

[image: cover]





[image: Penguin Books]





Sue Townsend



ADRIAN MOLE AND THE WEAPONS OF MASS DESTRUCTION


[image: Penguin Books]





Contents

2002

2003

2004

Acknowledgements

Follow Penguin




BY THE SAME AUTHOR

FICTION

The Secret Diary of Adrian Mole Aged 13¾

The Growing Pains of Adrian Mole

The True Confessions of Adrian Albert Mole, Margaret Hilda Roberts and Susan Lilian Townsend

Adrian Mole: From Minor to Major

Adrian Mole: The Wilderness Years

Adrian Mole: The Cappuccino Years

Rebuilding Coventry

The Queen and I

Ghost Children

Number Ten

PLAYS

Bazaar and Rummage
Womberang
Groping for Words
The Great Celestial Cow
Ten Tiny Fingers, Nine Tiny Toes
The Queen and I

NON-FICTION

Mr Bevan’s Dream
Public Confessions of a Middle-aged Woman Aged 55¾




ADRIAN MOLE AND THE WEAPONS OF MASS DESTRUCTION

Praise for the Adrian Mole series

‘Thank goodness for his steadfast loyalty to Pandora… Three cheers for his chaotic, non-achieving, dysfunctional family… We need him’ Evening Standard

‘One of the great comic creations… I can’t remember a more relentlessly funny book… Three cheers: Ashby de la Zouch is back on the literary map – and the Cappuccino Years is quite possibly a classic’ Daily Mirror

‘Mole has entered his kingdom… he presents a quizzical, innocent, frustrated perspective on the unlovely face of cool Britannia… Townsend manages it by dint of superb jokes and an underlying political and social seriousness as she skitters brilliantly over the surface of contemporary life’ Sunday Times

‘One of literature’s most endearing figures. He is an excellent guide for all of us as we wander through the cappuccino years’ Observer

‘Made me laugh very loudly on public transport, which is about the only real criterion for funny writing’ Independent on Sunday

‘The publishers could offer a money back guarantee if you don’t laugh and be sure they wouldn’t have to write a single cheque’ Jeremy Paxman, Sunday Herald

‘Adrian Mole has progressed from being a minority enthusiasm to something like a national figurehead… Sue Townsend has done more than write a comic series descended from Just William. She has held a mirror up to the nation and made us happy to laugh at what we see in it’ Sunday Telegraph

‘Enormously funny’ Sunday Telegraph

‘A very, very funny book’ Sunday Times

‘A classic. The Adrian Mole diaries are thoroughly subversive. [He is] a true hero for our time’ Richard Ingrams

‘Funny, moving and a poke in the eye for adult morality’ Sunday Express

‘Written with great verve, and showing an uncanny understanding of the young. Sue Townsend holds the balance between innocence and precocity and the result is both hilarious and salutary’ Daily Telegraph

‘Life’s no fun for an adolescent intellectual. For the reader it is a hoot’ New Statesman

‘The new book takes up the diary where the last left off, and is quite as classic’ Financial Times

‘The funniest, most bitter-sweet book you’re likely to read this year’ Daily Mirror

‘I not only wept, I howled and hooted and had to get up and walk around the room and wipe my eyes so that I could go on reading’ Tom Sharpe

‘Marvellous, touching and screamingly funny… set to become as much a cult book as The Catcher in the Rye’ Jilly Cooper

‘[Adrian Mole is] one of the great comic creations’ Daily Mirror

‘The author’s accuracy and comic timing left me wincing with pleasure’ New Statesman

‘Wonderfully funny and sharp as knives’ Sunday Times

‘Mole still makes me laugh and laugh’ Daily Express

Praise for The Queen and I

‘Laugh-out-loud funny’ Sunday Telegraph

‘No other author could imagine this so graphically, demolish the institution so wittily and yet leave the family with its human dignity intact’ The Times

‘Absorbing, entertaining… the funniest thing in print since Adrian Mole’ Ruth Rendell, Daily Telegraph

‘Kept me rolling about until the last page’ Daily Mail

Praise for Public Confessions of a Middle-aged Woman Aged 55¾

‘I want to be this funny. I want to be as funny, witty, sceptical and as unrepentantly cynical as Susan Lilian Townsend’ The Journal

‘Proof, once more, that Townsend is one of the funniest writers around’ The Times

‘Anyone who loved The Secret Diary of Adrian Mole will enjoy this collection of witty and sharply observed jottings from the inimitable Sue Townsend. Great stuff from a master of British satire, observation – and prose’ OK!

‘Sue Townsend is eloquent, wise and above all full of fun… whether she’s happy, nostalgic or just plain angry, her wit and honesty make her an unmissable read’ Sainsbury’s Magazine

‘It’s as if Townsend has caught our idiosyncrasies on candid camera and is showing a rerun of all the silly clips’ Time Out

‘What a fantastic advertisement for middle age – it can’t be bad if it’s this funny’ Heat

‘Townsend has such a witty way with words that it makes her consistently amusing… a welcome addition to any bookshelf’ Hello!

‘Townsend is every woman’s favourite Everywoman’ Good Housekeeping

Praise for Number Ten

‘Hilarious. Sue Townsend’s laughter is infectious’ Sunday Telegraph

‘A wickedly entertaining and passionate swipe at New Labour’ The Times

‘There is a gem on nearly every page. Nothing escapes Townsend’s withering pen. Satirical, witty, observant… a clever book’ Observer

‘Poignant, hilarious, heart-rending, devastating’ New Statesman

‘A delight. Genuinely funny… compassion shines through the unashamed ironic social commentary’ Guardian

‘She has unrivalled claim to be this country’s foremost practising comic novelist’ Mail on Sunday

‘As ever with Townsend, her brilliance lies in her simplicity… It’s a great comic novel, this tale of two Britains, and should be on the bedside tables of Downing Street’ Independent

‘Townsend is one of our finest living comic writers… This is a wickedly entertaining and passionate swipe at New Labour’ The Times

‘No Townsend novel can fail to entertain… fans will find a smile on every page’ Sunday Times

‘Brilliant satire. Very contemporary, a bit controversial and loads of fun’ Daily Mirror

‘Few writers have the wit and powers of observation to write a humorous political satire but Townsend’s story of PM Edward Clare is spot on’ Sunday Mirror

‘Politicians beware’ Daily Mail

‘Convincing and amusing’ Daily Express

‘A brilliantly perceptive state-of-the-nation address’ Red ‘Hilarious’ Heat

‘A marvellously funny read’ Family Circle




This book is dedicated to the memory of
John James Alan Ball,
Maureen Pamela Broadway
and Giles Gordon.

