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– But it’s no use, says he. Force, hatred, history, all that. That’s not life for men and women, insult and hatred. And everybody knows that it’s the very opposite of that that is really life.

– What? says Alf.

– Love, says Bloom.

JAMES JOYCE, ULYSSES








WHO’S WHO


Cast, in order of appearance

(Some names have been changed)

PEGGY: dog

ALFRED NUNNEY (ALF, ALFIE): son

EVA STIBBE: daughter

VICTORIA GOLDBERG: sister

FIONA HOLMAN: farmer

STELLA HEATH: friend from Thames Polytechnic

MARY MOUNT: editor of Love, Nina

SATHNAM SANGHERA: writer, former lodger

DEBORAH MOGGACH (DEBBY): writer, landlady

NICK HORNBY: writer

ELSPETH ALLISON: mother

SAM FREARS: I was his nanny in the 1980s. Now co-owner of Sam’s Café

CATHY RENTZENBRINK: writer

ALAN BENNETT: writer

MEG MASON: writer

GEORGIA PRITCHETT: writer

MARY-KAY WILMERS (MK): former boss, former editor of the London Review of Books

RACHEL DEARBORN: writer

ABDUL QAYYUM ALVI: co-owner of Bubbles Launderette

STEPHEN FREARS: director

QUIN CUNNINGHAM: friend of Eva and Alfred

MISTY RADNITZ: friend from Leics

MR HOLT: stepfather

SOPHIA LANGMEAD: artist

YOUSUF REHMAN: boyfriend of Eva

JEREMY STIBBE (JEB): brother

ANYA OSTWALD-HARPER: friend of Eva and Alfred

BECKY SHIELDS: friend of Eva and Alfred

CAROLYN HART: cookery writer

TOMMY BEAUMONT: godson

NARGUS ALVI: co-owner of Bubbles Launderette

TDB: ex-boyfriend






20 MARCH 2022


The Old Parsonage, Leics. Victoria’s smallholding, though idyllic, is hardly compatible with the writing life. There’s always something real going on. Yesterday, e.g., one of the ewes had gone into labour and Vic, who was supposed to be giving me a lift to Waterstones for a book proof drop, had to get the lamb out pronto but because its legs were back – and then there was an undetected twin – the ewe needed help and then a tonic, and so it went on. This morning Vic was needed to direct traffic after a trailer shed a load of slurry, and later, a farmer called Johan Something turned up in a red boiler suit with two homeless tups, which had to be looked over in the crush. Vic and Fiona are going to keep one each, but not tell Geoff.

Later, Lumo’s paw accidentally knocked over a cup of coffee which splashed on my keyboard and I had to put it upside down. Vic was ‘burping’ him like a baby (38.6 kg retriever) which she has to otherwise he can puff up like a balloon (due to something medical).

The hens – currently under netting because of an avian flu epidemic in the UK – need various foodstuffs, and their eggs have to be collected in a certain shallow bluey green bucket, and you have to talk to them by name or they feel affronted, and that can lead to them going off (not laying).

I haven’t yet written my piece on female friendship (‘Saints or Psychopaths?’) for Oprah Daily but I did move a stack of logs which we believe a fox was using as a leap-off point to clear the electric fence (‘that would stop a rhino’) into the duck compound. One duck killed already and it can only have been a fox. I worked quickly moving those logs, filling the wheelbarrow so full it got a flat tyre. I imagined the fox in the hawthorn hedge watching me toil, like Pa Ingalls, but in Sweaty Betty yoga pants.

Stella’s ‘Grow Your Own’ oyster mushrooms are ‘a waste of time and money’, she says, but she has read and approved my article on friendship for the Graun in which I mention the time she karate-kicked Alfie in the throat, in 2011.

21 MARCH

Put Vic off getting a bean-to-cup machine by reminding her that her favourite coffee is Kenco Colombian freeze dried.

23 MARCH

London. Joanna Prior’s leaving do at Penguin publishers. Met up beforehand with Mary Mount (her wearing a khaki jacket that also comes in black). Mainly publishing people and a few authors, including Sathnam Sanghera, who is about to move into a new flat after lodging with the writer Deborah Moggach in Kentish Town for the last year.


ME: Might Deborah Moggach want a new lodger? 

SATHNAM: Who?

ME: Me!

SATHNAM: I thought you lived in Devon.

ME: Cornwall.

SATHNAM: Yeah, she might.



Later, I asked Nick Hornby, ‘Do I want to live in the Kentish Town home of writer Deborah Moggach?’

He shrugged, said yes, and added, ‘Better get in there, before she gets a Ukrainian.’


24 MARCH


Sathnam has put me in touch with Debby Moggach (she’s Debby). She sounds keen and apparently loves dogs. Going to visit on Saturday, to look at the room.

25 MARCH

On dog walk in Fleckney. Met someone I used to be at school with who works at a paper plant. Reminded me of Richard Scarry.

Vic has a new habit of saying, ‘Hear me out.’ Lots of marriage/divorce talk. I notice Vic now denies that recording Crufts and Delia Smith over some episodes of Taggart was the last straw in her first marriage. Reminded that someone committed arson on Elspeth and my father’s wedding marquee (after the event) and it went up in flames. The alleged perpetrator being one of her exes, who went on to great things in broadcasting.

26 MARCH

London to meet Debby Moggach and discuss the possibility of my lodging with her.

Beforehand: Sam’s Café for coffee and a practice run with Eva and Alfie. Alf in the role of Debby:


ALF: Why do you want these lodgings, Nina?

ME: I’m keen for a year in London and the rent’s so cheap.

EVA: I wouldn’t mention the rent being cheap.

ME: Affordable?

EVA: Just don’t mention the rent.

ALF: What skills can you bring to the house?

ME: I’m a keen gardener and happy to put my hand down a drain.



Arrived early so walked up to Queen’s Crescent Market. An impressive array of modern bric-a-brac stalls, one selling adaptor plugs, single unbranded AAA batteries and loose Brillo pads. Smokers outside the Sir Robert Peel were crowding round the doors heckling a trio of karaoke singers inside (‘Single Ladies’). A woman on a mobility scooter laughing so hard she couldn’t get a decent puff of her cigarette; in the end she flicked it on to the pavement in front, tried to run it over, missed, reversed and got it the second time.

Debby, in turquoise T-shirt and cheerful beads, answered the door and looked a picture against the orange paintwork. I was anxious that my little bunch of blue and yellow flowers would remind her she could’ve had a Ukrainian. Without making a fuss over what type of beverage I might prefer, she handed me a mug of milky tea. I admired the chunky pottery (‘handmade by a lovely chap in the Forest of Dean’) and swallowed it down. We sat in the little garden to discuss terms. Debby is away a lot, in Kent (where she writes, and swims, and looks after her son’s children). She wants a friendly lodger in London, someone like ‘darling Sathnam’ (her words), who will generally ‘be here, crashing about’ and, most importantly, will water the garden (she’s predicting an exceptionally hot, dry summer). Sathnam was at home but apparently having a nap after dancing the night away in Stoke Newington.

The house, a slim Victorian terrace, is cram-packed with dark antique furniture – ornately carved armoire, sideboards, tallboys, and any nook or space filled with a dark wood closet or stand. She might have got it all in a job lot from a stately home or an Indian bazaar (I’m no expert). A dresser, and huge terracotta jugs atop a heavy chest, and the original cast-iron stove in the fireplace make the kitchen feel like a dramatic staging of Fingersmith. A mishmash of charming stuff, but no microwave, which is always useful for porridge and popcorn. Though realistically, she’d have to jettison at least two urns to fit one in. Paintings are obviously her real passion and she has a lot, including a huge scene taking up one whole wall. Assorted animals gathered by a shallow brook in a wooded glade to worship a well-known baby, probably Jesus. The painting is by Hans Savery the elder, or maybe the younger (Dutch, 1589–1654). ‘It’s ridiculous,’ said Debby. ‘Poor old Hans could only draw animals in profile so they all look a bit plonked.’

I notice a slight tulip theme, naturally, and an Indian flavour.

After I’d seen the bathroom (mostly mine unless she has a visitor in desperate need of a bath), Debby bypassed the bedroom, seeming to not want to disturb Sathnam. The thing was, though, I needed to at least see the room, especially the bed. I mean, it might’ve been a roll-up futon for all I knew, or some kind of Dickensian truckle bed thrown in with all the mahogany. And so before she could trot back downstairs, in a rare moment of courage, I knocked hard on the door and called Sathnam’s name. Debby looked surprised and I wondered momentarily whether there was something she knew that I didn’t – like that he goes fucking nuts if disturbed – but before I could worry too much, there he was, holding the door open. The room was nice: big desk, two arched windows with the beginnings of wisteria and a view of houses across the street. I’d have liked to try the bed – by lying on it (on my side, in the recovery position with a pillow under my top leg) and turning over a few times but it was out of the question with Sathnam standing there, all cute and sleepy in loungewear, doing tiny yawns. It seemed rude to even look at it for very long (in case of teddy bears, bed socks, or a trash novel).

Yay! It’s official: I’m going to have a London sabbatical. Moving in at the end of April after my book tour based at the Old Parsonage.

27 MARCH

Woke at 2 a.m. last night with the sudden full realization that I’m moving back to London, twenty years after moving away, aged sixty. With Peggy, my cockapoo, who’s never been to Plymouth let alone London. Remembering how she flunked the visitor-dog trial at the care home by seeming not to love it when the examiner fiddled with her ears. ‘If they can’t have their ears touched, it’s a no,’ she said. ‘Old people always go for the ears.’

