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			Preface


			At some point in late December 2019, I alerted my wife, Mo, to a brief reference in the Scotsman to an outbreak of a new, severe acute respiratory coronavirus originating in Wuhan, China. I commented that the UK Government would do well to cease its preoccupation with the General Election and ‘getting Brexit done’ and prepare for what might become an existential threat. Subsequently, the World Health Organisation declared the spread of the virus as a Public Health Emergency of International Concern on 30th January 2020 and designated it as a pandemic on 11th March 2020. As a social historian I sensed that a period of dramatic change in our way of life was imminent and that this could best be captured for posterity by keeping a diary. Accordingly, I began to record our life with Covid-19 from 19th March 2020, just four days before a national lockdown was imposed.


			Deciding on an end-date for the diary has been more problematic. Variants of Covid-19 are still circulating widely within the community. It is estimated that one in 24 or 2.5 million people in the UK are likely to have tested positive on 13 December 2023. In addition, evidence would suggest that over 1.5 million people are living with the legacy of long covid.


			However, with the availability of vaccines, British society has learnt to live with the virus, and it is no longer perceived as an existential threat. A significant turning point came in May 2023 when the World Health Organisation announced that Covid-19 no longer constituted a ‘global health emergency’. The recent proceedings of the Covid-19 Inquiry have also been indicative of a shift in public and political discourse towards a retrospective view of the pandemic and mark an appropriate endpoint for this diary.


			There is a rapidly growing historiography addressing the origins and impact of the Covid-19 pandemic in Britain. Some commentators have focused on the virological and epidemiological aspects of the story and its implications for the social construction and influence of scientific and medical knowledge. Others have concentrated instead on the efforts of the policy community to contain the pandemic and the competing agendas of health and economic forces within Whitehall and Westminster. Meanwhile, medical historians have sought to locate Covid-19 within the context of past epidemic and pandemic diseases. Economic historians have explored the impact of quarantine measures past and present while historians of class, gender, and race, have focussed on the social disparities accentuated by the pandemic. Its impact on civil rights and restrictions has also drawn the attention of political and legal historians. 


			In addition, the pandemic has produced a range of research initiatives dedicated to recording and archiving the everyday lived experiences of people coping with the crisis since March 2020, often adding a sociological or even anthropological dimension to the historical narrative. Central to these initiatives has been the collection and analysis of diaries that provide a very special window into the mind-set of individuals faced with the threat of Covid-19 and its variants. 


			My diary, which records my responses to the pandemic from the first lockdown in March 2020, both as a social historian and a ‘shielded’ individual coping with Parkinson’s Disease, will hopefully represent a valuable addition to the existing literature. 
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			19th March


			Today, the full realisation of the meaning of ‘self-isolation’ hit home. We decided that until further notice we had to dispense with our cleaner. She, herself, is scrupulous in wearing gloves and keeping her distance, but she has family and care homes that she routinely interacts with, and she could easily be a vector without knowing it. However, we are going to keep paying her for the moment, partly as a retainer but more importantly to help in some small way to safeguarding her income. With the gardener the problem is less acute as for the most part he operates outside the house. But as some form of income support, we have signalled that we are happy to pay the going rate for a range of other tasks in the garden such as repainting the shed etc., albeit that these do not do justice to his skill set. People are being very solicitous, and I am receiving concerned queries about my condition from N on a regular basis; one today at 7.08! If nothing else, I hope this crisis drives people back into having proper telephone conversations rather than texting. 


			Yesterday, Parentline closed its volunteer help line – a very sad moment, not least because one fears that it will be a long time before it recommences, if at all, given the likely impact of the crisis on funding. The ‘dream team’ had already ceased to operate – I had given in my notice as a ‘self-isolator’, one of the team was quarantined at home because her family had unwisely taken a trip to Milan, and the other may still, as I write, be in lockdown in Tenerife.


			Panic buying is still a problem and Mo is trying hard to arrange on-line delivery with a supermarket. If the reports are anything to go by, she will struggle as many of the distributors have no slots for weeks ahead. Meanwhile, problems with the supply of my Parkinson’s medication are already kicking in. Fortunately, I always try to keep a 2–3week surplus, but I do not fancy having to cope with my medication being interrupted. Brilliant reading of Hilary Mantel’s third volume on Radio 4 – much better as an audio than as a read, if the critics are to be believed.