And to the Lovely Girls,
Finley Townsend,
Isabelle Carter,
Jessica Stafford
and Mala Townsend,
with all my love.
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Private and Confidential
The Right Honourable
       Tony Blair, MP, QC
10 Downing Street
Whitehall
London SW1A

Wisteria Walk
Ashby de la Zouch
       Leicestershire

September 29th 2002

Dear Mr Blair

You may remember me – we met at a Norwegian Leather Industry reception at the House of Commons in 1999. Pandora Braithwaite, now the Junior Minister for Brownfield Regeneration, introduced us, and we had a brief conversation about the BBC during which I opined that the Corporation’s attitude towards provincial scriptwriters was disgraceful. Unfortunately, you were called away to attend to some urgent matter on the far side of the room.

I am writing to thank you for warning me about the imminent threat to Cyprus posed by Saddam Hussein’s Weapons of Mass Destruction.

I had booked a week’s holiday at the Athena Apartments, Paphos, Cyprus, for the first week of November for me and my eldest son at a total cost of £571 plus airport tax. My personal travel adviser, Johnny Bond, of Latesun Ltd, demanded a deposit of £57.10, which I paid to him on September 23rd. Imagine my alarm when I turned on the television the next day and heard you telling the House of Commons that Saddam Hussein could attack Cyprus with his Weapons of Mass Destruction within forty-five minutes!

I immediately rang Johnny Bond and cancelled the holiday. (With only forty-five minutes’ warning, I could not risk being on the beach and out of earshot of a possible Foreign Office announcement.)

My problem is this, Mr Blair. Latesun Ltd are refusing to refund my deposit unless I furnish them with proof:


	that Saddam Hussein has a stockpile of Weapons of Mass Destruction,

	that he can deploy them within forty-five minutes, and

	that they can reach Cyprus.



Johnny Bond, who was, according to his colleagues, ‘away from his desk’ yesterday (I suspect that he was on the Stop the War march), has dared to question the truth of your statement to the House!

Would it be possible to send a handwritten note confirming the threat to Cyprus so that I can pass it on to Johnny Bond and therefore retrieve my deposit? I can ill afford to lose £57.10.

I remain, sir,

Adrian Mole

PS I wonder if you would ask your wife, Cherie, if she would agree to be the guest speaker at the Leicestershire and Rutland Creative Writing Group’s Literary Dinner on December 23rd this year. Will Self has turned us down – rather curtly, in fact. We don’t pay a fee or expenses but I think she would find us a lively and stimulating group.

Anyway, Mr Blair, keep up the good work.



SATURDAY OCTOBER 5TH 2002

I viewed a loft apartment at the Old Battery Factory, Rat Wharf, today. Mark B’astard, the estate agent, told me that Canalside properties are being snapped up by the ‘Buy to Let’ crowd. It is in a great location, five minutes’ walk along the towpath from the bookshop where I work. The loft has one huge room and a bathroom with glass-brick walls.

When Mark B’astard went for a pee I could see his blurry outline, so if I buy the apartment I will ask my mother to run me up some curtains.

I stepped out on to the tensile-steel and mesh balcony and looked at the view. The canal lay below me, sparkling in the autumn sunshine. A flock of swans glided past, a grey bird flew by and a narrowboat came into sight under a bridge. When it passed my balcony, a bearded man with a grey straggly ponytail waved and said, ‘Lovely afternoon.’ I could see his wife in the bottom of the boat, washing up. She saw me but did not wave.

Mark B’astard had tactfully withdrawn while I soaked up the atmosphere of the place. But now he rejoined me and pointed out several original features: the genuine acid burns in the floorboards, the hooks where the blackout curtains were hung in the war.

I asked him what the scaffold-clad building next door was being turned into.

‘A hotel, I think,’ he said.

He went on to tell me that Eric Shift, the scrap-metal multi-millionaire who would own the freehold of my property, had bought up the whole of Rat Wharf and was hoping to transform it into Leicester’s equivalent of the Left Bank in Paris.

I confessed to Mark that I had always wanted to dabble in watercolours.

He nodded and said, ‘That’s nice,’ but I got the impression that he didn’t know what I was talking about.

Mark looked around longingly at the stark white wall space and said, ‘This is the sort of place I’d like to live in, but I’ve got three kids under five and the wife wants a garden.’

I commiserated with him and told him that, until very recently, I was the full-time father of two boys, but that the British Army was looking after Glenn, the seventeen-year-old, and the nine-year-old, William, had gone to live with his mother in Nigeria.

B’astard looked at me enviously and said, ‘You’re young to have your kids off your hands.’

I told him I was thirty-four and a half and that it was time I put myself first for a change.

After B’astard pointed out the integral granite cheese-board in the kitchen worktop, I agreed to buy the apartment.

Before we left I went out on the balcony for one last look. The sun was setting behind the distant multi-storey car park. A fox walked along the opposite towpath with a Tesco’s carrier bag in its mouth. A brown creature (a water vole, I think) slipped into the canal and swam out of sight. The swans floated majestically by. The biggest swan looked me straight in the eye, as if to say, ‘Welcome to your new home, Adrian.’

10 p.m.

I went into the kitchen, turned the volume down on the radio and informed my parents that I would be moving out of their spare room and into a loft apartment in the Old Battery Factory on Rat Wharf in Leicester at the earliest opportunity.

My mother could not hide her delight at this news.

My father sneered, ‘The Old Battery Factory? Your grandad worked there once, but he had to leave after a rat bite turned septic. We thought he’d have to have his leg off.’

My mother said, ‘Rat Wharf? Isn’t that where the rough sleepers’ hostel is opening next year?’

I said, ‘You’ve been misinformed. The whole area is being transformed into Leicester’s cultural quarter.’

When I asked my mother if she would run me up some curtains for the glass-brick lavatory, she said sarcastically, ‘Sorry, but I think you’re confusing me with somebody who keeps a needle and thread in the house.’

At 7 o’clock my father turned the sound up on the radio and we listened to the news. Britain’s military chiefs were demanding to know what their role would be if Britain goes to war with Iraq. Share prices had fallen again.

My father banged his head on the table and said, ‘I’ll kill that bastard financial adviser who talked me into putting my pension into Equitable Life.’

When the Archers theme tune played, my parents reached for their cigarettes, lit up and sat listening to the agricultural soap opera with their mouths slightly open. They are doing things together in yet another attempt to save their marriage.