Wide awake, horrified, I looked at maps online and bought a season ticket for Hampstead bathing ponds and lido, thinking it a positive move. Woke this morning to find an email from the City of London Web Forms with my receipt and giving me chapter and verse on what I can (but mostly can’t) do in or near the ponds or lido, and when and with whom, and telling me an armband will arrive at my London address within five working days and that lending it to anyone could end in it being confiscated, and not to reply to the email.

Cruella is the last to lamb; she had twins this morning, both born dead. She was inconsolable, no tiny orphans to give her. She didn’t want to leave the dead babies. Vic put her in the orchard with the older orphans but she wasn’t fooled and just kept bleating.

28 MARCH

Rang Stella to tell her my year in London is ON. She said ‘bloody Norah’ twice and told me Sparky has started his obsessive paw-licking again and that Dr B is trying to force some rhubarb, to no avail. I’m not convinced she should have taken early retirement (from University of Glasgow). She’s not suited to a life that doesn’t involve organizing a complex group of people. She’s got the house under control and Tommy is settled. There’s nothing for her to do except sewing club and going to lunch in Edinburgh with people I haven’t heard of. She’s resisting the move into casual wear and apparently takes Sparky to the vet for his anal glands in a Chanel skirt suit.

Alfie rang to ask if he liked sauerkraut. I said I didn’t think so.


‘You’re not keen on vinegar,’ I said.

‘I don’t like brine,’ he said.



1 APRIL

Remembering when Alfie wrote ‘Come She Will’ on his primary school calendar, after the word April.

4 APRIL

Keep thinking I might have COVID because I’m feeling different, both physically and mentally. Elspeth’s symptoms were mostly nasal congestion, and fretting about salad. Mary had the ‘run over by a truck’ version and now says ‘stay safe’ at the end of emails. Meg’s sounded like the iPhone decluttering type plus slight headache. Cathy Rentzenbrink never got a positive test result but whatever she had kept her out of the sea for weeks. I haven’t got COVID but it does feel as though I have stepped through some kind of portal into a contemporary novel, written in a hurry by the younger cousin of Anne Tyler. Anne has given it a light edit but there are still clunky parts and much that is completely implausible. I am very much the main character, a previously tolerant woman who goes to bed early one night and wakes up in her soft blue pajamas (spelled the American way) and decides she’s going to leave home for a year’s sabbatical (she’s calling it that) just because a room has become available.

5 APRIL

Debby and daughter (novelist, Lottie) were featured in last week’s ‘Relative Values’ in The Sunday Times. Elspeth rang and paraphrased it. ‘Deborah Moggach sounds unconventional,’ said Elspeth. And that started her reminiscing about a bloke from her gym, who was the same and would sometimes leave a single flower on her windscreen after they got talking in the jacuzzi one time, who has either gone to a different gym or died.


‘Hang on, is this Deborah Moggach, or you?’ I asked.

‘Me,’ said Elspeth.



7 APRIL

Rang Stella. Tells me she has applied for a job at the University of Edinburgh and another at a local picture framer/café which, though not much money, will at least get her out of the house and give her clothes an airing.

8 APRIL

Vic hasn’t stopped all day. Bottle-feeding lambs, entertaining the curfewed chickens, administering ointment to a guinea pig’s eye, plucking a hair out of her husband’s nose, hoovering the entire downstairs, and searching online for an authentic Homity Pie recipe. Says she’d love to rescue a donkey or two. Husband crosses himself.

9 APRIL

Told the neighbour it’s Peggy’s birthday today and that she’s nine in dog years (sixty-three in human). Neighbour said, ‘She looks just like my cousin Richard,’ and produced her phone to prove it.

10 APRIL

Stella rang and told us the nurse at the GP practice had been unable to remove her inter-uterine device (a Mirena coil) because she couldn’t locate the ‘threads’. It’s been in there ten years. A similar thing happened five years ago but that time the nurse said it must have fallen out. Stella is adamant it didn’t. ‘I’d know if something fell out of my vagina.’

She had it fitted after giving birth to Tommy in 2002, immediately went off red peppers and has been moody/demanding ever since.

Vic determined to find the Homity Pie recipe.

13 APRIL

Back in Truro. Packing for my London sabbatical. How many towels does one woman need? Two big, two small, plus two for the dog, plus one for swimming and a spare for guests. Do I need a spare for guests for swimming? What about books? Shoes? (Ugh.) Wish I had the confidence of Alf who takes one pair of pants, deodorant and headphones wherever he goes and it works out fine.

Cathy Rentzenbrink very excited to hear about my plans. Her acupuncturist has diagnosed an overactive amygdala (e.g. she might worry about twisting her ankle or drowning in a rock pool on a beach walk rather than having a nice time).

18 APRIL

Left Truro this morning in the T-Roc with quite a lot of bedding, books, swimming kit, Peggy and all her stuff. Possibly for ever (it couldn’t be denied) though it didn’t feel like that to me, so probably not. At the gate I glanced back (at the house we’ve lived in as a family since 2008), expecting to cry, but couldn’t conjure any emotion, only excitement. Stopped on the M5 at Gloucester Services to give Peggy a walk. Took some deep breaths and, instead of the usual lentil & butternut, got myself a cheese pie. New start, new pie.

I am keeping a diary of this year. It’s forty years since I left for London the first time. I know I’ll want to look back, you always do. I’ll write it Alan Bennett style. He just writes what he’s been up to. Say he’s had Ian McEwan over for tea; he’ll give the details of the tea, e.g. Ian McEwan was ten minutes late, for transport reasons, and has had to jog to Primrose Hill, and that Ian McEwan prefers a certain kind of tea, e.g. Darjeeling, or doesn’t take milk. Then he’ll add a quaint thing McEwan said. Say, ‘Sorry I was late, Alan, I had to run here because someone’s TWOC’d my car.’ And Bennett might report himself saying, ‘“TWOC’d”? That’s a new one on me.’ And then he’ll have McEwan explaining, ‘Taken without consent,’ which Bennett will enjoy, and then round off with something mischievous or banal involving a royal, a writer or an actor – maybe Gielgud, Arthur Miller or Christopher Hitchens. E.g. ‘And that reminded me of the time Marilyn Monroe put milk in Arthur Miller’s tea and he threw it down the sink, and she went off in a huff and took his car without consent and popped into the shop. Mam admired her shoes.’

19 APRIL

The Old Parsonage, Leics. Woke this morning wondering where I was. Realizing I was back at Vic’s I could have cried with joy.

Peggy can sense change and is concerned. She has developed a fear of anything that buzzes, and many things buzz here. Also, she saw me, from the car window, bottle-feeding two lambs, which was bearable until a third came up and butted my arm. Now she believes me to be in constant danger from sheep, and herself from wasps, and has become needier than ever. Cruella is still sad after losing her twins. But getting a lot of fuss and granary bread from Vic and Fiona.

20 APRIL

I regret describing someone as ‘not a dog lover’ in an interview. Saying someone isn’t a dog lover makes them sound like a dog hater. Which they aren’t necessarily.

21 APRIL

To Bath to do a book event with author Meg Mason. Excited because though Meg Mason and I have been pen pals since she wrote to my editor in February, we have never actually met, due to her being Australian (and in Australia). She’s going to be surprised at me being sixty and not twenty – people often are – but she’ll just have to get used to it.

Arrived at the Francis Hotel and swung my suitcase vigorously out of the T-Roc so as not to scratch the paintwork. As it touched down I felt a terrific snap in the small of my back which seemed serious. I limped into the hotel, holding my breath, checked in and went to my room. Thankfully I had an old pack of ibuprofen in my washbag, double-dosed on it and lay on the bed. The physical pain, or maybe the medication, triggered a full awareness of my situation. Of what I have done. I can call it a sabbatical as much as I like, but the fact is, I have, to all intents and purposes, left home. And now the first thing I have done, alone in the world, on a book tour, in Jane Austen’s Bath, is to seriously disable myself.

After a few minutes, the vintage-style telephone on the bedside table began to ring. Meg Mason’s voice said, ‘Hullo, am I speaking to Stibb?’ Unable to think of anything amusing to say, I replied, ‘Yes, speaking.’ ‘And is your kettle enormous?’ she said. I looked across the room, and said, ‘Yes.’ She wanted to come up to my room straight away to meet in real life, so I pretended to be in the nude covered in soapsuds to delay her, and give the pills a chance to kick in. And when a few minutes later I met my pen pal, author of the moment, I was in mental anguish and physical agony, and just wanted to lie on my back in the dark. I have no further memory of the meeting except that I made her a cup of ordinary tea, which she rejected, and we discussed the hugeness of the kettle some more until she left to get ready for our literary event. I had a cry in the mirror while brushing my hair and chanting, ‘Oh God, oh God, oh God.’

Meg Mason wore a silk dress and pretty shoes that elves must have made for her while she slept. We strolled across the city of Bath from our hotel to Topping & Company Booksellers, Meg and her publicist, Virginia, discussing names. Virginia goes by Gigi, which I think sweet. I’d had more Nurofen by then, and a Lemsip, so was a bit loopy and told them at length about the time we moved to a new village and the kids there couldn’t get to grips with my or Vic’s names and just called us both Nicky, which I enjoyed and even had NICKY beads.

Interviewed in front of a crowd of mainly women and an older man of approximately ninety who had his arms folded and looked like Rupert Murdoch. A few minutes in, the shop phone rang, and then someone banged on the locked doors, and an ornamental clock struck the quarter-hour, a cockapoo started barking and his owner said, ‘Shhh, Fudge,’ and then a car alarm went off in the street. Meg and I enjoyed all this, but interviewer Caroline, being in charge, was a bit peeved. It reminded me of the time I was being interviewed for Love, Nina and my mic experienced feedback every time I mentioned Alan Bennett.

