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It always amazes me when
big-money Lottery winners opt for publicity. Why would they want
every nutter, every ne’er-do-well, every sodding scrounger sending
them either begging letters or hate mail? Why the hell would they
want their faces all over the newspapers and the local telly so
that every time they go out they are the butt of jealousy, venom,
and hate? Why the fuck would they want strangers knowing their
business, knowing how much they have in their bank account, knowing
how much they are spending on a new house?

Weird doesn’t begin to describe
it.

Gaga is getting there.

So why am I about to tell the world
the story of my big Lottery win?

Because … none of it matters any
more.

Money is meaningless to me now.
Only my story is worth anything now. At least I hope it will be
worth something to somebody. As a precautionary tale.

 


It looked so different back then
…




 


 


2002

 


Tuesday, January 1

Looked in the mirror first thing
this morning and didn’t like what I saw: a 5ft-tall penguin wearing
sunglasses and a red bikini, smoking a cigar, and toting a machine
gun under one stunted wing-flap.

I turned round and looked at it.
Yup, it was definitely there, larger than life and in our
bedroom.

I was ridiculously pleased to note
that the cigar was unlit. I'd had three cigars as I welcomed in
2002 and my lungs felt as if they had spent the whole of 2001
wandering through a 1951 London smog.

Jules says I was as pissed as a
fart last night/this morning. But she was crapulent, which must be
one stage worse, so how does she know?

Aaah … a blow-up transvestite
penguin in the bedroom is a bit of a give-away. Plus the fact that
I was looking in the mirror to see why I couldn’t get my tongue
back in my mouth. Had it really metamorphosed into something
normally found in a hippo’s gob?

Hang on, hang on – it might not be
a transvestite. It might be a very butch female penguin.

 


Definitely last time we go to The
Crown for New Year’s Eve. They didn’t let us out till gone 3am and
the DJ was a twat pretending to be a shock-jock, which apparently
is why FR and I decided to sneak off with his gender-confused prop
while he was packing up. In revenge for him taking advantage of a
paralytic Blind Hugh by persuading him to ‘volunteer’ to lead the
conga line.

The noise of Blind Hugh bouncing
off the bar and the la-la-laaaarrgghhs of those behind will live
with me for a long time.

 


That smooth git FR was chatting up
Jules half the night. He’ll get his bloody come-uppance one day.
Still, had a nice snog with his missus after Auld Lang Syne. HO.
Naughty boy. And she just looked me in the eye and smiled
knowingly. Naughty girl.

The kids came round for lunch today
and helped demolish the last of the cold turkey. We were all
partied out and pretty subdued, so we just sort of slumped in front
of the box and watched Chitty Chitty Bang Bang all the way
through.

Yeah, must have been pissed last
night/this morning.

 


Early night. MLTJ.

 


MEMO

A big HH 2002 welcome to Sir
Jimmy Young and the Euro! Hard to say which will make the most
difference to my life.

What the fuck are we doing with an
anachronism like New Year’s Honours in the 21st century!?

 


 


Wednesday, January 2

Back to work. Sort of. Sorted mail,
finished layout for Price’s, and emailed it over. I couldn’t face
talking to him. Last year I got a full PC description of his
Queens’ New Year's Night Out; and in particular of Queen Alfred and
his Burberry bustier. Lovely feller, Pricey, but I don’t want his
sexuality rammed down my throat, as it were.

Ironic he can’t write the Queen’s
English. Yet again I had to turn his fluent gibberish into
something approximating sense. Must let FR see final proof; just in
case I’ve missed anything.

Nothing else urgent, and not one
phone call, so I caught up on a few things: tidying up Diary 2001
and belatedly launching into 2002; starting a Work Diary 2002;
checking Christmas Lottery on internet (not even a tenner – there’s
a surprise).

While on line, I looked up Carol
Vorderman. Just out of curiosity – why else!? – to see what this
new quiz on the box tonight is all about. Britain’s Brainiest. Oh,
yeah?

Great pics on tribute site. Just
turned 40 and still a babe. Well, for anyone over 40. Mind you,
some odd Vord sites, too. Disturbed individuals, no doubt …

 


MEMO

Cracking PI email waiting for me
from FR:

Woman driver’s car broke down with
a completely ‘dead engine’. She called out the RAC. The patrolman
eventually got the engine going again and running smoothly.