			21st March


			A visit yesterday to the bird hide at Musselburgh, a welcome break from the isolation of the house. Spectacular colours on the shelducks and vivid yellow flashes on the teal. But surreal trying to maintain distance from other birdwatchers and walkers. I am increasingly aware that even the country locations and bird reserves that I was looking forward to visiting are now crowded with everyone else who has self-isolated but seeking open air outlets. 


			The news from Italy is disastrous and if we mirror its experience, we are in for a frightening escalation in deaths from Covid-19 in Scotland. The Government is slowly but inexorably moving to some form of total lockdown. Yet, it is reluctant to police some form of containment, but given the continued disregard of advice by anti-social members of the community and the impending unravelling of the NHS as infected numbers spiral, ‘lockdown’ can only be a few days away. Certain at-risk groups are due to be contacted with a view to providing them with food and medication without having to leave their houses. I appear to be somewhere towards the bottom of the list, so I am still uncertain where I stand. Certainly, I am unhappy with Mo having to queue in shops and the pharmacy. We also need to ensure that the gardener and podiatrist do not present a possible risk of infection. There really is no end to the precautions that, ideally, we could take (for example, sanitising newspapers and post, all shopping, and any random deliveries). All we can do is use anti-viral liquid on surfaces, adhere to normal hygiene procedures and, most difficult of all, keep our hands away from our faces. 


			Today, we played our first game of scrabble – the first of many I suspect as we need to build in a variety of activities to mentally survive the next months. Already we feel disorientated by the absence of any commitments in our diaries and the lack of social contact – indeed I sometimes really struggle with remembering what day of the week it is. 


			24th March


			The Government has, yesterday, at last introduced a form of lockdown. We are directed not to go out at all except for food shopping, limited exercise, and the procurement of urgent medical supplies. More things continue to unravel – problems of getting an MOT now garages are closing; the issue of whether we can risk visits from the podiatrist and whether the gardener can come in for his customary pee. Today we continued our ritual of de-cluttering the house by focusing on the hall cupboard – much in need of a coat of paint and some creative joinery. In a way we are finding this process therapeutic in the hope that, when we do get back to some semblance of normality, and commence the kitchen project, at least the rest of the house will be tidy and decluttered.


			My Parkinson’s is slowly getting worse I’m afraid and my feet are sticking dangerously at every turn. I shall persevere with the 8mg Ropinirole and try and steadily increase the dose over the next couple of months. Fortunately, I am good at sticking to an exercise routine and have been able to integrate my Pilates exercises into my own program. I do question how much longer I could have coped with Parentline, and certainly if the service was re-started, I would have to think very carefully if it was appropriate for me to continue. I do wonder though how charities are going to survive the crisis and whether Parentline has a future.


			Received a very caring call from an old university friend concerned for our welfare. I shall miss meeting him in Stratford and sharing the Royal Shakespeare Theatre experience. 


			Meanwhile, my daughter, Hilary, seems to be in lockdown in Penicuik. There was talk of her being redeployed elsewhere in the NHS but thankfully nothing came of it. Martin, my son-in-law, is at the front line as a paramedic and has begun to deal with increasing numbers suspected of having the virus. The real worry is my grandson who appears to be disregarding government pleas and is hanging out with his friends. If he catches the virus, he will effectively commit Hilary and Martin to self-isolation at the cost of their health and contribution to the NHS. 


			2nd April


			Second week of lockdown. Everything has become a perfect storm of anxieties and forebodings. Mo and I are managing well. In many ways, having spent a lifetime of solitary in the archives and behind my writing desk, being locked down is not too great a shock to my system. However, I do miss my Pilates for Parkinson’s classes and above all the social milieu of Parentline. We have also missed our book group (Laura Cumming, On Chapel Sands) although, with the aid of Zoom, we are hoping to rectify this omission. Mo is suffering more from the social isolation as she is a natural socialiser. So far, she mainly compensates by endless conversations on the phone. Mentally I am fine and trying to keep mentally fit by doing the Scotsman crossword, playing scrabble with Mo, and doing some refereeing for academic articles on sexuality. 


			Sadly, my physical condition still deteriorates and my footwork has become so stilted that I am constantly at risk from falling. So, we have decided to access some music online and to do some dancing to try and improve my coordination. I do stick to a regular workout regime every day along with a rather ‘Pythonesque’ extended walk around the garden to maintain muscle tone. I am also increasing my doses of a new medication (Ropinirole) which may alleviate my symptoms. Ironically, the main warning on the information leaflet, previously brought to my attention by the Parkinson’s nurse, is ‘priapism and hypersexuality’. 