Back very painful but I can ignore it, unless I’m alone.

22 APRIL

Breakfast at the hotel beside a life-sized model of a horse. Had toast and Harriet Evans’s demerara marmalade (the best in the world) and checked out. It seemed ridiculous to be driving all the way from Bath to Chipping Norton with my back the way it was but had no option as my event scheduled for 6 p.m. Hardly dared to lift my suitcase into the boot. Sat in car checking the route and bracing myself.

First thought on pulling into the festival car park was, ‘Oh my God, how am I going to get my suitcase out of the boot?’ And then found I had no memory of putting it in. Got out of the car, stretched. Delayed opening the car boot. Had I put the case in?

No. I hadn’t. I’d left it behind in the street outside the Francis Hotel in Bath. I might have been distraught but the thing about listening to Radio 4 for three hours is that you’re not going to feel sorry for yourself over mislaying a few clothes and travel toiletries. I rang Olivia, the Penguin publicist, and she said she’d sort it out, and not to worry, and that it happens all the time, which was nice of her.

Many wonderful things about Chipping Norton Literary Festival. Doing an event with Georgia Succession Pritchett. Pie and chips. Keen audiences, listening to a bunch of male writers chatting in the pub about maintaining their hair and beards during lockdown, and correctly guessing that Andrew Male feeds his dog (Nico) Royal Canin, but if I’m invited again I think I’ll stay in a Premier Inn.

Stella phoned re Zoom interview with the University of Edinburgh. Fairly sure she didn’t get the job because she panicked on the Excel test part and ran about the house shouting at Dr B for help. And they probably heard her say ‘For fuck’s sake, Paul.’

26 APRIL

Returned to Vic’s with bad back. She’s plying me with pills which she takes from the foil so I can’t see what they are. They could be anything and I do not trust her. I pretended to take some of them and hid them in my pocket. Later, when I took a dog poo bag out of same pocket, they fell to the ground. Vic was so furious her face went dark. Like Misery.

27 APRIL

To London to move into my new lodgings. Left the T-Roc at the Old Parsonage (because who needs a car in London?) and set off in Vic’s Kia Sorento. My back was so painful I couldn’t lean across to pull the car door shut. Vic had to get out and close it like my chauffeur. She didn’t speak to me for the whole journey. Arrived at Debby’s and staggered in, Vic and Fiona followed with my bags. Debby thrilled with the toaster Vic presented to us both as a joint gift, as if we were setting up home together. At first I didn’t think it had a crumb tray, but it does.

After showing me certain light switches, warning me about the fridge door, and giving me a set of keys, Debby left for Kent with her ex-son-in-law’s dog, Cookie, a pretty ginger spaniel whose whole body wiggles when she wags her tail.

Wandered about the house and tried to take it all in.

Eva and Alf came round later for dinner; I lit the candles. I sent a photo of us with our spaghetti and beer cans to Debby saying, Settled in already – thank you, and imagined her thinking, that bloody lodger’d better not burn the fucking house down. But she probably didn’t because she replied, Oh, how lovely. Hurrah!

E & A went home and I did some unpacking. The grapefruit soap I bought myself as a moving-in gift smells of pork. Peggy is unsettled. Stays close at all times.

What the hell am I doing here? (‘Oh God, oh God, oh God.’)

28 APRIL

First day living in London after twenty years away. I forced myself to venture out, bad back notwithstanding. Otherwise why am I here?

The streets are strewn with rubbish that spreads from the molested bin bags piled at every street corner. People just walk around it. Is this a Camden thing? It’s not London-wide; they hoover the streets in King’s Cross.

Camden Town no longer has an electrical repair shop or a fishmonger or a butcher or any meaningful shoe shop. It is really only a tourist attraction for people who want to buy trinkets and leather jackets and hang out with other trendy young people and that’s fine but what if you wanted a toaster mending? And London, which used to smell of privet hedges, antiperspirant, furniture polish, overripe melons, coffee and various detergents, now smells almost overwhelmingly of weed, even in the morning. It drifts through windows, out of cars, and from the tables outside pubs and cafés. It’s not an unpleasant smell and reminds me of a certain azalea in my garden at home which I planted to mask an ugly bit of fence. It’s not as if I used to stroll about these streets, all those years ago, brimming with confidence, but now I’m like a creature who escaped the compound and is back, staring through the fence.

Thankfully I’ve made a plan to have Alf’s coffee break with him and walk over to Sam’s Café. And there he is, white T-shirt and navy apron. ‘OK, Ma?’ he says. He ushers me to a table in the sunshine, brings us coffee with little leaves in the foam that he’s drawn himself and the others are laughing because they’re more like jellyfish than leaves. And we share a slice of raspberry cake. It’s all I can do not to cry.

I tell Alf I’m writing a character who regularly pulls the cutlery drawer (and other kitchen drawers) vigorously – all the way out. So that spoons and forks clank in their compartments, and the other characters wince every time and worry about the mechanism giving out.

‘Nightmare,’ says Alf.

I realize that I’m very against dessert spoons and, unless I’m eating cornflakes, only really like a teaspoon. And that this foible is me at my fussiest. I’m not enjoying Debby’s cutlery (chunky tarnished silver or EPNS). Have borrowed a set from the café.

Called in to see Mary-Kay but she was having a bath, or a massage. Something upstairs, anyway, and I wasn’t invited in.

29 APRIL

An ice-cream van stops at the end of the street. Alert tune: ‘Hitler Has Only Got One Ball’.

Elspeth’s birthday. Vic took her to a petting zoo. I gave her new felt pens and a book.

30 APRIL–1 MAY

Chiddingstone Castle Literary Festival, Kent. Cathy Rentzenbrink and I were picked up at Sevenoaks station by Ian, husband of Victoria (founder of the festival), in his Volkswagen Tiguan (old model). Plus two other writers, Emma and Miranda, who I’d heard of but not met. I made a dash for the front passenger seat (not my usual style but I am unlike myself a lot these days). Got the impression driver Ian felt it should have been writer Miranda up front, her being the grander of the company, but I did up my seat belt and said, ‘What a lovely day!’ loudly, which I’ve noticed is how pushy people cope with inevitable disapproval. Cathy Rentzenbrink stoically took the uncomfy middle part of the back seat. I didn’t mind, I knew I’d repay her later, with tea, cigarettes or toothpaste. On the journey, writer Miranda’s phone rang loudly from inside her handbag; she seemed surprised then rifled about in her bag: ‘Oh, that’s me, sorry, oh golly, where is it? Hang on. Hello?’ The call was good news of some sort, and Miranda squealed delightedly and said, ‘Oh, that is good news!’ and waved her little fist in the air.

The Tiguan came to a T-junction with limited visibility. Driver Ian strained to look both ways, so I said, ‘Clear my side, Ian.’ He edged the vehicle forward, but paused for another check. ‘Still clear,’ I said. And he accelerated hard to take the right-hand fork. My saying ‘Clear my side’ had made Cathy Rentzenbrink giggle in the back. Ian laughed, too, perhaps imagining a double entendre, and Rentzenbrink invited me to share a near car-crash incident from my youth. I did so and we all had a laugh. Soon we came to another tricky junction. I called out, ‘Clear my side, Ian.’ But this time Ian ignored me and leaned awkwardly forward to look for himself. That’s the thing, I thought. I’ve entertained them with this snippet of memoir, but now look, I’m no longer trusted. I’m nothing but a clown.

The joy of getting the front seat and pride at helping driver Ian dissipated further as I dwelt briefly on that baffling incident all those years ago when I was thirteen. Not so much that it happened as how it happened. My father driving, asking, ‘All clear your side?’ And me replying, ‘Yes, all clear,’ and him pulling out and a van smashing into the side of us and everyone saying, ‘Thank God it was a Volvo or you’d have been crushed to death.’ And then neither the van driver nor my father saying anything about it. Not shouting or remonstrating with the other, or with me. My father didn’t ask for an explanation, or blame me, or make any comment. Only standing about writing details in tiny notebooks, in front of a constable, and the smell of fuel and the strange feeling it was all choreographed and expected. We left the van driver to wait for a pick-up truck and drove slowly back to the house where I went to the bathroom for a cigarette and counted the hours until I could go home.

Rang Vic later to discuss this long-ago event. Had I seen the van? If not, why not? If so, why did I give the all-clear? And why did Dad not mind or care? Vic said (continuing, I could tell, with her online farm game), ‘Well, unless you were trying to kill yourself and Dad, I guess the van driver was drunk or speeding and Dad had had all his curiosity therapized and medicated out of him by then, had bigger fish to fry. A smashed-up Volvo involving a kid from a previous marriage probably didn’t seem that big a deal.’

And that made sense. There was no point discussing it any further. But it did cause me to note that I was only ever alone with my father twice; once during the above accident, and the other twenty years later, when I was a sales rep and drove him into Wolverhampton for a plate of Fritto Misto and a glass of wine after which I had a headache and he had a medium-sized heart attack.

Cathy and I were dropped off at our digs, the most fascinating art deco home of friends of the festival, Jimmie and Linn (plus their dogs: two Jack Russells and a ridgeback). Rentzenbrink got the en-suite bedroom, she must seem more needy than me, but I had a better view of the garden, and a cot.

On the way out to a swanky festival reception at Stonewall Park, Jimmie mentioned a dear friend who’d recently been run over by a bus in the West End. ‘She was just stepping off it and the poor thing sort of slipped underneath,’ said Linn. The friend (we picked her up en route to the reception) was incredibly stylish, funny, and altogether quite amazing. She talked about art and told us to smoke out of the side of our mouths so as not to get wrinkly lips.

