the coloured illustration. Long John Silver was crowing over a treasure chest. He took a £10 note out of his
         pocket. I almost said the book cost £15, but instead I kept quiet.


      
      After I had paid the money into the till, the mother said, ‘Don’t he get no change out of a tenner?’

      
      I said, ‘No, sorry.’

      
      As they were leaving the shop, the mother said, ‘You must be bleddy mad, spending your birthday money on a book.’

      
      
      
      
      Saturday 25th August

      
      
      I told Daisy that I would be very late home because I had to call in at Dude’s nightclub and attempt to contact Tiny Curtis.

      
      She said, ‘I could meet you there, it’s ages since we danced together.’

      
      I said, ‘I don’t intend to enjoy myself, Daisy. I’m simply doing an errand for Glenn.’

      
      She put her arms around my neck and kissed me and said, ‘Do you remember how we used to dance, before we were married?’

      
      I said, ‘Yes, we were naked and I never wanted to let you go. I thought about you day and night. I lost half a stone in weight,
         colours were more vivid and everything I heard or read reminded me of you.’


      
      Gracie came between us and pushed us apart, saying, ‘Stop kissing.’

      
      Had she not interfered, we might have made love. It would have been worth being late for work.

      
      
      
      
      Sunday 26th August

            
      1 a.m.

    
      
      Not being a regular clubber, I hadn’t realized that Dude’s did not even open its doors until 11.30.

      
      Leicester city centre was like the Wild West. I tried to find a quiet pub where I could sit and read my book, but there was
         nowhere. In the end I went to Wayne Wong’s and had the Special Dinner for One. I asked Wayne if I could swap sweet and sour chicken for beef in black bean sauce, but
         to my astonishment (this is a man I have known for thirty years!) he refused, saying, ‘If I do it for you, Moley, I’ll have
         to do it for everybody and we’ll be in chaos – chaos.’


      
      Wayne has not aged well, he has lost most of his hair and has ballooned in weight and now looks like the Michelin Man.

      
      When he brought me my meal, I said, ‘Did you ever achieve your ambition of owning a Lamborghini?’

      
      ‘No,’ said Wayne, ‘but thanks for reminding me.’

      
      I asked if he knew what time ‘Dude’s’ opened its doors. ‘Do I look like somebody what would know that?’ said Wayne. ‘I’m in
         this place twenty-four seven. I work my bollocks off.’


      
      I said, ‘Money is not everything, Wayne.’

      
      He flicked a stray noodle off the tablecloth and said, ‘Money is everything, Moley. I got two kids at private school, parents in a nursing home and I’ve just had to replace two koi carp
         at five hundred quid a throw.’


      
      At eleven o’clock I was outside Dude’s. The doors were still closed. A queue started to form behind me.

      
      A youth in a string vest came up to me and said, ‘You won’t get in looking like that, Bro, you’re violating the code.’

      
      A girl shrieked, ‘No Burberry!’

      
      I took my M&S Burberry scarf off and stuffed it into a pocket.

      
      At exactly 11.30 the doors opened, releasing a blast of stale air, and a handsome black giant put portable stands and a velvet rope across the door. I approached him and he said,
         ‘Easy, professor, we ain’t open yet.’


      
      I asked him if he knew Tiny Curtis.

      
      He said, ‘That’s me.’

      
      I said, ‘I’m here with a message from Afghanistan.’

      
      The giant laughed.

      
      ‘I’m Glenn’s dad,’ I said.

      
      Tiny checked, ‘Glenn Glenn?’


      
      ‘Yes, I’m Glenn’s dad, Mr Mole.’

      
      A girl near the front of the queue shouted, ‘Let us in, Curtis. It’s freezin’ out here.’

      
      ‘He wants the girl he was with last time he was in to contact him in Afghanistan,’ I said.

      
      The giant took the slip of paper with Glenn’s BFPO address and mobile number. ‘That would be Finley-Rose,’ he said. ‘I’ll
         let her know. I appreciate what your boy’s doing for us out there, Mr Mole.’


      
      I wished him goodnight, collected my bike from the bookshop and cycled home.

      
      Daisy hadn’t waited up for me.

      
      
      
      
      Monday 27th August

      
      
      The Jeremy Kyle Show has written to my mother, inviting her to appear on the programme to ‘settle once and for all the question of your daughter
         Rosie’s paternity’. She has not told my father because she thinks it would kill him, and has sworn me and Daisy to secrecy.
         If my mother agrees to go on The Jeremy Kyle Show, I will have to leave the village, the country, Europe.


      
      Apparently, Mr Lucas – my mother’s one-time lover – contacted the show, claiming to be Rosie’s real father. I got a text from
         Rosie in the middle of a staff meeting at the bookshop.


