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  It began in the first joint of my left toe, up near the ball of the foot. I was in a dark, snow-dusted wood trying to lift a log off my foot, a log whose icy sides caused it to

  slip from my grasp and drop back down on the toe from a height of several inches. With a rising sense of panic I repeated the action over and over, helplessly, even as I argued with myself in

  favour of another approach to the problem. Then I woke up.


  The scene evaporated, along with the pain. The thudding of my heart was all that remained. Then the pain returned, pulsing in time with my blood. At first I thought it possible that some version

  of the incident with the log had actually happened, but I could not locate any memory of such an injury. I turned on the light and examined the toe. It might have been a bit swollen; it was hard to

  tell. The skin felt taut and strangely dry. Caroline stirred, but did not return to consciousness fully enough to grasp the seriousness of the situation. The extent of her sympathy was a drowsy

  suggestion that I remove myself to the spare room. After a few minutes she retreated there herself.


  Lying still did not help. The weight of the duvet on my foot had become unbearable. Deep in the joint there was an unyielding pressure, a pinpoint crushing, but soon the pain began to outgrow

  the toe, forming a bubble of threat. At 4.25 the tinkling rasp of glass on stone as the milkman gathered up yesterday’s empties brought a hot twinge: I could feel the noise in the toe. By

  this time I was sitting halfway up in bed with my right foot on the floor. I went through the motions of reading a book, but most of my concentration was now given over to protecting the toe, even

  as circumstances forced me to leave it out in the open, throbbing in the faint, unwelcome breeze. At 5.14 the partially open sash window shuddered lightly in its frame. I looked over and saw Carrot

  slither in from the ledge.


  Carrot sat down on top of the dresser and contemplated my elevated, exposed toe. ‘Don’t even think about it,’ I said, but I could tell he was already thinking about it. His

  purring grew louder, turning ominous, as he readied himself. ‘No. No!’ He was in the air. He landed on the bed, stepped over my leg and began to turn tight circles alongside my knee.

  The pain seemed to change pitch in response to his proximity. Carrot clawed horribly at the duvet.


  ‘Go away.’ I nudged him with my book. He sat down and licked his orange fur. I prodded. He looked past me and then turned and stalked toward the toe. ‘Not that way. Off. Get

  off.’ He stepped off the duvet onto the bare, taut sheet at the foot of the bed. His shifting weight on the mattress was now seismic, minutely measurable. He turned forty-five degrees and, as

  I watched in mute horror, dragged the right side of his face along the sole of my foot. In the effort not to contract my leg muscles I issued an inhuman whinny which frightened me. I gave up and

  thrust my heel in his face. Carrot reared up and batted the toe between his paws then bit the tip. I thrashed. He streaked off toward the bathroom. It felt as if my toe had been amputated. When I

  opened my eyes I was actually disappointed to see it still there.


  ‘What?’


  ‘How much do you drink?’ The doctor looked away after asking this, preparing to be embarrassed by my answer. I should not have told her about the cat acting on the force field.


  At dawn I had got myself dressed, motivated by a burgeoning fear that the pain was a symptom of something that would ultimately claim my life. I gingerly pulled an old woollen sock over my left

  foot – a shoe was out of the question – and quietly hobbled downstairs and out to the car. I drove the half a mile to the surgery in second gear so as to avoid unnecessary use of the

  clutch. When the doors were finally unlocked thirty minutes later I hopped to the desk and demanded the immediate attentions of a doctor.


  ‘Do you have an appointment?’ asked the receptionist.


  ‘No.’


  ‘Early bird surgery is appointment only.’


  ‘There’s no one else here.’


  ‘Is it an emergency?’ She looked me up and down, raising an eyebrow at the absence of gaping wounds or protruding implements. A child with a lump the size of a peach over one eye was

  ushered into the waiting room. I flexed my toe and flinched, and told her it was.


  After a twenty-minute wait I was taken to a Portakabin, where I was examined by a GP I’d never met, and then left alone. I heard distant wailing, the faint rumble of a calm adult voice, a

  short silence and then a piercing shriek, which I took to be the kid with the eye. Eventually the doctor returned and embarked on a series of questions. Even as I answered them my mind began to

  wander. This is a known failing of mine: at those times when I should be most present – when the subject at hand is serious and concerns me directly – I am prone to a sort of inward

  drift. It’s not wilful inattention, although it may be partly defensive, compounded in this instance by the fact that I’d had no sleep at all, apart from a ten-minute nap in the car

  before the surgery opened. The portable consulting room was airless and overheated, and the pain in my toe had finally begun to subside slightly. The doctor also seemed genuinely irritated, which I

  took as a good sign; she wouldn’t dare take such a dismissive tone with me if I was dying, appointment or no.


  ‘A fair amount, I suppose.’


  ‘And how much is a fair amount, do you suppose?’ She was looking directly at me now.


  ‘I don’t know. Half a bottle of wine a night?’ I knew she would automatically double the figure I’d automatically halved, but I wondered which number she would write

  down. I didn’t want to speculate on how the lie might jeopardize my recovery. As she made her meandering way towards divulging the cause of my night of agony, I allowed myself to think about

  where I might have left the radiator key. Although it was still warm for October, radiator-bleeding season was approaching, and I’d spent a good few hours the previous afternoon looking for

  the little brass key, with no success. I tried to picture it sitting in the blue cup in the loo on the landing, under a layer of summer dust. I tried to imagine myself putting it there for some

  reason. The boiler was adjacent, hidden behind a sliding panel, so there was a kind of logic to it. I could see the cup clearly enough, lopsided and unevenly glazed, a relic from two weeks in

  Portugal, the sole survivor of a set of four. As I narrowed my eyes in concentration, I noticed that the doctor was staring blankly at me.


  ‘I’m sorry, what did you say?’


  She repeated herself in an impatient staccato, as if she were spelling it out in chalk: ‘I said we’ll need a blood test to confirm it, but it looks like gout.’


