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            Self-confidence Is All

         
 
         Two Christmases ago, Sharon gave her mum a self-help paperback called The Duty Trap. The book is aimed at people who persist in unhappy, one-sided relationships out of a misplaced sense of duty. On New Year’s Eve, says Sharon, her mum finished the book, went upstairs, packed a suitcase and walked out. She went back to the farmer, now widowed, with whom she’d had the one love affair of her life. They are unbelievably happy, though their happiness is tinged with sadness that they left it so late.
         
 
         At the time, Sharon herself was in the eighth year of an unhappy, one-sided relationship with Trevor, a local hard man. She was reading a self-help paperback called Write It Down, Make It Happen. This book promises that you can get whatever you want from life if only you can articulate it in your mind then write it down. Sharon’s wish-list included a different life with a new man. A week later, she met me and left the hard man. (The hard man took it very badly, but that’s another story.)
         
 
         But as Sharon is fond of saying, you have to kiss a lot of frogs before you meet your prince, and after six months she realised I was one of the former. The thing that made her make up her mind to move on again was track two on Dido’s best-selling album No Angel. It’s called ‘The Hunter’. ‘The crown’s too heavy,’ Dido sings. ‘This queen you think you own/wants to be a hunter again/wants to see the world alone/wants to take a chance on life again/so let me go-o!’
         
 
         It had really spoken to her, Sharon said.
 
         I held my hands up. Listening to a pop song is as good a reason as any for changing one’s life. The songs of Johnny Cash, for example, have had a significant and usually entirely deleterious effect on the pattern of my own. Instead of a steady boyfriend, Sharon is getting a dog, she told me — an English bull terrier. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t jealous of the dog.
 
         Last week, Sharon’s mum and the farmer came to stay at my house for a few days while the divorce settlement was settled by local solicitors. Seeing that I was virtually immobile with grief and needing something to take my mind off her daughter, she fixed me up with a blind date with one of her mates, a 45-year-old millionairess with a stately home and vineyard. I told her this reminded me of the old joke about the ideal woman being a brewery heiress with a flat head to stand your pint on while she gives you a blowjob.
 
         Sharon’s mum arranged for me to meet her mate at 9.15 a.m. at a coffee shop in town. I would be wearing my green shirt. (Sharon’s mum likes my green shirt.) I’ve let myself go a bit lately, so before I set off she gave me a severe haircut. (Sharon’s mum is a hairdresser.) As she snipped at my head, she gave me a pep talk. I must make an effort, she said. It’s no good sitting around moping. I wasn’t that bad-looking. Self-confidence, she said, is three-quarters of attractiveness.
         
 
         I was a bit late when I pushed my shoulders back and shoved open the door of the coffee shop. My date was already in there, talking to another man in a green shirt. Dido’s ‘No Angel’ was playing on the CD. (‘I can’t sleep, I can’t breathe,’ Dido was singing, ‘till you’re resting here with me.’)
 
         I took my latte over to their table and joined them. My blind date tore herself away from her new friend to talk to me, but only from civility. Evidently she and the bloke in the green shirt had connected in some way. She’d assumed he was me, she said, looking at me with undisguised contempt, because of his green shirt. The bloke in the green shirt made no attempt to move away and winked at me over his raised cup.
         
 
         Well, I attempted a few inanities, which got the short shrift they deserved. I could see that she was busting to resume the conversation she’d been engaged in with the other bloke before I came in. What was particularly galling to me was that my green shirt was much nicer than his green shirt. Mine was a freshly laundered Ben Sherman; his, this hairy lumberjack thing.
 
         But, as Sharon’s mum had said, self-confidence is all, and I had none. So I stood up, pointlessly shook hands with both of them and came home again. Sharon’s mum didn’t half tell me off when I told her what had happened. At the moment I am studying a self-help paperback called Solitude. 
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Feast of Football

         
 
         I’m round at Dave’s apartment watching the tapes of  Channel 4’s documentary Football’s Fight Club. There’s  Dave, me and the maid sat on the sofa in front of Dave’s  wide-screen TV. Dave’s wife has gone to the West End, and  Dave has arranged for an articulated lorry to be outside  Harvey Nichols at 5 o’clock to pick up the shopping.
         