‘How d’you do that?’ she asked

‘You got shit in the carburettor,’
said the RAC man.

‘How often I got do that then?’

 


 


Thursday, January 3

Another new hair style, Ms Vord.
Looked good, though; much better than recent rat’s tails on
Countdown. And a reasonably grown-up quiz, with some bright
contestants (all teachers, and for a change they didn’t disgrace
their profession). Half a dozen questions I couldn’t answer.

Apparently there was one winner of
double rollover jackpot – £16,000,000. Lucky bastard. Oxfordshire’s
Lord Luck, aka HH, ventured two one pound coins on two Lucky Dips.
Proved to be Unlucky Dips – didn’t get one bleedin’ number.

A mere £1,000,000 would do! Pay off
the mortgage, retire, cut golf handicap to single figure, travel,
and write my novel. And no more dealing with illiterate
businessmen/women. No more worrying about getting enough work in;
or waiting for cheques to come in.

Renewed ad in The Rag, sent out a
few flyers, home early.

Watched Men In Black again on box.
Good film.

 


JTTTML. Too tired!? When did that
ever stop me!?

 


 


Friday, January 4

Pricey happy with proof, so I
needn’t show it to FR, and he gave me an even bigger order for his
Spring Sale. Design and print. Should keep the Wolfman from the
door for a while.

Busy most of the day, chasing up
work, cheques. Stopped at The Crown for a quickie on the way home,
and slipped a rolled-up deflated-blow-up possibly-transvestite
penguin out of my briefcase and on to the first shelf behind the
bar when no one was looking. FR came in, bubbling over, as he
always is when he’s on the track of a good story. Apparently the
double-rollover jackpot winner hasn’t claimed his/her prize yet,
and Frankie boy has got a hot tip that the winner lives locally
(well, Oxon, Bucks, or Berks – narrows it down a bit). And if he
can track him/her down, FR will make a small fortune of his own
flogging the story.

Bloody journalists! What a stupid
way to make a living. Almost as bad as printing retail rubbish.
Wasting trees on Spring Sales and Pizza Deliveries …

How the fuck did I end up with a
journalist for a mate? Oh, yeah – I helped get him a trainee
reporter’s job on The Rag when he left school.

And why do so many idiots do the
Lottery and then not bother to check their numbers!? God, I’d have
Camelot on the doorstep at nine sharp the next morning, if not
sooner.

 


After one of my Spag Bol Specials
we watched Jules’s Christmas present video from Sarah – Bridget
Jones’s Diary. All right but, as usual, not a patch on the
book.

 


MLTJ. No big knickers to negotiate.
No tiny knickers even. No knickers at all. Shame really.

 


 


Saturday, January 5

Had a lie-in and started reading my
Christmas present from Sarah – The Kenneth Williams Diaries. The
real thing. None of your comic fiction here. Raw and painful, and
that’s just the first couple of years.

What makes someone write a diary? I
think I’ve narrowed it down:

1. He/she is a nerd, anorak,
trainspotter, or geek.

2. He/she is pompous,
self-important, and/or a psychopath, believing his/her revelations
will one day shake the world.

3. He/she is an ex-prime minister
or statesman hoping to make a pile of money.

4. He/she is inadequate, or
introspective, or incapable of forming proper relationships.
Isolated; the ultimate loner.

And me? Good old level-headed,
politician-hating, family-loving, six-friends-is-enough HH is just
a frustrated writer. I think. No, I know. I love it; and I hate it.
The way I used to love and hate cigarettes.

 


1. Why the hell didn’t I apply for
that job? Because compositors/printers, even compositors/printers
bright enough to start their own one-man business, don’t write.
They take the piss out of journalists. Besides, FR was desperate
for a job.

2. How many more fucking novels am
I going to start and leave undone after two chapters?

 


Did a few jobs that had been piling
up – fixed trellis that had been threatening to fall apart, tidied
up garage (well, two jobs) – and then read some more. We had a few
drinks in the evening with FR and MJ. Crown still heaving from
Christmas. I was glad when I’d had enough.

Fell asleep before Jules could
seduce me.

