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CHAPTER 1


The splurge of bags on the pavement is so huge and unruly it reminds me of news footage of a French baggage handlers’ strike. It’s bad enough going on a week’s holiday with two under-fours. But packing for a five-month road trip – you’d struggle to get all this in a Pickfords van.


‘Two more for you, love,’ Dinah says brightly, shuttling from the hall to the kerb with two more suitcases I’m expected to find room for.


‘Do these contain any more pairs of your boots?’


‘Getting stressed, love?’ says Dinah.


‘No, but it’s like being on the bloody Krypton Factor. Inside these two rectangular spaces – the boot and the roof box – there’s only one way to fit all these incredibly complicated three-dimensional shapes.’


‘Well, this is clothes.’


‘Honestly?’


‘What are you saying, Ben?’


‘Dinah, are there any more shoes of any description in these two bags?’


She laughs.


‘Darling, I’ve packed all my shoes.’


‘Because I’m going to open them and check.’


‘I thought we agreed no shouting this morning.’ I start undoing the zip of the first one.


‘OK, OK,’ says Dinah, rushing forward, delving into the case and pulling out a pair of black heels. ‘I can’t believe you.’ ‘It’s just one pair, Ben.’


‘That you actually wrapped in a towel to disguise!’ ‘You’re not a girl. You don’t understand.’


It takes an hour to cram it all in and when I’m done, without blowing my own trumpet, it’s a piece of genius. I walk into the kitchen, arms aloft.


‘And tonight’s winner with a Krypton factor of forty-six is Ben Hatch, the computer programmer from Yeoooooovvvvvvil. You’ve got to look at this.’


Dinah follows me outside.


‘You got the travel cot in, then?’


‘In the roof box.’


‘Very good. And the kids’ clothes bag?’ She peers into the car. ‘Between their seats. Nice one.’


‘Told you.’


‘Oh dear, are you going to tell me again how only a man can pack a boot?’


‘I am. We have a natural feel for space. That’s why we load dishwashers. And how many professional female snooker players are there?’


‘What?’


‘How many pro snooker players are women? I’ll tell you: none.’


‘You know that, do you?’


‘Yep. Angles, you see. We know about angles. We know how many bumper packets of Pampers size five nappies will fit behind a wheel arch. You see?’


‘Three,’ she says.


‘Exactly. And come round here. We know just how far you can squidge down a cool box containing breakable bottles of Dolmio Original Bolognese Sauce. We know to hold back padded items such as jumpers to stuff down the sides of a Halfords 250-litre roof box to reduce suitcase shunt.’


I open the roof box again.


‘Very good,’ she says.


‘Shall I tell you how we do it? What we do is carefully hold a mental picture in our heads of everything that must be packed, the size and dimensions of the whole as well as how each packed item reduces this overall.’


‘That’s what you do, is it?’


‘That’s how we do it.’


‘And everything’s in?’


‘Everything’s in.’


‘You sure?’


‘Absolutely.’


‘Including the double buggy that was down the side return about two minutes ago that I told you you’d forget?’


‘Oh!’


‘And the big green suitcase that was upstairs on our bed that I reminded you this morning was too heavy for me to bring downstairs?’


‘I thought you brought that down.’


‘And, by the way,’ Dinah says turning to go. ‘That Dolmio sauce is leaking.’


She holds up an orange-stained fingertip.


‘WE ARE NEVER GOING TO LEAVE HERE!’


We’ve rented out the house through a holiday letting agency that has such strange kitchen inventory stipulations (butter dishes, tea cosies, a gravy boat) I can only assume they’re lining us up as a Saga short break destination. There are landlord rules on the number of matching side plates and the precise ratio of egg cups to guest (0.75 to 1, for some reason). We should have tackled these requirements much, much earlier.


‘OK, let’s not panic, love. Now, where do we get a tea cosy from? Do they even still exist?’


‘Dunelm Mill,’ says Dinah.


‘Where’s that?’


‘Worthing.’


‘You want to go all the way to Worthing for a tea cosy! Where do you plan to go for the baking tray – Stoke-on-Trent? We need a department store type place.’


‘Bert’s Homestores on George Street?’


‘OK, good, what else from there?’


‘Maybe jelly moulds and the gravy boat.’


‘We need jelly moulds?’


‘That’s what it says.’


‘Who the hell comes to Brighton to make jelly? OK, it doesn’t matter. Let’s go. I’ll drive. You nip in.’


We visit home-ware stores in an ever increasing frenzy, me mounting the kerb outside, say, Robert Dyas, putting the blinkers on while Dinah dashes inside volleying off enquiries like: ‘Please help me, we need a Lancashire potato peeler’ or ‘Bath mats, nonslip – which aisle?’


Just to increase the pressure we carry out the ‘professional clean’ ourselves as well. We vacuum and make beds as the kids do their best to undo our good work. Every personal item – pictures, clothes, toys – must be locked away in the downstairs study. We drop off multiple sets of keys to the agency, photocopy gas safety certificates and accomplish a hundred and one jobs ten times harder to achieve when you’ve got two bored under-fours fed up with the colouring-in books you bought them specifically for this day, and who are at your knees demanding you ‘spin me round really, really fast and then I climb on your back and be a nasty lion. I WANT TO BE A NASTY LION, DADDY.’


Finally, we’re all in the car outside the house.


‘And you definitely got the buggy in this time?’


‘I definitely got the buggy in.’


‘And the green suitcase?’


‘And the green suitcase. And you’ve smuggled in all the footwear you need?’


‘I have.’


‘Good. We’re ready then. OK, radio on.’


Dinah presses the button.


‘A little higher.’


She turns it up.


The first song that comes on is ‘Leaving On A Jet Plane’ by John Denver.


‘Very appropriate.’


I put my hand out. Dinah slaps me a high five. I put my hand round the back seats accepting low fives from Charlie and Phoebe. And although technically speaking we aren’t leaving on a jet plane but inside a very cramped Vauxhall Astra diesel 1.1 hatchback so heavily laden I can’t do over 35 miles per hour on the Kingsway without beginning to fishtail, it still feels perfect.


We pass Hove lawns and the blackened, burned-out skeleton of the West Pier. At the roundabout next to the Palace Pier, I shout over the music, ‘Say goodbye to Brighton guys.’


‘Goodbye, Brighton,’ Phoebe and Charlie shout.


And as they continue shouting out up the Old Steine – ‘Goodbye, lady at the bus stop, goodbye bus, goodbye tree, goodbye building’ – what’s seemed abstract for the months it’s been in the planning suddenly becomes real. We are actually going.