 
         Purporting to be a history of soccer hooliganism  in Britain, the documentary is a solid hour of football  crowd violence footage, interspersed with adverts for  fast cars and gourmet food. For people like Dave and  me, who went to football matches as impressionable  lads during the late Sixties, early Seventies, when soccer  violence was in its heyday, the documentary is an absolute  feast. Dave says the continuous violence feels a bit  like watching pornography. We are actually there on the  fringes of two of the riots shown. Dave stops the tape  several times but we can’t see ourselves.
         
 
         Dave’s maid says she is pleased to see that so many of  the hooligans were black. The day Mrs Thatcher decided  to stamp out football hooliganism by gentrifying the  game was a bad day for race relations in this country,  she says. I look at her. She is quite serious.
 
         We’re enjoying every second of Millwall supporters rioting at Luton, when Dave’s land line rings. The maid refuses to get up and answer it on the grounds that it probably isn’t for her, so Dave stops the tape and gets up. It’s Dave’s old man, ringing from Benidorm. Dave’s old man is 75 years old and is what is known as a bit of a character. Dave flicks a switch on his answerphone so we can all hear what he’s got to say. The line is wonderfully clear.
         
 
         ‘Hello? Son? Listen,’ he says. ‘I’ve still got it in me. I’ve just pulled this 26-year-old bird. We’ve been in bed all day and she says she’s had worse.’ Dave’s old man then describes what they’ve been doing to each other. The maid does a little ‘I’m going to be sick’ pantomime. Dave says, ‘Look, I’ve told you before, Dad. I don’t want to know. Go away. I’m busy.’
 
         ‘Hold on, son,’ says his old man. ‘She wants to speak to you. I’ll put her on. Here she is. She’s called Janice. She’s top drawer. Honestly. Here you go, babe,’ he says.
 
         ‘Hello?’ says a young, slightly tipsy, estuarine accent. ‘Is that you, Dave?’
 
         ‘What do you want?’ says Dave tersely.
 
         ‘Dave, I love you.’
 
         ‘How can you? You’ve never even seen me!’ says Dave. (He shoots me and the maid a look that says, ‘The silly old fool doesn’t half pick ’em.’)
 
         ‘I have seen you!’ she says. ‘I’ve seen the photo beside Sidney’s bed. Dave, you’re gorgeous!’
 
         ‘But that was taken years ago, when I had hair,’ says Dave. ‘It’s all fallen out since then. I’m bald.’
 
         ‘Don’t worry, babe! I still love you, hair or no hair! See ya.’ She’s a cheerful soul by the sound of it.
         
 
         Then Dave’s old man comes on again. ‘I’m jealous!’ he says. ‘Don’t get any bright ideas, son. I saw her first.’
 
         ‘Leave me alone, you momser,’ says Dave. ‘I’m busy.’
 
         Dave puts the phone down and switches the tape back on.
 
         We are up to 1985: Bradford City, then Heysel. At the latter stadium, Liverpool supporters charge the Juventus fans, a wall collapses and 38 Italians are crushed to death amid harrowing scenes. The maid bursts into tears. A Liverpool hooligan who was there that day is interviewed. ‘They started it! They started it!’ we shout in our best Scouse accents. And, sure enough, that’s exactly what he says. ‘They started it,’ he says. ‘It was their fault for running away.’ We see corpses being laid out on the terracing. The maid is sitting bolt upright with her hand over her mouth.
 
         Then the phone rings again. Dave freezes the frame and gets up to answer it. It’s his brother, Paul, calling from New York. He’s hopping mad. ‘Dad’s in bed with a brass in Benidorm and he’s only rung me up in New York to give me all the gory details,’ he says. ‘And then the klutz puts her on the phone to say hello!’
 
         ‘She isn’t a brass,’ says Dave. ‘He met her somewhere.’
 
         ‘She’s a brass,’ says Paul. ‘I told her to tell him I’m busy then I slammed the phone down. I’m fuming,
 
         Dave. He gets my secretary to call me out of an important meeting just to tell me he’s knocked a brass off. I’m not having it.’
         
 
         ‘I tell you what, though, Paul,’ says Dave. ‘He’s had a better day than you have by the sound of it.’

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Saturday Night Fever

         
 
         Here in the West Country, the short brown indigenous people live on the council estates, while the pretty thatched cottages and Georgian town houses are occupied exclusively by tall, fair-skinned, middle-class invaders. The division is as clear-cut as that.
         