      
      
         Hoo the fk is Alan Lucas?



      
      Before I could reply, another text pinged through from Daisy.

      
      
         Come home soonest. Yr mum in bits.



      
      Mr Carlton-Hayes must have sensed my agitation because he paused in his introduction of the new titles and said, ‘Adrian,
         has your telephone conveyed bad news?’


      
      I said, ‘The Jeremy Kyle Show have been in touch with my mother.’


      
      There was an audible gasp from Hitesh, the work experience boy that Mr Carlton-Hayes had agreed to take on in a weak moment
         when I was not in the shop. He understood the significance of The Jeremy Kyle Show. However, Mr Carlton-Hayes does not own a television and relies on The Archers for his knowledge of current affairs. In Mr Carlton-Hayes’s world, Wagner’s Ring cycle is popular culture.


      
      I explained to him that The Jeremy Kyle Show is a television programme that encourages not-very-bright people to confront other inadequate people with their grievances. Issues
         of adultery and the paternity of children are increasingly solved by the miscreants taking lie detector or DNA tests. People
         cry and scream and are confronted by angry former loved ones who are spurred on by Jeremy Kyle himself.


      
      Mr Carlton-Hayes looked bewildered. ‘But why would a person agree to such an unpleasant public exhibition?’ he asked, genuinely
         wanting to know.


      
      
      
      
      Tuesday 28th August

      
      
      Email from Rosie:

      
      
      Hi, Bro

      
      Listen, a bloke rang me on the landline and told me that he was my real dad. His name is Alan Lucas. He said that he was Mum’s
         lover in the eighties. He said that you and him got on like a house on fire and that he took you on holiday to Scotland and
         bought you a Swiss army knife, with seventeen attachments. Is this true? He wants to meet me and ‘forge a relationship’. He
         says he is lonely and hasn’t got nobody in his life. He says he has been unlucky with women. They have all turned out to be
         evil scheming bitches who have taken his money, houses and cars and left him with nothing. I am severely pissed off with BT.
         I went ex-directory to avoid this sort of shit. I was hanging on the end of my phone for fucking months trying to go ex-directory, what a fucking waste of time that was. Do you think I can get some compensation? I missed signing on today because of his phone call.


      
      Love U,

      
      Rosie



      
      I emailed back:

      
      
      
      Dear Rosie

      
      As usual, you are failing to grasp what is important and what is not. You should be exercised by the fact that ‘Rat Fink’
         Lucas is claiming to be your father. (Yes, I remember him well. The Swiss army knife did have seventeen attachments. The scissors
         once came in handy when I caught my pubes in a zip, only minutes before my second wedding.)


      
      The fact that Lucas somehow came by your landline number is of trifling importance. Surely you can see this? What is causing
         me anguish is Lucas’s assertion that you are his child. This could kill Dad (George Mole). You have always been his favourite.
         Whatever happens, Rosie, please don’t tell Mum and (especially) Dad about Lucas’s call.


      
      
      
      
      Wednesday 29th August

      
      
      Another email from Rosie:

      
      
      Aidy, Mi Bro

      
      Yeah, perhaps it’s a nightmare about Alan Lucas claiming to be my dad. But if you think that BT giving out information about
         their customers is ethical, then I feel sorry for you. We live in a Stalinist society, Adrian, watched and spied on 24/7.
         Quite honestly, Aidy, at the end of the day it doesn’t matter whose sperm fertilised Mum’s egg. Rizla says he is getting bad
         vibes from you and your emails. He says that Lucas sounds like he’s a cool dude. Rizla’s women have let him down, it’s the
         reason why he can’t work. The women have taken all his confidence away.


      
      I think Dad ought to be told, Adrian. Me and Rizla believe in being totally honest.

      
      I replied:

      
      Rosie, I’ll be honest. Rizla is a lazy middle-aged poseur who smokes so much skunk that his brain is a scrambled mess of paranoia
         and self-pity.


      
      I beg you, do nothing until I talk to you in person. Where will you be this evening?

      
      Aidy

      
      Aidy

      
      Rizla says that you are a typical bourgeois and materialist who lives a lie and colludes with society to ‘stifle the world
         of the dreamer’. He asks if you could send him some money so that he can buy a hundred toilet rolls. He is making an installation.
         He wants to wrap toilet paper around a BMW car for an exhibition in December. He has written to various artists and Tate Modern
         but they have all turned him down. He has been offered various cheap brands but he is holding out for Andrex. Two hundred
         quid should cover it.


      
      Love,

      
      Rosie

      
      PS: If you know anybody with a BMW who wants to sponsor an artistic genius, please let me know.