 


MEMO

Leicester through to fourth round
of FA Cup; beat Mansfield 2-1, thank God.

 


 


Sunday, January 6

First round of golf since before
the freeze set in. Played moderately well. Hit some great 3-woods
from the tee. Chris L chipped in from 50 yards – on a temporary
green. Jammy bastard.

 


Headline in The Rag: EGGS GOING
UP

That’ll surprise a few hens.

 


 


Monday, January 7

Back in the old routine. I cranked
up my itsy-bitsy little press for the first time since Christmas
and rattled off a few thousand flyers for Butler & Stone. Then
I cranked up the Mac and started designing some stationery for Bob
Eckman. ‘Established 2001.’ I was tempted to add ‘Bankrupt 2002’ at
the end. All right, so he’s a good craftsman, but he’s an even
worse businessman than me. And I barely pass muster. He’ll pay me
on delivery for this lot, no doubt – but when he papered all our
ceilings it took me five months to get an invoice from him. What
does he live on!? Anaglypta?

 


 


Tuesday, January 8

Drove over to Abingdon to deliver
flyers. Personal touch and all that. Nice bloke, Eric Butler. Shame
about his partner in crime (well, estate agency – almost the same
thing). Dermot Stone makes Jeffrey Archer look like a good bloke.
Fortunately he was on the phone the entire time I was there. I just
had to smile at him, and not look queasy afterwards.

Jules was in a terrible mood
tonight. Had horrific day at work apparently. That bastard Kelly –
who makes Dermot Stone look like a good bloke – gave her a hard
time, just because he’d had a bollocking from the Thin
Controller.

‘I’m coming to work for you,’ she
said.

‘Are you fuck!’ I said. Pleasantly.
‘Eggs in one basket,’ I reminded her.

‘When I give my notice in …’

‘When we can afford it,’ I reminded
her.

‘When I give my notice in –
whenever that might be – I shall rip the little shit to pieces.
Verbally.’

‘Of course.’

 


She was in a grump all night. I can
hear her now snoring in bed, as I sit writing this. And I’m in the
pub.

Sorry, Diary, can’t resist the odd
comic fiction.

 


 


Wednesday, January 9

2 16 28 34 41 42

Oh fuck! Keep beating, heart.

2 16 28 34 41 42!

Please don’t stop. I need you now
more than ever. It doesn’t bear thinking about: realise an
unbelievable dream – and the old ticker conks out.

2 16 28 34 41 42!!!

We sat up virtually through the
night. Talking, planning, sometimes dreaming, sometimes scarcely
daring to dream, occasionally rechecking – via newspaper, TV,
laptop. They all said the same thing. We had been millionaires
since Saturday night, and didn’t know it. Multi-millionaires,
actually.

£3,456,768, to be precise. If we
had claimed straight away and got the cheque in the bank it might
even be £3,456,789 by now. What a fabulous, pleasing sequence that
would be. But shit, what’s £21 between friends. When we get the
cheque – TODAY! (now early hours of Thurs) – and lob it in a new
account I might even write a separate cheque for £21 just to see
that on the statement.

What did I say about idiots who do
the Lottery and then don’t bother to check their numbers? Just too
busy going about our lives, I suppose. Might have been poor for
ever, but for Ms Vorderman. Hadn’t got a lot on first thing so I
thought I’d have a quick browse of tinternet. Called up History to
find the site with Carol’s pictures on and came across
national-lottery.co.uk. Which set me thinking. Had we checked
Saturday’s numbers? Where was the damned ticket? Still in my
wallet.

And there they were. On the screen
AND on our ticket.

2 16 28 34 41 42.

My brain didn’t, or couldn’t, take
it in the first time. But each time I checked, hardly daring to
believe what my eyes saw, I got more and more excited. Panicky
even. My breathing was light and laboured; I was beginning to
sweat. I checked the next page on the website. Total jackpot for
Saturday, 5 January: £6,913,536. Two winners, each receiving
£3,456,768.

I made a big effort to calm myself
and rang Jules at work. I casually asked her if she had got
anything on at lunchtime – I had seen a nice jacket in town and I
needed her advice. She jumped at it, of course; always trying to
smarten me up, always saying I haven’t got a clue about clothes.
Then I printed out the winning numbers from the website, and
checked them every five minutes until lunch.