‘Can you believe it?’ I ask Dinah.


‘I can’t really.’


‘Are you scared?’


‘A bit.’


‘Me too.’


We’re researching a guidebook on family-friendly attractions in Britain, have never done it before and it’s something everyone’s tried to talk us out of.


‘Eight thousand miles in a small car with two under-fours. You’re mad,’ friends have told me.


‘You’ll get divorced,’ Dinah’s sister Lindsey warned.


My brother Buster’s even predicted we’ll end up murdering each other. ‘A different hotel each night – packing up, moving on every morning, seeing four or five different attractions a day! For FIVE MONTHS! One of you is coming home in that roof box! Chopped up in a bin bag! You’ve gone loopy.’


But on this balmy spring afternoon, looking back at the Brighton sea, arranged in three perfect strips of colour – blue, green and turquoise – the sun warming my forearm through the open window, the music vibrating through me, watching the kids laughing in the back seat as they shout goodbye at more and more inanimate objects (‘Goodbye building next to the other building’ … ‘Goodbye windows in the building of the building next door to the other building’… ‘Goodbye person’s face in the window of the building next to the other building), I know in my heart it’s going to be magnificent.
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CHAPTER 2


Draft Copy for Guidebook: If its famous residents (Robbie Williams, Heston Blumenthal and Steve Redgrave, to name but a few) have earned Marlow the nickname England’s Beverly Hills, then the North Bucks town’s Beverly Hills Hotel is surely The Compleat Angler. The Georgian inn, nestling in the shadow of All Saint’s Church, has beautiful views from its garden terrace to the cast-iron Tierney Clark suspension bridge and is where the Queen ate her first public meal outside London in 1999 and where many celebrities have dined including Princess Diana (pork), Sir Paul McCartney (fish), Clint Eastwood (ribs) and Naomi Campbell (OK, we admit – we have no idea what they ate). Set against the swan-clustered banks of the River Thames, a rowing seven glided silkily past as we climbed out of the car, creating such a quintessentially old English ambience we half expected to bump into Miss Marple enjoying an Eccles cake with her spinster pal Dolly Bantry in the hotel’s Aubergine restaurant, which we walked through to get to reception.


Named after Izaak Walton’s famous angling guidebook, The Compleat Angler’s bedrooms are all themed after fly-


fishying terms. We stayed in Dibbling, complete with under-floor heating, Molton Brown accessories and a widescreen TV on which our bemused kids, whose only previous exposure to men on horses was a cartoon western, watched Channel 4 Racing (‘Daddy, those cowboys are wearing funny clothes!’).


As we fill out guest registration at The Compleat Angler, and Charlie keeps doubling back to stroke/dirty the paintwork of the sprinkling of super cars in the car park, a liveried porter passes behind us, according our three already-starting-to-split plastic Tesco carrier bags an embarrassing degree of reverence.


‘Bless him. Look! He’s trying to pretend it’s normal luggage. That makes us look so chavvy, Ben. We must buy another bag.’




In our interconnecting rooms, clearly usually reserved for the disabled, Charlie has fun pulling all four red alarm cords in the bathroom and bedroom. Meanwhile Phoebe, obsessed with rabbits since I inadvertently let her watch Watership Down while we packed, methodically draws bunnies with ripped ears on hotel notepads, handing each one to me and demanding I put it in my pocket, as if to say, ‘Look, I have no control over this. You exposed me to The General and this is the result.’




We’d planned to wander to Albion House in the centre of Marlow and pose a family snap of us all pulling scary monster faces outside our first attraction, the building where Mary Shelley finished writing Frankenstein in 1818. But with the restaurant not serving food until 7 p.m., Dinah bathes the kids while I go out alone.


Mary Shelley, aged nineteen when she lived here with her famous poet husband, wrote of Marlow, ‘All your fears and sorrows shall fly when you behold the blue skies and bright sun of Marlow – and feel its gentle breezes on your face.’ And although not all my fears have flown – it took me almost as long to find what we needed from the boot as it did to pack the entire car earlier – I do feel pretty good. It’s a warm summer evening. The Thames slides past me. And, for the first time in years it seems, at 6.30 p.m. I’m not knelt on a sopping wet bath mat holding a teddy bear towel out, shouting over noisy splashing: ‘For the last time – no more evil dolphins. If you want stories tonight, you must get out NOW!’ Marlow Historical Society describes Mary Shelley’s house as ‘the home of the monster’. It conjures up an image of a creepy, gothic-looking property beset by lightning flashes and thunder claps not quite drowning out the blood curdling wails of, ‘IT LIVES!’ Renamed Shelley Cottages, the house is now split into three twee, whitewashed homes. There’s a blue plaque on the wall and the only mildly frightening thing is a man in a cable-knit cardy outside it recounting to a neighbour in terrific detail his delayed train journey from Maidenhead. I was going to persuade a passer-by to take a humorous snap of me outside the address looking cross-eyed, my arms outstretched, with two Molton Brown bottle tops I took from the hotel ablution basket pressed into each side of my neck. But unwilling to risk embroilment in the points failure discussion, I just take an establishing photo of the house and return.


The hotel’s second restaurant, Bowaters, has views over the Thames, which is raised and fast flowing after a fortnight of rain. We feed the kids here, read them stories back in the room and rig up the Bébétel baby monitor, before returning to the restaurant ourselves. Our table is surrounded by well-fed city boys discussing the Bank of England’s latest rate move with mobiles hanging like sunglasses from the middle buttons of their shirts. Dinah spots someone who looks like Nick Hewer, Lord Sugar’s right-hand man from the BBC series The Apprentice. Although she’s based this solely on the greying back of his head and four overheard words, ‘The wine list, please’, it’s enough to fuel another discussion about Dinah’s brainwave for a buggy with a special sleep compartment in it for an adult (‘So the parent can hop in and catch up on sleep when their baby sleeps’).


‘Are you talking more loudly than normal, love, because you’re a bit drunk or because you’re hoping Hewer overhears and reports the idea to Lord Sugar as a business opportunity?’


She laughs. ‘Let’s imagine that.’


‘OK. What would you do if Lord Sugar suddenly landed behind the hotel in his private helicopter and offered you £250,000 a year to develop the prototype for Amstrad? I’ll be Sugar. You be you.’


‘OK.’


‘’Ello there. I’m Lord Sugar, Britain’s toughest boss. My eyes and ears Nick ’ere says you’ve ’ad a great idea. It sounds pretty ’air-brained to me, but I am willing to invest two ’undred and fifty grand in you because I like the way you weren’t fazed bringin’ them placcy bags into this ’ere posh ’otel owned by a good friend of mine.’