      
      PPS: As for the identity of my real father, Rizla says that sperm is universal and that in the end we all have the same mother
         and the same father. He says that he would welcome the opportunity to go on The Jeremy Kyle Show and present the country with his manifesto.


      
      I showed this latest email to Daisy, who snorted, ‘He’s ten years behind the times. The Black Box Gallery in Shoreditch exhibited
         a Robin Reliant wrapped in ASDA’s Own Brand!’


      
      I pointed out to Daisy that the art installation was not the most important detail in Rosie’s rambling email. I said, ‘This
         could actually kill my father.’


      
      Daisy muttered under her breath, ‘We all have to die someday.’

      
      I rang my mother on her mobile and arranged to meet her in The Bear. I stressed that I wanted to talk to her and her alone.
         We walked to the pub in a stiff breeze, under a constant fall of gold, brown and red leaves. My mother complained that we
         were now in autumn and that we had never had a summer.


      
      
      
      Midnight

      
      
      Spent most of the evening outside in the cold. My mother said she could not talk about Lucas, Rosie or The Jeremy Kyle Show without smoking ‘many, many cigarettes’. We sat at an incredibly uncomfortable picnic table, under an inadequate parasol
         advertising Carling Black Label. We hardly had any time to talk privately. Smokers kept coming out to join us, including The
         Right Honourable Hugo Fairfax-Lycett from Fairfax Hall, who complimented my mother on her leopard-skin raincoat and matching
         hat. He drawled, ‘Bloody tiresome having to pop out for a puff every five minutes. One wants to support the local pub, but
         what’s a drink without one’s packet of cigs and one’s Ronson on the table in front of one?’


      
      My mother went into a diatribe about New Labour’s propensity for ‘spoiling our simple pleasures’.

      
      Fairfax-Lycett went on about fox-hunting, banning conkers and political correctness. Normally this kind of talk would act like a red rag to a bull, and I dreaded my mother’s reaction. But to my astonishment, she nodded and simpered
         as she gazed into Fairfax-Lycett’s battered but aristocratic face. When he offered her a Dunhill, I noticed that their hands
         touched, and when he lit her cigarette, they exchanged a look. I have seen that look before and it always presages disaster.


      
      On the way home, as we circumnavigated the potholes in the lane, I managed to stress that she must on no account agree to
         an appearance on The Jeremy Kyle Show. I made her promise on Gracie’s life that she would not even speak to anybody from the production team, should they be in
         touch.


      
      She said, ‘It would be an opportunity to clear the air.’

      
      I said, ‘If you need the air clearing, buy an extractor fan. But on no account are you to wash our family’s linen in public.’

      
      My mother said, ‘Adrian, to be honest, I’ve always wondered who Rosie’s dad was. She hasn’t got the Mole awkwardness. You
         know, that gormlessness, that cack-handedness, the inability to walk through the china section of a department store without
         your coat catching on something valuable…’


      
      This referred to the time when I was eight years old and dislodged a Wedgwood soup tureen with the sleeve of my too-big winter
         overcoat in John Lewis in Leicester.


      
      I said, ‘More to the point, Rosie is the spitting image of Rat Fink Lucas: that dark skin, black hair, brown eyes. She’s always
         been a cuckoo in the nest, Mum.’


      
      We continued walking in silence until we got to our respective front doors. I could hear the theme music to Big Brother blasting from the television in my parents’ house and the mournful tones of ‘Hallelujah’ seeping through the crack in my
         own front door.


      
      When Daisy enters a Leonard Cohen phase, it means trouble for me.

      
      
      
      
      
      Thursday 30th August

      
      
      In the middle of the night I got up to pee and found Daisy on her laptop in the living room. Leonard Cohen was mumbling in
         the background about somebody called Alexandra who was leaving.


      
      When she saw me, she clicked on the screensaver and said, ‘You should take that bladder to the doctor’s, Adrian.’ I pointed
         out to her that it was 4 a.m. and she said, ‘I prefer to keep rock ’n’ roll hours.’


      
      The bed was cold when I returned to it. Melancholy autumn is closing in on us.

      
      
      
      
      Friday 31st August

      
      
      Took Daisy home a present of Nigella’s How to Be a Domestic Goddess.


      
      She muttered a thank you and opened it at random, then said, ‘Anchovies, I hate anchovies,’ and closed it again.

      
      I was cut to the core and had to leave the room before I said something.

      
      The house was very untidy and the sink was full of dirty pots. When I mildly asked Daisy what she had been doing all day,
         she went into a tirade about me having Obsessive Compulsive Disorder, and said that all civilised people had a dishwasher.
         I listened to The Archers as I ploughed through the washing up – Ruth Archer is having trouble with her prosthesis, she plans to talk to David about
         having breast reconstruction. The running water made me go to the loo twice, which is ridiculous. There is obviously a nervous
         causation because, after I have voided urine, my bladder still feels full. Perhaps I should see a therapist.


