
[image: Cover for the Bookish]



[image: Vintage Books]




ALSO BY LUCY MANGAN

Hopscotch & Handbags: The Truth about Being a Girl

My Family and Other Disasters

The Reluctant Bride: One Woman’s Journey
 (Kicking and Screaming) Down the Aisle

Bookworm: A Childhood Memoir




Praise for BOOKWORM:
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To Dad
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Introduction: Hungry for Books

I am never happier than when I am in a bookshop. Or at least, to put it at its very, very lowest, I am never more reliably happy than when I am in a bookshop. I feel at peace in a way that I do not feel anywhere else. I feel my mind calm and my anxieties flee for the duration of my visit. It is like magic. Nothing else restores me like time in such a place. Libraries of course come close, but unfortunately the older I get, the greedier I become for the joy of permanently possessing rather than borrowing books.

My tsundoku habit (the indispensable-once-you-know-it Japanese word for the act of buying books at a rate that far outstrips the speed at which you can read them) has been out of control for years. When I broke my ankle in 2023, the common assumption amongst my friends and family was that I had tripped over one of the to-be-read piles of books with which my home is liberally strewn, despite every wall being lined with shelves and the existence of a dedicated book room at the bottom of the garden. Those friends and family were only slightly wrong. I was actually on my way up the stairs while reading a book and dressed in an off-brand Slanket (my preferred reading attire October–May) and I caught my foot in its hem. But, you know, point taken. I didn’t really, you might say, have a leg to stand on.

This is what it means to be bookish – along with never leaving the house without at least two books (one started, one not) in your bag, your holiday luggage packed with clothes stuffed into gaps between books (instead of the other way round) and refusing to part with any of your childhood favourites, however often your mother/spouse/children complain about the space they take up. It means being able to look along your bookshelves and remember all the good times you had with your paperback (and occasionally hardback, from particularly profligate days) companions. Not just the simple pleasure of reading them, but the times you turned to them for comfort too (God bless the stabilising force of my Maeve Binchys and Miss Reads); or the times they introduced you to new concepts – bigger, darker, deeper, more fascinating ideas (dystopian fiction, I’m looking at you); or the times they gave you a safe way to vent your rage at the world (we will discuss the soothing violence of Jack Reacher at length later); or the times they helped restore your sense of self after a gigantic life-event did its best to blow that precious asset apart. I didn’t foresee that I would need books more than ever after giving birth to a baby, and I certainly never envisioned that it would be Edward Rutherfurd’s London that I needed. But if we’re lucky, we live and learn.

Bookish I was born and bookish I shall die – maybe in another Slanket-related accident, maybe when a bank of shelves collapses as I try to ram home one more acquisition, or maybe in a paroxysm of delight when an unknown Wodehouse is discovered and published for the world to enjoy.

In childhood, books were my perfect delight. A new world to discover between every set of covers, with no worries to distract me from my full immersion in them and no constraints on my time to prevent me reading and rereading everything I wanted, until I had sucked the very marrow from them and absorbed it into my own. A few years ago I wrote Bookworm about those years, as a heartfelt and grateful celebration of the unique, intense relationship that we form with books in childhood.

The golden glow of those early loves warms us still, as adults. But as we move into adolescence, we tend to put away childish things for a while as we try to make sense of the confusing business of growing up into a bookish adult. In our teenage years new books find us and become a refuge from the bewildering world outside, particularly if we are of a persuasion that finds the prospect of parties, nightclubs, boyfriends and sex less tempting than terrifying. In our twenties, with any luck, such things – not nightclubs, never nightclubs – become more manageable, even pleasurable, and books return to the status of beloved companions rather than crutches. In our thirties, maybe we meet someone who understands us, and our need not to be interrupted while reading, and settle down with him or her. And eventually we might reach an age when we return to our childhood books – maybe as we read them to our own children or grandchildren, maybe simply to restore them to ourselves.

In this book you will find paeans to many treasures that I found and hoarded as teenager, as a busy twenty- and thirty-something, as a mother, and that I now gaze upon as a woman in middle age with growing apprehension as I count the number of books still to consume, and the likely number of years left to me, and fail to make the maths work.