I picked her up in the car, so we
could talk alone. As soon as she was in the passenger seat I gave
her our Lottery ticket and asked her to check the numbers against
the print-out. She went through the same unbelieving sequence as I
had done. We spent fifty minutes in the car, holding hands,
hugging, hardly daring to part. And all the while talking very
quietly, whispering almost; afraid we’d shout and yell and bring
the neighbourhood rushing to the car.

What next?

We were eminently sensible. I went
back to work (driving very carefully); Jules decided not to rip
that little shit Kelly apart until we had the cheque in the
bank.

I rang Camelot from work. I was
breathing so jerkily that three times I had to put the phone down
halfway through dialling the number, in case I just fell apart, or
my voice came out like Mickey Mouse having an asthma attack. I
eventually managed to steel myself enough to finish dialling and
talk. They took all my details, verified a jackpot winner from
‘that particular location’, and asked me to go to their Watford
headquarters where a nice lady called Dawn would check my ticket,
and, all being well, present me with a cheque. This afternoon, if I
got a move on – or tomorrow. I made a feeble joke about the crack
of Dawn tomorrow, realised what I’d said, and slapped the phone
down as Mickey Mouse had a near-fatal heart attack.

We didn’t watch the telly. We
didn’t go down the pub. We just talked and talked. No, we
definitely didn’t want publicity. We didn’t want anyone to know
until we had the cheque in the bank. And perhaps not even then. But
what about the family? Who did we tell, and when? Obviously the
kids would have to know first, and soon. They would be thrilled for
us – and themselves! I know I would be in their position.

Should we ring them tonight? Or
leave it till after Dawn had officially broken the news. We settled
for the latter. Well, we knew Sarah and Mike would be playing
badminton – takes all sorts – and as for Cory, well, telling him
over his mobile, when he was no doubt doing his pub Quiz Night,
would be tantamount to opting for maximum publicity.

And how much would we give away?
Because we had always said that, in the unlikely event of a major
win, we would help the family (we totted up one aged parent, one
daughter and son-in-law, one son, three sisters and one brother
plus spouses, two nephews and a niece, assorted cousins) and one or
two charities. We’re not including my Dad because there’s no point,
sadly.

£3,456,768. Half a million each to
the kids? Sarah and Mike could certainly do with it. Still
virtually newly-weds, new house, new mortgage, new worries. What
about Cory? What would half a million do to him? Not long out of
college, doing an office job he doesn’t particularly like until he
can find a good use for his geology degree, lover of beer and
gambling, possibly dodgy substances too, easily led – it didn’t
bear thinking about. Perhaps we would have to sit him down and
explain he could have the money when he really needed it – for a
car, for a house, for a wedding (oh, how Jules’ eyes lit up; oh,
how they faded when I reminded her he was a love-em-and-leave-em
lad and probably always would be).

We deferred the decision on Cory.
We did decide that brother and sisters would benefit but they would
have to look after their own offspring and assorted relatives; if
they wanted to. As for Jules’s mum – she wouldn’t want anything.
Except perhaps a new winter coat, as long as it didn’t cost too
much.

And what about us? Jack the jobs in
immediately? Go on a cruise? Buy a new house?

Jules decided to put in her notice
on Friday, and work out her two weeks so she could get in more than
one farewell party, and then rip that little shit Kelly apart; I
decided to continue with the business while I looked at ways of
selling it or winding it down without causing suspicion or a
fuss.

Our first holiday would be a long
weekend in Venice, as soon as possible. We’d had a day trip there
during our Lake Garda holiday, and ever since we had wanted to do
it properly – and in style. First class air travel, five-star
hotel, a gondola with a singing gondolier, coffee at Florian’s
listening to a string quartet; the whole bit. And now we can. We
can go to Florian’s and not wince when they ask for a king’s ransom
for two coffees. Come to think of it, I probably will wince,
and probably won’t go there again, but I can look the condescending
waiters in the eye and flash my lira – no, Euros now – and then
walk out without leaving a tip. Chuckling and not feeling the
slightest bit embarrassed.