‘What was your friend like before the accident on Regent Street?’ I asked Linn and Jimmie later.

They were puzzled. ‘The friend we picked up,’ I clarified.

‘Bond Street,’ they corrected me, in unison.

Next morning I made tea and took it up to Cathy (she would have made it, she said, except she was afraid of the Aga). We sat in bed with it like Morecambe and Wise, sipping our drinks. We’d both slept like logs and Cathy wished we could stay for a week. I must’ve said something like ‘and I wish I could stay for ever’ because Cathy assured me I am going to be fine in London as soon as my back is properly better, and then mentioned her pal Rachel Dearborn who is now London-based and who she is very keen for me to be friends with so that we can have London times together.

Good book event. My number one fan Nikki Daniel (whom I know from Instagram as ‘Kinki Denial’) was in the front row with her husband, who supports Chelsea Football Club. She is happy with the latest book. (I’m relieved.)


2 MAY


Peggy and I escorted Meg Mason to Nick Hornby’s for tea and cake. When he opened a cupboard to get the teabags out I noticed a wide range of breakfast cereals. I admire anyone who doesn’t just stick to one type and can wake up thinking, ‘Shall I have Frosties, or Rice Krispies, or sugar-free Alpen today?’

3 MAY

Stella has arrived in London. Thank God. I keep saying things like: ‘Thank God you’re here,’ and she ignores that side of things and asks, ‘What are you going to do about your car?’ ‘Has your landlady given you a contract?’ ‘Are you up to date on your National Insurance contributions?’ ‘Where are the recycling bins?’

Browsing an art market. Stella loves paintings and was on the brink of buying an intriguing industrial scene but changed her mind when the artist started discussing it. ‘I’m inspired by fungi and ants,’ he said, and that shot it for him. ‘Artists should let their art do the talking,’ said Stella as we walked away.

Kentish Town suffers terribly from guerrilla gardeners, which the locals seem to approve of but I don’t, I find it annoying and oppressive. There’s a reason for those square patches of earth around trees – for rain to penetrate to the roots and for dogs to wee in. Now mismatched overblown spring perennials take all the water and lean desperately across the pavement. If people are so keen to make the area look nicer, why don’t they pick up rubbish, like David Sedaris does in Sussex? That would be impressive. But gardeners are single-minded people. I know that.

5 MAY

Book party at Sam’s Café to launch One Day I Shall Astonish the World.

Meg Mason arrived with her pal Lou who turned out to be a vicar, which I wish I’d remembered before our chat in which I think I blasphemed and probably said ‘Christ Almighty’ which I’m prone to. Dolly Alderton arrived in a sky-blue suit even though she was moving house that day.

Introduced [redacted] to Meg and she [redacted] was quite rude. I think it must be some kind of latent sibling rivalry that has spun out of control. Meg could have been offended; instead she sent me a screenshot of Irene Roberts from Home and Away.

Cathy Rentzenbrink came with this friend she’s been talking about, Rachel Dearborn who originates from Cornwall but has recently separated from her long-term partner who used to be a real Fun Bobby but is now a complete curmudgeon due to early retirement and moping (her words), and now lives in Highgate. Cathy shared Rachel Dearborn’s details with me, saying, ‘I think you two would get on.’ The first thing I thought, on scrutinizing the address, was, that’s not Highgate, it’s Archway. Bad start. I must admit, Rachel Dearborn threw herself right into it, asking who everyone was. I pointed out the most famous (including Jon Snow the newsreader, albeit he was only walking past with his dog, Bailey). Daisy Buchanan appeared and they chatted briefly. Daisy speaks quite quickly and in cultural references. Dearborn nodded a lot and, after Daisy moved on, asked me, ‘Is she the erotic one?’ and I said, ‘Yes, and that’s her husband, Dale.’

Heard her telling Annie Rothenstein that different meows mean different things (to cats) and then discovered that Annie doesn’t love dogs. Surprised. She doesn’t seem the type to not (love dogs). Stephen Frears (Annie’s ex-husband) turned up in some kind of pith helmet (first time I’ve seen him in a hat, looked very odd). I’m still cross with him for saying he ‘thought it hilarious’ when Lady Isobel Barnett was prosecuted for shoplifting in 1980 and then killed herself in the bath. How would he like to be prosecuted for stealing tins of tuna?

We spilled out into the street and Bennett came by in the car, Rupert at the wheel. I ran to the car like Rizzo from Grease, squatted beside the window and said, ‘Why don’t you come in?’ and he said, ‘I wasn’t invited,’ and I said, ‘Only because you wouldn’t want to be.’ And they drove off with a little wave, like Bennett was the Pope.

7 MAY

Zoom book event. Interviewed by Maria Semple who came straight out and asked me about my writing process. I should have sidestepped but I didn’t and talked a lot of utter nonsense for fifty minutes.

Marks & Spencer have emailed. They would love to know what I think of the ‘extra deep cool mattress topper’ I bought for Debby’s sofa bed because of Stella coming to stay. I’m replying to M&S, ‘Have you read The Princess and the Pea?’

Late dinner outside with Vic, Elspeth, Margrit (Vic’s Swiss mother-in-law) and Stella. Vic mentioned that Elspeth only has one kidney, Elspeth admitted it. ‘She probably sold the other one in the eighties,’ said Vic. Elspeth denied this. On the subject, Stella said that she wouldn’t give up a kidney for anyone over fifty who wasn’t a direct relation. I said I’d give one up for my kids, and maybe Vic. Vic had gone to refill the water jug but overheard and shouted, ‘I wouldn’t have it, I don’t want it. Keep it.’

Stella planning her theoretical Dignitas ‘last dinner’ guest list. If it comes to it (and she’s quite keen, to be honest), it’ll be me, Vic (if she wants to), Carol Hancock, Sarah Haworth from Glasgow University and Rebecca, Sarah’s partner, if she wants to bring her so she’s not on her own. But Rebecca probably wouldn’t want to come because she’s a bit scared of Stella and might not be able to handle it. Thomas, Eva and Alfred. (I notice only Sarah gets a ‘plus-one’.) And definitely Dr Beaumont, if he’s still alive which hopefully he won’t be as it would sadden him to death; on the other hand, he’d love to visit Zurich.

8 MAY

Tea with Rentzenbrink’s pal Rachel Dearborn in South End Green. Eva, Alfie and Quin rushed past in matching white vests and I invited them to join us. Talking about this hallucinogenic drug called DMT (Dimethyltryptamine, street name Dimitri). ‘It’s the substance that binds us to the fabric of the universe and apparently subdues/suppresses the scent of humanity/hostility,’ Quin explained. Friends of friends of theirs who’d recently taken it reported walking about in Crouch End in a mellow state when they saw two foxes, and because they’d taken the DMT, the humans and foxes were delighted to see each other. The humans sat on a street bench and the foxes jumped into their laps, unafraid. Eva then added that a colleague at her internship had taken DMT and that he’d said it was ‘the essence of life and death’ and that he’d unwittingly written some strange scratchy hieroglyphics with a dry marker and possibly seen God. Also that this same fellow had since then ‘started tripping naturally so often he now has to have drugs to control it’. Yikes, what a world. Drugs to prevent unwanted tripping.

Rachel Dearborn seemed uncomfortable with the drug talk, possibly because of a history of drug taking, or not, or having been affected in some way, and changed the subject via sharing photographs on her phone of a newborn baby step-nephew (portrait mode) who had unusually bushy eyebrows and no other hair. Eva then recalled a friend of hers having a baby with clenched fists (except one pointing finger) for a few weeks which made the parents feel judged because that means ‘hungry’ (in newborn language) and they couldn’t get the scratch mittens on. The nephew’s name was Amber Leaf.

‘You can tell when someone’s on crack cause they’re always scratching their neck,’ said Rachel, joining in too late, and making us all feel itchy all of a sudden.

Later, on the 24 bus, thought I saw Debby coming out of the slots lounge at St Giles Casino on Tottenham Court Road.

9 MAY

Debby often comes down to the kitchen to chat. ‘Hello, darling, tell me all your news.’ And she loves hearing everything and is literally the best person to tell things to because she shrieks, ‘No? Fucking hell!’ at the bad things, and, ‘Oh, that is good!’ at the good things and she laughs, properly. And always flicks on the recessed lights. She likes the look of the kitchen with that low light and so do I, but consider them a hazard.

10 MAY

Due to *everything* I have finally started to go grey and look my age. It’s annoying – single white hairs spring out from my carefully positioned side-parting. My stylist (Mr C) is going to have something to say about this.

Alf came round to Debby’s for me to bleach and tone his newly buzzed hair. Wore swimming goggles during the bleaching (Alf did). He’s off to Biarritz tomorrow for a month or two of surfing and living in his car. He can’t master Debby’s coffee grinder, which isn’t surprising, it’s like something off The Krypton Factor.

Have finally chucked Sathnam’s loofah, and a bar of soap with whole cloves in it, and a faded note from Jonathan Freedland recommending a non-fiction book.

Have been borrowing Debby’s Co-op Clear Honey. Must replace.

Sad to find there’s dog shit everywhere in London. What happened? Is it that people stopped clearing up after their dogs or that a whole new bunch of people have got dogs and don’t know the rules? Also, abandoned Lime bikes left, mid-pavement, on their side, as if there’s been an accident, or kidnap.

Met up with Misty who I haven’t seen properly since I left London twenty years ago. She’s now a canine behaviour expert and part-time copy-editor and vegan, and shared intimate information (‘Tofu gives me the horn’). Feel guilty that I never invited her to Cornwall, laid it on thick that we had two tiny babies and an old wreck of a house, etc. and that Cornwall was very rainy and seemed slightly hostile. ‘I’d have loved it if Adam had agreed to decamp down to Cornwall,’ said Misty, ignoring my bleak picture.