			We are interpreting lockdown fairly rigorously and now letting no-one into our house; necessitating a rather awkward call to our gardener to the effect that if he needs a pee, he will have to find a convenient spot in the garden! My only residual worry is that Mo is still having to shop occasionally for basic foods, although she has arranged for a regular delivery of fruit and vegetables, as well as a milk delivery. Until now, she has been okay with the situation, especially after the supermarkets got their act together with social distancing, but it remains a weak link in the lockdown and I am now insisting that we seek some local help. 


			To date I have not received the ‘at extreme risk’ letter but I have no intention of being a martyr to the sacred cause of ‘herd immunity’. I strongly suspect that it is this epidemiological model that has led to the dangerous lack of testing facilities in the country, as I am sure Johnson’s and Cummings’s initial objective was to let the epidemic run its course, thus preserving the economy while at the same time focusing mortality on the elderly and most vulnerable citizens. Apart from the ethical issues raised by such an approach, it failed to recognise that such a model only worked if a vaccine was available. By the time our leaders took this on board there had been a fatal delay in ramping up our testing regime. Coupled with the ongoing failure to supply adequate PPE (personal protection equipment) to front-line medical staff, the Government is attracting increasing censure.


			Curiously, Nicola Sturgeon has not made any comment on the mismatch between the English and Scottish mortality figures. On Monday through Tuesday 283 people died of the virus in the UK, whereas only 16 people died in Scotland. Hopefully there is some consolation to be drawn from this.


			3rd April


			Feeling vulnerable as I feel I am brewing something; the sort of nasal and throat discomfort that presages a cold, but God willing not more than that! 


			7th April


			Considerable relief that, although I continued to feel under par, no Covid-19 symptoms developed; a reflection I think of the visceral fear this virus is spreading. Meanwhile, events have made the situation even more surreal. Not only has the Chief Medical Officer for Scotland had to resign for breaching her own self-isolation guidelines but Boris Johnson has succumbed further to the virus and is now in intensive care. There is a feeling that the Government’s lockdown strategy is beginning to attract increasing scepticism and ‘push back’. The policing of open spaces has drawn considerable criticism. Several European governments are now contemplating phased unlocking of certain sectors to try and avoid the total breakdown of their economies. In addition, a report has surfaced today suggesting that keeping children off school has minimal effect on infection spread. Government public briefing sessions are becoming increasingly vacuous with the same mantras about ‘flattening the peak’ and ‘doing the right thing at the right time’, with little insight into what the exit strategy from lockdown is going to be. 


			Today has been one of mixed fortunes. For the fourth time in six days Bella has been sick and dealing with the problem may not be easy in current circumstances. On the plus side, I managed to sit in the sun for 15 minutes and do 45 minutes gardening without any balance issues. Being close to the soil always energises me and dispels my health anxieties. Mo has been on the phone exploring whether any food delivery slots are available, but they are all occupied for the foreseeable future. I hope the Government does not impose any stricter lockdown because we could do without another senseless round of panic buying. Another boost to my ego – an approach from the New York Times to discuss the historical issues surrounding contact tracing and a request to referee an article for the Transactions of the Royal College of Physicians of Scotland. It is good to keep my academic skill sets honed. 


			14th April 


			The dreadful toll of the virus daily increases and it is now predicted that the UK will end with the worst death count (now well over 11,000) of any European country. Worryingly, there is growing concern that patients treated in intensive care units are being ruthlessly triaged, with those over 70 held back from any invasive treatment. The debate over the lack of personal protection equipment and community testing, and any vestige of contact tracing, continues apace. Meanwhile, the media is devoting increasing space to the torrid details of what it is like for both patients and medics in ICU’s and the trauma and distress of relatives who cannot be with their dying family members. 


			Predictions for the future are dire with behavioural experts predicting that we shall have to significantly change our behaviours for the foreseeable future, such as not touching our faces or eyes, and that we will all need to wear masks. Spain and Italy are about to introduce a partial relaxation from lockdown, and it will be interesting to see whether this leads to further spikes in the number of people infected. Predictably, Trump is rejecting any criticisms of how the Covid crisis has been handled in the USA. He is now proclaiming that he alone can decide when the lockdown should occur, in contravention of the American Constitution and the coordinated plans already being framed by a range of State Governors. 