 
         The two communities don’t mix. The only points of contact are at the supermarket checkout and the garage, or the local might collect the refuse of the incomer and his wife might wipe the incomer’s bottom when his mind’s gone. But there is no smouldering hatred of the colonised for the coloniser as far as I am aware. The locals tolerate the tall wealthy race dwelling among them with stoical good humour. Their culture is easily strong enough to withstand invasion by a people whose only beliefs are based on material wealth and a kind of confused nostalgia. The wealthy cultureless incomers of course run the show. Except, that is, on Saturday nights. On Saturday nights they concede the town to the locals, who come swarming down from their hillside council estates, dressed to kill.
 
         The town is built around a single steep street. The locals begin in the pubs at the top and work their way down. The young men swagger triumphantly down the middle of the high street shouting. By 11 o’clock a drunk, rackety crowd is milling around on the broad cobbled street at the bottom of the hill wondering what to do next. Quite sensibly, no magistrate is willing to grant anyone a late drinks licence in these here parts.
         
 
         At this point in the evening there is often a fight or two. Last weekend’s was terrific. I was there. Two married couples were going at it hammer and tongs. Not young married couples, either. The women began it, and then their men joined in. A punch thrown by one of the men was so wide of the mark it knocked down his own wife, plus an interfering peacemaker. Thrown off balance by the force of his own forward momentum, the man then fell down on top of his wife. Soon all the participants were struggling in an undignified mêlée on the cobbles, with the peacemaker, who was the only sober person for miles around by the look of him, trapped underneath.
 
         Then I saw her. She was in the crowd gathered around to watch the fight. I hadn’t seen that face of hers for eight weeks. I was dreading seeing it again. In last week’s episode of Sex and the City, a character claimed that as a rule of thumb it takes the hurt party exactly half the duration of any given relationship to recover from the termination of it. Well, I was getting there, but didn’t want to go upsetting the apple cart by seeing her again before I was ready.
         
 
         It is so typical of Sharon, too, that the first time I see her face in the two months since she gave me the sack, there’s a drunken crowd and a fight going on around it. There is often a fight when Sharon gets dressed up and has a night out. I’m convinced that this woman who wrought such havoc with my life is also some kind of walking vortex of psychic disturbance.
         
 
         In the midst of the pandemonium her face was calm and turned towards mine. It was like looking at the sunrise. She came over. ‘Trevor’s back,’ she said. Trevor is the hardest, possibly the most violent man in this really quite violent little town. Before she went out with me, Sharon was Trevor’s fiancée. Trevor never knew about me, but Sharon is always terrified of the consequences when he does find out. And he will. The indigenous folk have an extensive grapevine. And Trevor has lots of relations who comprise what passes for a local mafia. It’s only a matter of time.
 
         When she left him he went nuts. He kidnapped her. He took an overdose of sleeping pills. He beat her up. He went for counselling. He went on antidepressants. (As I did. ‘What’s the matter with all you blokes?’ says Sharon. ‘The least little thing and you all go on antidepressants.’) Finally, he went abroad. To Manila. He’s a country boy, can’t read or write, has rarely been out of the county before, and he goes to Manila. He was going for good at first, he said. Then he was going for a year. When he finally did go I thought I could breathe easily for at least the next six months. As it is, he’s been gone a fortnight. Now he’s back. He’ll find out all right. How he never found out before he went away, I’ll never know.
         
 
         As Sharon told me her news I no longer saw or heard the brawl or the raucous crowd. We could have been facing each other on a deserted street. And I was all right. Admittedly I’d been drinking for the last six hours. But I kept it together. I was calm. She couldn’t stay long, she said. She had a taxi waiting. Two policeman pushed past me, too. I turned away and walked back up the hill.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Conversation Piece

         
 
         My material wealth at present consists of a car, a camera and a few hundred books. The books are stored on shelves in a room in my mother’s house currently occupied by my uncle Jack, aged 93. All day long Uncle Jack sits in an easy chair in this room drinking whisky and gin, my books in colourful rows behind him. If I want to read one, I first have to ask Uncle Jack if he minds my coming in, then I have to converse with him while I look for it. It’s like paying a toll.
         