  Gout. Gout was not even on the list of possibilities I had dared to consider. I was struck by how little the word meant to me.


  ‘I’m forty,’ I said quietly. This was not even strictly true; I was still thirty-nine, but with less than a month to go I had made a decision to meet inevitability halfway, to

  attack forty at a run. It was supposed to help me conquer the fear, but in truth I’d only given the fear a four-week head start. Every time I said, ‘I’m forty,’ it was like

  pitching a stone into the pit of my soul just to hear the echo; incalculably distressing, but oddly habit-forming.


  ‘Yes, well, it’s not that unusual in someone your age,’ said the doctor. ‘Some people get it in their twenties. It’s caused by crystals which form in the joints,

  high uric-acid levels, but there can be a lot of factors. You’re probably predisposed.’ She went on, but a buzzing in my brain drowned her out. The depressing absurdity of the situation

  began to soak through. This was only my third visit to a doctor’s surgery as an adult. I’d always been quietly pleased with my reluctance to trouble the health service, but now I felt

  cheated, deprived of some significant milestones in my own deterioration: knee trouble, lower back pain, a stern cholesterol lecture, stress-related skin complaints, a lingering, life-sapping

  mystery virus, perhaps an expensive scan to rule out a possible brain tumour. Six years ago I’d presented with an ear infection, a child’s holiday ailment, and now I was back with gout.

  I was ageing by bounds. The buzzing grew more insistent. Gout. Is there no other name for it? Do Americans call it gout?


  ‘Is that you?’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Is that your phone ringing?’


  ‘Oh.’ The noise was coming from my coat. ‘It must be. Sorry.’ I fished out the phone and answered it.


  ‘Where are you?’


  ‘At the doctor’s.’


  ‘Have you got the car?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘How am I supposed to get the kids to school? I thought the fucking car had been stolen.’


  ‘I’m coming back now,’ I said, standing up. ‘I’ve got gout.’ The line went dead. I fixed the doctor with an apologetic look. ‘I’ve got to

  go.’ She smiled, not warmly, and inclined her head, which I took as an altogether sarcastic gesture of welcome to the world of people who find themselves somewhat pressed for time.


  ‘If it is gout,’ she said, ‘the pain should subside by itself in a few days. We’ll take some blood then. You’ll need to make an appointment.’ Again she spoke

  in chalk, underlining the word appointment. I said nothing. I took the proffered bit of paper and left.


  The handover of the keys was tense and necessarily hurried.


  ‘I’ve got gout,’ I said.


  The boys were already standing in the hall, hair on end, coats askew. The older one filed past me without a word, half asleep, wholly unaware of the single Cheerio lodged in his eyebrow. The

  youngest looked at me, unplugged his thumb from his mouth and said, ‘Where’s your goat?’


  ‘It’s in my foot.’


  ‘In your foot?’


  ‘In my toe.’


  ‘Is it.’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Can I see?’


  Caroline prodded him past me. ‘Not now, Freddy,’ she said. ‘We’re late.’
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  The radiator key was not in the blue cup. After this disappointment I rummaged through a few drawers and upended the vase full of pencils in the kitchen. Nothing. I went up to

  my office, searched in likely boxes and mugs, turning up only a few lire and a tiny clay horse. I pulled the bit of paper out of my pocket. I had assumed it was a prescription for painkillers, but

  it was blank except for a handwritten website address: www.gout.co.uk. I was being encouraged to take responsibility for my gout.


  A few minutes later I was sitting in front of the computer, reading an online pamphlet entitled All About Gout, with the afflicted foot resting on a low stool. Gout, I learned, afflicts

  840 out of every 100,000 people, and is the most common inflammatory joint disease in men over the age of forty. The word comes from the Latin gutta, meaning drop, a term once applied to

  diseases characterized by a perceived discharge of humours. The high uric-acid levels which cause gout may be attributed to diet or eccentric kidney function, or both. Attacks can be triggered by

  stress, injury, unusual exercise, obesity or sudden weight loss. I scanned the list of proscribed, purine-rich foods, looking for favourites, developing perverse cravings. I searched further

  afield: one website contained the promising sentence ‘How to spread the gout’. I hadn’t realized it was in any way contagious, but I was certainly keen to take as many people down

  with me as possible. The web page, it transpired, was from an American DIY store’s website. From the context it was clear that it was meant to say ‘How to spread the grout.’ I

  read it all the way through anyway. The phone rang.


  ‘Hello?’


  ‘Giles, hi. It’s Ken.’ Which Ken? Ken from the paper or Ken from the food supplement? Play it safe.


  ‘Hi.’


  ‘I enjoyed your piece about recharging disposable batteries.’


  ‘It’s a conspiracy,’ I said. ‘They want you to think it can’t be done.’


  ‘So I gather. Now, you’re down for Rare Objects today . . .’ Ah: Ken from the paper.


  ‘Am I?’


  ‘You are. I wondered if you had an idea so we could get started on a picture.’


  ‘Oh. Hang on. Let me think. I did a have a sort of . . . let me just, let me see . . .’ I let the final vowel drag on until it became coarse-grained, while typing ‘rare

  valuable object’ into the search bar at the bottom of my screen and hitting Return. The phrase ‘rare books and coins’ caught my eye; I’d done a book the last time. I

  replaced ‘object’ with ‘coin’ and hit return again. ‘What about,’ I said, quickly scanning the results, ‘the 1913 Liberty Head nickel?’


  ‘We’ve done it,’ said Ken.


  ‘Recently? Since the missing fifth nickel turned up?’


  ‘I’m fairly sure.’


  ‘Well, then. What about. What about the 1804 silver dollar?’


  ‘Will we be able to find a picture of it?’


  ‘I should think so. It’s known as the King of American Coins,’ I said, reading off the screen. ‘And it’s 2004, so we’re celebrating the two hundredth

  anniversary of its, um, coinage.’


  ‘Outstanding. Everything else all right?’