My mother and father are elderly baby-boomers of fifty-nine and sixty-two respectively. I keep waiting for them to give in to old age and take up the uniform that other old people adopt. I would like to see them wearing beige car coats, polyester slacks and, in my mother’s case, a grey cauliflower perm, but neither of them will give in. They are still squeezing themselves into stonewashed jeans and black leather fitted jackets.

My father thinks that by growing his grey hair long he will be mistaken for somebody who used to be in the music business. The poor fool is deceiving himself. He will always look like a retired storage-heater salesman.

He is forced to wear a baseball cap at all times now because he has lost most of the hair on top of his head, causing a youthful folly to be revealed: on his stag night, after he had drunk ten pints of Everards Bitter, he agreed to have his head shaved and ‘I am a nutter’ tattooed in green ink on his scalp.

Fortunately the stag night was held a week before the wedding, but it explains why, in my parents’ only wedding photograph, my father looks like the convict Abel Magwitch from Great Expectations.

My father has had his other tattoos removed on the NHS, but they will not fund the green ink one. For that he would have to go to Harley Street for laser treatment and pay over £1,000. My mother has been urging him to take out a bank loan, but my father says that it’s easier and cheaper to wear a cap. My mother says that she can’t bear reading ‘I am a nutter’ when my father has his back turned to her in bed, which is most of the time apparently.

11 p.m.

Had a bath using my mother’s quince and apricot aromatherapy oil. The stuff floated on top of the water, looking like the oil slick that killed most of the wildlife in Nova Scotia. It took a quarter of an hour under the shower before I was able to wash the gunk off my body.

Used two mirrors to measure bald spot. It is now the size of a Trebor Extra Strong Mint.

Checked emails. There was one from my sister, Rosie, telling me that she is thinking of leaving Hull University; she is disenchanted with nano-biology. She said that Simon, her boyfriend, needed her full-time help to overcome his crack habit. She asked me not to tell our parents of her dilemma as they were both totally ‘prejudiced’ about crack addicts.

There were the usual spam deals from firms offering to stretch my penis.

SUNDAY OCTOBER 6TH

New Moon

My mother moped around the house in her dressing gown all day. At 3 o’clock in the afternoon I asked her if she was going to brush her hair and get dressed. She said, ‘Why should I? Your dad wouldn’t notice if I walked around naked with a rose between my teeth.’

My father sat all day next to the stereo, playing and replaying his Roy Orbison records.

Their marriage is obviously a dead parrot. It is like living in a Bergman film. Perhaps I should tell them that their precious daughter is unlikely to win a Nobel Prize as she is shunning the laboratory and embracing drug rehabilitation. That would liven them up a bit and get them talking to each other. Ha ha ha.

Spent the afternoon writing letters. As I was about to leave the house to walk to the post box, my mother said, ‘You are the only person I know who uses snail mail.’

I replied, ‘You are the only person I know who still believes that smoking is good for your lungs.’

She said, ‘Who are you writing to?’

I didn’t want to tell her that I was writing to Jordan and David Beckham, so I hurried out of the house before she could see the names and addresses on the envelopes.


Jordan
c/o Daily Star
Express Newspaper Group
10 Lower Thames Street
London EC3

Wisteria Walk
Ashby de la Zouch
Leicestershire

October 6th 2002

Dear Jordan

I am writing a book about celebrity and how it ruins people’s lives. I know what I am talking about. I was a celebrity in the 1990s and had my own show on cable TV called Offally Good! Then the fame machine spat me out, as it will spit you out one day.

I would like to arrange an interview on a mutually convenient date. You would have to come here to Leicester because I work full-time. Sunday afternoons are good for me.

By the way, I was talking with my father about your breasts recently. We both agreed that they are very intimidating. My father said a man could fall into that cleavage and not be found for days.

My friend Parvez described them as being like Weapons of Mass Destruction, and my chiropractor predicted that you would suffer from lower-back problems in the future due to the weight you were carrying on your ribcage.

It is rumoured that you are contemplating having even bigger implants inserted. I beg you to reconsider. Please contact me at the above address. I’m afraid I cannot offer a fee or expenses, but you will of course receive a free copy of the book (working title: Celebrity and Madness).

I remain, madam,

Your most humble and obedient servant,

A. A. Mole

David Beckham
c/o Manchester United Football Club
Old Trafford
Manchester M16

Wisteria Walk
Ashby de la Zouch
Leicestershire

October 6th 2002

Dear David

Please take a few moments to read this letter. I am not an inane football fan requesting a signed photo.

I am writing a book about celebrity and how it ruins people’s lives. I know what I am talking about. I was a celebrity in the 1990s and had my own show on cable TV called Offally Good! Then the fame machine spat me out, as it will spit you out one day.

I would like to arrange an interview on a mutually convenient date. You would have to come here to Leicester because I work full-time. A Sunday afternoon would be good for me.

And please don’t take offence at what I’m about to say – perhaps you were away when grammar was taught at school – but you do not seem to know the very basics of grammatical sentence construction, i.e. last night on television you said, ‘I seen Victoria on a video when she were a Spice Girl an’, y’know, I like said to me mate, I fink I’ve just saw the gel I’m gonna marry.’

The sentence should read: I SAW Victoria on a video when she was a Spice Girl, and I said to my mate, I think I’ve just SEEN the girl I’m going to marry.

Please contact me at the above address. I’m afraid I cannot offer a fee or expenses, but you will of course receive a free copy of the book (working title: Celebrity and Madness).

I remain, sir,

Your most humble and obedient servant,

A. A. Mole



MONDAY OCTOBER 7TH

Rang my solicitor, David Barwell, on the way to work. His secretary, Angela, said, ‘Mr Barwell is busy having an asthma attack due to the new carpet that has been fitted over the weekend.’

I advised her to expect a correspondence from Mark B’astard regarding the lease on Unit 4, The Old Battery Factory, Rat Wharf, Grand Union Canal, Leicester.

She said bitterly, ‘I shan’t bother telling Mr Barwell. It’s me that does all the work. All he does is sit behind his desk and fiddle with his inhaler.’

I had to wait ten minutes outside the shop; Mr Carlton-Hayes had trouble finding a parking space. I watched him walk up the High Street. He looked as if he was on his last legs. I don’t know how much longer he can carry on with the shop. This is just my luck.

He said, ‘Terribly sorry to keep you waiting, my dear.’

I took the keys from him and opened the door. Once inside, he leaned against the recent biographies to catch his breath.

I said to him, ‘If we had a few chairs and sofas in here like I suggested, you could sit down and be comfortable.’

He said, ‘We’re not Habitat, Adrian, my dear, we’re booksellers.’