Some of these later beloveds were discovered under deeply unpromising conditions, such as the forced marches through the reading lists of GCSE and A-level school curricula or, a few decades later, when Covid-19 shut down the world around us. Some came already laden with promise, as presents from friends – once I’d got the hang of making them – and to catch sight of them is to remember not only encounters with wonderful stories, but relationships with wonderful people too. Many were bought with the encouragement of the man who would become – and remains – my husband, his enabling of my addiction forming the enduring basis of our marriage. Some are proof copies, an incredible perk of an incredible job as a journalist and author, a job it had never occurred to me, growing up, that I could ever have. And some belong to my late father, and we all know how precious the relics that best embody the people that we miss can be. And many, many more were just … picked up along the way, their origins lost, but their contents preserved for as long as I need them.

‘Read in order to live,’ Flaubert once said, in a letter to Mademoiselle de Chantepie, and to all of us. The journey into and through adulthood has taught me quite how deep the wisdom of this runs. My reading both pushed me out into the world – often in search of new books – and opened up the world to me, helping me understand the people around me in a new way. If we stop reading, if we stop putting ourselves in other people’s shoes, if we stop considering their situations, relationships, reactions, choices and morals, if we stop exercising ourselves imaginatively, if we stop asking ourselves, ‘What if …?’ and ‘What would I …?’, then we cut ourselves off from inward avenues of growth, exploration, adventure – and at a time when the outer world may be shutting itself down too. Modern adult life is busy, complicated and demanding. Sometimes it flings a pandemic and home-schooling in there too and then the shit really hits the fan.

Under the burning responsibilities of adulthood, the lack of time, the duties, the pressures that accumulate as you acquire jobs, partners, children and other such … uh, well, let’s be semi-diplomatic and call them ‘rewarding burdens’, the bookish ore becomes refined. Indulgences – experimentations in genre perhaps, or the resolve to finish every book you start – fall away. But the hard, irreducible core of a love of books and reading stands unaltered. You will know this by the annual accusation that you are taking ‘too many books’ on holiday, and your annual explanation (a display of wondrous patience – well done) that there is no such thing. Yes, you are taking more books than you could read in a fortnight, but not nearly enough to account for all possible exigencies, moods (what if you visit a ruined cathedral and suddenly nothing but Ken Follett’s Kingsbridge saga will do?), rabbit holes opened up by a chance reference or a stray sentence, weather events (a three-day downpour changes the reading schedule entirely), illnesses (the beach-read selection suddenly made obsolete, but you pivot seamlessly to the comfort-reads tucked into hand luggage at the last moment) and all the shifting rest upon which your reading appetite depends. Really, you end thoughtfully, you should be congratulated for agreeing to move so far from your bookshelves at all.

In adulthood, you learn quite how far you will go to preserve the time you need (not want – that’s gone and probably for ever, unless your provision for retirement far exceeds my own) to consume the stuff that was always the essence of you. You learn what you will cast to the wind (housework, child craft projects, second-tier-and-below friendships) to protect the relationship that has always been central to your existence. And – when truly huge life-events come along – you learn what happens when you can’t.

Bookish starts where Bookworm left off – with me staring down the barrel of adolescence – and takes us up to the present day, where I have just turned fifty, am basically knackered, with a husband, a thirteen-year-old son, a seventeen-year-old cat and a book room at the bottom of the garden that will hopefully get me through everything.

In the following pages you will find paeans of praise to what many might consider an eclectic selection of books, from Chaucer to Maeve Binchy, from George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four to Shirley Conran’s Lace and other such apparently odd bedfellows. This is because if I have done one thing right in my life it is this: I have always read for pleasure and never with an eye to impressing others or keeping up with the bestseller or Booker lists. And if you read without self-consciousness or snobbery, you are liberated: free to enjoy whatever comes your way and makes you happy, instead of being cowed or trammelled by overt or covert disapproval. I wish I could have absorbed this lesson as readily regarding other areas of life – jobs, boyfriends, high-cocoa-content chocolate bars spring to mind – but at least, thank God, I seemed to realise it from the off where books were concerned, and they have been an unpolluted wellspring of delight all my life as a result.