  ‘Yes. Actually, no. I’ve got gout.’


  ‘Christ.’


  I bookmarked a web page detailing the fascinating story of the dollar of 1804, and then turned my attentions back to gout, searching out British sites, with their reassuring terminology and

  familiar telephone exchanges. Not that I would be ringing anyone up for further information on the challenges of living with gout, or to request educational materials for people with gout and their

  families. I had no intention of becoming professionally gouty, or known in gout circles. In fact I had made up my mind not to tell anyone else about it. I would suffer in silence, nobly. Already

  the pain had become so routine that I hardly noticed it.


  I clicked on a link to the UK Family Health Net and found 2 Search Results for Osteoarthritis, Gout and Poly-myalgia: Gout. Both took me to places I’d already been. I tried my luck at

  www.wellness.co.uk. I typed a G in the ‘search the site’ box. Before I could type an O the computer impatiently attempted to second-guess me, offering up ‘g-spot’,

  ‘Giles Wareing’, ‘gout’ and ‘gout UK’. I mis-clicked, accidentally searching the UK Wellness Coalition’s site for my own name. There was, to my surprise,

  one result for Giles Wareing. I didn’t even believe in wellness. The underlined, clickable text said, ‘This cheered me up no end!’ I clicked. Of course I clicked.


  It was a link to an article I’d written three years before, about going to a naturist dinner party in Kent, posted on www.wellness.co.uk’s Depression forum. There were several

  comments under the link: ‘very funny’, ‘we all need a laugh sometimes – great medicine!’ and ‘wareing is a genious, whoever he is!!’ One woman had even

  written that after reading the article she had been emboldened to leave the house for the first time in four days. I clicked on the link and re-read the piece. It was quite funny, funnier than

  I’d remembered, and infused with a new poignancy now I knew it had brightened the outlook of some chronically depressed people. It certainly put things into perspective, especially all those

  letters from naturists the newspaper ran at the time. Yes, the article may have been, as one angry naked person had put it, ‘patronising, prurient and inaccurate in several of its

  particulars’, but if it gave a few agoraphobics the strength to pop down to the shops, then it had served a larger purpose. If shut-ins can laugh at men who eat with their tackle out, there

  is hope for us all.


  I heard the front door open and close, followed by the sound of Caroline’s footsteps on the stairs, coming closer, changing tone with each flight. She stopped short of the final dog-leg

  which led up to the office, and spoke through the ceiling.


  ‘There are pencils everywhere.’


  ‘I was looking for the radiator key.’


  ‘Anything to report?’


  ‘I’m not supposed to eat mussels.’


  ‘Has the dog been out?’


  ‘I’ve got gout.’


  ‘She needs to go out.’


  ‘I’m gout-stricken.’ In fact the pain was a shadow of its former self, mounting only the occasional sharp twinge, just enough to announce its location, to reserve its place.

  ‘I’m goutish.’ Goutish was a word. I’d been at the dictionary. So was goutify.


  A burnt-out van decorated the entrance to Roundworm Park, blackened wiring spewing from its crunched bonnet. Tyre tracks through the thick mud showed the series of skids and turns that had

  brought it to its final resting place on top of a flattened park bench. A sofa bed had been pushed out of the back doors and set alight, but had not combusted successfully. I walked to the next

  bench along and sat down, resting the gout foot on the heel of its untied boot. The dog sat down and stared at me, then stood up and stared, tail waving expectantly. She’d never seen me sit

  on a bench. Normally we took a single brisk turn around the crumbling perimeter path, a walk of less than a mile, before heading back out of the gates. Very occasionally I went twice round, but

  taking my ease was not part of the routine. Eventually she trotted off in a long arc, avoiding a dog with whom she did not get on.


  The sun had come out and was drying the rolls of extruded mud squeezed out by the van’s tyres as it veered and narrowly missed a rusting litter bin. Roundworm Park was scrubby and unkempt,

  a threadbare swatch of green on London’s western fringe, but it had a loyal constituency of dog-walkers, truants and old men who met for pre-lunch drinks. The police seemed oblivious to its

  existence, which was clearly the secret of its popularity.


  At the other end of the field I could see the dog assume its customary strained arch, inching gently forward through the tall grass. I closed my eyes and let the sun beat against the lids,

  seeing warm red. I felt old and tired, but with a little undercurrent of elation because someone somewhere thought I was a ‘genious’. The combination of exaggeration and poor spelling

  made it a hard opinion to respect, perhaps, but the hyperbole seemed playful rather than ill-judged and the spelling mistake might easily have been a typo. Whoever this depressive was, I was

  inclined to think the best of him. Or her. And for the first time in many months I was moved to reflect for a moment on the fact that I’d done all right for myself. I’d achieved more

  than an essentially ambition-less person could hope to expect. I had a wife, children and a little occupational niche where I could work untroubled by the possibility of real success: my phone

  rang, but not too often. All that remained for me to do was contract gout and die, and here I was well ahead of schedule. The bench rose sharply under me. Someone else had sat down.


  I opened my eyes and recognized the woman instantly: the sharp, ageless features, the unkempt thatch of dyed black hair with its strip of grey along the crooked centre parting, the huge bosom

  which sloped downwards from right to left, the shapeless coat, the immaculate black-leather trainers. I saw her most days, waddling around the park or sitting at her usual bench. Initially I found

  her suspicious because she had no dog. Almost everyone who came to Roundworm Park had a dog; its general lawlessness made it ideal for dogs. Anyone without a dog was, I imagined, up to no good.


  But there was another thing about her: she never acknowledged me in any way. It was customary to exchange guarded greetings with anyone you regularly met along the path, but she never returned

  mine, and I had taken to avoiding her because of it. If she was in the park I usually checked to see which way round she was going before I set off. She usually went anticlockwise, and in response

  I changed to anticlockwise, following her at a distance, slowing down to prevent the unbearable proposition of having to overtake. In general I preferred to maintain a two-bench gap. If ever we did

  cross paths due to a miscalculation on my part, courtesy would force me to mumble hello and endure another blanking. At first I pitied her, thinking she must be in some way deranged, until I

  noticed that she chatted animatedly to almost everyone else she met. Why did she single me out? Lately, the fact that I was doing all the evading had begun to annoy me. Sometimes she slowed down or

  stopped on the path, forcing me to do the same.