      
      There is nobody I can talk to about my problems, apart from Nigel. After checking my bank balance online (£349.31 overdrawn),
         I rang and asked if I could call in and see him on my way home from work tomorrow. He grudgingly agreed.


      
      Gracie was in her bedroom playing at social workers with her dolls. Barbie and Ken were each married to one of the Bratz dolls
         and Sindy (dressed in a business suit and carrying a briefcase) was threatening to take Barbie’s child (Baby Annabelle) into
         care. The fact that Baby Annabelle dwarfs spindly Barbie does not seem to bother Gracie. Where does my little daughter get
         her knowledge of social work practice? I intuit the influence of my mother, who is fond of relating lurid anecdotes about
         the unfortunates who live in the council houses in the village. I stayed and watched Gracie’s game until Baby Annabelle had been taken to live with Paddington Bear and his
         wife (a purple My Little Pony) in their Wendy house/orphanage. Whilst playing the part of best man at Postman Pat and Tinky
         Winky’s wedding, I told Gracie that most mummies and daddies love each other and their children. I asked her why she didn’t
         play happy families, but she didn’t answer and busied herself by fiddling with Postman Pat’s bridal veil.


      
      
      2 a.m.



      Made my usual moves on Daisy tonight, i.e. stroked outer thigh, kneaded shoulder, but she did not respond. After a while I
         gave up and turned my back on her.


      
      
      
      
      Saturday 1st September

      
      
      We were busy in the bookshop today. Only half of the customers were mad. When one such madman came in asking for a book on
         UFOs, and on the way to the shelf told me that he had seen seven-foot extraterrestrials walking around a field outside Market
         Harborough, I handed him over to Hitesh, who believes that the American CIA exploded the Twin Towers.


      
      Nigel and Lance Lovett were watching Hollyoaks in the dark when I arrived. I know it’s unreasonable, but it annoys me that they do not switch any of their lights on. When I remarked that it was strange to see two blind men ‘watching’ television, Nigel said, ‘We can still hear the sound effects
         and dialogue, Moley, and we only have to pay half the licence fee.’


      
      God knows what they get out of listening to Hollyoaks. The sound consists of slamming doors, sobbing, fighting, love making and revelations about the paternity of children. When
         the adverts came on, Nigel turned the sound down and gave me his full attention. I had wanted to talk to him alone, but Lance
         made no attempt to leave us and I could hardly ask a blind man to go somewhere and sit in the dark, so I told them both about
         my many and various problems, starting with The Jeremy Kyle Show and finishing with Daisy’s obvious unhappiness. Nigel said (using, to my mind, an excessive amount of metaphor), ‘You’ve
         taken a rare orchid and shut her away in a dark outhouse. You haven’t nourished her or paid her enough attention. Is it any
         wonder that her roots are struggling to survive? Daisy is a trapped bird whose wings have been broken, she is a Fabergé egg
         that you have boiled for four minutes and eaten for your breakfast.’


      
      I stopped him just as he was embarking on a new metaphor to do with Daisy being a submerged volcano.

      
      Lance said, ‘I had a long conversation on the phone with Daisy this morning. She said that your love life is like the Kalahari
         Desert. She said that you struggle through shifting sands to the summit of a dune but rarely reach it together.’


      
      Nigel and Lance found this amusing.

      
      I said, ‘I am shocked and feel betrayed to hear that my wife has been blabbing out the most intimate details of our love life.’

      
      Nigel said, airily, ‘Don’t get your boxers in a tangle, women always tell gay men their most intimate secrets.’

      
      ‘We are the keepers of the knowledge,’ Lance said, ‘and he’s not talking about interior design.’

      
      They laughed again.

      
      I looked around their living room. Somehow, although unable to see, they have managed to coordinate the carpet, curtains and
         cushions.


      
      Do gay men have an extra, soft-furnishing gene?

      
      When I got home, my mother was there talking to Daisy about the Lucas/Jeremy Kyle problem. I was alarmed that they seemed
         to be considering the benefits of, as my mother said, ‘getting it all out in the open and finally having closure’. I spoke
         passionately and, I think, eloquently about the benefits of keeping family secrets hidden and unresolved, but they looked
         at me with what I can only describe as incredulous pity and resumed their discussion. Gracie was next door with my father,
         watching a DVD of The Wizard of Oz for the 79th time (my father keeps count) so I went into the kitchen and resumed work on Plague!. I wrote a monologue for a plague victim.


      
      
      
      SCENE VI

      
      
      
         Village Green, Mangold Parva. It is market day. A pack of dogs cross from stage left and exit stage right. A chicken comes to centre stage and lays an egg, then exits stage right. Villagers are selling
               and buying produce. It begins to snow. A plague victim staggers from stage left and addresses the audience. The villagers
               draw back in fear.