‘I’m afraid my husband and I are currently writing a guidebook about travelling around England reviewing baby-changing facilities and kids’ menus. Would it be possible to give you a ring in September?’


‘You wouldn’t say that.’


‘I know.’


‘Have another go?’


‘Go and check on the kids first. It’s your turn.’


Standing at the bedroom door I watch Charlie fast asleep in his travel cot. His face is pressed into the mattress and he has his bum in the air like he’s praying to Mecca. Phoebe has arranged her limbs into almost exactly the shape of the emblem for the Isle of Man.


‘Bum still in the air?’ Dinah asks back at the table.


‘About a foot off the ground.’


She laughs.


And, as the restaurant empties, and the city boys roar home to barn conversions in their Porsches and BMWs, and we learn that Nick Hewer turns out to be an innocent Mr Watson enjoying a birthday meal with his wife, we drink a toast.


‘To the trip.’


‘To the trip.’


We clink glasses. And, for some reason, looking at Dinah I feel quite emotional. About what? I’m not quite sure. That Dinah agreed to all this when initially she hadn’t wanted to. That the kids are both safely asleep. And, of course, there’s my dad.


Dad and my step-mum Mary had driven down to Brighton with a picnic hamper and a bottle of champagne to celebrate my birthday a couple of weeks ago.


‘I won’t kiss you. I’ve got a bit of jaundice. It might be a virus,’ Dad said on the doorstep.


‘He’s gone a bit yellow,’ said Mary.


‘You look yellow,’ I said.


‘I’m yellow,’ said Dad.


He walked inside and, in the kitchen, I’d lifted his sunglasses. The whites of Dad’s eyes were yellow.


‘Yellow,’ said Dad.


We ate the picnic outside. Dad had ordered it from the deli in Chalfont St Giles. Salami, chorizo, olives, Roquefort, pumpkin and cream cheese delicacies. We said how lovely it was. Dad gave me my birthday present – a Rand McNally road map of Britain and a cheque for £100: ‘To get the car serviced with.’ On this map we showed Dad and Mary our proposed route around the country. They gave the kids a present each. Then back at the table we chatted – about Dinah’s job, about Pen, my sister, and Buster, but Dad wasn’t quite there. He read an article in The Times, his head held low. On the doorstep, leaving, he said he’d call after seeing the doctor. His hug was no stronger nor weaker than the one he’d given me when he arrived. I kissed Mary goodbye but, in her eyes, as they walked down the path, I saw something – a communication of fear.


Two days later Mary answered the phone. I asked for news. Mary said, ‘It’s bad.’ There was a catch in her voice. ‘I’ll pass you to your dad.’


‘My darling,’ Dad said. ‘I have written this down because it’s too difficult to say.’


He started to read a letter he’d prepared. He’d seen the doctor, who’d referred him to a specialist. He’d had a scan. The results were not good. The specialist told him he had a massive tumour in his liver. There was evidence it had spread to his lungs and his abdomen. It was inoperable. Chemo would be useless. He’d asked for a prognosis and been told months, months in single figures. He realised this was a shock. It was a shock to him too.


‘From looking slightly yellow to this in three days,’ he said.


Mary and he would spend the night working out what to do next. He’d have a biopsy. We’d speak then. He talked about quality of life, decisions to be taken, but my head felt too tight to take in any more.


I was in Hove Park with the kids. I called Dinah.


‘Oh, love. Where are you? I’ll come and get you.’


I called my sister, Pen. ‘It’s not good,’ I said.


‘Tell me.’


I told her.


She cried.


I called Buster. The phone was engaged. Pen was telling Buster. I called Pen again. She’d spoken to Dad, was angry, didn’t want to see him suffer like Mum, couldn’t bear all that false hope.


She’s getting better.


No, she isn’t.


 I leant on the metal fence surrounding the play park and I remembered standing by the stone wall outside the Chiltern Hospital talking to Dad about Mum when she was dying. ‘Pace yourself,’ he’d told me. ‘Don’t come home every weekend. I’ll need you more towards the end. Pace yourself, my son.’


I tried Buster again. He sounded numb. We wondered how Dad would play it, couldn’t imagine him dying, couldn’t imagine saying goodbye. I called Dad back. He was drinking a twenty-five-year-old bottle of red wine. ‘This is how I’ll play it. Nothing will change. I will carry on as before and hope the momentum takes me over the line.’


And in the play park afterwards I couldn’t stop hugging the kids. It was a strange genetic love chain. Dad was dying so I hugged my children, his grandchildren.
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CHAPTER 3


Draft Copy for Guidebook: Stratford-upon-Avon puts you in the forsoothing home of the world’s most celebrated playwright, William Shakespeare. Sitting on the River Avon, the town is a pretty, time-capsuled monument to the Bard where you’re never more than a codpiece away from an Elizabethan pub he supped in or a thatched cottage he gadzooked at. There are five properties owned by the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust that it is imperative you visit. Do not skimp and only go to Shakespeare’s Birthplace. Do not think you can whip around Ann Hathaway’s Cottage, poke your nose in Mary Arden’s Farm, and then tell everyone you’ve done Stratford-upon-Avon. Get in there, do it properly and go to all the attractions, even Hall’s Croft, owned by a friend of a friend of Shakespeare’s uncle who wasn’t really even his uncle but a family friend who once bought a glove from his dad or something we can’t quite remember. Up to your neck ruff with the quill-scratching fiend? Take a family outing to nearby Warwick Castle, where admission includes a host of activities including archery and falconry demonstrations, as well as the firing of a colossal mediaeval trebuchet, all of which are perfectly timed so, if you rush madly between them,


alternately bribing and scolding your children to hurry up, you can still just about miss every single one. For an extra £2.75 in the Ghosts Alive Exhibition actors in period garb will jump out at you when you least (most) expect it shouting chilling words like ‘murder’ and ‘killed’ and ‘Sir, can you move your bag – we need to keep the thoroughfare clear.’