Maybe you have been similarly lucky and have always had the same degree of joy. If not, please read on, and maybe I – and Winston Smith, the Wife of Bath, Aisling, Pagan, Maxine and more – can start you on the journey. If there is one flaw in the bookish, it’s that we tend not to shout too much about our greatest pleasure, and this means that sometimes we do not find our people as early in life as those who love noisier or more public pursuits do. I hope this book reaches you. We are a huge and far-flung gang, a broad church, a quiet army of voracious readers. Let us sally forth, together and yet separately, just the way we like it.
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Flies, Rats and Mole: On Formative Novels

It is 1988. Margaret Thatcher recently became the longest-serving prime minister this century. The National Health Service is in turmoil. England’s ports are paralysed by striking ferry workers. But I am fourteen and I have real problems.

‘Look at this,’ I shout, standing in the middle of the sitting room and brandishing a piece of A4 at my parents. ‘Just look at this!’ I am outraged. Unlike most fourteen-year-olds, this is not a normal state for me. Such hormones as I have yet bothered to produce are coursing only sluggishly through my veins. I am basically a mud turtle. But even mud turtles can be pushed too far. ‘They want,’ I explain, my voice dropping to a furious whisper, ‘to make me read!’

The perpetual-motion machine known as my mother pauses in planing the doorframe, which had recently offended her with its micromillimetric asymmetry, to attend briefly to my woes. My sister – a carbon copy of my mother in looks and DIY zeal, to whom had been added a terrifying mathematical brain to the distaff brawn – looks up from her latest attempt to hack into the Pentagon with the BBC Microcomputer that we acquired a few years ago. It is a lump of beige plastic passing for state-of-the-art technology at the time, and which children today would look at with as much mystification as we would have done at a particularly antique zoetrope. Dad, a man whom Trappist monks would find reserved, doesn’t look up from his book. Things have not yet reached such a pitch.

‘What’s yer problem?’ asks my sister. ‘It’s all you like to do: read. You’re so boring.’

‘She’s right,’ says my mother. ‘Well, you’re not boring – just too quiet, and slow, and lazy, and impractical – but you do like to read. And who’s making you? Explain yourself. I haven’t got all day. I’m panel-beating after this. ‘

‘Teachers,’ I say. ‘For GCSE English. They’ve given us a reading list. And I like to read. But I do not like being made to read. And I definitely don’t want to be given exams on what I’ve read.’

‘Yer an idiot,’ says my sister, returning to her recalcitrant code as the computer bucks and strains and belches smoke.

‘It does seem quite stupid,’ agrees Mum, picking up her tools and preparing to restart work.

‘Not at all,’ comments Dad, finally moved to speech. ‘The loss of any liberty is always hard to bear. Think of how you feel, my pet, when the car has to go in for its MOT.’

‘I could kill,’ says Mum.

‘Exactly. And now, in some small measure, our firstborn’s absolute freedom to roam through literature at will has been curtailed. What she is experiencing is a neat inversion of the Tom Sawyer fence-principle. Just as you can find any number of willing helpers for a task by framing it as a fun pursuit, so too you can alienate aficionados of any activity by introducing an element of coercion or compulsion.’

‘Tom who?’ says my sister, breaking open our phone’s receiver and extracting new wires and a tiny circuit board.

Dad looks at me to see if I’ve understood. I nod.

‘You’ll get used to it, though,’ he says. ‘It’ll even end up adding something – you’ll see.’

‘You’ll bloody have to,’ says Mum, throwing the plane back into her toolbox and the door back onto its hinges. ‘GCSE English is compulsory.’

It didn’t quite happen like that, of course. But the essence is true. I don’t know what I thought my first set of formal examinations – preceded by this newfangled thing called ‘coursework’ over the next two years – would entail. But the requirement to read to order had not crossed my mind.

Soon, however, my natural passivity and trained obedience to authority reasserted themselves and I turned my face towards the set reading list. I knew that at least one thing wouldn’t change: the childhood friends of my reading life would stay by my side, forever unchanged and ready to offer me succour as I embarked on this new journey of Proper Reading. All the famous old classics were still there on my bedroom shelves: Little Women (I still longed – indeed, still long – to be Jo), The Secret Garden (still yearning for one of those too), The Chronicles of Narnia (don’t we all still have to suppress the urge to tap the back of a wardrobe in vestigial hope?) alongside the less well-known and slightly newer, such as The Family from One End Street (including the valiant Kate Ruggles, an early bookworm role model in the middle of her rambunctious family) and Milo’s semantic and numerical adventures in The Phantom Tollbooth. I still loved them all. Nor had the gloss and glamour of Francine Pascal’s Sweet Valley High series yet worn off, or the thrill of Judy Blume. Reading Antonia Forest’s stories about the school and holiday adventures of the Marlow family, or the slow blooming of Will under the care of his guardian in Goodnight Mister Tom, or of Tom and Hatty’s platonic love affair across time and yew hedges in Tom’s Midnight Garden was still a full-immersion experience every time.