      
      PLAGUE VICTIM (addressing audience): Ay, see thee draw yon selves away from my poor diseased body. No man nor woman will touch my putrid
         flesh, nor will they give me comfort and kindly words. Death waits around the corner for me, for no man can survive once the
         plague hath touched him. I do not want to leave this world. There are many delights I have not seen. I have heard that to
         the east there be a sea where ships do sail to foreign lands, to the south a pile of holy rocks they do call Stonehenge and
         to the west there lieth the great city of Leicester where there are many glittering buildings of such magnificence that humble
         folk do rub their eyes in wonder thinking that what they see is but a dream.


      
               A peasant woman approaches the plague victim.



      
      PEASANT WOMAN: Be gone, ye diabolical plague victim! Take thy filthy personage to a hole and die! Thou art not fit to be in a public place!


      
    GODFRIED pushes through the crowd to centre stage.

      
      GODFRIED: Have mercy on this poor wretch. Hath he not flesh like yours? Hath he not a heart and soul and loins that God hath made?


      
    GODFRIED holds his arms out and approaches the plague victim.

      
      GODFRIED: Come to me, scurrilous one. I will embrace your common humanity.


      
    GODFRIED embraces the plague victim. There is a gasp from the crowd. The pack of dogs enter stage left and surround GODFRIED
            and the plague victim. The dogs act in unison, and dip their heads as if in prayer.

      
      I’m quite pleased with this. It may be difficult to get the dogs to lower their heads simultaneously, but there is plenty
         of time to train them. The chicken may be more problematical.


      
      
      
      
      
      Monday 3rd September

      
      
      Daisy rang me at work to say that she had rung the surgery at 8 a.m. for an appointment re my bladder but that the line was
         constantly engaged.


      
      When she finally got through, Mrs Leech, the receptionist, said, ‘It’s eight thirty-five. You must ring before eight thirty
         to book an appointment.’ When Daisy pointed out that she had been trying since eight o’clock, Mrs Leech said, ‘If I don’t
         keep to the rules, it will be anarchy here.’ When Daisy asked if she would make an appointment for tomorrow morning, Mrs Leech said, ‘No, you must ring
         tomorrow between eight and eight thirty.’


      
      Daisy admitted to me that she had muttered a swear word and that Mrs Leech had said, ‘I heard that, Mrs Mole. Perhaps you
         ought to know that our conversation is being recorded for the purpose of staff training.’


      
      Daisy said that, as she had not given her permission for her voice to be recorded, she would be making a formal complaint
         to the BMA.


      
      In my opinion, it is always a mistake to antagonize a doctor’s receptionist.

      
      
      
      
      Tuesday 4th September

      
      
      Started ringing the surgery at 7.59 a.m. Mrs Leech answered immediately and told me that I must ring again at 8 a.m.

      
      Rang at 8 a.m. The line was engaged. Rang again at 8.15 whilst cycling to work. Got through at 8.25 but couldn’t make myself
         heard to Mrs Leech because at that very moment a fire engine passed me with its siren blaring. Rose on to the pavement and
         dismounted but Mrs Leech had disconnected the call. Tried again but line busy. It’s a good job I am not suffering a serious
         illness that requires immediate treatment.


      
      
         
         
         *

         
         


      
      Got through at 8.31, to be told by Mrs Leech that it was too late to make an appointment.

      
      10.15 p.m.

      
      Dr Pearce has just rung me on my mobile to ask if the shop has a copy of Yes, I Would Like to Have Sex With You. I was very surprised to hear from her, especially as it was such a late hour for a phone call from a mere acquaintance.


      
      Unfortunately, Daisy overheard me say ‘yes, I would like to have sex with you’ as I was writing it down. When I put the phone
         down, after I had told Dr Pearce that I would ‘deal with your request tomorrow’, Daisy burst into the kitchen and accused
         me of having an affair. I protested my innocence but she screamed, ‘I heard you with my own ears, you cheating bastard!’


      
      I informed her that Yes, I Would Like to Have Sex With You was subtitled A Teenager’s Guide to The First Sexual Encounter, but she was too angry to listen.


      
      The last time I sneaked a look at Daisy’s diary she was writing admiringly about Hugo Fairfax-Lycett’s commanding air as he
         took charge of bailing out the flood-water from old Will Frost’s semi-submerged cottage in Hollow Lane last month.


      
      Diary, it is a well-known fact that adulterous partners often suspect their spouses of infidelity. Is it coincidence that
         Fairfax-Lycett always turns up at The Bear within minutes of our arrival?