The first town we’re blitzing is Stratford-upon-Avon. We picked it for no other reason than Ettington Park Hotel on its outskirts was the first hotel we blagged. Or rather that Dinah blagged, because she’s been blagger-in-chief. Whereas I have tended to cave in on the phone, and lose my bottle, listening to Dinah, a seasoned travel journalist, over the last few weeks knocking off the 150 free nights we’ve needed for this trip, sweet-talking hotel chains, coaxing PR companies, and talking us up to publicity departments, it’s been like observing a slightly less glamorous long con on an episode of Hustle. I say blagged, although, of course, it’s more complicated than that. Because our Frommer’s contract stipulates we aren’t allowed to promise reviews in return for freebies, something that could compromise the impartiality of the guidebook, we’ve only been allowed to promise that a hotel offering a free room will be considered for a review. Also, a complimentary stay we’ve had to make clear doesn’t guarantee a favourable review. It’s made Dinah’s efforts even more sterling. We had a calendar on the wall and every time she scooped a free room Dinah would raise a hand mid call for me to slap her a silent high five. I’d cross out the day and, if it was a particularly good hotel with grounds, twin rooms, a parking pass, maybe an evening meal minus drinks thrown in, when she came off the line, we’d conga into the garden to do a victory circuit round the clothes line prop.


‘She’s blagged it, she’s blagged it,’ I’d sing holding her arm aloft. ‘She’s only gone and blagged it.’


 ‘I’ve blagged it, I’ve blagged it,’ she’d sing, as we kicked our legs out, ‘I’ve only gone and blagged it.’


It was only later, blasé, spoilt and bloated on her success, I began to churlishly ask, after these celebrations, things like, ‘But you did ask about a complimentary meal?’ Or, ‘Oh, so the rooms aren’t interconnecting, then? That’s a shame.’


Ettington Park is the former home of the illustrious Shirley family, whose ancestors fought with Henry IV and include the last nobleman to be executed for a felony in England. The house, with 40 acres of grounds, is also where the recipe for toad-in-the-hole was apparently invented, and helped inspire Shakespeare, a regular hunting visitor, to write his balcony scene for Romeo and Juliet. We have a two-bedroom suite with dinner and are about 10 miles away from the country house hotel, approaching the twenty-four-hour Tesco in Wroxton, when it suddenly comes upon me.


‘You’ll have to pull over,’ I tell Dinah, ‘I don’t feel well.’


Now, my wife, Dinah, is lovely. She’s understanding, patient, and innately kind. She’s clever and has a great sense of humour. She’s also my best friend and has been for the eighteen years we’ve been together. But if she has one flaw, it’s her bedside manner.


‘What?’


‘I think it’s that pan-fried duck last night. I feel terrible. You need to pull over.’


‘Really? We’re nearly there.’


Thick beads of sweat break out on my forehead. I’m going intermittently hot then cold. My stomach’s pulsating like an electric current is passing through it.


‘Please, don’t make me spell out what’s about to happen.’


‘OK, OK,’ she says. ‘But we’ll be late for the butterfly farm. And if you’re going to be sick, open the window. We’re going to be spending a lot of time in the car.’


 She swings into the Tesco car park, finds a space and raises an eyebrow as I hurriedly undo my seat belt and make an unseemly dash for it.


‘I told you,’ she shouts, after me. ‘We didn’t need that extra carafe. Honestly, Ben! On our first night.’


After a sorry episode in the disabled toilet, Dinah upgrades my condition.


‘Perhaps you’ve got a bit of food poisoning,’ she says, when I return to the car, ashen-faced. ‘Although I’m fine and we had the same thing. Have you got that window open? You stink.’


We planned to drop the bags off at the hotel and drive to the Stratford Butterfly Farm and then visit the various Shakespeare attractions, but a few miles further on, I take a turn for the worse and I’m forced to ring ahead for an early check-in at Ettington Park while Dinah keeps the children abreast of developments.


‘Guys, I’m afraid Daddy’s not feeling well.’


They’re busy watching Finding Nemo on our new cheapo Argos DVD player that disconnects from the cigarette lighter socket and sends the film back to the beginning every time the person in the passenger seat so much as scratches their leg.


There’s no response. Dinah leans over me and pauses the movie.


‘Guys, listen to me. Dad’s got a poorly tummy, so there’s a problem with the butterfly farm, OK?’


A big ‘Awwwwwwww’ from the back now.


‘But if you like we’ll drop Daddy off at the hotel where he can carry on being sick and I’ll take you.’


‘HOORAY!’


There’s still a slim chance I’ll make it in time until Dinah takes a wrong turn a mile from the hotel, confusing the A3400 with the A429. ‘Oh, that’s strange – there’s supposed to be a right turn here.’ ‘DINAH! PLEASE!’


 As she pulls into a lay-by, rings Ettington Park for directions and becomes frustratingly embroiled in a conversation about the precise timing for high tea, I cannot even swear at her. Incapable of full sentences, my entire being is focused on maintaining control of what I’m fast losing control over. Instead I punch my upper thigh in the passenger seat rhythmically with a clenched fist and, like a heavily pregnant woman whose waters are breaking on her way to hospital, implore her, ‘Faster, faster, faster!’


Dinah finds the driveway to the sixteenth-century mansion, but just 200 yards from the sweeping gravel entrance I’m compelled to spring from the still-moving car and dash for the trees, scrambling up a steep grassy bank to relieve my front and back ends ignominiously behind an oak tree like a sick animal.


As I climb back into the car, Dinah says ‘Oh, Ben!’, as if I’ve just done something on the same incorrigible par as maybe neglecting to recycle a wine bottle.


In the room I run a deep bath and am left mercifully alone to equalise my blood sugars with pints of Coca-Cola whilst halfheartedly reading about experimental new jams in Cotswold Life magazine. It’s in here that I overhear Phoebe telling room service staff arriving with more Coca-Cola, ‘My daddy ate some meat that wasn’t cooked properly and did a poo in the grass. I’m making him feel better by stroking his head.’ Although actually what she’s doing is just wandering into the bathroom occasionally to stare at me and ask with curious detachment, ‘When are we going to the butterfly farm, Dad?’


When Dinah leaves for Stratford-upon-Avon I discover the staff are mostly slightly po-faced East Europeans. Sample conversation:


‘Sorry, do you have any more blankets – I’m cold.’


‘No.’


‘Could I get some sent up?’


‘No.’


‘Maybe I should ring the manager.’


‘That is up to you. This is my first day.’