They were the steadying hand on my emotional tiller as we entered uncharted waters in school (we had, in case you were wondering, already Done Metaphors the year before). The title of the first book we tackled was distinctly unappealing. So too was the cover: a monochrome, very dead pig’s head on a stick, the only splashes of colour the red trickles of blood from its eye and mouth. Those superficialities aside, however, Lord of the Flies turned out to be an excellent first choice by our new teacher, my soon-to-be-beloved Mrs Jenkins. At the most immediate, and immediately valuable, level – when you’re about to make thirty reluctant pupils read the whole thing aloud in turn – it is simply an unremittingly gripping yarn, the perfect Robinsonade. Except that instead of just one Crusoe trapped on a desert island, there’s a whole classful. And they’re not practised adventurers and sailors; they’re young boys, left to struggle for survival after their plane is shot down over the Pacific as part of what appears to be the outbreak of the Third World War. After that – well, it was exactly like school. The group comprises nascent bullies, natural victims, misfits and the effortlessly charismatic and popular, who dictate the collective mood and actions. If they had been girls, you’d have said they formed cliques. As it was, they are likened to tribes.

Okay, I thought, before we had got very far at all, I’m in.

Well, the survival parts were nothing, to a battle-hardened veteran of the early 1980s trend in children’s fiction for post-nuclear-war endurance tales. Chasing a pig through the undergrowth and hacking it to death? Practically a comedy interlude, after you’ve faced down the Purple People Eaters who roam through Robert Swindell’s Brother in the Land, my friends! And while I’ve got you, let me also note that the heroine of Robert C. O’Brien’s Z for Zachariah made a much better fist of providing for herself than this chaotic gang of boys does. And she did it alone, in an irradiated wasteland, not with labourers aplenty on an island groaning with nature’s bounty.

But, of course, the main pig-meat of Golding’s tale – incredibly, his debut novel – is the factionalism that soon occurs, and the war between might and right that develops as the majority of boys shuck off first their clothes and manners and then their morals to unite under bloodthirsty Jack, preferring hunting, feasts and fun to the duller work of gathering, maintaining a fire and staying disciplined. Suspicions and paranoia bloom, rogue quasi-religious beliefs take hold, their fragile democracy collapses and one boy feels the freedom to unleash the murderous instincts that – Golding seems to say – we all harbour within us, albeit with some finding them more readily accessible than others.

I loved it. It’s a book that speaks to pessimists everywhere. As indeed it should, born as it was out of Golding’s reaction to reading R. M. Ballantyne’s Victorian classic of adventurous and heroic derring-do, The Coral Island, to his children sometime in the late 1940s/early 50s. This paean to noble and manly virtues from the golden age of optimism hit differently with the knowledge of the Nazi atrocities of the Second World War. Golding asked his wife if it would be a good idea if he wrote a book about what would happen if a group of boys was stranded on an island together and behaved how a group of boys stranded on an island together really would behave, and she encouraged him to give it a shot. He borrowed character names and made other references to Ballantyne’s book in his own, but Golding’s story is its dark counterpoint: a suggestion that if men are left to rule the world untrammelled, there will soon not be many of them – or much of the world – left to dominate.

I loved especially one of the closing lines: famous, though I wasn’t aware of it then. Help in the form of a naval officer arrives – too late to save poor Simon and Piggy, good souls who have met awful ends – and ‘Ralph wept for the end of innocence, the darkness of a man’s heart and the fall through the air of the true, wise friend called Piggy.’ I almost got to read it aloud too. Mrs Jenkins went round the classroom, where we sat in alphabetical rows, allocating the paragraphs, and it fell into mine. At last the whole torturous business of reading aloud was going to be worth it; I could possess these beautiful, heartbreaking words as if they were mine, for just a few moments. And then Paula Maltby-comes-before-Mangan turned up and fucked everything. Yes, yes, I am still bitter. Why would I not be?

In a power move by Mrs Jenkins that I can only respect, she decided to break our psyches further on the wheel of terrifying truths and dystopian visions by marching us straight on to George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four.