‘It wasn’t all roses,’ I said and told her about the man at the café telling me and my two tiny children he didn’t mind Londoners coming to live in Cornwall as long as they ‘don’t try to turn it into London – asking for weird food, walking round in stripy tights, with dogs in their handbags’ which described Eva exactly, albeit she was only three. I also told her about the constant rain, the spray-painted swastika that appeared on a litter bin near our house, the drug-related double murder, and that hardly anyone visited and when they did they all brought Dove soap, which I hate.

I realize, remembering all this, that my move back to London is nowhere near as terrifying as the move the other way, when I didn’t know a soul and the children weren’t yet school age and I lived with a person who worked all the hours God sent. How I didn’t die of loneliness I don’t know.

Misty’s had a facelift but there’s a bit more left to do. Her third husband left her ‘to be alone’ and is now living with a ‘drunk’ which Misty thinks serves him right. Misty doesn’t like living solo (is on a dating app for middle-aged culture vultures) and is looking for someone to grow old with. Luckily her daughter has come home for a while after being emotionally exploited by the other two of the throuple she was in who kept rats and one was a published writer (and asked repeatedly for five-star reviews) and made her sit through The Hobbit. Also the daughter thinks that the pandemic started in karmic response to her misdemeanours, including filling up her own bottle of hand and body wash from the pump dispenser in the toilet at a hair salon (cherry and almond). I get that. It’s the sort of thing I think, which is why I never steal.

Debby texted to say she’d gone out to visit Sathnam but that she watered the garden before she left. Tempted to reply: Yeah, I know. I’ve seen a crocodile.

Last summer she created such tropical swamp conditions (a combination of over-watering and an ill-kept compost bin) she apparently raised a swarm of giant mosquitos. A journalist pal was hospitalized when the bites he’d got during one of Sathnam’s discos went septic. Krishnan Guru-Murthy?

She came back singing the praises of Sathnam’s new flat and especially his new extendable hosepipe.

Alf’s flatmates Quin and Bea both studying at Central Saint Martins with Eva. Bea is creating an interiors magazine called Knob. Quin is making a fashion and art publication called PISS which includes a ‘piss kink’ piece describing Jackson Pollock urinating in Mrs Guggenheim’s fireplace when frustrated.

Peggy isn’t settled.

Have decided to go to the Authors of the Year party at Hatchards Piccadilly (oldest bookshop in London).

Text to Meg Mason:


ME: I’m thinking of going to this party at the Oldest Bookshop in London [photo of invitation] tomorrow night. Want to come?

MM: Yes, but will it be weird if I turn up at the oldest bookshop in London . . . as your uninvited plus-one?

ME: It’ll be fine.

MM: If you happen to be emailing ANYWAY maybe you could mention but otherwise I will just chance my arm and hope they’re not still getting over when Christopher Marlowe tried to come as Shakespeare’s plus-one that time.



11 MAY

After Hatchards party we went to the Wolseley to use a voucher Meg’s sister-in-law had given her for use in London. Waitress was aloof until we confided that me and Charlotte ‘spy kid’ Philby are penniless, and that Meg just lives off vouchers. Finally Meg told her that I had four children by three different fathers, and that really cheered her up. Shared scallops and chips and a banana split. The scallops came in ashtray-type shells that were fixed to a main plate with a blob of mashed potato – to stop them clanking about in transit.

Banana split coincidence. As we came out of the Wolseley, Francis, the manager of Hatchards and host of the party, marched past having just locked up the shop. We accosted him and he was delighted to see us.

‘We’ve just had a banana split in the Wolseley,’ Meg told him.

Excited to hear this, Francis told of his own banana split experience in that same place, many years ago. He’d come into town with his mother (or aunt, or grandmother) and had been into Hatchards (already the OBIL) to choose a children’s book. Afterwards they’d been to the Wolseley for tea and had banana splits, and the young Francis told his mother (or aunt, or grandmother), ‘One day I should like to be the manager of that bookshop!’ Possibly the sugar in the banana split causing such ambitious ideas . . . but needless to say he achieved it and there we all were on Piccadilly, celebrating the fact.


12 MAY


Woke feeling the kind of anxiousness that only laundering your bed sheets can help. I use Bubbles Launderette for washing and drying because otherwise I have to carry a whole load of wet laundry there for the dry, and sometimes I have a bag wash (service wash). Today Bubbles opened late: 10.30. Abdul blamed high pollen count, wisteria dust, and something on the news. A customer with two loads in bin bags said she’d coughed so much she’d ‘almost hurled’. Tried to get them talking about foxes – one has shat in Peggy’s outside water bowl which I only put there for them. Seems like such an own goal. No one interested.

Tea with Eva: she’s had a trying day at her internship. Colleagues have been playing Kendrick’s new album on high volume over and over, aggressive lyrics making it hard to concentrate on the task in hand (labelling designer beanie hats). Also, she says, pigeons are the only rescue animal who stay. But that’s nothing to do with Kendrick.

Have been using Vic’s hot-water bottle for my bad back but according to Rachel Dearborn, frozen peas would be better.

Misty asked to borrow my copy of David Sedaris’s Theft by Finding. I’m not sure she’s up to his diaries but I agreed anyway. You can’t not lend books. Met her at Gail’s near the Royal Free hospital, with the book. She told me that earlier that morning she’d imagined she was about to be stabbed to death outside the Camden Diner. But it was only a town crier warming up. Then, outside Gail’s, a woman got out of the boot of a two-person smart car and we laughed out loud, because it looked illegal and funny, but it turned out her son – who then emerged from the passenger seat – had had his eye gouged out (outside the Camden Diner). We apologized for laughing and said we’d watch the car.

New hose has arrived. Debby reads the packaging gleefully: ‘Impressive at full expansion. Spray gun with seven functions. Once fully expanded – up to three times its original length.’

Debby used new hose, front and back.

13 MAY

Debby enjoying new hose.

Stella didn’t get the job at the Royal College of Surgeons – she’s not sure why as the in-person interview went really well and there were no Excel tests involved. But she did get complimented on her outfit by a passer-by on South Bridge on way to interview (Max Mara culottes two-piece with mushroom mac and Cos black brogues), so that was something.

14–15 MAY

Bath Literature Festival with Marian Keyes and Lucy Mangan. Back in the city of Bath, and in the Francis Hotel. I was given room 226, that is, one floor above my previous room, but essentially the exact same. It was painful to be back there and see again the staff in their polyester tunics having to tell elderly and disabled guests like me that the lifts are still out of order and that we must use the service elevator and therefore see plates of half-eaten burger and chips and crusted milkshake glasses on a trolley. And interesting to note that the kettles really are very big. Reminded of the story of people boiling their underwear in hotel kettles and why Granny Kate always took her own.

Arrived at venue early and watched writers eat crisps and apply make-up in the green room. The rows and rows of ‘Georgian’ chairs in the Assembly Rooms are illuminated by sparkling chandeliers, and the four on stage, sheathed in elasticated black nylon, smelled like a new Ford Fiesta. Dinner later, at the Bath Spa Hotel, hosted by Marian, where the waitress was so like Sue Perkins, I thought it might actually be Sue Perkins, laid on by Marian as extra joy for us. Afterwards, back at the Francis Hotel we had peppermint tea and stayed up so late I was hungry again by the time I went to bed. Found myself on a second-floor landing at one in the morning with a malfunctioning door card. Counted my blessings: I’m not in physical agony, just tired and sad.

16 MAY

London. Felt emotional on the 46 bus when we had a change of driver at St Dominic’s Priory. We waited a few moments. The young black driver alighted and a new, old white driver arrived. They grinned and fist-bumped, and I lip-read driver number one saying, ‘It’s a bit tight up Hampstead.’ The new driver got comfy, then got up out of his compartment to adjust the wing mirror. And then, getting back behind the wheel, couldn’t make the compartment door close properly. And spent the rest of my bit of this journey repeatedly opening and banging it shut. It was stressful for the passengers, triggering memories of previous vehicle malfunction delays. I was OK – only going to Whistles to look at Harriet Evans’s broderie anglaise jumpsuit – but I did notice the Stop bell has changed from a single ding to a frantic four rapid dings and that’s not great for Peggy who thinks it’s a postman.

Bought a tub of green bean salad, a coffee and a small loaf of bread (in Hampstead) which somehow cost over ten pounds. And the jumpsuit.

Saw Robert Peston. Nice eyes.

Tom Cruise is in town. He’s looking less like Tom Cruise these days and more like Sandi Toksvig. A short video shows him being hugged by (or is he hugging?) Alan Titchmarsh when the pair co-present a gala event for HM the Queen. During which it seems that the Queen has gone a bit rogue: when Alan Titchmarsh refers to her as ‘the beating heart of the nation’ (himself close to tears), the Queen gives a casual shrug. Reminded me of Mary-Kay Wilmers’s response to any kind of compliment.

17 MAY

Apart from the garden, Debby is not a fusspot, nor a clean freak, nor a foodie. She’s a role model for the newly single older woman. Herself freshly out of a short marriage. Her ex, she tells me, is gorgeous, fit as a fiddle, enjoys films, and has served time in two prisons (drugs/fraud). I make the observation that she knows quite a lot of people who have been in prison. ‘Oh, yes!’ she says. ‘Hang about with me long enough, darling, and you’ll be convicted of something or other.’


ME: I must try to be more like you.

DEBBY: Why?

ME: You don’t let things get you down.