      
      
      
      
      Wednesday 5th September

      
      
      A police forensics expert from Michigan has been sacked for using lab facilities to test her husband’s underpants for DNA.
         Ann Chamberlain, aged thirty-three, admitted during divorce proceedings that she had run forensic tests on her husband’s underwear
         at the State Police laboratory because she suspected he was cheating on her. When asked what the results showed, she replied,
         ‘Another woman. It wasn’t me.’


      
      I showed this news item to Daisy and offered her all the underpants I have worn since Sunday. She replied, coldly, that it
         was too late, she had done a ‘white wash’ at sixty degrees.


      
      
      
      
      Thursday 6th September

      
      
      Faxed the surgery at 8.01 a.m. requesting an appointment. Received fax back immediately from Mrs Leech stating that ‘appointments
         can only be given over the telephone’.


      
      
      
      
      Friday 7th September

      
      
      Emailed Mrs Leech asking her to be prepared to take my telephone call at precisely 8 a.m. Received an email at 8.02 to say
         that ‘at this moment in time’ there was a queue of thirty people on hold.


      
      
         
         
         *

         
         


      
      When I got to work, I went into the back room and rang NHS Direct. I spoke to a kind woman and explained my symptoms (frequent
         urination, pain whilst passing urine, dribbling whilst passing urine and occasional pain in organ). I heard her clicking on
         a keyboard and then she said, ‘You should go and see your GP immediately.’


      
      I explained my difficulties in getting an appointment. She said that I must go to the Out Of Hours Clinic at my local hospital.
         She stressed that I must not delay. I thanked her and put the phone down. All day I had a terrible feeling of apprehension.
         I went to the medical shelves and found Symptoms and Diagnosis. After doing a self-diagnosis, I concluded that I have a severe bladder infection. The book also diagnosed prostate cancer
         but, thank God, I am too young for that. Prostate cancer, as any fool knows, only affects very old men and I am not forty
         until April next year.


      
      
      
      
      Saturday 8th September

      
      
      I looked for Yes, I Would Like to Have Sex With You and found it in the teen fiction section. When I pointed out to Hitesh that it was a non-fiction book and should have been
         placed in the medical section, Hitesh said, with the arrogance of youth, ‘I’m sorry, Mr Mole, but I thought sex was mostly
         a teenage interest.’


      
      Hitesh has just started going out with an English girl called Chelsie Hoare, who had a breast augmentation for her 18th birthday.
         He has to meet her secretly, his parents would kill him if they found out.


      
      I felt I had to explain to him that people of my age also have an interest in sex.

      
      He pulled a face.

      
      The kid has a lot to learn. He keeps putting books about the Labour Party in the history section.

      
      Just as I was locking up, Dr Pearce dashed in with two Mothercare bags and asked if she could pick up the copy of Yes, I Would Like to Have Sex With You. Her hair needed washing and her stomach was straining against a too-tight skirt. I went into the back room and was startled
         to find that she’d followed me.


      
      She said, ‘Goodness me, what a lot of books. There’s hardly room to move in here.’

      
      It was with relief I heard the shop bell ring, but when I went out I was alarmed to see that it was Daisy and Gracie.

      
      Gracie said, ‘Why are you standing in the dark?’

      
      Before I could answer Dr Pearce reappeared and said, ‘Thank you for your personal service. It will be a sad day when we lose
         our independent bookshops.’


      
      When Dr Pearce had picked up her Mothercare bags and left, I asked Daisy what she was doing in town. She said that she regretted
         her accusations of the other night and thought that it would be nice to have an early dinner at Wayne Wong’s. Unfortunately,
         as we were walking towards the Chinese restaurant, Dr Pearce drove past, stopped the car and said, ‘I forgot to ask you, Adrian,
         could you order me the sequel to Yes, I Would Like to Have Sex With You? I think it’s called Sorry, I no Longer Want to Have Sex With You.’


      
      I knew then that I would not be manipulating the chopsticks that night or for many nights to come. Daisy let go of Gracie’s
         hand, turned round and clattered down the high street in her high heels.


      
      Diary, nobody could have judged me if I had carried on to Wayne Wong’s. After all, I had only eaten a Twix since lunchtime,
         and I was looking forward to deep-fried wontons and beef with ginger and crispy noodles, but I turned round and followed my
         wife.


      
      When Gracie said, ‘Why is Mummy running away from us?’ I told her that Mummy was jogging in preparation for running a half
         marathon.