I said, ‘Customers expect to be able to sit down in bookshops nowadays, and they also expect a cup of coffee and to be able to visit the lavatory.’

He said, ‘A properly brought-up person micturates and defecates and drinks a cup of coffee before they leave their house.’

We had the usual quotient of mad people in during the day. A steam train enthusiast with a ginger beard and sellotaped spectacles asked me if we had a copy of the 1954 Trans-Siberian timetable in Russian. I showed him our Railway section and invited him to search through the mildewed railway ephemera that Mr Carlton-Hayes insists on keeping in stock.

A woman with a crew cut and dangly earrings asked if we were interested in buying a first edition of The Female Eunuch. I wouldn’t have bought it. It was in very poor condition, missing its dust jacket, and the pages were covered in annotations and exclamation marks in red ink. But Mr Carlton-Hayes intervened and offered the woman £15. Sometimes I feel as though I work in a charity shop rather than Leicester’s oldest-established second-hand and antiquarian bookshop.

However, just as we were about to close a young woman came in and asked if we had a copy of Soft Furnishings for Your Regency Doll’s House. As far as I could make out, she had a passably good figure and a not-bad face. She had the thin wrists and fingers I like in a woman. So I spent some time pretending to search the racks.

I said, ‘Are you sure such a title exists?’

She said that she had once owned a copy but had lent it to a fellow doll’s house hobbyist who had emigrated to Australia, taking the book with her. I commiserated with her and listed all the books I had loaned over the years and had never seen again. She told me that she had a collection of eighteen doll’s houses and that she had made most of the soft furnishings herself, including upholstering the tiny chairs and hanging the tiny curtains. I mentioned that I would need some curtains making when I moved into my new loft apartment and asked her if she would be interested. She said the longest curtains she had ever made were only six inches in length.

Her hair could do with a colour-wash to brighten it up a bit, but her eyes are a pretty blue behind her glasses. I told her that I would search the Internet tonight when I got home and asked her to call back tomorrow.

I asked for a name and telephone contact number.

‘My name is M. Flowers,’ she said. ‘I haven’t got a mobile, because of the health risk, but you can contact me on my parents’ landline.’ And she gave me the number.

Mr Carlton-Hayes said, ‘She works in Country Organics, the health food shop in the marketplace.’

We went into the back. I counted the takings; Mr Carlton-Hayes sat behind his desk, smoking his pipe and reading a book entitled Persia: The Birthplace of Civilization.

I asked him what had happened to Persia.

He said, ‘It turned into Iraq, my dear.’

When I got home to Ashby de la Zouch, I hurried to my room, switched my laptop on and typed ‘Soft Furnishings for Your Regency Doll’s House’ into Google. It came up with 281 sites. I clicked on Wood Books.com and they offered me a title, Making Period Doll’s House Furniture by Derek and Sheila Rowbottom, but they didn’t actually mention Regency, so I tried McMurray’s Books, who offered me two which might be suitable, Soft Furnishings for Your Doll’s House at $14.95 and Miniature Embroidery for the Georgian Doll’s House: Queen Anne, Early and Late Georgian and Regency Styles at $21.95.

I immediately rang the telephone number given to me by M. Flowers.

A man answered. He boomed, ‘Michael Flowers here. To whom am I speaking?’

I said I was Adrian Mole from the bookshop and would like to speak to Ms Flowers.

The man shouted, ‘Marigold!Chap from the bookshop.’

So her name is Marigold Flowers. No wonder she didn’t give me her full name. She took some time to come to the phone. While I waited I could hear Rolf Harris singing ‘Jake the Peg’ in the background. When that came to an end, ‘Two Little Boys’ started up. Was it possible that somebody in Marigold’s family had a long-playing record, cassette, CD or video of Rolf Harris singing and was actually playing it?

Eventually Marigold said quietly, ‘Hello. Sorry I took so long. I was at a tricky stage with the shepherd’s pie.’

‘Eating it or making it?’ I joked.

‘Oh, making it,’ she said gravely. ‘If one doesn’t distribute the carrot rings evenly, it throws the whole thing out of kilter.’

I agreed and said that she was obviously a perfectionist, like me. I told her about the titles I had tracked down. She said that she already had a copy of Soft Furnishings for Your Doll’s House, but she sounded enthusiastic about the Miniature Embroidery book and asked me to order a copy for her.

To keep her on the phone, I asked her if dolls went in for loft-type homes. She said that she would get in touch with the National Association of Miniature Enthusiasts, of which she was a member, and that it could be her next project.

When I put the telephone down I felt that old feeling, that mixture of joy and fear, I feel just before I fall in love.

TUESDAY OCTOBER 8TH

There was an incredible coincidence last night. My mother defrosted a shepherd’s pie she had made some weeks earlier. The carrots were chaotically distributed. Surely this is a sign. I asked my mother what had compelled her to take the shepherd’s pie out of the freezer. She said, ‘Hunger.’

WEDNESDAY OCTOBER 9TH

A letter from Glenn.


Royal Logistics Corps
Deepcut Barracks
Surrey

Dear Dad

Hope you are well. I am well. I’m sorry I have not wrote to you before. I have been very busy doing my basic training. They keep us going 24/7. It is nothing but shouting and being sarcastic. Some of the lads cry in the dormitories at night. Sometimes I feel like walking out and coming home, Dad. I hope I stick it. Will you come to my passing-out parade on Friday November 1st? I would like Mum and Grandma and Grandad to come. I know William can’t come because he is in Africa. I think you was wrong, Dad, to send William to live with his mum. It was you who brought him up. You should have kept him here in England with you. I know Jo Jo is nice, but William can’t speak Nigerian and he doesn’t like the food. I seen Pandora on the telly the other night. I told some of the lads that she used to be my dad’s girlfriend, but nobody believed me because she is posh. They are taking the piss out of me now, Dad, and calling me Baron Bott. That is all the news.

Warmest wishes,

Your son, Glenn

I just remembered, tell Grandma Pauline she has got to wear a hat. It is the law.



Why did he need to add ‘your son’? How many other Glenns do I know who are in the army?

I showed my mother Glenn’s letter.

She said, ‘I’ll wear the mink hat I’ve had in the wardrobe for the last thirty years. There aren’t likely to be any anti-fur protesters on an army parade ground, are there?’

THURSDAY OCTOBER 10TH

A middle-aged fat man came into the shop this morning and asked for a ‘clean copy’ of Couples by John Updike.

I said, quite wittily I thought, a clean copy of Couples is an oxymoron surely.

Fatty said irritably, ‘Have you got it or not?’