  Now she was sitting next to me. This was not even her usual bench. I thought for a moment she might have been deliberately trying to provoke a confrontation, until I realized her bench was now

  under the burnt-out white van. Still, why would she sit down at a bench occupied by a person she had wilfully ignored on dozens of occasions? Why didn’t she find the situation as embarrassing

  as I did?


  The awkwardness was becoming acute; after a too long pause I said, quietly, ‘Nice day,’ and glanced in her direction. She was looking at the ground. Was she smiling? Almost, perhaps,

  but not quite. She said: nothing. She looked over toward the park entrance, swinging her head so that her eyes raked right across my face, unseeing. I looked straight ahead, felt sweat prickle

  along my hairline. The dog was trotting back towards us, but she stopped to sniff at something in a plastic bag. ‘Come on, dog!’ I shouted. I never used the dog’s name in public,

  because the dog’s name was Philippa.


  The dog took several detours, turning in tight circles, nose to the ground, before finally approaching the bench. I stood up and took a few steps toward the front gate, but the dog did not come

  to heel. I walked a few yards further, hoping the dog would appear at my side, but she did not. I turned around and saw her sniffing the outstretched hand of the black-haired woman. The woman

  lowered her head toward the dog’s and quite distinctly mouthed the words ‘Hello there’. She was talking to my dog! Infuriated, I turned and took the most direct route to the

  entrance, picking my way through a minefield of dog shit and mud. A hot current pulsed through my big toe. When I got to the gate I whistled, loudly and insistently, until the dog finally wandered

  over.


  A search on ‘Giles Wareing naturist’ did not return any further results. A search on plain old ‘Giles Wareing’ turned up, as I knew from experience it

  would, many hundreds of documents, littered with references to people who shared my name, but were demonstrably not me, fished up from some online family tree, or from a list of entrants to a 1997

  Canadian fun run. There was the Reverend Giles Wareing from Frome and the brilliant astronomer Dr Giles Wareing, an expert on the topography of Jupiter. There were pictures of other Giles Wareings

  visiting Machu Picchu, posing in front of starter homes, or backed against the wallpaper in some dingy function room, accepting awards while simultaneously shaking hands, pupils glowing red. I

  picked through the first few dozen, but I’d seen all those that referred to me before. None were recent, most were tortuous links to the Amazon page for my book, The Story of Irish

  Whiskey (sales rank 236,981). I tried to narrow the search by adding more terms, but it didn’t help. I tried other searches, other search engines, search engines that searched other

  search engines, but after ten years as a freelance writer I seemed to have left less of an impression on the world, or at least on the Internet, than most Giles Wareings, including one who died in

  the late sixteenth century. If any more mentally ill people had been uplifted by my work, they were keeping quiet about it. The phone rang.


  ‘Hi, Giles, it’s Ken.’


  ‘Ken.’


  ‘Any danger?’


  ‘Of what?’


  ‘Of your copy arriving before we go to press?’
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  Rare Objects: The King of Coins




  

    America’s most valuable coin has, like all rare coins, a curious history: mints do not create rarities on purpose. In fact, they usually take great pains to avoid it.

    According to US mint records, 19,570 silver dollars were struck in the first few months of 1804, before it was decided to discontinue the denomination altogether. It seemed that no one was

    spending their silver dollars; virtually all of them were being exported to Europe via the West Indies, where they were prized beyond their face value for their silver content. With the similarly

    sized Spanish 8 real piece in wide circulation in America, the government decided the country could do without a silver dollar.




    In 1804 the United States was still very much a fledgling nation.




    Thomas Jefferson, the third President, was seeking re-election. America was also making its first significant military stand after the War of Independence, choosing to wage war with the

    kleptocratic Barbary States of the North African coast rather than pay protection money to the pirates who harried shipping in the Mediterranean.




    By a stroke of fate almost all of the 1804 silver dollars minted were exported to Africa, where US naval forces were engaged in action against Tripoli. Legend has it that the most of the money

    was used to fund a daring overland attack on the Tripolitan city of Derna by a collection of Arab and Berber mercenaries led by American seamen. For this reason few, if any of the silver dollars

    sent to Africa were ever returned to American soil. Today only 15 genuine examples are known to exist, though several counterfeit dollars have turned up over the years.




    In 1999 one particularly well-regarded example fetched over $4 million at auction, the highest




    price ever paid for a single coin. Because of its rarity the 1804 silver dollar has long been known as the King of American coins, a reign which will almost certainly last another 200 hundred

    years.




    

      Giles Wareing


    


  




  The gout returned in the night, though with none of its former intensity. I had prepared by taking four Nurofen and drinking a bottle of wine. I also took the precaution of

  retiring to the spare room. When I finally fell asleep dawn was imminent and when I woke up the house was empty.


  The coffee in the pot was cold. I heated up a cup in the microwave, took the papers up to my office and turned on the computer. I turned to the silver-dollar piece in the newspaper. They’d

  removed a few words from the final sentence, but this was probably just for space.


  After checking my email, I typed a g in the box at the bottom of the screen. The computer responded by offering




  

    g-spot


  




  Giles Wareing


  Giles Wareing +clever


  Giles Wareing +excellent


  Giles Wareing +fan


  Giles Wareing +favourite


  Giles Wareing +funny


  Giles Wareing +genius


  Giles Wareing +great Giles Wareing +journalist


  Giles Wareing +moving


  Giles Wareing +respected


  Giles Wareing +respected —Jupiter


  Giles Wareing +writer


  gout


  gout UK


  I needed to figure out how to get rid of these. I could perhaps disable the facility if I knew what it was called. I sent an email to the help address at my Internet service

  provider, BubbleNet:




  

    

      What is it called when you type something in a box and the computer keeps trying to guess what you are about to write, offering a list of ‘helpful’

      suggestions based on things you have typed in that particular box before (ie search engine)? How do I make it stop? Giles Wareing.