      
      
      
      
      Sunday 9th September

      
      
      The Pearce row went on all day and well into the night. I am exhausted and distraught. Daisy said some cruel and heartless
         things about me, my personality, my looks, my clothes, my parents, my friends, the way I eat, sleep, drink, walk, laugh, snore,
         tap my teeth, crack my fingers, belch, fart, wipe my glasses, dance, wear my jeans up around my armpits, put HP sauce on my
         toast, refuse to watch The X Factor and Big Brother, drive… The litany went on and on and was interspersed with tears and sobs. I tried to take her in my arms and comfort her
         but she pushed me away, saying, ‘Why don’t you put your arms around Dr Pearce? You know you want to!’


      
      I protested that frequent childbearing had taken an obvious toll on Dr Pearce’s sexual allure and that she had let herself
         go.


      
      Daisy said, ‘Your mother warned me that Mole men will not tolerate their Mole women going over nine and a half stone! I have
         tried to lose weight, Adrian, but you will insist on having chocolate digestives in the house!’


      
      At midnight, when Daisy was finally sleeping, I left the house. The moon was bright and an east wind was buffeting the tops
         of the leylandii as I stumbled down the potholed drive to phone Pandora. I expected to leave a message – she almost never
         picks up the phone herself – but to my surprise she answered immediately, saying, ‘Oh my God, what’s happened? Is somebody
         in Leicester dead?’


      
      I apologised for ringing her at such a late hour and said that I needed to talk to her urgently.

      
      She said, impatiently, ‘Look, you’ve interrupted me in working on a policy document for Gordon Brown’s office. It has to be
         on his desk at eight in the morning.’


      
      To be polite I asked her what sort of policy demanded Mr Brown’s urgent attention.

      
      She said, somewhat reluctantly I thought, ‘Newts – do they deserve protected species status?’

      
      I said, ‘Perhaps I can help you there. Do you remember when I was working at the Department of the Environment?’

      
      ‘I certainly do,’ she said.

      
      ‘Well, my expertise was in newt population.’

      
      ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘and you made a terrible balls-up by estimating that there were 120,000 newts in Newport Pagnell, when in
         fact there were only 1,200, and consequently held up the new bypass for ten years.’


      
      ‘How could you possibly know that?’ I asked.

      
      ‘From the net,’ she said. ‘Your report is on a website called www.planningblunders.com.’

      
      ‘Why is Mr Brown so interested in newts?’ I asked.

      
      ‘The government is trying to streamline the planning laws,’ she said, ‘and bloody newts and rare orchids are preventing hard-working
         stakeholder families from living in decent housing in our proposed eco-towns.’


      
      ‘Hasn’t Mr Brown got more important things to address?’ I asked. ‘Such as Iraq, the Labour Party’s twenty-million-pound debt
         and the fact that National Health Service hospitals are full of rampant life-threatening infections.’


      
      Pandora said, ‘He’s an obsessive micro-manager. He’s down to three hours of sleep a night. I heard a rumour that he’s started
         using Elizabeth Arden’s concealer on his eye bags.’


      
      Pandora enjoys giving me these titbits of gossip. She was halfway through telling me about Geoff Hoon’s use of Garnier’s Grey
         Coverage, when I interrupted and told her that my wife appeared to hate me.


      
      Pandora laughed and said, ‘You should be used to it by now. Aren’t all your relationships with women disastrous? Didn’t you
         have one girlfriend who burned down your house?’


      
      ‘She was clinically insane,’ I protested.

      
      ‘Yes, but you chose her,’ said Pandora.


      
      An owl hooted in the sycamore tree opposite, reminding me that unless I went home and got some sleep I would be good for nothing
         the next day. I said goodnight to Pandora and added, ‘I will always love you.’


      
      Pandora was silent for a long time, then said, ‘Was that an owl I heard?’

      
      I said yes and she disconnected the call.

      
      
      
      
      Monday 10th September

      
      
      Neither Daisy nor Gracie spoke to me this morning. It’s a bit much when your own child gives you the cold shoulder.

      
      I was halfway through serving a young man who had terrible teeth with The Oxford Companion to English Literature by Margaret Drabble when I excused myself and went to the toilet. Mr Carlton-Hayes took over the sale.


      
      When the terrible teeth man had gone, Mr Carlton-Hayes said, ‘Adrian, dear, I could not help but notice that your visits to
         the lavatory are becoming more frequent. Are you physically ill, my dear, or is it a nervous affliction?’


      
      I felt myself blushing and was saved from answering when a woman in a salmon-pink smock and olive-green pedal pushers barged
         in and asked for a copy of What Not to Wear.


      
      Mr Carlton-Hayes and I would usually have a cup of tea or coffee on the go all day, but for the rest of the day I cut down
         dramatically. Even so, I still had to make several urgent dashes into the back. The last time, when I had emerged and was
         washing my hands, Mr Carlton-Hayes came to me, put a hand on my shoulder and said, ‘Adrian, please go and see somebody about your urinary problem. Do you
         have any other symptoms?’