 
         I’m not complaining, of course. Uncle Jack rarely goes out of his room these days and he’s always delighted to see someone. And who am I to begrudge an elderly relative a few moments of my time while I look along the shelves? The only snag is that Uncle Jack’s short-term memory is shot to bits and the conversation is always exactly the same every time I go in there.
         
 
         ‘Have you actually read all of these books?’ he’ll say. ‘Most of them, Uncle.’ ‘Good Lord. I never was much of what you might call a reader myself.’ Uncle Jack speaks with a fruity, pre-war army officer’s accent. It is his habit to single out a word from each sentence — it might be the noun or it might be a verb — and give it an intentionally ludicrous emphasis. ‘Tell me, Jeremy, what are you doing with yourself these days?’ ‘I’m a sort of journalist, Uncle,’ I say. ‘For whom?’ ‘For The Spectator.’ ‘Damn good paper — at least it was in my day. Well done, old chap. Well done. And tell me, what do you write about?’ ‘I write about you quite a lot of the time actually, Uncle.’ He roars when I tell him this. ‘Nothing bad, I hope!’ he says, wiping his eyes. Then he’ll see me scanning the shelves again and say, ‘Have you actually read all of these books?’ ‘Most of them, Uncle,’ I say. And off we go again.
         
 
         That’s conversation A. Conversation B is the most likely if I’m wearing shorts. Apart from six years fighting the Germans, Uncle spent his working life going to and from the bank. In his mind, gentlemen never wear shorts unless they are playing sport. So, if I go in to look for a particular book and I’m wearing shorts he’ll invariably say, ‘Been running?’ And he’ll roll the gerund in the phlegm at the back of his throat to give it some extra juice. I never know, when he says this, whether he’s having a pop at my clothes or whether it’s a genuine enquiry. I generally stick to the script and say that I have. ‘And how far do you go, normally?’ ‘Three miles, Uncle,’ I say. ‘If the President of the United States can run three miles a day, so can I.’ ‘I must say you’re looking pretty fit, my boy,’ says Uncle. ‘How old are you now?’ ‘Forty-five.’ ‘Are you? Are you now? My God, you don’t look it. Well done, old chap. I admire you. Keep it up.’ Then he’ll fall silent, embarrassed at being so lavish with his praise. Then he’ll look up and say, ‘Been running?’
         
 
         Conversation C is about the weather, which is always warm for the time of year. ‘What time of the year is it anyway?’ he’ll add. ‘Have a guess, Uncle.’ ‘August?’ ‘No. It’s December.’ ‘And what year is it?’
         
 
         When I tell him it’s 2002 he always bursts into tears. I think it must be the shock of finding himself in a different millennium to the one he spent his life in. He bursts into tears in conversation D too. That one’s about West Ham United. It starts off with my telling him West Ham’s position in the table and finishes with him sobbing his heart out because he’s remembering standing on the terraces with his brother between the wars, watching the likes of Vic Watson, Jimmy Ruffell and Ted Hufton. He gets so emotional during conversation D he can’t speak for a while, therefore it’s a good one to start off with if I can’t find the book I’m looking for and have to concentrate for a moment.
         
 
         Of course conversations with Uncle Jack do occasionally take an unexpected turn. When he’s had a skinful, for instance, there’s no telling what he’s going to say. The other week he came about a yard out of his room and said to me, ‘You think I’m a damned fool, don’t you? You all do. Well, I’m not! You can all go to hell!’ The word ‘hell’ got the full phlegm treatment and came out sounding truly dreadful. Then he stood there, just outside his open door, leaning heavily on his stick and swaying a little. He seemed undecided about what to say or do next. Finally, he said mildly, ‘Where do I go now?’ ‘Back to your room?’ I suggested. ‘And where the hell is that?’ he said.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Living Dangerously

         
 
         With the money from her divorce settlement, Sharon’s mum bought the children a house. Sharon has been living there for a year while studying full-time at college for a diploma in social work. She’s been anxious about writing this 5,000-word essay for nearly a year. Finally she’s got down to it and she’s been at it day and night. Fortunately, she’s currently barred from the only pub in town worth going to. When I tell her it was a blessing in disguise, this trainee social worker on Slimfast looks at me like she would love to do me some serious damage.
         