It was at least a familiar title. I had read it before, when I was ten. I think Dad had been encouraged to buy it for me partly by the fact that it was, actually, 1984; and partly because I had appeared to grasp the fundamentals of Animal Farm when he took me to see a production of it for children at a theatre in town.

(By ‘fundamentals’ I mean the notion that we all – pigs, man, man, pigs – contain the potential for evil if the circumstances are right, and that Boxer’s death is up there with Bambi’s, if you’d like to inflict another and more rarefied emotional scar on your children. I don’t mean that I turned to Dad at the interval and said, ‘By Jove, Father, as an allegorical fable, this maps rather neatly onto the events leading up to the Russian Revolution and then onto the Stalinist era of the Soviet Union, as a Democratic Socialist such as its author, George Orwell, likely would have seen them! What more natural way could there have been for him to have expressed his disbelief at the British intelligentsia’s starry-eyed adoration of ol’ Joe at the time of writing, which, according to these programme notes, was 1943–4, when Britain and the Soviets were allied against Nazi Germany.’ I was still years off realising that Narnia and Aslan were doing double-duty as heaven and Christ at this point.)

Now look, I’m not advocating censorship. And if I were, I probably wouldn’t start with Orwell, lest the irony kill me. But I’m just going to say that ten is possibly a bit young to hand your offspring a copy of one of the world’s most brutal dystopian visions – acknowledged masterpiece though it may be – and walk away without another word.

These are the five things I remembered from reading George Orwell’s Nineteen Eighty-Four at the age of ten:


	A man’s mouth turning into a ‘cherry-coloured mass with a hole in the middle of it’, when he is smashed in the teeth by a guard at the Ministry of Love

	Where and what your solar plexus is, after Julia is thumped in hers

	Rats

	RATS

	RATS!



The rats were the first time I ever had to put a book down and walk away for a while. When O’Brien, at the culmination of his torture of Winston, puts the cageful of starving vermin (or was it only one starving, scrabbling creature? was it even starving? I will never know, because I am never going back to check) over his victim’s head in Room 101 and finally breaks Winston – as a man and as a human being – for ever, I discovered that the power of evocation in books could exist at an order of magnitude greater than I had ever imagined.

I prowled around that book for a few days. It rested, radiating malevolence, on the green units.fn1 By tacit agreement, nobody touched it. They all knew I was going through something. My mother even resisted the urge to tidy it away, despite the fact it was open, face-down and distinctly out of place in her clinically ordered home. As I prowled, I wrestled. With simple fear: rats! In a cage! An inescapable cage over one’s head, and a man describing how they go in through the soft cheeks and eat your eyes first! With a question that my mind refused both to answer and to dismiss: what was my greatest fear? What would I be confronted with in Room 101? And with a dilemma: Nineteen Eighty-Four was scary as hell, but also … really, really, really good. I was transfixed by the world depicted – so like ours, but canted at an intriguing angle.

It reminded me of one of my favourite stories in the Mandy comics that Lauren Jones (we bless her name) at school was still passing on to me when she had finished reading hers every week. ‘The Last Buttercup’ was set in 2083, when Britain was ruled by a giant computer called The Decider. Flowers had been outlawed, in the name of modern efficiency, but our heroine Moira had discovered a forgotten corner of her city called the Zone of Voices where – you guessed it – buttercups and other flowers had survived. There were punishment battalions in 2083; and Re-Education Centres within which were housed Zero punishment cells; and specially appointed Trusties patrolled the cities, keeping an eye on ordinary people – surveilling them, you might say – and reporting any suspicious behaviour to the authorities. What an impressive series of coincidences, I thought, too young to know, and too stupid to intuit, that stories of all kinds did not stand alone, emerging uniquely from some pure creative ether, but existed in intricate and cross-pollinating relation to each other, part of a web that spans both time and space.

Just as with ‘The Last Buttercup’, I wanted desperately to know what happened next. How would Winston escape, how would he and his girlfriend Julia get the happy ending that books provided? Charlotte’s Web had been the only instance I had come across where this truth did not hold true. But that was set in animal land – and in America. And if I understood nothing else, I understood that Julia’s and Winston’s lives were very much set in the human world, and in England, only a very little further in the future. I could see that a cheery conclusion was going to be tricky, but I had faith that Orwell would provide.