    


  




  Then I went back to the search engine and typed ‘Giles Wareing +inspired’. Nothing. The phone rang.


  ‘Hi, Giles, it’s Linda from the paper.’


  ‘Linda. How are things in property?’


  ‘I’m doing health now.’


  ‘Are you? Since when?’


  ‘About two years ago.’


  ‘I guess it’s been that long since I’ve seen you.’


  ‘Actually I don’t think we’ve ever met in person.’


  ‘No. You’re right.’


  ‘I was wondering.’


  ‘Yeah.’


  ‘Could you do us a wee piece for next Tuesday’s health page?’


  ‘What on?’ There was a long pause. I was on the verge of repeating myself when she finally spoke.


  ‘Well, a little birdie tells me that you have gout.’


  ‘Who told you that?’


  ‘Ken.’


  Bloody Ken from the paper. The toe throbbed three times in heartbeat succession. A version of the future flashed before my eyes: talking about my gout on the radio, displaying my misshapen toe

  on morning television, addressing the annual conference of the UK Gout Society and calling for gout-only carriages on public transport. Young people would ignore my stern and repeated warning that

  gout doesn’t only happen to the old, because they would look at me and see that I was old. I would be forever associated with gout, even as I tried to branch out by speaking on other diseases

  of the joints. Whenever I was interviewed subeditors would put forced puns in the headlines, awful things like Rheum With a View. People would nudge each other in shops and whisper: Isn’t

  that you-know, the gout guy? Even my friends would call me Gouty Giles in order to distinguish me from the other Gileses they knew. This is how it would be. Unless, of course, I said I was too

  busy. Or I just said no. No was always an option.


  ‘How many words?’ The dog, lying behind me in a square of sunlight on the floor, suddenly snapped at a dozy fly. A CD case on my desk caught a reflection of flashing white, creating

  the impression of a bird fluttering in a confined space. I flinched and turned around. Philippa looked up at me and beat her tail against the carpet, her eyes filled with a hopeless, desperate

  longing.


  The burnt-out white van still guarded the entrance to the park. The black-haired woman was exactly as I’d left her the day before, sitting on her new bench, staring

  across the expanse of grass with her dazed, inscrutable half-smile. I attacked the path clockwise, in the hope that she might have departed by the time I got round. But I couldn’t make it

  round. My gout flared up. I fingered the blister pack of Nurofen in the breast pocket of my shirt. There were three left. I sat down on the nearest bench and took them all.


  It was cloudy and cold, but the air had a pleasant leaden stillness which gave everything an immediacy of presence. From somewhere the distinct scrape and crack of building work was conducted

  with an odd, echoless fidelity. The old black-haired woman was now talking to someone who now stood behind her bench. I could immediately tell it was Colin from his lime-green windcheater and his

  silver-white hair, a combination usually distinguishable from twice the distance. His head went back, his laugh arriving a split second later. They seemed to exchange something. One of his cards?

  Did the old woman want some painting done?


  The dog arrived with a purple tennis ball on a rope. I’d never seen it before. ‘Where did that come from?’ In the distance a large woman and her lurcher were trudging toward

  me. ‘That isn’t yours,’ I said firmly. ‘Drop it.’ I reached out to grab the rope. Philippa growled menacingly.


  There is something wrong with the dishwasher. Caroline had evidently come and gone while I was at the park. The note ended with a curly arrow which pointed to a glass

  standing on the piece of crisp A4. The glass was flecked with sandy matter, hardened lees which the rinse cycle had failed to disperse, and which had been subsequently baked on during the drying

  phase. I opened the dishwasher and discovered several more glasses with similar encrustation, but the phenomenon was confined to the upper rack. I had encountered this problem a few times before

  and I knew its cause immediately: lemon pips.


  The dishwasher’s rinsing action is performed by two free-whirling plastic propellers driven by the pressure of the hot water which jets out of precisely angled holes at intervals along

  their blades. One hangs just under the upper rack; the other sits just below the lower rack. Lemon pips which find their way into the dishwasher are eventually sucked into the intake and drawn

  through the hollow blades where they become lodged in the holes, blocking the flow of water. When enough of the holes are blocked the propellers simply cease to turn and incomplete rinsing results.

  In my experience only lemon pips are big enough to block the jets and yet small enough to work their way into the blade intake. Occasionally you get unpopped popcorn kernels, but they’re

  heavier than lemon pips and more likely to end up in the debris trap at the bottom of the machine. They don’t present the same threat to effective rinsing. Pine nuts could be a problem,

  theoretically.


  The two propellers snap in and out of place easily enough, but dislodging the lemon pips takes a while. It’s a bit like trying to get a plectrum out of the body of a guitar: invert, shake

  and wait for them to find their own way out through the central intake hole. By the time the rinse cycle is noticeably impaired it’s not uncommon to find up to a dozen pips in each blade. As

  an activity it is marginally preferable to writing about your own gout, and produces a rather more tangible sense of achievement. In the end I set aside an hour for the procedure, including telly

  breaks.


  When I finally went upstairs again I found an impressively thorough email from Vikram at BubbleNet Support waiting for me. He ran through three different ways to disable what he called the

  ‘Inline AutoComplete Facility’. ‘Hopefully this should resolve the issue. Assuring you of the best intentions at all times, Vikram.’ The least confusing method was simply to

  erase each suggestion manually by highlighting it and hitting delete. In a matter of seconds I had got rid of all but




  

    

      Giles Wareing +funny




      gout uk


    


  




  I highlighted the former. Then I clicked, leaving the cursor backed hard up against the left side of the f in funny. And then I altered the entry to ‘Giles Wareing +unfunny’ and hit

  return. There was just one result, from the archive of someone’s weblog – Ben’s Blog. The relevant sentence read: ‘And don’t get me started on that unfunny twat Giles

  Wareing.’