			16th April 


			In the last two days, the dire state of residents in care homes has been highlighted. In Scotland some 25% of deaths out of a total of 963 have been in care homes. The care community feel that they have been marginalised in the provision of PPE and testing. Particularly scandalous is the fact that hospitals have been offloading elderly patients to care homes without testing them. They therefore constitute a real risk of spreading infection that now exists in 45% of Scottish homes. Matt Hancock continues to evade pertinent questions at the daily briefings, uttering the same mantras each day about his ‘ramping up’ the provision of PPE and tests despite continuing evidence that there are critical shortages across the health and care systems. Meanwhile, it is becoming increasingly evident that the most vulnerable within the community, which probably includes me, will have to remain in ‘shielded’ lockdown for an unspecified period until a vaccine is available, as the virus will be in the community for many months, if not years, to come. 


			23rd April 


			Counting care home and community deaths as well as hospital deaths, the toll is now over 25,000 in the UK. Still the disconnection exists between the Government’s claims over PPE and testing and the actual reality. More ominously, the Chief Medical Officer for England and Wales has predicted that social separation strategies will have to continue until effective treatments or vaccines are available, most probably on stream at the earliest next year. This has enormous implications for the economy and society and is a real ‘reality check’ for us all. Meanwhile, there are the first stirrings of ‘push back’ against the current lockdown regulations. Some Tory backbenchers are increasingly concerned to relax the restrictions for some sectors of the economy and there is anecdotal evidence that there is a gradual increase in travel by the public in contravention of the Government’s guidelines. 


			On the home front the weather has been wonderful and sitting in the sun in the garden has been hugely healing. My exercises are going well, and I am feeling the benefit of some of the routines I learnt in the Pilates classes. Unfortunately, my ‘festination’ has worsened, and I am now suffering from repeated incidents of freezing. This means that, to avoid a fall, I am taking an unconscionable time to get from A to B. The Ropinirole tablets do not seem to have improved my condition at all, so I am retreating to an 8mg dose per day. Still no letter identifying me as in need of ‘shielding’ with priority for supermarket deliveries. Meanwhile, news that Hilary is going to be redeployed to help with testing in care homes. Worryingly, she does not share our concerns about the lack of PPE and her vulnerability as someone whose immune system has been severely compromised over the years. 


			Parentline’s new procedures seem to be up and running with calltakers operating from home. Sadly, if the forecasts of the virologists and epidemiologists are correct, the shift room will not be operative again until next year. Hopefully, Parentline will see that, realistically, if they are going to retain all their volunteers, they need to employ more of us to operate from home, subject to further training. 


			Router flashing orange for the last 12 hours and no access to the internet. I have tried switching a number of plugs on and off but to no avail. Sadly, it looks as though I will have to try and get some advice from BT. Usually, I can use our neighbour, but this is no longer possible with lockdown. Just one more problem created by Covid-19!


			28th April 


			I am writing this while I listen to the daily whitewash briefing defending the Government’s achievements. It has all the hallmarks of ‘fake speech’: the same old mantras of ‘following the science’ and doing ‘the right thing at the right time’ without any acknowledgement that most other countries have been far more effective in closing borders and undertaking testing and contact tracing. Not surprisingly, the revelation that there have been very significant numbers of deaths in care homes has attracted increasing attention. 


			Today, I have at last received notification that I am in the ‘shielded’ group of individuals at the highest risk of serious/mortal harm from the virus. It comes with a directive that I should stay completely locked down until at least the 6th of June! This enables me to have priority in the allocation of an online food order and distribution slot from the supermarkets which will reduce the need for Mo to run the gauntlet of shopping precincts. 


			Increasingly, I am seeking relief from the incessant round of intrusive interviews with bereaved families and endless documentaries on the cause and course of Covid-19. Instead, I am listening to the classical CDs that I bought with part of my retirement present. Today, Barber’s Adagio for Strings which I originally heard as the soundtrack to Platoon. Very moving and a possible choice for any cremation, should services be possible sometime in the future. 


			29th April 


			I am increasingly concerned at the military rhetoric employed by the Government. Clearly, Cummings et al are intent on covering up their incompetence by trying to create a false sense of wartime ‘we are all in it together’ social unity. In reality, the growing evidence of failures to equip front-line medical and distribution staff with adequate protection against the virus is producing the first real signs of social discontent. As one ICU consultant observed, they can label us ‘heroes’ because it then goes some way to justify our deaths. A sinister alteration to the official briefing in England is the introduction of questions from the public at the expense of the more forensic questions posed by the media. In addition, the membership and recommendations of SAGE (Scientific Advisory Group for Emergencies) is coming under the spotlight. There is growing concern that Cummings has attended meetings and that certain recent decisions, such as the failure to participate in European PPE initiatives, have been inappropriately shaped by political agendas more to do with Brexit than Covid-19. The fact that, in the face of all the current mayhem, the Government is determined to stick to the existing deadline for transition arrangements for Brexit says it all!