DEBBY: Oh, I do!

ME: What?

DEBBY: Um, I can’t think of anything now except climate change [thinks . . .] and Murdoch.

ME: What about the idea of living alone?

DEBBY: We don’t think about that!



Female friends and acquaintances used to often talk of a secret longing for escape – the freedom to make their own decisions without marital obligations (if only they had the resources and the children were settled). Though I can’t say I longed for freedom, I must admit that whenever I heard of someone actually separating, the idea was compelling, and I’d feel a slight pang of envy.

But I always imagined I wouldn’t cope with living alone (partly because I never have, and partly because I’m scared of burglars and going nuts). I now realize that many of those who longed for freedom in their thirties and forties felt trapped by the demands of a young family, and that once through that phase, they found, on the whole, they wanted to stay coupled either with the original or a new partner. Even independent, accomplished types (e.g. Debby), who aren’t the least bit scared of burglars, seem to long for a life-partner to share the decision-making about what to watch on telly and to dine with, and will go to great lengths to meet someone who slightly resembles a previous partner but enjoys gardening, and cheese, and will tolerate dogs.

Take Vic (about as self-reliant as you can get in a human being); no sooner was she separated from her ex than she’d signed up to Match.com and before you could say ‘conjugal rights’ had met the love of her life, had her hip bone fused with his and now you never see one without the other.

My ideal I think would be a polite commune with individual fridges and a ‘no pop-in’ policy. But who knows, maybe even I will want a husband. Though probably not, because it occurs to me now that practically from birth I’ve avoided ever being alone with a parent or any adult. And on the rare occasion I have found myself sitting beside one, say watching Call My Bluff or, God forbid, in a car, I have felt uneasy. Even boyfriends (and I’ve always had one) have had to tolerate my bringing a buffer along (sister, brother, friend). I wonder if it’s all to do with unresolved childhood trauma. Trying to recreate the bond one has with siblings who’ve co-navigated choppy waters, in the same boat, but it never being quite that simple, quite that solid.

In which case, why did I think it a good idea to pair off so definitively and leave all my buffers so far, far away?

The Queen was filmed yesterday in the courtyard of Windsor Castle ‘beaming’ as she was given a rare Karabakh horse named Glory by the President of Azerbaijan. I’d smile in those circumstances. The breed, native to Azerbaijan, is used for endurance events and races. One recently sold at auction for the equivalent of £14,000.

Not so much smiling today at Paddington station to open the Elizabeth line.

18 MAY

Looking for sellotape, I found Debby’s OBE medal in a dusty old drawer with assorted screwdrivers, loose change and Rizlas. Am so happy that Debby is an OBE. I mean, if we were just equals I might start to resent her ornamental garlic, condiment choices, and the over-watering. Anyway. She’s an OBE, so I’m going to accept everything. She deserves it.


Texted her: Found your OBE!

She replied: Good. Maybe now you’ll respect me. Have you watered garden?



Handyman tells me to never leave the new garden hose engorged. ‘You must empty all the water out . . .’ he says. ‘They can’t stay like that for long.’

Later, I pass this information along to Debby and she tells me she knows that, she read the instructions, but she has never managed to get it to go limp.

‘It just stays engorged for me,’ she says.

Who advises Debby on her garden? It’s a shambles of slightly wrong decisions, albeit pretty. Her potting compost is actually a bark chipping soil improver which means it drains rather than holds moisture. Her nasturtiums have practically no chance of surviving, unless watered thrice daily. Who decided on all the slug attractions? Who dug those huge wide beds, one in full sun, the other in shade, that make the path narrow to a bottleneck?


19 MAY


Trying to impress upon Cathy how tricky it is walking a dog in London these days on account of all the discarded takeaway food, or ‘boulevard buffet’. I sensed her pity: (‘poor woman, projecting her anxiety on to the dog’). Then she walked with us around Bloomsbury Square – strewn, exactly as I’d described, with chip cartons, bags of molested rubbish, plastic bottles of what looked like urine, and hypodermic needles for all I knew, and I was grateful to residents for staying true to their littering habits. And while still discussing the novel we’re both reading, calmly dislodged a chicken bone from Peggy’s mouth and posted it into an overflowing bin.

A bookseller in the LRB bookshop was frosty when Cathy asked for assistance and she seemed a bit hurt. Afterwards I said it was her own fault for buying a Hemingway. ‘You need to go to Waterstones for that kind of book,’ I reminded her. I felt bad enough buying a Franzen and a cloth tote bag.

20 MAY

Godson Tom’s birthday. Sent money and sweets.

Building work so much the norm here that every morning around 7 a.m. you hear the unmistakable sound of scaffolding being speedily dismantled (especially jarring is the sound of the couplings crashing down). I believe they’re then reassembled on a house a few doors up. It’s like a John Lanchester novel. There’s a shortage, apparently, of scaffolding and therefore it’s at risk of theft, hence the burglar alarms clamped on to it that sometimes go off when a magpie, pigeon or parakeet lands on it, which they often do. What is wrong with these houses anyway that there’s always scaffolding going up? Can’t people just move house, or go and live in the countryside where no one will hear them?

And to think I used to love the noise of a metal tool being dropped from a ladder on to slabs or pavement below with that kind of twinkling bounce.

Debby is away. Which means I leave the hall light on all night to deter burglars.

The next-door neighbour’s area of decaying decking has, I believe, become a huge fox den. I’m not complaining about this but Peggy doesn’t like it because our little garden is their toilet, trash bin and pigeon cemetery.

I decide it’s back pain and sadness about my marriage, which now feels broken (marriage, not back) that’s making me so intolerant of the construction noise, foxes, abandoned bikes, the cost of everything (literally £7 for coffee and cake), the having to wade through garbage and shit every time I step out of the house, and the inconsistency of Bubbles’s opening times, even though I thank my lucky stars for Debby and Abdul.

Feeling gloomy in the kitchen when Debby comes clanking in with her push bike. ‘Hello, gorgeous!’ she yells. ‘I’ve just seen the most amazing exhibition,’ and flings me the brochure, ‘glorious.’ I watch as she rolls a tiny cigarette to have while she writes a play. I vow (again) to be more like her.

Reading Great Circle. Author writes ‘avidity’ which isn’t a word I like.

21 MAY

Debby has warned me that her quarters (above mine) have a macerating toilet. She explained how it works, and in detail what happened the time someone dropped a light bulb into it and tried to flush it down.

‘It did its best to mash it up but I’m afraid all hell broke loose,’ she said.

Alfie’s friend Florence, who lived in Primrose Hill for a year, thought the area was called Primrose and that just the hill was Primrose Hill. No one corrected her. I suppose they thought she was abbreviating. It made me think about when people call Catherines Cath or Andrews Andy or Mohammeds Mo without asking. I mean, some abbreviations are very changing of a name and spoiling (Victoria Vicky, Michael Mike). Other long versions ruin the short. Like when you hear people referring to Christopher or Alexander and realize it’s their child. They’re in charge and they’re insisting on the full name. I might write a scene in the next novel where an eighteen-year-old tells his parents, ‘Mum, Dad, I’m Chris now.’ The tears.

Everyone seems to have that condition whereby you can’t recognize people’s faces unless very distinctive, like say Andrew Lloyd Webber, Angelina Jolie or Hilary Mantel. Maybe it’s an age thing? I have difficulty distinguishing between persons of a certain type, e.g. males of a certain age roughly between forty and sixty and with receding-ish hair and white skin and not much of a beard and of medium height/build. I just can’t tell them apart. Ditto fair, straight-haired women in make-up all look identical unless they have unusual teeth. I go very much on teeth/mouth whereas I know others go on eyes, which can throw you if the person used to wear glasses and has gone into contact lenses. I’ve seen people affronted by Cathy Rentzenbrink’s new specs. She’s gone for massive black frames (encouraged by her optician who is not only a friend but a fashionable type). Her new specs would have been a comedy prop a couple of years ago but are now very trendy and though I admire her for them, they’re quite startling, especially outside of London, in, say, a Cornish woodland setting. I’ve gone John Lennon for a change after my optician said they were good for a longer type of face (‘like yours’).

I struggle to remember names sometimes too, unless the name is extraordinary or unusual or not English. If the person’s name is Liv, I’ll grasp for the nearest three-letter name in my head and it’ll come out Ivy. If they’re Patricia, the name of one of my junior-school dinner ladies, I’ll come up with one of the other dinner ladies’ names, Janet or Mrs Willis.

Debby is back again today for a few days so I’ve done a bit of a tidy-up. She is going to love the new pots in the garden. I’ve planted allium, foxgloves (already in bud), nepeta and geum ‘Mrs Bradshaw’, and some lovely pale blue trailing lobelia, a perennial geranium (‘Rozanne’).

Intrigued by Debby’s gardening behaviour. I honestly think she is inadvertently inviting the slugs and snails in. Not sure I like her ‘slug pub’ thing and I don’t believe that declaring war on gastropods actually works. The secret is to grow things they don’t want to eat and to plant mature plants, not anything too tender and luscious which will be irresistible. I mean, slugs will even eat tiny baby foxgloves so you have to plant them quite big.

Article on modern-day tribes in one of the papers today made me reflect that Teddy Boys make me feel squeamish.

Dinner with Mary-Kay and Sophia. Slow start until MK wonders if two people have gone into the lavatory together and Sophia offers a titbit of gossip about her ex-neighbour. We all wonder how people fall in love with men (e.g. Stephen Frears). Mary-Kay says you shouldn’t brush your tongue with a toothbrush, but with a special tongue brush – not that she does, but she’s heard that you shouldn’t use a toothbrush on your tongue. I’m not used to MK like this, with oral hygiene opinions.