 
         With a day to go before the essay deadline, I get a call from her. She’s crying. She’s got 5,000 words down on paper, she sobs, but they don’t make any sense. Would I go over there and read it and tell her what to do? So I drive over. The kitchen is littered with sheets of paper. The strain of composition has turned Sharon into a regressive wreck. She’s perched on a chair in a foetal position cuddling a hot-water bottle to her stomach and rocking herself to and fro. The tips of her cigarette fingers, I notice, are orange with nicotine. ‘Yeah, I’m chaining, she says, reaching for her tobacco tin.
 
         ‘James in?’ I say. (James is her brother.) She gives a contemptuous jerk of the head towards the ceiling. ‘Upstairs ill,’ she says. ‘Man flu.’ She picks up a sheaf of papers, chucks it across the table to me, then gets up and puts the kettle on. I pick up a pencil and examine the first page of small dense type. The essay is entitled, ‘The mentally ill are treated at the expense of their rights. Discuss in relation to the medical model.’ Her opening sentence, however I look at it, makes no sense. Nor does the second. I take off my coat and hang it on the back of the chair. It’s going to be a long job.
         
 
         While I’m correcting and reworking her essay, there’s a knock at the door. Sharon likes to be always at the centre of a web of sexual intrigue. The door-knocker is nearly worn away by the peremptory tattoos of illicit lovers, official lovers, would-be lovers and ex-lovers. ‘Roll them all together and they still wouldn’t make a whole man,’ says Sharon ruefully. The first visitor, however, is her new dope dealer. She brings him into the kitchen. I look up from the page expecting to be formally introduced, but I’m just an anonymous member of the emergency services and it doesn’t happen. He’s a small camp chap. We must excuse him if he seems overexcited this evening, he says, but his boyfriend has just been promoted to area manager. He retrieves a cellophane-wrapped lump of hashish from his handbag and Sharon pays him and sees him out again.
         
 
         When she comes back she says, ‘He kissed me!’ ‘So?’ I say. ‘I didn’t think gay men were supposed to have those kinds of feelings for women!’ she says. I don’t answer this. I’m too busy. I’ve really got my work cut out. The content of the essay is fine, as academic bollocks goes. The main problem is her relentless placing of the predicate of a sentence before the subject. That and the bizarre positioning of her commas. Also, she seems to be under the impression that simple sentences aren’t allowed. It’s tough going and I have to concentrate. I can do without the interruptions.
         
 
         ‘Look at this, Jerry,’ she says, shoving the lump under my nose. ‘That’s never half an ounce! It’s a quarter, more like. Where’s my scales?’ The hunt for the kitchen scales takes her all over the house. I can follow it by the sound of doors slamming. Then I can hear her upstairs, berating her sick brother for the disgusting lack of scales in the house.
 
         She’s still up there reading the riot act when there’s another knock on the front door. I go and answer it. It’s Trevor, the bloke she left to go out with me. Trevor can’t read or write and communicates mainly by punching people. He knows me from the pub. And I’ve bought a car from him. But he still hasn’t quite worked out who I am. Trevor is trying to woo Sharon back at the moment. ‘What are you doing here, my bird?’ says Trevor. (Hereabouts, ‘my bird’ is a double-edged term expressing contempt as well as endearment.) ‘I live here,’ I lie. ‘I’m a lodger.’ He is visibly taken aback at this. ‘I haven’t seen you here before,’ he says. ‘I’m not here much,’ I say. ‘Anyway, my bird, tell Sharon that 
         
 
         Darren is coming round here with a claw-hammer in a minute, and he’s going to smash her car up.’ ‘Right-ho,’ I say. Trevor’s about to go, but a thought strikes him. He folds his arms, cocks his head on one side and says, ‘How long have you been living here, then?’
         
 
         And thus begins another eventful evening round at Sharon’s.

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            The Remains of the Day

         
 
         At our first terrier, lurcher and ferret club show of the new season, I was stewarding the ferrets again. I always get given the ferrets. I’d rather steward the terriers or the lurchers, or even stand at the gate taking the entrance money. But when the stewarding jobs are allocated at our pre-show meetings, no bugger else wants to do ferrets so they give it to old muggins.
         