Mr Carlton-Hayes had heard our conversation and was already searching through American Hardback Fiction. When he found Couples, he delivered it into Fatty’s podgy hands, saying, ‘A fascinating social document about the sexual mores of people with rather too much time on their hands, I think.’

Fatty mumbled that he would take it. As he was leaving the shop, I saw him look at me and distinctly heard him mutter, ‘Moron.’ Though, thinking about it later, he could have said, ‘Oxymoron.’

Nigel called in this afternoon after his eye clinic appointment at the Royal Hospital. He is supposed to be my best friend, but it is over six months since I saw him in the flesh.

The last time I spoke to him was on the phone. He had said that he couldn’t bear the gay clubs in the provinces, where they huddle together for validation and companionship, instead of like the London clubbing scene, ‘the music and the sex’.

I had said that there was more to life than music and sex.

He’d replied, ‘That’s the difference between us, Moley.’

I was shocked at how much he has changed. He is still handsome, but his face looks a bit ragged around the edges, and it’s obviously been a while since he’d seen his hair colourist.

He was still visibly shocked at his recent bad news. He said, ‘The consultant examined my eyes and was quiet for a horribly long time, and then he said, “Did you drive yourself here, Mr Hetherington?” I told him that I had driven up from London. He said, “I’m afraid I can’t allow you to drive back. Your sight has deteriorated so much that I’m going to put you on the partially sighted register.”’

I desperately searched for something positive to say, but could only come up with, ‘You’ve always enjoyed wearing dark glasses, Nigel. Now you can wear them all year round, night and day, without people thinking you’re a prat.’

Nigel leaned against the bargain books table, dislodging a pile of unread Finnegans Wakes. I would have helped him to a chair had there been one in the shop.

‘How can I live without my car, Moley?’ Nigel said. ‘How am I going to get back to London? And how can I be a media analyst when I can’t read the fucking papers?’

I said that if Nigel was partially sighted, it was probably a good job that he wasn’t driving down the M1 and negotiating London traffic.

Nigel said, ‘I have been making a lot of mistakes at work lately. And it’s months since I’ve been able to read normal print without a magnifying glass.’

I rang Computa Cabs and asked for a taxi to take Nigel to his parents’ house. The controller said that most of the taxi drivers were at the mosque, praying for peace, but that he would send one ASAP.

While we waited, I suggested to Nigel that he learns Braille.

He said, ‘I’ve never been good with my hands, Moley.’

I asked Nigel if he could still see colours.

He said, ‘I can’t see anything much.’

I was very shocked. I had been hoping that Nigel would help me decorate my loft apartment. He used to be good with colours.

I helped him into the cab and told the driver to take him to 5 Bill Gates Close, The Homestead Estate, near Glenfield.

Nigel said in a bad-tempered way, ‘I can still speak, Moley!’

I hope he is not going to become one of those bitter blind people, like Mr Rochester in Jane Eyre.

FRIDAY OCTOBER 11TH

I phoned Johnny Bond at Latesun Ltd this morning and we wrangled over the £57.10.

He said sneeringly, ‘Has your mate the Prime Minister coughed up any proof yet?’

I replied that Mr Blair was staying with Mr Putin in his hunting lodge, trying to persuade him to join Britain and America to fight Saddam Hussein.

Bond said, ‘He’ll never get Russia, Germany and France to back his illegal little war.’

SATURDAY OCTOBER 12TH

Miniature Embroidery for the Georgian Doll’s House was delivered by FedEx this morning. Mr Carlton-Hayes was very impressed.

I said, ‘If we had a computer in the shop, Mr Carlton-Hayes, we could order books online and double our turnover.’

‘But Adrian, dear,’ he said, ‘we tick along very nicely, don’t we? You and I earn a living wage, we cover our expenses, and we spend our days surrounded by our blessed books. Aren’t we content just as we are?’

It was not a rhetorical question. He genuinely wanted to know. I mumbled something about how much I liked the job, but, diary, I long to modernize this place. We haven’t even got an electric till.

At lunchtime I walked to the marketplace. Marigold was in Country Organics, prescribing lima beans to a miserable-looking woman with low-level depression. When the woman had gone, clutching her recycled paper bag, I said to Marigold, ‘I thought I’d deliver it in person.’

She took the book out of the FedEx envelope and shouted, ‘Mummy, it’s arrived.’

A tall woman with a face like a pretty pig joined us at the counter. I have never seen anybody so pink. Either she has a dermatological condition or she has had a recent accident with a sun lamp.

I said, ‘How do you do, Mrs Flowers?’ and held out my hand.

She said, ‘I won’t shake your hand if you don’t mind.’

Marigold looked uncomfortable and said, ‘Mummy thinks that hand-shaking is an outmoded practice.’

Mrs Flowers took the book and leafed through it, narrowing her squinty eyes even further. Marigold watched her anxiously, as if awaiting her verdict. I began to feel a little nervous myself. I always feel uncomfortable in the presence of women who are taller than me.

I said, ‘I hadn’t realized the book was for you, Mrs Flowers.’

She replied, ‘It isn’t for me, but Marigold is easily taken advantage of. How much are you going to charge her for this?’

I said that the book cost $21.95 and that the cost of postage and packaging was a further $25.

Mrs Flowers said, ‘How much is that in good English money?’

I handed her the invoice.

‘£29.75! For a little book with only 168 pages?’

I said, ‘But it’s been flown from America in three days, Mrs Flowers.’

She threw the book on to the counter and said to Marigold, ‘If you want to squander your money, then go ahead, but it makes nonsense of me and Daddy scrimping and saving to try and keep the business going.’

I said to Marigold, ‘Perhaps I ought to take it back.’

And she said quietly, ‘Perhaps you should. I’m sorry.’

When I got back to the shop, I told Mr Carlton-Hayes that Miniature Embroidery for the Georgian Doll’s House was unwanted by the customer.

He said, ‘Never mind, Adrian. I’m sure there must be somebody else in Leicester who is interested in miniature Georgian-style embroidery.’

SUNDAY OCTOBER 13TH

Moon’s First Quarter

An email from Rosie:

Aidy, have you seen the news about the bombing in Bali? My friend Emma is on her way to Australia via Bali. Can you phone the emergency number for me please – I’ve got no credits on my mobile. Her name is Emma Lexton and she is twenty.

I emailed her back:

Information is only being given to next of kin. I am sending you £10 by first-class post. Don’t give it to Simon. Please ring Mum. She is worried about you.

MONDAY OCTOBER 14TH

No replies from the Right Honourable Tony Blair, Jordan or Beckham.