But eventually I fall asleep. When I do I dream about my dad.
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CHAPTER 4


As a kid when I couldn’t sleep my dad would lie next to my bed. When I cried he’d dab my eyes with his hanky and make me laugh. I loved the smell of his aftershave when he kissed me on the forehead in the dark early mornings before he left the house. My dad was a ball of competitive energy and good humour, who did everything 10 per cent more noisily, better, and 10 per cent more showily than anybody else. He’d slap imaginary dust from his legs like a cowboy when he walked. Choosing a wine from the drinks cabinet he would cuddle the bottle like a baby and stroke the label like it was a beautiful face. He performed imaginary rowing strokes with his arms and shoulders when pleased with himself. He was always immaculately groomed but always in incredibly bright, ill-matching clothes, the more garish the better – multicoloured jumpers, green suit jackets, yellow trousers, pink sweaters, socks with Dennis the Menace on them. He wore Dr Who scarves, novelty ties and braces and spoke like he was reading the news; great pauses for emphasis, like Brian Perkins. He also had the best laugh in the world. When my dad laughed he’d lean so far forward he’d nearly fall over and have to grab your arm to stop himself. He’d throw his whole head back and roar like a bear.


‘Ben, what are you doing?’ says Dinah.


I’m sitting on a chair at the end of the bed doing my laces up.


‘Going on a run.’


‘What?’


‘And to take pictures.’


‘It’s six in the morning!’


‘We missed a day yesterday.’


‘And what are you wearing?’


‘You forgot to pack my trainers.’


‘I forgot!’


‘One of us forgot. I’ve got nothing else.’


‘They’re suede, you’ll ruin them.’


She bangs her head back down on the pillow.


‘No, Dinah,’ she says to herself. ‘Don’t get involved. OK. Just go, then. Go on. But please don’t wake the kids slamming the door.’


I drive into Stratford-upon-Avon. I park, and run round photographing as many attractions as possible, while casing the town for later. I run up Henley Street and snap the thatched Shakespeare’s Birthplace museum. I snap Thomas Nash’s half-timbered house. I snap almshouses, swans on the River Avon. I snap anything that looks vaguely historical and wind up on the banks of the River Avon at Holy Trinity Church, where Shakespeare was buried. It’s 8 a.m. and a Sunday holy communion service is in full swing. I want to look at the bard’s tomb and photograph it to tick it off my list, but something tells me it might be disrespectful to wander past the reverend mid prayer to snap it. Instead I sit at the back of the church. There are about thirteen pensioners in here and I start to feel conspicuous. Since Dinah forgot to pack my trainers and also my running shorts (whilst remembering ALL her shoes) I’m in suede brogues, nylon swimming shorts and, because I didn’t want to wake the kids rifling through bags, the T-shirt I slept in.


Sweating lightly from my run, I start to feel a great whirr inside me. It’s like a great turbine starting up.


My dad always used to tell me – whatever it is you do for a living, be the best you can at it. ‘That’s all you can do. Talent will out, my son.’ At the time I was the McChicken Sandwich station monitor at Chesham McDonalds in charge of ensuring the correct proportion of shredded lettuce and mayonnaise was added to the breaded chicken meat patty, so it didn’t mean that much. I was dismissive of him. But he carried on telling me the same thing throughout the years I struggled to make it as a novelist. It helped me carry on believing. I picture my dad now, the yellow whites of his eyes, Mary’s look of fear on the doorstep, and, as I listen to the creed, I feel a sort of epiphany. My dad’s father, Raymond, was a vicar. My Uncle Dick was one too. Maybe it’s something to do with these connections. And churches always make me think of Dad. I close my eyes and try to feel the spirit of Shakespeare within me, to be moved by the Lord, communicated with in some way, but all I sense is the sweat running down my back. Instead, I make a pledge in the church where Shakespeare lies buried – this is how I’ll compensate for not being with Dad for the next few months. What I’ll do is write the best guidebook I can. I’ll write the best guidebook that’s ever been written. I’ll revolutionise guidebook writing. I’ll turn guidebook writing into an art form. The guidebook won’t only contain practical advice about admission prices, it will include personal stories about what happened to us. It will tell a subtle, truthful yet inspiring story, between the reviews and the plonky detail about ticket admission prices and the availability of baby-changing mats.


Back at the hotel I bully everyone up. Dinah protests.


‘I haven’t got my lenses in yet. Slow down. What’s the matter with you?’ But I brook no opposition. We must see things and record their child-friendliness right now. After a frustratingly slow breakfast (‘He’s two – he can’t eat scrambled egg any faster without choking, Ben. And that tablespoon’s far too big for his mouth.’) we check out. I drive us to our next hotel, Alveston Manor, in the centre of Stratford-upon-Avon and frog-march us to Shakespeare’s Birthplace, where we hear an impromptu Shakespeare Aloud soliloquy from Macbeth in the courtyard, tarnished only slightly by Charlie wiping an eggy hand down a pair of MacDuff’s pristine white tights. We move to Nash’s House, where Phoebe develops a kleptomaniac tendency to snatch information leaflets on other attractions featuring anything in cartoon form or showing an animal from every display case we pass. She carries them in her Dora the Explorer rucksack that, finally too heavy for her by the time we reach The Shakespeare Experience, she hands to me.


‘You carry Dora bag.’


Already with a camera, a notebook, my iPhone, a mini computer to write my notes up on and a wallet, I can do without more baggage, but when I try to put the bag in the buggy basket I’m reprimanded, ‘No, YOU carry it, Daddy. YOU do it.’


After visiting Mary Arden’s Farm we board the City Sightseeing bus. Phoebe and Charlie want us all to sit on the top deck, where they stand on the seats, dodging the overhanging branches that threaten to decapitate them on the way to Anne Hathaway’s Cottage. They charge around the deck ricocheting, as the bus rounds corners, off seats and people like giant pinballs. The onboard commentary is drowned by Phoebe’s rival tour.


‘Listen to my talk, Daddy. That’s a car,’ she says, pointing. ‘That’s a tree. That’s another tree and that is a house, Daddy. Daddy, do you like my talking?’ Shouting now, ‘I SAID DADDY DO YOU LIKE MY TALKING?’ We’re forced from the bus not by this, but by Charlie, who, anxious to be walking about, protests at his confinement in Dinah’s arms by emptying her purse, that she’s given him for some peace and quiet, on the floor of the bus; which, as it’s navigating a roundabout at the time, spreads the purse’s contents to the four corners of upstairs, forcing Dinah and me to crawl on our hands and knees under the seats of Japanese tourists to pick it all up. ‘Sorry, these are my wife’s keys… If you could just lift your As You Like It goody bag…’


After the tour I marshal the family to the riverbank, where we board a Bancroft boat cruise. On a pootle up the River Avon we see rowing boats and mini flotillas of ducks. Swans and Canada geese line the banks. Dinah trails her hand in the cool water. Charlie shouts and points at passing wildlife: ‘A DUCK. A SWAN. ANUDDER DUCK. ANUDDER SWAN.’ Phoebe draws more injured rabbits in my notebook.