 
         The ferret steward’s job is to shout out the name of the class, take the 50p entry fees and ferrets from the competing owners, place each ferret in a numbered showing cage, then assist the judge by passing him a ferret when he asks for one. Once the judge has come to a decision, the ferret steward shouts out the numbers of the winning ferrets in reverse order, distributes rosettes and congratulations, returns the ferrets to their respective owners and prepares the cages for the next class by mopping up any urine and faeces and spraying the cages with Dettol. With 12 classes and an average of ten ferrets in each class, the ferret steward is the loudest and busiest steward on the showground. You’re too busy to chat, eat or drink, let alone exhibit your own dogs or ferrets. Sometimes you get bitten. And after the show you go home stinking of ferret.
 
         The ferret judge I assisted at our first show of the season was a silent, conscientious man. He had this little notepad. I’d pass him a ferret, he’d look in its earholes and make a note. He’d retract its upper lip to expose the carnassial teeth and make a note about that. He’d look at its feet and count the toes and make a note about that. He’d even blow on its back to see if the fur fell back correctly and make a note about that. He took such a long time deliberating over his final choice that for once I had time to relax and talk ferrets with some of the owners.
         
 
         Actually, a cursory glance is enough to tell most judges which ferrets in any given class are outstanding. Any subsequent close examination is simply to check that nothing is seriously wrong, like a foot missing or an undershot jaw, and to make the exhibitor think he’s getting his 50p’s worth. Beauty in a ferret is in any case entirely in the eye of the beholder. Some judges prefer their ferrets big, others small. Some favour albinos, others polecats. There is no written standard. But this judge was a stickler for detail and wanted to make a show of impartiality. Between classes, while I removed the faeces from the cages and restocked them with more ferrets, he underlined this impartiality by standing outside the tent and examining the sky. The exhibitors were pleasantly surprised by such conscientiousness at first. But as the afternoon wore on, I could sense that some of them grew tired of it.
 
         We were still only on class seven — Best Matching Pair — when the sun dropped below the trees and it turned colder. I popped my head outside the tent and saw that the lurcher and terrier shows had finished and the show rings were dismantled. The two ladies in the horse-box had stopped serving teas and were busy packing up. Back inside the tent some of the ferret exhibitors were showing each other their watches. Our club chairman — a dead ringer for the late Donald Pleasance — came in. He was rubbing his huge hands together for warmth and looking a bit concerned. Taking me to one side for a moment, he asked me which class we were on. ‘Class seven: Best Pair, Mr Chairman,’ I said. ‘Fucking assholes!’ he said. Then he went away again.
         
 
         By the time we finally got to class 12, the championship class, in which the judge picks a champion ferret from all the previous 11 class winners, it was almost dark. He’d seen all the ferrets before, but insisted on having them out and looking at them all over again. Because it was too dark to see fine details like teeth and claws, I drove my old Volvo into the tent and the judge scrutinised each ferret by the light of my dipped headlights.
         
 
         All this meticulous judge had to do now was pick out his champion and reserve champion and we could all go home rejoicing. He wasn’t going to be hurried, though. He deliberated long and hard. He’d been weighing the comparative merits of an albino hob and a polecat jill for an unconscionable time when the owner of one of the ferrets in question, a big man with mud on his coat, stepped forward and removed his ferret from its cage. ‘Well, I’ve just about ’ad enough of this — all this judgin’,’ he said. ‘Me and Satan’s going ’ome for our tea.’ And with a cheery wave to one and all he and Satan pushed their way out of the tent and were gone.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Missing the Point

         
 
         We’ve moved up from a Festival 30 to a Willerby Bermuda. Or rather my philanthropic aunt has. We knew she was thinking of upgrading this year, but we thought she was going to go for a Festival Super maybe, or at a push an Atlas Fanfare Super 35. Not in our wildest dreams did we imagine she’d get a Willerby Bermuda.
         
 
         When me and the boy and the boy’s half-brother arrived on Saturday for our annual free holiday in north Cornwall, and we were confronted with this brand-spanking-new Willerby Bermuda in place of the old Festival 30, our feelings were mixed. We were sentimentally attached to the old Festival 30. We liked its dusty, etiolated upholstery, its ill-fitting doors, and that familiar musty smell, peculiar to old caravans, secondhand bookshops and nonconformist chapel cloakrooms, that greeted us when we first arrived and tugged open the door. It was a caravan without pretensions to being anything other than a holiday caravan. You could walk in with sandy feet and drape your wetsuit over the telly for want of a better place and that would be fine. And if we left the windows and doors open all the time, especially when it rained, we could capture that sense of being both indoors and outdoors simultaneously.
         