Dear Mr Blair

Perhaps my letter of September 29th has been mislaid or overlooked in the confusion of these turbulent times. I enclose a copy and would appreciate an early reply. My travel company, Latesun Ltd, are still refusing to return my deposit of £57.10.

I remain, sir,

Your most humble and obedient servant,

A. A. Mole



Only four of us turned up for the Leicestershire and Rutland Creative Writing Group meeting tonight. There was me, Gary Milksop, Gladys Fordingbridge and Ken Blunt. We met as usual in Gladys’s front room, hemmed in by cat ornaments and photographs of her vast family.

I opened the proceedings by reading from my dramatic monologue, ‘Moby-Dick Speaks’, wherein we get the whale’s point of view on being harpooned.

After a few moments Gladys interrupted me, saying, ‘I can’t make head nor tail of it. What’s going on? Is it supposed to be the fish talking or what?’

Ken Blunt stubbed his cigarette out into a cat ashtray and said, ‘Gladys, a whale is not a fish, it’s a mammal.’

I continued, but I could tell that I had lost my audience.

At the end, Gary Milksop twittered, ‘I liked the bit about Captain Ahab looking like a man who had been born without a soul.’

Gladys read her latest crappy cat poem – something about ‘I love my little kitty because she is so pretty…’ Naturally, because she is eighty-six, this received a round of applause.

Milksop followed with the latest chapter of the Proustian novel he has been writing and rewriting for fifteen years. It took 2,000 words to describe his first memory of eating a HobNob.

Milksop cries if he gets negative criticism.

Ken Blunt said, ‘Well done, Gary. I like the bit about the HobNob melting into the tea.’

I informed the group that I had not yet managed to arrange a guest speaker for our dinner on December 23rd, but that I had several irons in the fire.

Ken said he hadn’t written anything for this week’s meeting because he had been doing double shifts at Walkers Crisps. They are introducing a new line.

Gladys said, ‘What flavour will they be?’

Ken said, ‘I’ve signed a confidentiality agreement.’

She said, ‘It’s hardly Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy, is it? It’s only a few bleeding crisps.’

I changed the subject by telling them that I was moving into a loft apartment at the Old Battery Factory, Rat Wharf, soon, and that in future meetings could be held there.

Gladys said, ‘My husband worked there once. He spilt acid down his front. It only just missed his manhood.’

Gladys was not who I had in mind when I started the group.

TUESDAY OCTOBER 15TH

Marigold came in at lunchtime and bought Miniature Embroidery for the Georgian Doll’s House but asked me not to tell her mother. She said that she would keep the book in the attic, where she kept most of her doll’s houses. She said that neither of her parents was capable of climbing the loft ladder.

I said that I would love to see her doll’s house collection and was perfectly capable of climbing a loft ladder.

She said that her parents were ‘funny’ about visitors.

I said, ‘Do they never go out?’

She said they went out on Fridays to the Madrigal Society.

I said, ‘Well, what a coincidence. Friday is the only night of the week I am free.’ I smiled to show her that this was a little joke and to try and put her at her ease.

I am not at all interested in doll’s houses. The last I remember seeing belonged to Rosie; it was a plastic, vulgar ranch-house-style thing, inhabited by Barbie and her boyfriend, Ken.

I asked Marigold if she would like to meet up after work for a drink. She said that she wasn’t very good with alcohol.

‘Coffee then?’ I said.

‘Coffee?’ she said, as though I had suggested fresh pig’s blood.

I said that I had heard that red wine was good for the circulatory system.

She said, ‘OK, I’ll join you in a glass of red wine, but I can’t tonight. I’d need to give my parents notice.’

‘How about tomorrow?’ I said.

‘All right,’ she said, ‘but you will have to give me a lift home. We live in Beeby on the Wold and the last bus leaves Leicester at 6.30.’

For some reason we had been almost whispering. Marigold gives the impression that she is a spy living in enemy territory. Her skin is exquisite. I longed to stroke her face.

When I got home to Ashby de la Zouch my parents informed me that they had decided to sell up. Some fool has offered them £180,000 for their semi, including its hideous carpets and curtains. I pointed out that they would have to pay the same amount for a similar property.

‘Aha!’ said my father triumphantly. ‘We are not buying a similar property. We are going to buy a wreck and do it up.’

I left them poring over the Leicester Mercury property guide, ringing the more dilapidated houses in the worst areas.

Their tired old faces were suffused with enthusiasm. I hadn’t got the heart to pour cold water on to their mad plans.

Neither of them would know what a joist was if it sprang up and hit them in the face.

WEDNESDAY OCTOBER 16TH

I dressed carefully in natural organic-type colours this morning. Mr Carlton-Hayes complimented me on my aftershave. I told him that Pandora had bought it for me as a Christmas present four years ago and that I only wore it on very special occasions. Mr Carlton-Hayes told me that he had read in the Bookseller that Pandora had written a book called Out of the Box; it is due to be published in July 2003.

I asked Mr Carlton-Hayes if he would order a few copies, pointing out that Pandora was a local MP and was constantly on Newsnight, smarming up to Jeremy Paxman.

He asked me if Pandora’s book was likely to be ghostwritten. I said it was highly unlikely – Pandora was a control freak who had once gone berserk when I had changed the station on her car radio.

I met Marigold, as arranged, in the Euro Wine Bar – it used to be Barclays Bank – and we sat where the paying-in queue used to form. I asked for the wine list. The waiter shouted over the salsa music that there was no wine list and that the choice was red or white, in sweet or dry.

Marigold said she would have sweet red because her blood sugar was low. I ordered the dry white.

Conversation was difficult because of the noise. There was a speaker directly over our heads. I looked around at the other customers. They were mostly young and seemed to be lip-reading. Perhaps they were on an outing from the Royal National Institute for Deaf People.

After a while Marigold and I gave up trying to converse and she sat and looked at the dozens of miniature silver things on her charm bracelet.

A hen party –a collection of females dressed as mini-skirted nurses wearing fishnet tights – came in and sat at the next table. One of them took out a clockwork penis, which went round in circles until it broke free and collided against Marigold’s leg. I paid our bill and we hurried out into the street.

I asked Marigold if she liked Chinese food.

She said, ‘If I’m careful with the monosodium glutamate.’

As we passed the clock tower, I looked around at the crowds of young people gathered there, and realized that, at thirty-four and a half, I was probably the oldest person in the immediate vicinity. Even the policemen in the parked Transit van looked like kids.

THURSDAY OCTOBER 17TH

It took for ever to get to sleep last night. I lay awake in the dark, thinking about Marigold. She is a fragile, sensitive creature. She needs somebody to give her confidence in herself and free her from her overbearing parents.