			A better day health-wise; more fluid movement and less festination. This enabled me to garden with much more confidence. I just wish I knew what made the difference from one day to the next. Off now to see if Mo is up for a dancing session to improve my balance. 


			30th April 


			Finally, the Government has come clean about the extra numbers of Covid-19 deaths in care homes and the community: some 4,000 extra deaths that brings the total to over 27,000, with the UK now on target to record more deaths than any other European country. I suspect it is no coincidence that the additional deaths were announced on the same day that Boris’s baby was delivered. One can just hear Cummings arguing that it was a good day to bury bad news. Meanwhile, criticism is growing from NHS trusts that the Government lacks any clear strategy in its testing policy and that key workers are still not being adequately tested. Other ‘grey’ voices are beginning to question what appears to be a discriminatory approach to the elderly, both in the egregious neglect of the care homes and in the debilitating lifestyles required of those over 70 in lockdown and ‘shielded’. 


			The Covid-19 crisis is truly transformative in its effects on social life. To date I have resisted any form of online or telephone banking, and indeed never used an ATM machine in my life. But, as I cannot now personally go to the bank, I have been forced to move with the times, albeit very, very slowly. 


			1st May 


			The Government’s much-vaunted target of 100,000 tests per day appears to have been achieved and Johnson is arguing that this will form the basis of a gradual release from lockdown. However, it is not evident that we have any strategy for processing the test data. Ideally, we need to follow up with systematic contact tracing, followed by the isolation and treatment of the vectors identified. Clearly, we have yet to create an army of tracers, and once more we are well behind the curve. For meaningful tracing to be achieved we first need to get the number of infected within the community well down and this will take weeks, if not months. The current problems all stem from the failure to impose stringent controls and to introduce widespread testing and compulsory isolation at the beginning which, the current spin of Health Ministers notwithstanding, was a consequence of the early adherence of policy makers to a ‘herd immunity’ model. Indecision in late February and March, coupled with the scandalous lack of stockpiled PPE, has cost us dearly. Yesterday, in a rather breathless attempt to regain centre stage in the discourse surrounding Covid-19, Boris announced in his first public appearance at the daily press briefings that we were ‘past the peak’; words that may well come back to haunt him! 


			I wonder where (and how) we will all be a year from now! If we survive the virus, how far will the Parkinson’s disease have reduced my quality of life still further? How many of our close friends will still be with us? And will the kitchen renovation ever have been completed?!


			2nd May 


			The focus of the debate surrounding the pandemic is now shifting to how the test data can be used to facilitate an incremental relaxation of current controls. The medical advisers are focused on using the data to establish the level of R (viral reproductive rate) in the community so that they can identify sectors/regions/social groups that might be released from lockdown with least effect on the numbers infected and requiring hospital treatment. In order to upgrade the capacity for contact tracing one proposal being seriously considered is that the Government will issue an app. to all those with mobile phones in the community as a means of locating centres of infection. Quite apart from the fact that you need about a 50–60% take-up to make this viable, there are serious ethical issues relating to privacy that need to be addressed. Meanwhile, various forms of treatment to reduce the trauma of intensive care for Covid-19 patients are being tested in the leading pharmaceutical laboratories, including the use of blood plasma from those who were previously tested as positive for the virus and have subsequently recovered. 


			In the USA, Trump’s behaviour is outrageous and even his allies in the media, such as Fox News, are starting to distance themselves from his more unhinged utterances. At one press conference he was heard to mutter that a possible medical option might be to inject patients with a disinfectant. Meanwhile, he is clearly driven by the need to try and recover the US economy before the forthcoming election whatever the collateral damage to the nation’s health. Consequently, he has criticised State governors who, fearing a second spike in infections, have adopted a cautious approach to the relaxation of lockdown conditions. Indeed, Trump is now giving more than tacit support to the views of (frequently armed) protestors demanding the return of free movement and economic activity.