  A small stone dropped into the pit of my soul, and I heard its faint echo.


  Gout got me out of a Sunday-morning trip to the swimming pool. The pain had largely disappeared since I’d started taking the anti-inflammatory pills prescribed after the

  blood test, but I needed to do a bit of work on the gout piece for the paper, transcribing a brief phone interview with a twenty-nine-year-old gout sufferer – the youngest I could find

  – who I’d tracked down through the UK Gout Society. At eleven, after a long bath, I hobbled up to the office. The computer was already on. I was surprised to see an empty bottle of red

  wine on my desk, and a half-full glass. I didn’t even remember coming up the night before. I accessed the Internet and saw that I’d made the search engine my home page. I didn’t

  remember doing that either. With a sense of foreboding I typed a g in the box and got




  

    

      Giles Wareing +awful




      Giles Wareing +bad




      Giles Wareing +cliche




      Giles Wareing +dreadful




      Giles Wareing +hate




      giles Wareing +loer




      giles Wareing +loser




      Giles Wareing +old




      giles Wareing +rubbish




      giles wareing +shit




      Giles Wareing +smug




      Giles Wareing +sucks




      Giles Wareing +tit




      Giles Wareing +twat




      Giles Wareing +unfunny




      Gilse Wareingshit




      gout UK


    


  




  I was able to summon only the vaguest recollection of the previous evening’s investigations, a fragile memory propped up almost entirely on the available evidence: the glass, the bottle,

  the hangover, the entries helpfully supplied by the Inline AutoComplete Facility. But I did seem to recall a definite feeling of horror and resentment, and a quickening of the pulse which was now

  recurring. It was like a dream reinforced by tangible pain, like the icy log and the toe, except that this had clearly actually happened, and the icy log was, strictly speaking, a literary

  device.


  I had no idea which search terms had prompted these feelings, however, and at that moment I lacked the courage to find out. Instead I slipped on the headphones and dutifully redacted the whole

  twenty-minute interview with gout sufferer Julian Garrett, now thirty, of New Alresford in Hampshire. In his voice I recognized the cagey weariness of the reluctant spokesman, and in mine,

  undisguised glee.
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  A Right Pain In The Toe Giles Wareing gets gout




  

    The pain struck in the first joint of my largest left toe. I lifted the huge stone off my foot and carefully stepped back, but when I dropped it the toe had somehow moved

    forward again to take the full weight of the boulder. I repeated the action over and over again helplessly, even as I argued with myself in favour of another approach. Then I woke up.




    The scenario evaporated, but the pain remained, pulsing in time with my blood. I was at home in bed. The alarm clock’s LED readout bobbed gently in the blackness: 2:04AM. I turned the

    light on and examined the toe; it might have been a bit swollen, but I couldn’t tell. The skin felt taut and strangely dry. My wife Caroline woke, but did not return to consciousness fully

    enough to grasp the seriousness of the situation. Not wanting to keep her up, I offered to go to the spare room, but she volunteered to go herself.




    The pain got steadily worse. Soon I could not even lie still. The weight of the duvet on my foot had become unbearable. At 4.25 I could hear the milkman collecting empties. Just the noise of

    it made me wince: he was too close, carrying dangerously heavy objects. The pain was intense, searing, physically impossible, like hot butter through a knife.




    By the next morning things had improved slightly, but at Caroline’s insistence I took myself off to the doctor. To my surprise, he diagnosed gout.




    The word gout comes from the Latin gutta, or drop, a term once applied to all diseases which were thought to be characterised by a downward flow of humours. Today gout affects 840 out of every

    100,000 people – about 150,000 in Britain – and is the most common inflammatory joint disease in men over 40, although it is by no means confined to those of middle age. Julian

    Garrett, from Hampshire, was first diagnosed with gout at the age of 29 . . .


  




  ‘I thought the doctor was a woman.’ Caroline had come up and was reading over my shoulder as I sat at the kitchen table. She read faster than I did.


  ‘The first doctor was a woman, but the one who took my blood at the hospital was a man. One has to conflate a bit.’


  ‘And I never suggested you go to the surgery. You were gone before I woke up.’ She sat down opposite me, picked up the main bit of the paper and flicked through it.


  ‘Yes, I know, but if I come across as a hypochondriac, then it’s no longer about the gout, it’s about what a twat I am.’ I paused to give her a chance at dissent, but she

  chose to abstain. She turned the page of her paper. ‘It’s a health piece,’ I said. ‘It’s meant to be informative, not confessional.’ I stopped there. Caroline

  did not appear to be listening any more, and I could feel myself beginning to plead. Anyway, the rest of the piece was true. Except for the weight of the duvet. The weight of the duvet did not

  become unbearable. I just read that somewhere.


  The caption under the picture of a very sombre Julian Garrett read, ‘Sloane Danger: Garrett’s party-boy lifestyle led to gout at 29’. He would doubtless be very unhappy about

  that, but I didn’t write it, and that’s what you get for living in Hampshire, having gout at twenty-nine and wearing a bow tie for a newspaper photo.


  ‘You got a letter,’ said Caroline. I looked up. She’d clearly had her hair cut recently, probably the day before. She folded the paper inside out, then in four, then she spun

  it round like a tray on the tips of her fingers and slid it under my nose. I looked down at the top half of the letters page.




  

    

      One does not necessarily expect Giles Wareing to be an expert numismatist, but is it too much to ask that he check his facts (Rare Objects: The King of Coins, Oct 21)?

      While readers may have enjoyed his tale of piracy and American naval derring do, the story overlooks a single, rather important point: there were no 1804 silver dollars minted in 1804. No

      “genuine examples” exist.