I took her to Wong’s and ordered Menu C, and we ate prawn crackers, wanton soup, crispy duck with pancakes, lemon honey chicken and sweet and sour pork balls with egg-fried rice.

I asked the waiter, Wayne Wong, whom I have known since our school days, to remove the cutlery and bring us chopsticks, and I also asked Wayne to tell the chef to go easy on the monosodium glutamate.

Marigold seemed to be impressed at my confident, cosmopolitan restaurant manner.

Wayne had seated us at the best table in the house, next to the giant fish tank, where Koi carp costing 500 quid a throw were swimming about.

Marigold said, ‘I find them a little intimidating.’

I put my hand on hers and said, ‘Don’t worry. They can’t get out of the tank.’

I asked her if she would like us to move table.

She said, ‘No, it’s just that they’re so big. I prefer small things.’

This is the first time since I became sexually mature that I have worried that a woman will find my genitalia too big. I can’t wait for our next meeting tomorrow.

FRIDAY OCTOBER 18TH

Rosie sent a text which said:

M’s safe in Woolgoolga.

It wasn’t until I was halfway to Leicester that I realized what she was texting about.

I told Mr Carlton-Hayes that I was going to Marigold’s house tonight to have a look at her doll’s house collection.

He said in tones of astonishment, ‘You’re going to Michael Flowers’s house? Do be careful, my dear, he’s a dreadful man.’

I asked him how their paths had crossed.

He said, ‘Flowers used to be the vice-chairman of the Literary and Philosophical Society here in town. We had a vehement disagreement about Tolkien. I said that the opening paragraphs of The Fellowship of the Ring were enough to make a strong man retch. I’m afraid we came to blows in the car park of the Central Lending Library.’

I said, ‘I hope you came off best.’

He said almost dreamily, ‘I rather think I did.’

I explained that Michael Flowers and his wife would be out at the time of my visit, at the Madrigal Society.

When he had gone in the back I took a copy of The Fellowship of the Ring and read the opening paragraphs. I couldn’t see what the fuss had been about. It certainly wasn’t worth coming to blows over, though perhaps ‘eleventy’ was an invented word too far.

I looked through at Mr Carlton-Hayes in his baggy cardigan. It was hard to imagine him brawling in a car park.

Marigold made me park in Main Street, Beeby on the Wold. Then we cut through fields to the Gothic-looking house she has lived in all her life and entered by the back door. She said she didn’t want the neighbours to see me entering the house. I looked around. There were no neighbours.

It was freezing cold in the dark interior. Apparently, Michael Flowers doesn’t believe in central heating. He believes in wearing layers of wool and keeping busy.

Marigold was obviously very nervous.

I said, ‘Perhaps this is not a good idea.’

She said, ‘No, I’m a woman of thirty. Why shouldn’t I show my doll’s houses to a friend?’

We passed through the gloomy hall. There was a stack of library books and cassettes on the hall table, waiting to be returned to the Central Lending Library. One of the cassettes was Rolf Harris in Concert.

I said, ‘Rolf Harris and madrigals?’

She said, ‘My father has eclectic tastes.’

We crept up two flights of stairs like burglars. I went up the loft ladder first, because Marigold was wearing a skirt. Then Marigold went around switching the lights on in the doll’s houses. I was enchanted with the first few. The delicacy of the stitching on the soft furnishings was awe-inspiring, and when Marigold demonstrated the flushing toilet I was gobsmacked. I was impressed with the next batch, but quite frankly, diary, by the time I had inspected the eighteenth I was more than a little bored. However, I feigned interest.

I was relieved when we were walking across the fields back to the car. I held her delicate hand. I wanted to ask her to marry me, but I fought the impulse.

When we reached the village we sat in my car and talked about our families. We have both suffered. She said that her greatest fear was that she would never leave home and that she would be trapped in her parents’ house for ever. Her elder sisters, Poppy and Daisy, had fled years ago.

At 10 o’clock she said that she had better go home and prepare a late supper for her parents. I stroked her face. Her skin felt as soft as a silk shirt I used to have. She is almost beautiful when she smiles. She has got good-quality teeth.

When I got home I told my mother a little about Marigold.

She said, ‘She sounds like a nightmare. Take my advice and keep well away from needy people. They suck you into their own miserable world.’

She should know – she married my father.

SATURDAY OCTOBER 19TH

At lunchtime today I walked to Country Organics to give Marigold a copy of What Not to Wear by Trinny Woodall and Susannah Constantine. I haven’t mentioned it before, diary, but Marigold has very little dress sense. Somehow she has not realized that pop socks should not be worn with a mid-calf skirt. Or that lime-green shoes are not a good idea.

When she saw the title, her lower lip trembled and her eyes filled with tears. She was obviously touched.

There was a big bombastic man behind the counter wearing a hairy tree-patterned jumper, obviously hand-knitted by a friend, or an enemy. He was lecturing an elderly couple about GM crops in a booming voice. He said, ‘Let’s be honest, mark my words, there won’t be a single tree growing in this country in fifty years’ time. If GM crops are planted, we can say goodbye to our songbirds and butterflies. Do you want that?’

The elderly couple shook their heads.

His completely bald bonce glinted under the fluorescent lights. His yellow beard was crying out for a trim. It was Michael Flowers. I hated him on sight. I felt like shouting, ‘Yes, Flowers, I can’t wait until trees, songbirds and butterflies are a thing of the past.’ But of course I didn’t.

Marigold must have sensed my mood. She did not introduce me to her father. I left the shop with a heavy heart.

SUNDAY OCTOBER 20TH

Because they are ‘between cars’, my parents asked me to give them a lift to Harrow Street, in the Grimshaw area of Leicester, to view what my father somewhat grandiloquently called a property. The photograph on the estate agent’s particulars showed a boarded-up terraced house with vegetation growing out of the chimney pot.

I pointed out that Harrow Street was a police no-go area. But they said that after viewing the property they had promised to drop in for a cup of tea with Tania Braithwaite and Pandora, who was visiting her mother on the second anniversary of her father’s death. I still go weak at the knees whenever Pandora’s name is mentioned, so I was putty in their hands.

5 Harrow Street was a waste of time. My father was too frightened to get out of the car. My mother was brave enough to look through the letter box. She said that a flock of pigeons had broken in and made themselves at home. She made it sound as though the birds were sitting around drinking tea and watching television.

As my mother was getting back into the car, a youth in a top with the hood pulled over his face approached her and said, ‘Yo, woman, do you wanna score some draw?’