‘That’s lovely, Phoebe. But where’s the other leg?’


‘Bitten off.’


‘What are the red lines for, pops?’


‘Blood. Mummy, do you want a scratched one with one leg, or one with an eye missing?’


‘Phoebe, you know that film that Daddy let you watch with the rabbits in it? It was just pretend, you know that, don’t you?’


‘Of course, I know that.’


We’re in the hotel’s oak-panelled restaurant listening to a cartoonish Lancashire couple and their ten-year-old son, who for the last twenty minutes have been boastfully debating their knowledge of where it’s safe to drink tap water (‘Now, Tunisia, you must never have ice in your drink…’) while also chronicling their outrage that on their side plates they’ve been given tomato bread (‘Tomato in bread! That’s messing bread about!’). They’ve now moved on to the concept of baggage handling at hotels.


 ‘Now at the Imperial,’ he’s saying, ‘they park yer car for yer, someone takes yer bags. Then when yer get to yer room… they’re there! Tha’s class.’


‘It’s weird,’ says Dinah. ‘You say these things to me, I don’t know, like we’re going to buy a house, or we’re going to write a guidebook, and I never think they’ll come off but in the end they almost always do. I think I’m going to start listening more closely to what you say to me.’


‘So how’s it going so far?’


‘Shitty start.’


‘Literally. But overall?’


‘Good. Although don’t take this the wrong way…’


‘You think we did too much today.’


She smiles. ‘A bit.’


I tell her some of what I was feeling in the church. When my mum died thirteen years ago it knocked me sideways, sent me off the rails. A bit of me feels guilty this hasn’t happened yet with my dad. Maybe I’m more grown up, or it’s easier because Dad’s older or the second parent. Whatever it is, while half of me wants to be by my dad’s side living every cough and spit, every new drug, every scan, every appointment with the consultant – the way I did when Mum got sick, the way Penny and Mary are now – the other half of me wants to be as far away as possible to protect myself. I don’t want to see him fade away and I don’t want to risk going too deeply into the black hole of bereavement in case I come out somewhere different and jeopardise everything I have now, like my family.


‘OK, why would you lose your family?’ asks Dinah.


‘I don’t know. What happened before.’


Dinah and I split up for a while after my mum died.


‘That was different, Ben.’


‘Was it?’


‘You were a bit of a twat then,’ she says.


‘Thank you.’


‘You’re not any more.’


‘Such praise.’


‘You know what I meant, Ben.’


‘I have ceased to be a twat. That’s good news. Should I make an announcement? Put an ad in The Times. Ben Hatch would like it to be known he is no longer a twat. Births, deaths, marriages and people who are longer twats.’


‘Have you exhausted that one?’


‘I think so.’


‘Good.’


I ask for more wine. It comes. I top up our glasses.


‘You never know what will happen when someone you love dies. That’s all I’m saying.’


‘I see. And this is why we had to go to Nash’s House even though it wasn’t child friendly? And is that why you were cross with me for having shortbread cake in the cafe? Because it’s what your dad would have done – got stroppy because everyone wasn’t marching to his orders. That’s your way of feeling close to him, acting like him?’


I think about this.


‘I do feel my dad growing inside me.’


‘You’re nothing like your dad. You always say that.’


‘I think I’d like to be now.’


‘Oh dear,’ says Dinah.


‘The good bits. The nice bits.’


‘Please don’t get up at six tomorrow.’


‘I don’t think I’d be able to.’


The waiter comes over. We sign for the bill and, as we get up to go, from the neighbouring table we hear him moving on to underwear. ‘It’s not lazy – it’s common sense because I can go fifty-seven days wi’out a change of underwear. I’ve got a hundred and two pairs of boxers and fifty-seven pairs of socks. Now, if I had more socks…’
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CHAPTER 5


Draft Copy for Guidebook:


On May 14 1796, Edward Jenner performed the first successful vaccination for smallpox, the cancer of its time, a disease accounting then for one in ten deaths worldwide. Smallpox, around since ancient Egyptian times, had wiped out the Aztec civilisation, and by the eighteenth century was responsible for the deaths of 400,000 Europeans each year. The disease attacked lungs and the blood, covering sufferers in hideous blisters, making beauty spots and women’s veils must-have eighteenth-century fashion accessories.


Jenner (1749-1823), a country GP, noticed, like many others had before him, that milkmaids rarely contracted the disease. He wondered if it was the less virulent cowpox they caught from cattle which protected them. To test his theory he infected his gardener’s eight-year-old son, James Phipps, with cowpox and once he’d recovered, with smallpox. The boy survived, a mass government-led immunisation followed, and by 1980 smallpox was eradicated from earth save a small sample kept in an Atlanta lab. It’s estimated Jenner’s work saved half a billion lives.


We’re at Edward Jenner’s former home, a grade II listed Queen Anne mansion in Berkeley, Gloucestershire. The kids are tearing around Jenner’s recreated study wearing the stick-on smallpox blisters we bought them from the gift shop while Dinah and I are marvelling that, despite saving more lives than anyone in human history, Jenner still found time to be the first person to notice that a) hedgehogs hibernate and b) birds migrate south for the winter. Not only that, it was Jenner who revealed the precise way cuckoo chicks use a hollow in their backs to hoof rival eggs from their host’s nest, while also laying claim to being the first man to fly in a hydrogen balloon.


We’re walking from Jenner’s study to the Temple of Vaccinia, a small thatched outhouse next to the house, where Jenner inoculated the village poor for free.


‘Wow,’ says Dinah. ‘I think I love Jenner. What an incredible achievement.’


‘I know. Can you imagine what half a billion people looks like? What’s that, five thousand Wembley stadiums full of people? And think of all these people’s children and the generations of their children. Half the world’s population is probably down to Jenner.’


‘Actually, I meant the hedgehog thing,’ says Dinah.


‘You are joking!’


She pulls a face.


‘Of course I am, you dozy twat.’


We pass a gallery of pictures of smallpox victims that a couple of Jenner volunteers are gathered round. The faces of the sufferers are so raised and distorted with blisters and welts they look barely human.


‘Look at my face, Dad,’ says Phoebe.


‘Oh no, Phoebe,’ I say. ‘What’s the matter with your face? Look at Phoebe’s face, Mummy.’


 One of the Jenner volunteers looks round just as Phoebe whips it off. ‘Only joking, Dad! It’s just pretend. I haven’t really got smallpox. LOOK! It’s just the sticker you bought me.’