			3rd May 


			Our 23rd wedding anniversary. Fond memories of quaffing champagne in the garden of the Selkirk Arms with Chris and Paul and our surprise interlopers, Martin and Hatty. With lockdown, there is no opportunity to go out for a nice meal or to visit friends. However, we skyped Uddingston and Canada. I fear that online chats are going to be the main form of communication for the foreseeable future. I wonder whether they will shape relationships in a different way. So much of our social behaviour and customs is likely to be permanently altered by the pandemic. 


			10th May 


			The debate over Covid-19 drags on with little evidence that the Government have a clear strategy for testing. They are experimenting with a contact tracing app. on the Isle of Wight, but it appears to me that, without an army of trained contact tracers in the field, no clear picture of the level and location of the infection will emerge. Meanwhile, the objectivity and membership of SAGE has been questioned, underpinned by the growing awareness of the media and policy community that science is in fact socially constructed and that members of the Committee, and their modelling, may well be driven by various competing intellectual and professional agendas, as it was formerly with HIV/AIDS. The sociologists of scientific knowledge will have rich pickings when they come to review this crisis. 


			Relations between Nicola Sturgeon and Boris Johnson appear to be cooling further. Boris wants to grandstand the gradual unlocking process, however minimal it may be, with the threat that the key policy mantra of ‘stay at home, protect the NHS and save lives’ will be dropped. Sturgeon resents learning about this via the media and considers such a move to be potentially disastrous, not least because she is advised that the R factor is higher in Scotland and perilously close to 1. I fear that the outcome of the debate over the next fortnight will be a revised strategy that very gradually enables the economy to re-start but coupled with an even more rigorous lockdown for the vulnerable and ‘shielded’, including my good self. 


			PS I was gratified to see that several political commentators share my belief that Cummings was the leading advocate of the misguided early ‘eugenic’ strategy of aiming for ‘herd immunity’.


			11th May 


			Boris has now begun to outline his so-called ‘road map’ for releasing lockdown in England. However, the presentation of this initiative has been so badly handled that it has created widespread confusion. The ‘stay at home’ mantra has been replaced with ‘stay alert’ – a vague and ambiguous message. Workers have been asked to return to work provided safety measures are in place but told not to use public transport. It is unclear what employment rights they have if they refuse to work when faced with a work situation that is clearly not Covid proof. Boris has also declared that reception classes and primary 6 classes should return to school by the end of May, but the teachers’ unions are adamant that, as things stand, it will be impossible to ensure these children adhere to social distancing. They also rightly demand to know just how far this is actually based on solid epidemiological intelligence. Most irresponsible of all, it is proposed that in England people are now to be permitted to travel any distance for the purposes of exercising. This will inevitably lead to a mass exodus to the coast or countryside, thus compromising the health and slim hospital facilities of these areas. The fact that, in Scotland, Nicola Sturgeon is sticking to the old mantra of ‘stay at home’, demanding that Boris’s new guidelines not be circulated north of the Border, and continuing to restrict recreational travel to a minimum, further adds to the confusion. The policing of mobility guidelines that vary across the United Kingdom will be a nightmare. Bizarrely, only now has the Government decided to regulate arrivals at British airports from abroad by imposing on them a mandatory two-week self-isolation regime, a measure that should have been introduced at the very start of the crisis. Even more bizarrely, these new checks will not apply to arrivals from France and Ireland! It is clear the political consensus that characterised the early weeks of Covid policymaking is now fracturing at a rate off knots. 


			12th May 


			Predictably, the regional variance in the guidelines for movement has created a great deal of confusion. While in England one is now permitted to visit garden centres, you still cannot visit more than one of your parents! In Scotland, neither is permissible. That workers returning to their employment in England can maintain social distancing in public transport has proved delusory. Meanwhile, the media has been eager to demystify the Government’s claims over testing. Their claim to have attained 100,000 tests a day is spurious as they are counting in test sets posted out but not necessarily completed. In reality, the figure is probably well under 50,000. 


			My Parkinson’s is sadly deteriorating. My walking now lacks fluidity, and I am constantly freezing or juddering with the ever-present fear of falling. The addition of Ropinirole to my extensive collection of medications does not seem to have had any effect but I might try upping the dosage again. The other major problem is the behaviour of my bladder. At times it displays an embarrassingly acute urgency and seems to be impacted by my bowel movements. I can live with this for the moment, but it will become a very inhibiting factor if and when we are ever set free from lockdown. I can still just do some gardening, especially cleaning the drive and watering the flowerbeds. I wonder whether I will still be able to do even these routine tasks in 2021?