Walked Mary-Kay home. She was pleased the lodger remembered to record the ten o’clock news for her, like it’s 1992. We all went up to watch (Australian election). Sam was just back from Bournemouth where he’d had fish and chips with an old friend at Chez Fred’s. He was disappointed with neither the fish and chips nor the friend.

Sam says his counsellor Vivien thinks he and I should do some writing together.


‘On what subject?’ I asked.

‘Our life and times,’ he says.

‘Tell Vivien I think you should do a bit of counselling with her.’



22 MAY

Sam’s Café. Sam was having breakfast with Jacqueline Rose who mostly teaches at Birkbeck on the subject of Freud as Social Thinker, the relationship between psychoanalysis, feminism and literature, but was talking to Sam on this occasion about EastEnders.

Primrose Hill Dog Show. Arrived too late to enter Peggy in ‘Prettiest Bitch’, in which she might’ve had a chance, due to a major grooming session at Mary-Kay’s and her having such a sweet face and nice eyelashes (Peggy, not Mary-Kay). The only classes still to run were ‘Golden Oldie’ for which Peggy was too young, or ‘Best-Looking Rescue’ which would’ve been fraudulent and risky (unless we quickly gave her a really bad haircut and a backstory). Plus, she’d have been up against Dylan (found eating upholstery in a caravan), and Dinah (rescued from a crack den in Neasden). In any case Eva’s friend Tom Robinson (Peggy’s official handler for the day) refused to outright lie. Took our conundrum to show official who said, ‘If it was my dog in this position, I’d enter the “Golden Oldie” class and hope no one remembered her as a pup.’ Which we did. Peggy was up against a big class including a well-known local Norfolk terrier, Arthur, and quite a lot of really charismatic old dogs with watery eyes called Pam and Audrey being led about by confident children in dungarees. Tom ran Peggy for the judge and told the woman with the roving mic that she was up from Cornwall to see the bright lights. Won a Highly Commended rosette and took the news back to Mary-Kay. She was thrilled and put the rosette up on the dresser. It’s still there unless anyone has nicked it, or binned it, which can happen there. A lot of rivalry.

Went to a certain Primrose Hill shop. Closed. I am deeply resentful of things that are closed on Sundays. Sunday is a day that everything should be open. If you have to close one day a week, close Tuesdays. That said, shopping for groceries in Primrose Hill is like buying stuff in a hotel gift shop. You feel the assistants laughing at you.

Arthur Conan Doyle’s birthday. I’m a fan. I especially like the Sherlock Holmeses when ACD went spiritual and spooky. But I can’t read if I’m alone. Apparently he was terrified of windmills and anything moving in a circle. Like Rachel Dearborn and her washing machine, which she can’t bring herself to look at.

23 MAY

On the way to Sam’s Café to do some work when I saw Bennett resting on the friendship bench near Chalcot Square in the dappled shade, probably making up stuff for his diary (something about paving slabs or Sylvia Plath); and thinking, how lovely, I (stupidly) decided I’d quickly take a photo on my phone and send it to Elspeth (his number one fan). Got phone out, and just as I clicked, Rupert came round the corner (carrying a baguette and a bunch of ranunculi) and seeing my phone aloft, his expression went from warm to stormy and stayed that way all through the unavoidable and lengthy three-way greeting. (‘Hi, how are you?’ ‘Fine, how are you?’)

Moments later I ran into Andrew O’Hagan and told him the whole sorry tale. ‘Brilliant,’ he said, laughing, and that made it seem OK.

Later, at home, Peggy barked at a man who called for Debby. They’re going to visit a woman who accidentally survived a suicide pact in Derby. For a possible TV series. Top Secret.


24 MAY


Handyman Michael came to look at Debby’s Zanussi tumble dryer. It’s been on the blink for ages. Between us we heaved it down off the shelf and did everything we could to get it going. I believed we’d fixed it but we hadn’t.


‘The heating element must have blown,’ said Michael sadly.

‘Why?’ I asked.

‘It can happen,’ said Michael.

‘But how?’ I wanted to know.

‘When people open the door during a drying cycle,’ said Michael, ‘it can blow.’



I was immediately annoyed with Debby or Sathnam, and thought, those fuckers have blown it, and Michael must have seen it in my expression and gave a tiny defensive shrug on their behalf. I rolled my eyes, unrelenting. But then thought . . . Hey! doesn’t everyone open a tumble dryer door mid-cycle? It’s not like a washing machine where you choose a cycle and that’s it until the beeper goes. With a dryer you almost always interrupt. It’s practically normal. The washer is like travelling by plane and the dryer is by car. I mean, who thinks, oh, I’ll just let the dryer keep going even though it smells dry? Mostly people want to interrupt. Plan to, even. The more I thought about this the more I regretted tutting at Debby and Sathnam for opening the door mid-cycle. I applauded them. Now I was cross with Zanussi for not explaining the weakness in their machine. They should put a sticker on saying, ‘Opening dryer door mid-cycle can result in technical malfunction.’ Then you’d allow for it and not choose a long cycle. We had no success in fixing the machine so heaved it back on to its shelf and Michael went away disappointed.

Met Rachel Dearborn for coffee in South End Green. I had a tiny sandwich with radishes and she had the chocolate babka, which she declared dry. I’d never say a babka was dry on an early tea date with a possible new friend – I’d enjoy it the best I could, and wash it down with tea – but she’s a critical, slightly cynical person, which probably means we’ll pal up. I’m a magnet to these types. She talked about her husband a lot, in particular his work with the oil-producing nations, his twin loves of cookery and silent movies. Once serving a meal to a party of six in which beefsteaks were shaped like the sole of a shoe, referencing (she helpfully told me) Charlie Chaplin’s hungry tramp who eats a shoe. And his infuriating habit of rearranging the fridge, where he brings everything to the front of the shelf. I suggested he must have had a rotten time of it with a fridge that freezes anything near the back.

‘That can be really demoralizing when a whole bag of salad goes,’ I said.

‘Well, he needs to fucking get over it,’ said Rachel Dearborn.

I asked if she’s going to start dating again and she said a shocking thing. She can’t because of her stress incontinence. She says it’s only bearable for a mate if it creeps up on an existing marriage. You can’t present yourself as a possible new partner when you’re borderline incontinent. Hence she will probably go back to her ex (Fun Bobby) and their joyless marriage and his fridge behaviour. On the plus side, she has a friend called Lyn Flipper, an expert in this kind of thing and she will, at some point, speak to her. ‘She’ll suggest kegels,’ said RD, ‘and I’m not ready for them yet.’

I didn’t reciprocate with my own incontinence journey but I am going to keep an eye on developments (kegels-wise).

25 MAY

Peggy and I dined with Nick Hornby at Sam’s Café. I went for the fish special (mackerel/beetroot) and beer, and him, spaghetti. During the meal, I found myself mesmerized by his confident fork-twirling, and was reminded of the spaghetti scene in the film Brooklyn and then of the time many years ago that Elspeth first served us long spaghetti (as opposed to tinned) and demonstrated this same twirling technique (this was in the days before she took against all food); following her lead, we were excited by its newness and keen to rise to it. I’m glad I didn’t know then there’d never be another such perfect moment. ‘Don’t cut it into pieces,’ she’d told us. ‘It doesn’t look nice, and Italians never do that except for babies.’ Which I still believe. I wish now I’d secretly filmed Hornby’s calm performance, to play back in moments of stress, to remind myself of the joy of learning to do things properly, and that I am capable of one-to-one dining if I really must.

After pudding – me, ice cream, him, custard-flavoured vape (he hardly made any smoke) – we retired to the pub for more beer and he made me laugh so much, I not only wet myself but drunkenly told him (I’d wet myself). He didn’t seem to mind but I couldn’t stay long after that, obviously. Peggy on perfect behaviour.

26 MAY

Charleston Festival, Charleston House, Sussex. Arrived early and had a tour of the house. Outstanding. Highly recommend. Particularly liked the patterns and motifs created by Vanessa Bell and the muted colours. Initial thought, so this is what Alan Bennett was aiming for with all his home decor. Good effort. Then at lunch with a group including Nathaniel, director of Charleston House, I casually mentioned Cressida Bell, wondering if she was any relation to Vanessa Bell, her style being so reminiscent of the Charleston aesthetic and her having the same surname (Bell). This seemed to confuse and startle director Nathaniel and he frowned at me as if I were saying something indecipherable. ‘Cressida Bell?’ I repeated. ‘Isn’t she a relative of Vanessa?’

Nathaniel explained that yes, Cressida Bell is a relative, but she is an artist in her own right, and hinted that she probably gets sick of people (like me) commenting on the relationship and similarity in patterns and style, and casting her immediately in the shadow of her more famous Bloomsbury Group grandmother Vanessa. Yikes! I’d put my foot in it and apologized with both hands in the air. And as I finished my fruit salad (nicest, I think, I’ve ever had) without looking up, I imagined Cressida making it clear to the Charleston House brigade that she wanted nothing to do with it and to keep her name out of it.

Nice event in spite of windy weather making the marquee flap quite loudly and me saying that my nom de plume was Ian McEwan.

I was happy to be given a gift token for the gift shop in lieu of a fee and chose a patterned silk scarf, which, it turned out, was designed by Cressida (Bell).

Quite a few of Debby’s friends have Ukrainian lodgers. One has a grandmother but glamorous. Another has two, one of whom is slutty on Instagram, and another has a child psychologist who snubbed a cashmere cardigan.

28 MAY

Stella has been for an ultrasound scan at St John’s hospital to locate her missing Mirena coil. They could see it on screen but couldn’t reach it in real life. She’s now on the gynaecology waiting list for an appointment to have it removed.