‘Phew-weee. That’s lucky, Phoebe.’


Staring at the volunteer, who’s looking pityingly now at the children for having parents like us, I add, ‘Because I thought for a moment, Phoebe, the raised lesion was a precursor to sub-conjunctival bleeding, fever and respiratory failure. Time to move on, kids.’


I smile at the volunteer.


‘Bring your smallpox pustules with you, guys.’


Outside Jenner’s house, Dinah says: ‘OK. Two choices. Berkeley Castle, which you have to go on a guided tour of, and this is bearing in mind the kids are knackered and will go mad, that there are probably loads of steps, and one of us will end up carrying Charlie the whole way round and it’s also already 4.30 p.m. so they’ll be late for bath and bed. Or we could go back to the hotel to watch telly?’


‘HOTEL,’ shout the kids.


‘Can’t you give me more of a clue what you prefer, love?’


Dinah laughs.


‘Actually, though, I still prefer the castle.’


The kids groan.


‘Only kidding! The hotel FOR TELLY!’


A belt up the M5 later, we’re lying in a line on a double bed, munching complimentary ginger biscuits and watching CBeebies at the Cheltenham Chase, a business-orientated hotel within sight of the famous Cooper’s Hill, where around forty foolhardy thrill-seekers are annually stretchered to hospital after chasing a wheel of Double Gloucester cheese down a vertiginous 2 in 1 gradient.


We watch Chuggington, SpongeBob SquarePants and Underground Ernie, after which in the bath before dinner Phoebe tells me a little more about Mr Nobody, a tiny invented character only she can see, who at home lives in an empty wine bottle in our recycling basket in the kitchen, but who sneaked into the boot, to come away with us on the trip.


‘He found some space in the boot, did he? Did Mummy smuggle him in with her shoes?’


Dinah smiles.


‘Yes, and do you know what else, Dad?’


‘What, pops?’


‘He brought his whole family with him.’


‘Did he?’


‘Yeah.’ She nods vigorously. ‘Brother Nobody, Sister Nobody and Mummy Nobody. He did.’


‘I thought they had jobs. How did they get the time off?’


Back home Phoebe’s already told me Mr Nobody and Mrs Nobody both have mini computers and tiny chairs and work in the study beside me and Dinah on our desktop.


‘They’re on holiday. Of course, they’re on holiday. Why wouldn’t they be on holiday? AND do you know something else about Mr Nobody?’


‘What’s that, pops?’


‘He’s writing a guidebook for Frommick’s. He is.’


I laugh.


‘Not Frommer’s?’ asks Dinah, smiling.


‘No, Frommick’s. It’s like Frommer’s. But it’s Frommick’s. He’s writing a guidebook and he has to take loads of pictures of Sister Nobody and Brother Nobody and visit museums and castles and drive for miles and miles every day.’


I look at Dinah.


‘And is that fun for them?’


‘They get biscuits, of course it is.’


Dinah takes the kids downstairs to satiate whatever appetite they have remaining after the two packets of ginger biscuits, while I edit the photos and write up my notes. An hour later, after we’ve put them to bed, alone in the restaurant, Dinah and I go through our highlights so far.


‘I think we can be nostalgic already, don’t you?’


‘I think so.’


‘OK, funniest moment?’


‘Definitely the look on that volunteer’s face today when Phoebe whipped that smallpox blister off.’


‘That was great. The sanctimonious little shit. OK, most interesting place?’


After Stratford-upon-Avon we’d backtracked through the Cotswolds. We came through Oxfordshire, did a little bit of the Chilterns and then bombed down into Gloucester on the Welsh border. Highlights have included an afternoon at Blenheim Palace, Winston Churchill’s former home, the acrobats at the middle-class Gifford’s Circus in Stroud (no lions, and dried fruit handed out while queuing to get in) and an Oxford college tour. So far we’ve only had one argument, at the Ashmolean Museum, which happened after I accused Dinah of following an Italian man from the Arthur Evans Prototype gallery into Dynastic Egypt. ‘Love, I didn’t follow anyone.’


‘The good-looking guy with the man-bag. You followed him.’ ‘Ben, I’d never follow a man with a man-bag. I hate man-bags.’ ‘Well, you followed him into Dynastic Egypt. I saw you.’ ‘I went into Dynastic to look at some ancient cursive script, my love.’


‘Then you followed him to the sandstone shrine of Taharqa. You tagged him all the way to the Renaissance. You stared at him through that violin case exhibit. You spent ages at the Adoration of the Shepherds because he was there. Then you followed him into the Malley Gallery.’ ‘I was following Charlie. I was worried about the stairs.’ ‘God knows what you were up to in Treasuries when I had to double back for Phoebe. Why are you laughing?’


‘Sorry. This is so funny,’ she’d said. And even the argument had ended well. ‘You think I was following a man with a man-bag. In a way it’s really sweet. Come here, you jealous fool.’


‘I bet I know what your most interesting one was,’ says Dinah.


‘What?’


‘Blenheim Palace. Standing in the room Churchill was born in.’


‘That was amazing.’


‘Do you want to know what mine is?’ Dinah pastes some cheese onto a cracker. ‘It’s not an attraction. Is that allowed?’


‘It’s allowed.’


‘Aylesbury.’


‘Ahhh. Being back in The Ship?’


She nods.


‘Me too, actually. And seeing the house.’


I met Dinah on The Bucks Herald newspaper almost twenty years ago. We’d just finished our training and sat opposite each other at a desk overlooking Exchange Street just off Aylesbury High Street. We shared a phone – ext. 233 – and became friends over lunches in The Ship discussing the parish council meetings she’d skived off, and the quotes I’d embellished. She covered the satellite village of Princes Risborough. I was the main man in Wendover. All the reporters went out Thursday nights when the paper went to bed – drinks in The Ship Inn, Yung Ying chips and curry sauce under the John Hampden statue and a taxi home. Often Dinah took a cab back to the house I shared with Buster to watch one of his ‘helicopter movies’, as she called them, where she’d regale us over the action shots of Jean-Claude Van Damme about the celebrities she didn’t think deserved their fame like Emma Bunton from the Spice Girls (‘Just because she’s got horse teeth. And she doesn’t even look like a baby – I look more like a baby and I’m bubblier.’). When we kissed for the first time in The Ship Inn, ‘Blackbird’ by The Beatles played on the jukebox.