I hope I’m not supplying a great spoiler here when I say that he did not. The final scene – the final lines – have a bullet entering Winston’s brain and him dying with two gin-scented tears trickling down the sides of his nose, and a heart full of love for Big Brother.

When I was required to read Nineteen Eighty-Four again four years later by Mrs Jenkins for GCSEs, however, I of course got it all totally. I mean, it was deep, but I got it. Thoughtcrime, Newspeak, doublethink (‘The past was alterable. The past never had been altered. Oceania was at war with Eastasia. Oceania had always been at war with Eastasia’ – how could you not read that and feel both chills down the spine and the thrilling sense of having been initiated into an entirely new field of depraved human endeavour?); the brainwashed proletariat, the limitless cruelty that those who have power will inflict in order to keep hold of it. Totalitarianism, is that it? I see. I would be firmly on the alert for that from now on.

Rereading it now (I know, I said I wouldn’t a few pages ago and I meant it at the time, but it has since come to seem like a bit of a dereliction of duty), I find it terrifying in entirely new ways. The telescreen surveillance – George, babe! I wish that was the extent of the state’s grip on us! Hell, I wish it was only the state that had that grip on us! But I gave innumerable faceless organisations more information about myself in one quick trip around Instagram before I got out of bed this morning than one of your little screens could gather in a lifetime. And they are already chopping it up, repackaging it, selling it on and showing me the ads that are going to make me pay for the privilege of doing so! It’s mad out here, George, I’m telling you. To be fair, we’ve no Ministry of Love – though we do have social media screaming at us if we step out of line – but we do have six or seven gigabillionaires who look set to reduce the rest of us to their servants, so that gin-soaked proletariat may be even larger than you dreamed. Oh, happy days, when I was ten, fourteen, and Nineteen Eighty-Four was a deliciously terrifying thought-experiment and not a prescient vision. Nineteen Eighty-Four sits on my shelf now as the book that taught me the world is never more than three bad decisions away – or one really bad invention that looks really good at the time – from exceeding even the most dystopic imagination.fn2

This first – conscious – taste of a real, unequivocally adult book, then, was a potent and intriguing one, but not exactly moreish. And I knew, really, that I had only begun to understand it. Orwell’s novel had teemed with more and darker ideas than I was ready to face. I felt them moving under the words like sharks beneath the water. And for the first time they were exactly that: ideas. Big political and philosophical ideas instead of (or at least as well as) the ever-fascinating nuances and convolutions of human relationships and the endlessly compelling complexities of character.

But GCSE pupils cannot live by keystone political fiction alone. They need some light relief. Fortunately, a recent publishing phenomenon provided it: The Secret Diary of Adrian Mole, Aged 13¾. It hit the shelves in the early 1980s, when I was a few years younger than the spotty hero. I had picked it up at a friend’s house – her mum was reading it and left it on the kitchen table – vaguely aware, by osmosis, of its popularity, but not somehow cognisant of the fact that it was considered a comic masterpiece. To me, as I rested my hip against the table and got stuck in, the diary read as a horror story.

If you are too young to get the joke, to understand that the era you are living through is being wittily satirised at every turn, to appreciate the tropes of adolescence that are being attended to, spun and made honest and hilarious – well, let me tell you: it’s a bleak read. Not as bleak as Nineteen Eighty-Four, you understand, but still … the setting was deeply depressing; 1981–2 Leicester did not seem to be madly differentiated from 1981–2 Catford, mid-breaking on the wheel of Thatcherism as they both were, and I felt I had enough real-life bleakness to be getting on with. And as for the life … I did not thrill to the prospect of adolescence if it meant being surrounded by people who thought they were so-o-o-o-o clever, painted their bedrooms black and were forever measuring their things. I’d seen my dad’s thing often enough, as he nipped across the landing from shower to bedroom, to be quite sure that if I’d been unfortunate enough to be born in possession of one, I’d keep it hidden and ignore the ugly thing as much as possible. God’s sake!