			Bella remains a constant joy; so affectionate and biddable. We are truly blessed to have her. 


			16th May 


			You could not make it up! The Government’s Covid-19 policy is like a Mad Hatter’s Tea Party. Boris is full of vacuous bluster and clearly has no grasp of detail. Meanwhile, according to one wit, Matt Hancock is suffering from ‘repetitive floundering syndrome’. Their initiatives appear to be off the cuff and full of inconsistencies. People may travel as far as they want in England for the sake of exercise, but not in Scotland and Wales. While employees are being encouraged to travel to work in London by car, the congestion charge has been reintroduced. While the Government is pushing for a selective return to schooling on 1st June, there is no hard evidence as to how far children can transmit the virus and no credible guidelines that will ensure social distancing in classes. The right-wing press is putting outrageous pressure on the teaching unions to allow teachers ‘to be heroes’, and to step up to the Covid challenge, no doubt with the inevitable outcome of deaths within the profession. Today, concern was being expressed that the R factor was rising, but nevertheless quintessentially middle-class pursuits – golf, tennis, garden centres etc – are being unlocked in England. All along, the politicians have been covering their backs by claiming they were just ‘following the science’ but increasingly it is evident that it was, and still is, the political agenda that is shaping, or more accurately misshaping, health initiatives. In addition, testing is still haphazard and far from providing a firm basis for policymaking. 


			Meanwhile, Trump is excelling himself in oafish ignorance and spite, dismissing his pandemic experts and claiming to be a new Darth Vader who will conquer the virus with a massive injection of funded research on a level with the development of the nuclear bomb. Most sinister of all is the revelation that he has secretly been attempting to do deals with the pharmaceuticals so that the USA will have first access to any vaccine and control of the patents!


			More positive developments, however, on the home front. We have decided to designate the living room as an activity area during the day. Yesterday, Mo installed a firestick so we can now access You Tube. We have begun to exercise along with Dance for Parkinson’s, put online by members of the Royal Ballet Company. In addition, I dusted off my guitar and spent a blissful hour jamming along to Muddy Waters, fantasising that I was Eric Clapton (or Eric Clapped Out as Mo would put it). There is also a possibility of participating in an on-line training course on domestic abuse run by Children First which would be a welcome addition to my counselling skills. 


			Today, the podiatrist called. She is the one exception to our lockdown policy and the first person across the threshold in 7 weeks! We all wore masks and she sanitised all her equipment, and we located the sessions in the conservatory to increase the airflow. Both Mo and I have toenail issues and it made no sense to ignore our regular appointments if we subsequently had to seek emergency treatment. For me, with my balance problems, the health of my feet is paramount. Sadly, the presence of ambulances next door together with the protective gear now being worn by our neighbour’s carers (including her son) suggests she may have tested positive for Covid-19. 


			Watered the garden again today as we have had virtually no rain over the last eight weeks. The beds are looking fabulous and Mo thinks it is the drop in air pollution that is making the colours more vivid. Certainly, the garden is a huge consolation during lockdown.


			17th May 


			Sadly, our next-door neighbour has died. We all stood on our doorsteps as a mark of respect as the funeral service’s cars left. It makes the threat of this virus feel all too real! 


			20th May 


			It appears that in recent weeks some 45% of Covid-19 deaths in Scotland have been in care homes. This makes it all the more nauseating to hear politicians claim that from the start the Government placed ‘a protective ring’ around the care home sector. It is such spin that generates an ever-increasing distrust in policymakers. The medical experts and politicians are already at loggerheads as to who was responsible for the decision to abandon systematic and comprehensive testing in late March; as a result of which, current initiatives, such as the possible return of children to school in England and the ‘unlocking’ of certain leisure and employment activities, appear devoid of scientific basis. 


			22nd May 


			Yesterday, Nicola Sturgeon introduced ‘Scotland’s Route Map through and out of the Crisis’ detailing various conditional stages for an ‘unlocking’ process. Unfortunately, her guidelines for the ‘shielded’ will only be issued in the next couple of weeks. We are therefore left with a very difficult decision as to whether or not, and when, we reactivate the kitchen renovation project. For the moment, we have rescheduled the work for late September in the hope that, by then, decanting to Portobello won’t constitute such a risk. Still battling to get a food delivery slot. Apparently, Midlothian shielding group can only forward requests to the supermarkets and thereafter it is up to the supermarkets to respond. 