A few weeks later – sooner than I’d probably have chosen – she moved in. Buster had just landed a job presenting for the forces radio station, BFBS, and was relocating to Germany so I needed ‘someone to cover the rent’, as, Dinah joked, I put it so romantically. She slept in my brother’s old room for a week until one morning after another night in The Ship, this time deploring The Corrs (‘Silly Irish sisters dancing on tiptoes.’ ‘You’re thinking of Michael Flatley’s Riverdance. That’s line dancing.’ ‘I know what I’m talking about – they spend too long on tiptoes.’) she woke up under my duvet. Dinah was the first girlfriend I’d lived with and there was a thrill to the novelty of this dynamic: deciding which side of the bed to sleep on, who should put the bins out. We enjoyed apportioning responsibilities. I was Head of Security – locked the doors and closed windows at night and remembered to leave lights on when we went out. She cooked and cleaned, and seemed to relish this, dressed in rubber gloves and an apron with a picture of a teapot on the front. We competed at game shows – Fifteen to One, University Challenge, The Krypton Factor – and I came to realise something; that you didn’t always need to go to the pub with your mates to have a good time. You could have just as much fun ringing programmes in TV Quick magazine with your girlfriend, working through a bottle of red wine, looking forward to a packet of Maltesers cooling to marble hardness in the fridge ready for the post 9 p.m. watershed movie, hopefully about the outbreak of a deadly disease threatening mankind.


‘Tring Road,’ I say.


She breathes in and sighs. ‘It knocked me for six a bit.’


‘Did it?’


‘Even thinking about it now…’


‘I know what you mean.’


I take a sip of wine and, when I look up, Dinah’s curling a tear from her eye with an index finger.


‘You all right?’


‘Yes,’ she says, laughing at herself.


I squeeze her hand. She pulls it away. It shoots back up to her eye to catch another tear.


‘What’s up?’


‘It’s just remembering,’ she says. She half laughs. ‘How happy we were.’


The waiter tops up our glasses.


‘It was the little things I fell in love with,’ I tell her later. ‘Your hot red thighs when you came back from the gym.’


She laughs. ‘My big fat thighs you mean.’


‘No. I liked them. I still like them. The way you’d cook a saucepan of chilli, leave it out and live off it for a week sometimes. Heating the congealed slop up each night and eating a new square of it without ever contracting food poisoning. Your iron stomach, I suppose!’


She laughs.


I remember how Dinah began to treat me like a small boy within a few weeks of living under the same roof. ‘You are not wearing those boxer shorts again. Give them here!’ The habit she developed of sniffing me to see if I needed a bath. ‘Get in there now, smelly boy.’ The way she stared at my hands after a chicken fajita to check there was nothing on them I could wipe down the sofa arm. Her habit of placing kitchen mess – a dirty knife or an unwashed plate – under my nose like she was litter-training a pup: ‘And I found it on the sideboard!’ The delight on her face when she saw me in the bath. The pleasure it gave her to wash my hair. Her passion for buying scatter cushions, chunky candles and wooden tea trays. The love she showed for a perfume when she screwed the lid back on the bottle. The VAT-free children’s T-shirts from Mothercare she squeezed into, which were, ‘Good on one hand – they’re cheap. But also bad, as many do actually have Care Bears on the front.’ The way her green eyes turned a paler grape colour when she cried. Her stomp of a walk when cross. The quizzes we gave each other: ‘My ex-boyfriend, who crushed the can of baked beans into his forehead in frustration at where our lives were going?’


‘Pete.’


‘No, Jeremy!’


‘OK. Why did I resign from Copenhagen Reinsurance? I’ve told you twice.’


‘Because you worked out the wrong insurance cover for a supertanker and got worried it would sink. My turn. OK, my mum’s sister – what is the strange thing about her and margarine?’


Then there was the way we read the customer comments book in our local Tesco, those wonderful outpourings of bilious frustration we loved so much: ‘Andrex £1.09 for four. They’re 85p in Kwik Save. Rip off!!’… ‘I do wish you’d remember to restock haricot beans!’… ‘I’m not satisfied! Where is your ham roll?’


Dinah wipes away another tear.


‘The waiters will think I’m being a bastard. Stop it.’


I stretch my arm out across the table, put my hand up her sleeve and grip her wrist.


‘It also reminds me how old and grumpy we’ve got,’ she says.


‘You’re not grumpy.’


‘I am, and I’m fat.’


‘No, you’re not.’


‘I am. It’s thinking of Phoebe too,’ she says. ‘I don’t know why, I have this image of her in my head, of driving to Little Dippers when she was a few months old, her face in the car seat next to me. That’s the face I think about when she says something serious now.’


‘I remember her birth,’ I say. ‘The way she plopped out. That birthmark on her back.’


‘Those first six months,’ she says, tilting her head. ‘We’d go into her room sometimes just to stare at her.’


‘I know.’


‘I was so happy then,’ says Dinah.


‘Me too. But I’m happy now too. I want to freeze time, though. Stop everything where it is.’


‘I know you do,’ she says. ‘Why are we sad tonight, Ben?’


‘We’re being reflective. It’s the end of our first week.’


‘Shall we go to bed?’


‘I think we’d better.’


But we don’t. We drink more wine and talk. I end up telling Dinah what I’d really like to do is convert our cellar into a laboratory so I could carry out experiments like a Victorian eccentric.


‘Are you a bit drunk now, love?’


‘Yes.’


Dinah laughs.


‘I’d investigate the whole world. Everything. I’d be like Edward Jenner.’


‘Would you, love,’ she says, patting my hand.


‘Yes, I would. I’d observe things like Jenner, carry out experiments. Dissect animals, birds, dead bodies, brains. I bet there are loads of other animals that hibernate or birds that fly places that nobody knows about.’


‘Do you want to find things out about hedgehogs?’


‘I do. I’d have loads of test tubes and conical flasks and Bunsen burners down there. Can you imagine it?’


‘I can imagine smells wafting up into the kitchen from the cellar.’


‘And there’d be explosions.’


She laughs.


‘You wandering back upstairs looking a bit dazed.’


‘My hair singed. My clothes in tattered rags.’ I put on a German accent. ‘Just a little less potassium pomegranate!’


She laughs. ‘Come round here and give me a cuddle, you fool.’


I do what she says. I walk round the table and drape myself over her shoulders like a scarf.


‘We’re all right, aren’t we?’ I ask.


‘Of course we are.’


We hold hands in the lift. In the room, just like at home, I fill two glasses with water. I leave one by her side of the bed and another by my own. I double check the door’s locked.


‘Head of Security,’ she says, from under the covers.


‘What I’d also like to do down in the cellar…’ I start to say.


‘Bedtime now, Mr Jenner,’ she says.
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