      
      I would rather have crawled over broken glass than tell Mr Carlton-Hayes about the occasional pain whilst urinating, but I
         agreed to go and see a doctor.


      
      I rang Daisy at five thirty and told her that I was going to the Out Of Hours Clinic at the Royal Hospital.

      
      She said, ‘About time.’

      
      The Out Of Hours Clinic was a bit Third World. The waiting area consisted of a dimly lit rectangular room with patients sitting
         around the edge on plastic chairs. Some were bloodied, some were bowed, most were obviously poor and at least three had the
         flattened noses and beaten-up faces of the alcoholic homeless. There were frightened young parents with crying babies, a toddler
         with a nosebleed and an old lady with a hacking cough. It was nine thirty before I was seen. The doctor was a young man with
         ginger hair. He yawned several times during my description of my symptoms. Then he said, ‘Haven’t you got a GP?’


      
      I explained about my difficulty getting an appointment. He said, nodding towards the waiting room, ‘Yeah, that’s why we’re
         open twenty-four seven. Has your GP changed his car recently?’


      
      I said, ‘As a matter of fact, he has. He used to drive an old Volvo Estate but he swapped it a few months ago for a new Mercedes
         four-by-four.’


      
      The doctor, whose ID said he was Tim Coogan, laughed triumphantly and said, ‘Yeah, GPs are the new rich, the jammy bastards are working half the hours for twice the money.’

      
      He seemed to have forgotten me and my symptoms so I asked, ‘Is my frequent urination something to worry about?’

      
      He said, ‘I dunno. Let’s have a look at you.’ He snapped on a pair of blue gloves and said, ‘Climb on the examination table.
         Take your pants and trousers down and pull your knees up to your chest. I’m gonna give you a DRE.’


      
      I regretted wearing boxer shorts that had gone pink in the wash as I watched Dr Coogan stick his index finger into a jar which
         said ‘lubricant’.


      
      ‘DRE?’ I asked.

      
      ‘Digital Rectal Examination,’ he said, sticking his index finger into my rectum and wiggling it about. ‘You’ve presented with
         the classic signs of prostate trouble.’


      
      ‘No, it won’t be my prostate,’ I said, trying to smile. ‘I know I look old beyond my years, but I’m only thirty-nine and a
         half.’


      
      Diary, I feel that a man more at ease with himself and his body could well make light of Dr Coogan’s examination. Could laugh
         it off, or use crude rugby-player-like terms. However, I am not that man.


      
      ‘Try to relax,’ he said.

      
      God knows I tried, Diary. I tried to remember a relaxation exercise I had been taught by one of my therapists years ago. It
         consisted of swimming in a dark blue sea, past a small desert island.


      
      Dr Coogan said, with an attempt at humour, ‘If you don’t relax, Mr Mole, you could trap my finger up your bum for ever.’

      
      I made a conscious effort to relax my rectal muscles and he finally retrieved his finger.

      
      ‘Wow,’ he said, ‘I’ve rarely come across such powerful muscles.’

      
      I pulled my pants and trousers up and said, ‘Yes, I have been described as being an anal retentive before.’

      
      He threw his blue gloves into a waste bin and washed his hands at a little basin. ‘I’ll write a note to your GP asking him
         to take some blood.’ He scribbled a note and put it in a brown envelope.


      
      I read it on the way to the car park. It said:

      
      
      Dear Dr Wolfowicz

      
      I saw your patient, Mr Adrian Mole, at clinic this evening.

      
      I gave him a DRE and request that you take bloods to include PSA. This man has tried and failed to book an appointment to
         see you and had to resort to attending this Emergency Clinic. Please ask a member of your staff to ring Mr Mole with an appointment
         as soon as possible.


      
      Yours,

      
      T. Coogan

      
      Registrar



      
      I was greeted with icy politeness when I got home. I ate alone. Daisy had made a bolognese sauce but, as usual, she had been
         heavy-handed with the oregano. When she came in and found me scraping most of it into the bin under the sink, she said nothing but the look she gave me was worthy of Lot’s wife.


      
      Watched a documentary about 9/11 for a few minutes, but I had to turn it off. Daisy did not ask me what happened at the hospital.
         We slept apart for the second night running.


      
      
      
      
      Tuesday 11th September

      
      
      I left the house in pouring rain, wearing my wet weather gear.

      
      Daisy looked me up and down and said, ‘You look like that old bloke they used to have on tins of John West’s pilchards. It’s
         not a good look.’


      
      I was nearly mown down on the dual carriageway by a petrol tanker. I dismounted my bike and walked the rest of the way to
         work. When I arrived, Mr Carlton-Hayes asked me how my hospital consultation had gone. My eyes filled with tears and I had
         to turn away before I trusted myself to speak.
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