My mother said, ‘Not today, thank you,’ as if she was refusing a Betterware catalogue.

She turned to my father in the back and said, ‘Do you remember those Saturday nights when we used to smoke dope, George?’

My father said, ‘Shush. Not in front of Adrian, Pauline!’

I said, ‘When was this? Was I born?’

My mother said, ‘It was the 1960s, Adrian. Everybody did it.’

I said, ‘Everybody? Grandma Mole? Winston Churchill?’

I was disgusted with them and didn’t speak until we got to Tania’s house.

Pandora was looking ravishingly beautiful in a cream trouser suit. I will never stop loving her.

A large photograph of Ivan was on the sideboard next to a burning candle and a vase of red flowers. The photograph had been taken when he was still married to Tania. Nobody mentioned the fact that he was on honeymoon with my mother when he drowned. Also nobody mentioned that my father was living with Tania when the tragedy occurred.

When Pandora went into the garden to smoke a cigarette, I followed her and asked her if she would agree to be interviewed for my book, Celebrity and Madness.

She threw her treacle-coloured hair back and snapped, ‘How dare you call me a celebrity? I’m a serious politician with a crippling workload.’

I said that I had often seen her in the pages of Hello! on the arm of various old blokes.

She said that she was powerless to stop the paparazzi. She smoked in silence while I watched her lovely face. Then she sighed deeply. I asked her what was wrong.

She said that she missed her dad and added, ‘Has your mother ever talked to you about it?’

I told her that I only knew what had been written in the papers and that my mother had been deeply traumatized into silence by the tragedy.

Pandora said bitterly, ‘So traumatized that she seduced your father away from my mother within a week of my dad’s funeral.’

I said, ‘It’s baby-boomer behaviour, Pandora. That entire generation is morally corrupt.’

I told her about my parents’ 1960s drug habit. She laughed and said that a few spliffs on a Saturday night didn’t constitute a habit.

I told her about poor blind Nigel and she said she already knew and had put him in touch with the top man at the RNIB.

‘For counselling?’ I asked.

‘No. For fund-raising,’ she said. ‘Nigel’s well connected with the gay mafia. He is a direct route to the pink pound.’

Tania called us in for tea and we spent an uncomfortable hour eating and drinking and reminiscing about Ivan. However, we were all careful to avoid mentioning the circumstances of his watery death.

To break the tension I told Pandora that I had written to Tony Blair, asking him to send some documentation verifying the Weapons of Mass Destruction/Cyprus/forty-five-minute statement.

My mother said, ‘The tight git is fretting about losing his holiday deposit.’

Pandora said that she rarely saw Mr Blair nowadays as he was never in the country. I asked her if war with Iraq was inevitable.

She said, ‘I’ve heard a rumour that the MOD is about to call up reservist medical staff.’

My mother said, ‘So there’ll be even fewer doctors and nurses in the hospitals.’

My mother had obviously been gossiping while I was outside with Pandora, because Tania said, ‘I hear you have got a new girlfriend, Adrian.’

Pandora said, ‘What’s her name?’

I took a deep breath and said, ‘Marigold Flowers.’

Pandora laughed, showing a half-masticated Brie and cranberry sandwich, and said, ‘Christ, a comedy name. You must bring her to meet me. I’ll give her tea at the House.’

I will, diary, but not until Marigold has had a chance to read and study and implement the advice given in the What Not to Wear book.

MONDAY OCTOBER 21ST

Full Moon

My solicitor, David Barwell, phoned to say that he has received the papers from Mark B’astard and my mortgage company and warned me that there was an £8,000 shortfall. He asked me how I intended to cover this.

I said, ‘But I had worked out on my calculator that I only needed £3,000 in cash.’

Barwell said, ‘Perhaps the batteries were low.’

I said, ‘It runs on solar power.’

He said, ‘But we haven’t enjoyed much sunshine lately, have we, Mr Mole? You’ve obviously got your sums wrong.’ And he asked me again how I intended to find the difference.

I told him that I had £4,000 worth of hard-earned savings in the Alliance and Leicester Building Society and that I hoped to borrow the rest somehow.

He said, ‘The law doesn’t operate on hope, Mr Mole, it operates on certainties. You will need to bring the full deposit into my office before the end of the week, or the property will be put back on the market.’

He then asked me if I wanted to be put in touch with an independent financial adviser. I told him that it was on the advice of an independent financial adviser that my father had invested his pension in Equitable Life.

Barwell was silent for a long time and then he said, ‘Point taken.’

I immediately phoned my bank in Calcutta and explained my predicament to the woman on the end of the line. She said she would send me a bank loan application form.

I asked if it would be posted from Calcutta.

She said, ‘No, Watford.’

TUESDAY OCTOBER 22ND

No sign of bank form.

Saw Marigold after work. She was wearing a tartan plastic Alice band.

WEDNESDAY OCTOBER 23RD

Phoned Calcutta. A bloke said that a bank loan form had been sent to A. Vole at Leicester, North Carolina, USA, on Monday October 21st.

I requested that the form be sent again and gave the correct name and address. I stressed the urgency.

Life of Pi won the Booker Prize last night. My mother asked what it was about. I told her it was about a Hindu Christian Muslim boy who spends a year on a lifeboat in the Pacific with a Bengal tiger.

She said, ‘Why didn’t the tiger eat the boy?’

I said, ‘If the tiger had eaten the boy there would have been no novel.’

She said, ‘But it doesn’t make sense.’

My father, the esteemed literary critic, joined in, saying, ‘A kid wouldn’t last five minutes with a hungry tiger.’

I said, ‘The story is an allegory.’ And I left the kitchen before they could ask me technical questions about the lifeboat.

THURSDAY OCTOBER 24TH

Took my Hugo Boss suit to the dry-cleaner’s and pointed out the white stains on the trousers. I was careful to tell the woman behind the counter that the stains were evaporated milk and had been there since last Christmas.

My mother phoned me at work and told me that a letter from Barclays had arrived. I asked her to open it and read what it said over the phone. After an agonizing wait (how long does it take to open an envelope, for Christ’s sake?) my mother told me that the communication from Barclays was my Visa statement. However, there was a blank cheque attached to the statement and a letter, saying, ‘Dear Mr Mole, The attached cheque can be used where your Barclaycard may not be accepted: e.g. payment of utility bills, local tradesmen, home improvements or school fees. Cash rate applies. Please see conditions on reverse of this statement.’

I asked my mother what the conditions were.

She scanned the back of the statement and said, ‘It says something about… “for any amount as long as you remain within your credit limit…”’

I asked her what the interest would be on the cheque.

She said, ‘It
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