29 MAY

Yousuf didn’t realize he had curly hair until he was nineteen and stopped combing it and let it grow. What a lovely surprise!

Am I officially single?


Cathy Rentzenbrink texts: Hello, how are you?

I reply: Just wandering about the place buying flowers and fruit soap.

She replies: Like Mrs Dalloway. Or Leopold Bloom.



30 MAY

Hazel Stibbe’s funeral, Leics. Train from St Pancras. We five and Peggy sat in apparently unreserved seats but soon a rock band boarded (cool, long-haired dudes, instruments in beat-up old cases) and told us we were in their seats. We explained that the digital signage was out of action (we’d had a tannoy announcement) but they lingered and looked baffled. While we prepared to move we politely made the point that we wouldn’t have taken the seats if they had been marked as reserved. I scooped up Peggy, made my way to an equally good cluster of five other seats just along the quite empty carriage, and spread myself out to ‘claim’ them while the others got our bags together. They were about to join me when one of the band (the lead guitarist, I believe) said, ‘Oh, wait, hang on, guys, those seats (our new seats) would be better for us,’ (near a luggage rack, meaning they can keep a close eye on their gear) and would we mind staying put? All fine. I returned to my original seat and the carriage started filling up. A woman with a pink wheelie case walked by, frowning, and finally turned to me and said, ‘Actually, I think that’s my seat,’ and flashed me her phone.

‘Oh,’ I said, ‘sorry, there are no seat reservations marked.’ I glanced around at all the many free seats she might take and said, ‘I’m with these people.’ But she stood there and so I gathered my things again (because I’d never ever fight anyone for a seat, especially on my way to the funeral of my stepmother – a pacifist) but while I was packing my laptop, and Peggy’s water bowl, the woman looked up the carriage and suddenly waved me down, ‘Don’t worry about it,’ because by now she’d seen the rock band up ahead – opening cans of Coke, strumming guitars, laughing in a creative way and talking about the beauty of the glass roof, and saying that nothing rhymes with Betjeman – they could be The Doors (but not druggy). ‘I’ll find somewhere else,’ she said.

‘No, no,’ I said, ‘I’ll go up there, you can sit here with my daughter, brother, brother-in-law, husband and dog, and chat about my stepmother, whose funeral we’re on our way to. I’ll go up there with the band.’

‘No, honestly, it’s fine, you stay put,’ she said, adamant. ‘It’s just that it is my seat, so I thought I’d just mention it.’

‘Sure,’ I said, ‘but because you mentioned it I don’t want to sit here.’ I watched her rush off and I thought to myself, she’ll probably end up in the band.

Nice funeral at St Wilfrid’s church, Kibworth. The music from Babe (Saint-Saëns’ organ symphony) made everyone cry, but the bit about Hazel’s extraordinary work in obstetrics in Ethiopia went unnoticed. ‘She’s gone to join your father,’ says a retired vicar as we process out, and though it should be funny, it is immensely sad. I recall my father’s final hours in Shrewsbury hospital a few years ago. Hazel beside him, wringing her hands, willing God to look kindly upon him. ‘Do you think he’ll be OK, Neen?’ she said. Meaning, do you think he’ll go to heaven? I wanted to say, don’t ask me, but said, ‘Of course he will.’

She and my father had almost thirty years of very happy marriage – her, first a consultant obstetrician, then an ordained priest, him atheist and bisexual – they loved travel, theatre, music, books, Scrabble, Green politics and each other’s company. After his death Hazel told us they’d had an ‘open’ marriage but that she’d never availed herself of its possibilities.

Later that night, Eva came into my bedroom (at Vic’s) asking for an order of service so she could sing a hymn from the funeral down the phone to Yousuf, thinking he’d be amazed by the ‘freaky-ass lyrics’. She sat on my bed and read the hymn celebrating Jesus’s triumph over death, in which his colourful raiments are discovered at the opening of his tomb (which proves he’s ascended to God). To her astonishment Yousuf (a Muslim) knew all the words and tunes and sang the whole thing back to her. Public school.

It occurs to Vic’s husband, Adriaan, that Hazel’s contributions to certain charities will now stop, and some might have to issue profit warnings under stock exchange rules.

1 JUNE

Set off late for the Hay Festival because Vic had to worm the ducks before we left and they were ‘playing silly buggers’. Then Fiona noticed one of the sheep limping and Vic had to investigate. She thought it might be the thorn from a blackthorn, which can get in between the two halves of the hoof. Then, once she’d sorted that, she discovered a trapped squirrel and couldn’t just leave it there. Fair enough, I wouldn’t want to leave an animal in distress even if I did have to get to the Hay Festival for a book event. Soon we only had four hours available to drive the estimated four-hour journey and then she wanted to get a salted caramel frappé (no cream) from the Costa drive-in at Rugby Services before we hit the M6. Anyway, we finally arrived, feeling quite carsick after all the windy roads, but to be honest, that’s how most speakers arrive at the Hay Festival (on time but only just, nauseous, stressed).

Vic’s friend Doug, a Hay local, was a mine of information. Told me about Richard Booth (b. 1938), an entrepreneur, scholar and iconoclast who, in 1977, dissatisfied with local government, declared himself King of Hay-on-Wye. And that Llanthony Abbey was painted three times by Turner at the end of the eighteenth century. And that the Napoleonic Wars followed by the French Revolution meant artists couldn’t go very far. The grand tour was off and because they couldn’t get through to Italy, they came to Wales instead.

4 JUNE

In Cornwall to fulfil my side of a ‘spa day’ obligation that has been repeatedly postponed. Dreading it (lounging in a porn robe and wet hair while a teenager tortures my cuticles). Stella managed to duck out of it but Cathy Rentzenbrink (member of the health club) joined Vic and me for the ‘thermal experience’ in a long-line tankini. It was all very well splashing about in the pool but got an eyeful of Rentzenbrink in the sauna while she quizzed Vic about sheep breeding and reproductive biology. A friend of CR’s appeared and told us that her granddaughter has written a short book which she wants to get published. ‘She’s written it and illustrated it all by herself,’ said the amazed grandmother, as if she’d never met an eleven-year-old before, or been one. I mean, what are eleven-year-olds doing if not writing and illustrating short books?

5 JUNE

Visit to the family home: Vic’s in Eva’s room. Me in Alfie’s, and regretting buying him such a cheap bed – which squeaks when you move.

Chats this morning on phone, from bed.

Eva tells me her pal [redacted] is in a pyramid scheme which he thinks is a job, except he pays to do it. She’s tried to explain but he’s too busy watching motivational TikToks.

Misty has been on a romantic weekend with the new bloke. Highlight: the tour bus broke down by a jewellery market so they all went and bought silver bracelets, etc. I think that was probably a ploy like they do in Sri Lanka where you make endless stops along the way to buy cashews and batiks from the driver’s cousins (but I didn’t say so). Lowlight: she went down to reception to ask for a shower cap in French (‘bonnet de douche’) and was told by the glamorous young receptionist, ‘Non bonnet de douche, you need to shampooing the hair.’ The bloke wore Crocs ironically, which Misty liked, except they ruined the photos.

The clearance of a few items of furniture (including my wardrobe that was dwarfing the bedroom), seemingly according to the rules of feng shui, has unblocked the natural flow of energy and the house feels clear and light. The removal of some garden pots, also, has shaved seconds off the journey time from the front door to the garage.

Left Cornwall at eleven in Vic’s Kia Sorento to see a litter of puppies somewhere near London (Vic’s dog Lumo is the father but not getting involved). The traffic was predictably bad (Queen’s Jubilee having forced everyone on holiday) and to avoid it Vic’s satnav led us on to bumpy farm lanes with grassy mounds between the tyre tracks and we were so late I had to jump out of the car at Petersfield railway station to catch my London-bound train without even meeting the puppies.

An hour into my journey, Vic texted: Pups divine. Having stir fry.

6 JUNE

London. Jeb called round for a cup of tea. He brought a loaf of bread and jam and shortbread biscuits. Told us that he and Neil had taken an Uber right across Paris. I don’t know why they took an Uber but they did and it was supposed to be €17 but when they reached their destination (an art gallery) it wasn’t €17, I think he said it ended up at nearer €30. Jeb tried to complain to Uber but discovered the only thing you’re allowed to complain about to Uber is actual bodily harm or sexual assault and they couldn’t in all honesty say that. Personally I’m not keen on Uber. I’d rather get the bus. Twice I’ve booked and they won’t take Peggy. And it has made no difference how much I beg, they really do not want a dog in their car and are disgusted at my even suggesting it, let alone presenting her at the driver’s-side window to show how nice she is. And then you have to cancel and get to where you’re going by bus or Tube and you’re already late and plus Peggy not being desperately keen on buses and Tubes and has to sit on my lap and be fed the occasional Milky Bone. It’s not that she misbehaves, she just trembles ever so slightly. Sometimes she thinks she recognizes a young woman or young man or anyone in bicycle gear and is momentarily overjoyed and then crestfallen. She’s not loving London, to tell the truth. Have I ruined her life? Everyone’s lives?

Texted Vic with the news that research suggests that chickens were first tempted down from trees by rice. Her chickens prefer sweetcorn (tinned).

It occurs to me that I have endured some gruesome, untenable situations in my life, including:

• the retail job which involved folding grandad shirts in a specific way

• an 8-hour shift at Makro the day they’d run out of Chum and Mr Juicy

• a boyfriend who drove me about on a moped for fun

• my whole childhood

And these were all made bearable by the knowledge that one day I might tell someone about them, and maybe even laugh.
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