			I am very conscious of my ‘festination’ varying from day to day. It is evident that tiredness is a major factor and that clear-headedness is vital for my mobility. 


			28th May 


			An eventful week on the Covid-19 front dominated by the furore surrounding Dominic Cummings’s breach of the lockdown rules and his arrogant press briefing in the gardens of 10 Downing Street. There have been strong calls for his resignation from the public and politicians, including a sizeable group of Tory backbenchers. However, clearly Boris is totally dependent on him and refuses to sack him. Throughout, there has been no word of contrition. Significantly, Boris’s ratings in various polls have dipped dramatically in the last fortnight. Last night’s live performance of Boris before the Commons’ Liaison Committee (the first time he has deigned to attend it since last May!) has only underlined his inadequacies as a leader. He waffled and huffed, avoided answering the questions, and had no command of the details of policymaking. It was like watching an ill-prepared fourth-former in a school debate. It should be added that he still does not look well, and one wonders whether he is ‘fit for purpose’ – certainly not on yesterday’s showing. 


			Today sees the launch of the Government’s much vaunted ‘Test and Trace’ strategy designed to lock down individual vectors rather than the whole community. This is a huge gamble. There is no comprehensive testing programme firmly in place and the contact tracers have had minimal training. Moreover, the initiative presumes that everyone who is informed out of the blue that they have been in close proximity to some anonymous person testing positive for Covid-19 will comply with the request to isolate for 14 days, whether or not they, themselves, are seropositive. As Jack Dee would say: ‘Good luck with that!’.


			Meanwhile, on the home front, the splendid weather is enabling us to make the best of our wonderful garden. The ballet exercises for Parkinson’s are now on our regular schedule as is my guitar jamming. Our book group has reconvened, using Zoom. Parentline has also been in contact. They are trialling various scenarios involving either the shift room or taking web chats at home. Given my ‘shielded’ status and my imperfect keyboard and computer skills (especially with my tremor) I have declined for the moment from participating. It may sadly be, after 18 years, the end of my help-line career: we will see!


			Later today, Sturgeon is due to update us on the next phase of Scotland’s handling of Covid-19. While I anticipate that certain aspects of lockdown will be relaxed, I fear that the ‘shielded’ may be the exception and asked to continue in total isolation. 


			29th May 


			As I feared, the ‘shielded’ are not included in the latest ‘easing from lockdown’ guidelines. Instead, we are left with a vague promise to deal with the ‘shielded’ in the next two weeks and meanwhile to stick to our strict isolation. Ironically, I have only just received authorisation from the DVLA for an extension to my driving license. As it expires by the end of next January, I have already lost a third of the extension year! Meanwhile, the videos by Janey Godley, with her voice-over of Nicola, continue to provide enormous entertainment. 


			30th May 


			Another brilliant, sunny day which seems out of kilter with the times, given that confirmed deaths from Covid-19 is now just shy of 40,000 and the calculated excess deaths over the last three months compared with the five-year average is north of 60,000! Worryingly, several medical members of the Government’s advisory group, SAGE, have now broken ranks and argued that the impending relaxation of Covid-19 guidelines is premature given that the R factor is still very near 1 and the ‘test, trace and isolate’ process is still being created. In their view, the decision to relax guidelines has been based more on political than strictly scientific considerations. In the view of some in the media Johnson insisted on announcing the ‘Test and Trace’ initiative at an earlier date than was expected in order to try and divert the growing political fall-out from Cummings’s perambulations. Sir David King, former Chief Scientific Advisor to the UK Government, has also aired his misgivings. He predicts the possibility of a second wave of infection if the Government ends lockdown prematurely. In his opinion, there is still a dangerous level of infection in the community, and he points out that the level of infections now is no less than it was when lockdown was first authorised. Meanwhile, the failure of the much-hyped app.-driven contact tracing trial on the Isle of Wight (Matt Hancock’s supposed ‘game changer’) has been assiduously ignored in official briefings.


			31st May 


			Overnight, and without reference to any credible ‘evidence base’, the Government has relaxed the guidelines for the ‘shielded’ in England. As with the other relaxations, many senior medical experts, including several members of SAGE and the Association of Directors of Public Health, are concerned that the whole situation will unravel and a fresh spike in infections materialise. In Scotland, the position of the ‘shielded’ remains unchanged for now. Nicola Sturgeon is right to be cautious given that, according to the latest estimates of Covid-19-related per capita deaths, Scotland has one of the worst, if not THE worst record!
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