Maybe I would have appreciated the book more if I had known that Sue Townsend’s experiences as a working-class woman (who, after her marriage ended, had to bring up three young children in extreme poverty) informed everything she wrote, however comic the lens through which they were refracted. This was rare in the world of publishing – for reasons that it would take another book to discuss properly – and as newsworthy a story as another penurious single mother’s would become, after the publication of a certain book about a boy wizard a few decades later. Or maybe matters would have been different if I had known that although Townsend couldn’t read until she was eight, it was the Just William books – and her mother’s patient teaching – that finally cracked the world of literacy open to her, and that Adrian was inspired by Richmal Crompton’s creation. Perhaps then I might have been tipped off about the comic nature of the book I was reading. But then again: if you’re too stupid and/or inexperienced to get the joke, you’re too stupid/inexperienced to get the joke.

So my first meeting with Adrian was not a success. Fortunately, books are patient. And when one of them becomes a cultural phenomenon, it is also persistent, crossing your path again and again and again until one day, almost in exasperation, you relent, pick it up at another friend’s house and angrily give it another go. And that was when I discovered that, just as when I read Z for Zachariah as an adult and found that the horror lay more in the man than in the apocalypse, or that the sorrowing heart of Anne of Green Gables lies in Marilla, or that reading Pride and Prejudice at thirty-five reveals the enduring injustice done to Mrs Bennet by her husband, or even when I read Nineteen Eighty-Four for the first and second time only a few years apart, Adrian’s diary underwent the shift I needed. At some point during our separation it had become funny. It had become profound. It had become the comic masterpiece everyone had been telling everyone it was.

Perhaps appropriately, it induced my own mini identity crisis. How had I ever been someone who did not ‘get’ a line like ‘Now I know I am an intellectual. I saw Malcolm Muggeridge on the telly last night, and I understood nearly every word. It all adds up. A bad home, poor diet, not liking punk. I think I will join the library and see what happens.’ How did ‘I have never seen a dead body or a female nipple. This is what comes of living in a cul-de-sac’ ever fail to slay me in the aisles? How had I failed to appreciate ‘I used to be the sort of boy who had sand kicked in his face. Now I’m the sort of boy who watches someone else having it kicked in their face’? That perfect, precise delineation of Adrian’s temperament and the bone-deep limits of his ambition – knowing deeper than conscious thought that he would never be the hunted who becomes the hunter. But the satisfied bystander? Mole in us and us in Mole. Perfect. Perfect.

Now there are those who will say the book’s transformation was wrought by the fact that by then I was Adrian’s age and had myself drunk deep of the teenage brew, that heady, toxic mix of self-absorption, resentment, misunderstood-ness, earnestness, without which knowledge you cannot find most of the humour in the book. And – though I scowl and hunch my shoulders mutinously as I say it – they may have a point.

Since then, Adrian Mole has grown to manhood. I must confess we parted company after his Growing Pains. I started The True Confessions of Adrian Albert Mole, but felt the bleakness returning. My loss, I’m quite sure. I think it’s something to do with the unavoidable intimations of mortality that come with following a character through what would be his real-time ageing. I think it more revealing – more interesting – and less disturbing to return to the original pair and find my sympathies realigning as the years pass. At the moment, of course, my heart is with Pauline shucking off the burdens and responsibilities that have accrued to her over the years in favour of pink hair, feminism and declining to indulge her son’s ‘revolting adolescent mooning’. Mr Lucas I could do without, but each to her own. The time will come, I’m sure – as Caitlin Moran says in her foreword to the anniversary edition – when we discover that Grandma Mole and thereafter maybe even Bert Digweed are the true heroes of the story. But for now, I am Pauline, albeit a version who is readying herself to take down Adrian’s diary and hand it to her own son one day, not nearly long enough from now, and let the Everyteen guide him through the coming maelstrom. If he thinks he’s painting his bedroom black, though, he can damn well think again.

Thanks to Adrian, and to Winston Smith and Julia, I was beginning to understand a little more about how books work. They are not the one-way delivery system they first appear to be. The form – that wonderful, miraculous form, slices of tree marked by different selections from the infinite combinations to be made out of twenty-six characters and a handful of punctuation marks, in the way best designed to conjure certain people and places in your mind – is fixed, but the content is not as static a thing as you might think. You, the reader, bring something to it too. Your temperament, for one thing. The political messages and interrogations of received ideas in Nineteen Eighty-Four can put fire in the belly of less melancholy, more proactive people than me, for example. And, in time, your experiences and the change in perspective that age ineluctably brings alter the text too. You find new layers to it – new aspects to old friends. Every book, left long enough, becomes reborn. Rereading a book, after years apart, is the bibliographic equivalent of never stepping in the same river twice.
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