      

        David White


      




      London


    


  




  Normally I’m immune to complaints from pedants, especially pedants who employ the phrase ‘derring do’, but this did seem a rather big mistake on my part. I felt a flush of

  embarrassment, a brief wave of nausea, the heat from the stares of thousands of pairs of unseen eyes, the eyes of people who were reading this at this precise moment, and reflecting on my comic

  incompetence. How did I miss something so basic? On the other hand, was this really my fault? When presented with a silver dollar with the date 1804 stamped on it, what am I supposed to think? Why

  the hell weren’t any 1804 dollars minted in 1804? Where did I get that pirate story from? Caroline was smiling broadly at me.


  ‘Don’t like getting it wrong, do you?’


  For a moment it seemed as if there were no limit to my capacity for error. What else had I got wrong? I’d never heard of the Barbary War before last week. Perhaps that didn’t happen

  either.


  The doctor at the hospital had also given me some crutches, but I hadn’t used them yet. Now, in need of some sympathy, I pulled them from the coat closet and levered myself over to

  Roundworm Park, with the dog barking and biting at the right crutch each time it touched the ground. I received a few stares, none of them sympathetic, exactly. I ran into Colin at the gate.

  ‘All right, Guy? How you keeping, mate?’ He always called me Guy. He looked down at the dog, who had by now chewed most of the varnish off the bottom of the crutch. I waved the tip at

  her menacingly and hissed, ‘Stop it!’ She grabbed the crutch and ran off into the park with it.


  ‘You know, can’t complain,’ I said. We both paused to watch the dog readjust her grip before resuming an angled canter through the tall grass, the crutch’s rubber tip

  skimming the ground behind her.


  ‘Yeah. I’ve been meaning to drop by, mate, to speak to your missus about your kitchen.’ Colin had painted our house inside and outside, devoting the better part of four years

  to the project. By the time he finished the back of the house last summer the kitchen ceiling, where he’d begun, needed repainting, but various pressing and mysterious business ventures had

  prevented him from making a start.


  ‘Whenever you’re ready, Colin,’ I said. ‘There’s no emergency.’


  ‘Nice one, mate, yeah,’ he said. ‘Handsome.’ The dog was now lying in the grass at a safe distance, chewing industriously on the upper part of the crutch. They had mostly

  metal crutches at the hospital, the bent forearm rest sort that I automatically associate with either permanent or degenerative conditions. I’d asked for the wooden ones especially.


  ‘I saw you talking to that black-haired woman the other day, the one who sits over there.’


  ‘You mean Maria? Know her, do you?’


  ‘No,’ I said. ‘She refuses to acknowledge my existence.’


  ‘Oh. Do you want me to put in a good word or something?’ He suddenly became distracted, looking up and then down Roundworm Road like a meerkat. It was his way, I guessed, of bringing

  the conversation to a close.


  ‘No, don’t,’ I said. ‘There’s no need.’ He was already halfway across the road.


  ‘I’ll drop by,’ he shouted, one thumb in the air. ‘Stay lucky, mate.’


  Back at home there were no messages, which I took as a good sign. Once online I discovered more good news: there was such a thing as the Barbary War. Then I went back to my

  home page and, with a deep breath, I typed a g in the box.


  When paired up with awful, bad, cliché and dreadful, the name Giles Wareing produced no untoward results, but each successive click was like another round of Russian roulette. I was

  wincing by the time I got to rubbish, and I jumped when, as I steeled myself to click again, the frontdoor bell went. It was four o’clock.


  On Tuesdays I stopped work at four to look after the boys until Caroline came home from the bookshop. As I opened the door the younger one was shouting into his brother’s face:

  ‘I’m, not, STUPID!’ I looked over their heads and saw a mother from the school – Helen, or Harriet, or something – waving at me from her car. ‘Thank you,’

  I said, waving back. As I shut the door the little one handed me a brown envelope. ‘This is for you, Dad.’


  ‘What is it?’


  ‘It’s a bump letter,’ said the older one. The little one ambled past me, dropped his book bag, pulled his shredded baby blanket off the banister and walked silently into the

  sitting room. The television snapped to life.


  I opened the envelope. Inside was a form letter on heavily photocopied school stationery with its several blanks completed in blue biro:




  

    

      Dear parent:




      Your child DARBY was sent to the school nurse today for HEAD INJURY RECVD IN SCHOOL PLAYGROUND.




      Action taken: COLD COMPRESS APPLYED.




      Please monitor your child for any further symptoms and seek the advice of a doctor if necessary.




      Sincerely,




      

        

          Vivienne Flynn




          School Nurse


        


      


    


  




  I went into the sitting room and casually ran my hands through the little one’s hair, looking for contusions. He unplugged his thumb.


  ‘Stop it, Dad.’


  ‘Can I ask you a question?’


  ‘What, Dad.’


  ‘Who’s Darby?’


  ‘He’s my friend but he’s not my friend any more.’


  ‘Did you have a fight with Darby today?’


  ‘Yes but I didn’t get blood on my head, but he did get blood. On his head.’


  ‘What did you hit him with?’


  ‘I can’t see, Dad.’


  ‘Answer me,’ I said, trying a deeper register. ‘What did you hit him with?’


  ‘A bit of brick.’ His brother wandered over to join in the interrogation.


  ‘Was it a play brick or a real brick?’ he demanded. An important point, I had to agree.


  ‘Real brick.’


  ‘Why did you hit him with a brick?’ I asked. ‘That’s not very nice.’ His eyes suddenly went liquid with outrage.


  ‘But he hitted me with it first when he was throwing it and it went on, my, head!’ He touched a spot on his crown and began to sob dramatically.


  ‘All right, don’t cry,’ I said, gently finding the bump with my fingers. ‘Is Darby a very naughty boy?’


  ‘No, Dad. He’s a girl.’


  Caroline rang at seven.


  ‘Hi.’


  ‘Hi.’


  ‘Listen, it’s Lisa’s last day, so we’re all going to the pub for a bit after work.’ Her voice had already acquired the clotted sunniness of warm champagne. She

  exhaled suspiciously. ‘I won’t be late.’