 
         A Willerby Bermuda, on the other hand, is a caravan pretending to be a dockside development three-bedroom luxury apartment, with radiators in every room, PVC double glazing, deep-pile carpets, ludicrously elaborate curtains, glass-fronted cupboards, spot lighting, even a fireplace with mantelpiece. It is designed specifically for slamming the door behind you on filthy Nature and being warm, comfortable and secure indoors. Very flash, but somehow missing the point. And staying in a caravan more luxurious than any house we are ever likely to live in has made us self-conscious. It’s too good for us. And people are staring at us, too.
 
         The Bermuda is situated on its own spacious plot of land beside the entrance to a caravan and camping site. Everyone going to and from the beach 50 yards away passes by our ranch-style wooden gates. They gawp as they pass by and some pass comment, for there isn’t anything approaching a Willerby Bermuda on their site. A couple of Atlas Statuses, maybe, is all that their site can boast. And whereas their caravans are close together in rows like Birkenau blockhouses, we have a third of an acre surrounded by a hedge, with a tree in it and a garden shed. Comments overheard so far are: ‘Like a bleeding house’, ‘Wankers’, and ‘They must have some dough!’
 
         Rain has been falling continuously since we arrived, out of a sky so low that if I stood on the roof I could probably reach up and touch it. We’ve done nothing but sit in our luxuriously appointed caravan staring back at the passers-by and playing a few hands of pontoon in the evening. The boy and his half-brother, aged 13 and 12 respectively, have arrived at that stage of character development where they just sit or lie down for long periods with their mouths open, growing pustules. And what with the rain, and having no dough and feeling like a not-good-enough dad, and coming off Prozac last month, and all this carpet, I’ve lost it.
         
 
         Last night we were playing pontoon for pence. I was banker. At one point, I said, ‘Pay 19s,’ and dissolved into tears. I was sitting there holding the king of diamonds and the eight of clubs and weeping openly in front of the lads. I was inconsolable. ‘It’s not as bad as all that,’ said my boy crossly. ‘I’ve only got 17 and Dan’s busted.’
 
         And now when I hear passers-by making some comment about our Willerby Bermuda, either for good or ill, I get upset. I want to run out to tell them that me and the boy and his half-brother have 15 quid between us and it’s not our caravan. I want to tell them that to keep us in Tesco Basics I had to issue a moody cheque, and I’ll be issuing another one at the garage for petrol to get us home again. I want to tell them that when I picked up my boy from his mother’s, his mother’s boyfriend was out the back sawing the head off a roe deer he’d poached so they could eat meat.
 
         I don’t know what’s happening to me. I’ve gone nuts. To pull myself together I remember Nietzsche’s dictum: ‘Never believe any ideas that occur to you indoors.’ But with all due respect, it’s hard not to after three days in a Willerby Bermuda.
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
          
         
            Fair Play

         
 
         I was running the Whack-the-Malteaser stall yet again this year. My sister put me on it the first year I helped out at the ‘fun day’ she organises every summer at the day centre for people with learning difficulties, and I’ve been running it every year since. This year I asked if I could go on the lucky dip instead, but she said no. Her clients don’t like change, she said. Because they are used to seeing me on the Whack-the-Malteaser stall, they expect to see me on it again this year. This is true, I suppose. People with learning difficulties are remarkably conservative. In fact, one could almost say that conservatism and autism go hand in hand.
         
 
         Basically, the Whack-the-Malteaser stall is a wooden table, which I stand behind. Fixed upright to the table is a clear plastic tube with a short curve at the bottom, like a drainpipe. Up wobbles a person with learning difficulties. I charge him or her 20p and hand them a wooden mallet. If necessary, I offer advice on which end of the mallet normally gives the most effective results, then I take a Malteaser out of the box and drop it down the tube. To win a prize, the person wielding the mallet has to flatten the Malteaser with a single blow as it shoots out of the bottom of the tube.
         
 
         The rules insist that the Malteaser must be crushed by a single blow within the marked area. Tempting as
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