  ‘Are you smoking?’


  ‘No. Are you?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Well, then. Any news?’


  ‘No. Oh: we got Darby’s bump letter by mistake. Do I need to do anything?’


  ‘She’s a nasty piece of work, that one.’


  ‘I found the school list. Do I need to call her parents? She and Freddy had some kind of altercation.’


  ‘Christ. No, don’t worry. I’ll sort it out tomorrow.’


  ‘OK.’


  ‘OK. Bye.’


  ‘Bye.’ The older one was at my elbow.


  ‘Was that Mum?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Is she coming back?’


  ‘Not till late.’


  ‘Can I stay up?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Can I have sweets, then?’


  ‘Yes.’


  This time I took the precaution of filling the wine glass to the brim and leaving the bottle in the kitchen. The office was bathed in a purplish sunset light from the computer

  screen, which had a picture of a purplish sunset on it. This faded and was replaced by a clutch of lurid pink flowers. I bumped the mouse and my home page snapped into view with a faint audible

  pop. In the box it still said




  

    

      giles Wareing +rubbish


    


  




  I replaced ‘rubbish’ with ‘shit’ and hit return: eight results. As I scanned the list, my stomach tightened and my heart began to speed up: ‘. . . more shit from

  Giles Wareing . . .’; ‘the unbelievably shit Giles Wareing’; ‘that untalented little shit Giles Wareing . . .’. The next few were online reprints of a very old

  interview I’d done with an actor who swore a lot, but at the very bottom of the list there was a final blow, simple and direct: ‘Giles Wareing = shit’.


  For a moment I allowed myself to entertain the forlorn hope that the nastier comments were written by disgruntled astronomers who had fallen out with Jupiter Giles Wareing, but they were all

  from the same website, the archive of a mailing list called MediaStormUK. In fact each was simply a link to something I’d written, with the comment typed underneath and the username of

  whoever had posted the link. They were all posted the by same person: Salome66.


  I clicked on every link and read through every article, working up from the bottom of the list. I failed to see how Salome66 could read a six-hundred-word essay in praise of the cassette tape

  and conclude from it that I was untalented and small. There was nothing remotely objectionable about it. All the commas were in the right places. There was, I immediately felt, something unbalanced

  in her throwaway malevolence, an unnecessary emphasis on me. I rarely wrote the sort of things which would cause the reader to retain the author’s name, much less a firm opinion of him. It

  seemed as if Salome66, however, had somehow divined a repulsive creature from my few words on a variety of benign subjects, and had come to see me as a figure worthy of resentment and abuse. Though

  I was not famous and had, in that sense, no public to answer to, I had stumbled across – I’ll admit, after many hours of searching – a little clearing where my merits were being

  debated anyway: a place of summary judgement which had heretofore only existed in my most speculative nightmares.


  Or perhaps not. No one else had offered further comment, supporting or dissenting, though there appeared to be such a facility available. While her tone implied that she expected other users of

  the site would be broadly in agreement with her assessments, there was no evidence in the archive – every corner of which I scoured – that anyone had ever shared or even acknowledged

  the opinions of Salome66, or indeed cared much one way or the other. For her to broadcast such opinions, with such vehemence, into an unanswering void, seemed transparently mad.


  I could feel pity for someone who had the free time and inclination to expend such vituperation on a nonentity like Giles Wareing, but not without feeling even more pity for Giles Wareing, a

  subject unworthy – even by his own assessment – of criticism, considered or otherwise. Much as I disliked admitting it, strong feelings aroused by me or my work were, by definition,

  inappropriate. In one sense it was perversely flattering that someone cared enough. And yet I could not so easily dismiss that crude but ultimately irreducible equation still floating in front of

  me: Giles Wareing = shit. Sitting in front of a computer screen at one in the morning, forty, gouty and drunk, it seemed about right.


  I don’t remember what happened after I went down to get the bottle.
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  I was dreaming that I couldn’t sleep. It was terribly real: Caroline’s familiar landscape silhouetted against the gloom, the slice of street light from the gap in

  the curtains, the drag of the damp sheets as I rolled from side to side in mounting frustration, unable to let go of the idea that Darby’s parents were not on the lookout for further symptoms

  of trauma. Only when the alarm went off did I realize that daylight was pouring through the open curtains and that Caroline was not there. That was why the alarm did not stop.


  I found Caroline in the spare bed, looking small and matted, like an animal left in a cardboard box with some water after the dog has roughed it up. A squirrel that expires in the night. I

  prodded her gently. Then less gently.


  ‘What time is it?’ she said, her vocal cords grinding over the vowels.


  ‘Seven thirty.’


  ‘You’ll have to take them to school. I’m ill.’ I suddenly noticed that I wasn’t feeling too clever myself, but it seemed a bad time to mention it.


  Freddy sat zombified in my lap as I pulled his school uniform on. At breakfast the older one repeated the same phrase over and over, trying out a variety of announcer’s stresses.


  ‘Dad, I want Shreddies.’


  ‘How are you feeling today?’


  ‘Minimal disruption.’


  ‘Not fine.’


  ‘Does your head hurt?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Minimal disruption.’


  ‘Mine too.’


  ‘But, Dad, I don’t want to go to school today.’


  ‘Are you worried about Darby?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Minimal disruption.’


  Darby was not hard to spot at the school gates: a very tall, red-haired five-year-old with a butterfly bandage over one eye. I thought of the girl at the surgery on the

  morning of my gout attack and felt a pang of guilt, followed by a twinge in my toe.


  Neither was Darby’s mum difficult to pick out, given that she was engaged in a protracted argument with Darby, which Darby appeared to be winning. She was possessed of the sorts of looks

  which immediately silence reason, the kind of woman who could knock on my front door and get me to switch electricity suppliers against my will. I have always avoided such women, or tried to. It

  had never been particularly difficult.
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