As for the house – we don’t need a
bigger house, we are both several years past the BIG FIVE OH DEAR,
the kids have left home, and we have to think about how we will
cope when we are dodderers. But we’ve always wanted
somewhere with a decent bit of land. Jules has this idea she can
become the next Charlie Dimmock (she’s got no idea about gardening
but she can almost match Charlie’s bra-less charlies at 53), and I
want to create a putting green lawn. Or maybe even a proper golf
hole; two or three tees dotted around for variation.

But if we bought this little estate
everybody would know, or could guess – Lottery winners! Could say I
got a good price for the business…

And so we talked on and on until it
was nearly midnight, and still neither of us was tired. We did
decide, however, to try to get some sleep. Without much success. We
couldn’t even make love. My brain was whirring with it so much I
couldn’t even get a Hard On!

 


Jules is snoring lightly. I crept
out at about two o’clock into the cubby-study-hole and started
writing this. My normal 10-15 minutes (much longer when I’m
catching up or in literary mode) has stretched an hour and on to
four supplementary sheets of A4. Now I’m feeling tired. Shall go
back to Jules.

Still no HO.

 


 


Thursday, January 10

Dawn broke early. We were up,
drinking tea, soon after 5.30am. Actually, it was still dark. A
couple of hours later I drove to the office, put a notice on the
door saying ‘Closed Until Monday’, and Jules croaked a bogus
message on to her boss’s answerphone saying she had developed a bad
cold overnight.

Then I drove us carefully to
Watford – it would be the ultimate nightmare being maimed or worse
in a crash on the eve of a new life. Camelot Dawn was a pleasant,
30-ish woman, attractive in a smart-trouser-suit sort of way,
business-like but friendly. She checked the winning ticket and
printed out our cheque. It looked like any other sort of cheque –
until you read the figures. Wow!

She gave us the whole spiel: they
would arrange for a panel of experts if we wanted – lawyer,
accountant, financial adviser – or we could use our own, if we
preferred. We decided to think about it. She spent quite a while
trying to persuade us that publicity wasn’t necessarily a bad
thing, and smiled understandingly when I said, ‘Who for –
Camelot?’

We had a few sips of Camelot
champagne to toast our win, and then sat on our own quietly nursing
coffee in a comfy room thoughtfully provided by our hosts,
composing ourselves for the drive back to our new life.

 


There are some advantages to having
a small business and knowing your bank manager personally (almost
intimately after many sessions together when I set up the company).
Anthony – now Wolfman only in name if not in reality – saw us at
short notice, and hardly twitched when I passed the cheque over his
desk. And I knew – just knew – that our secret would be safe with
him. We put the whole lot in a holding account, attracting an
interest that was marginally better than the sorry offerings on
most accounts in these days of low inflation and
near-recession.

Then we drove into Oxford, had
lunch at the Randolph Hotel – didn’t see Inspector Morse but did
leave a modest tip for a waiter who wasn’t overly supercilious –
and then booked our trip to Venice, three weeks hence.

Phoned the kids – to ask them round
for Sunday lunch. Then we went to bed and played printers and
nurses.

Got up and had some supper, watched
TV.

 


MEMO

3.30am as I finish this.

 


 


Friday, January 11

We went into town to do some
shopping, stopping en route at BC Parry Engineering, which Jules’s
administration skills have apparently held together for the past
nine years. I got out, wandered into reception, said hello to a
girl I hadn’t seen before, and handed her Jules’s resignation
letter addressed to Mervyn Kelly.

Jules sat in the car outside. She
wasn’t too worried if anyone saw her. She could just say she was
totally pissed off with Kelly and couldn’t take any more, and
people would nod their heads knowingly.

And so to the shops. We bought some
clothes – nothing too expensive, but good enough to fool a posh
hotel in Venice – and had a pub lunch.

An enjoyable day, but we still feel
we’re wandering round in a vacuum at the moment. Want to get things
going. Sell the business; start our new lives; go on holiday; play
lots of golf; and start a novel. At least Jules made a start with
her resignation letter. Her only regret was that she wasn’t there
to see Kelly’s face when he opened the letter.

 


MEMO

Otiose = not required, serving no
practical purpose; futile.

Nice word, Kenny Williams; must try
to squeeze it into the odd conversation.

 


 


Saturday, January 12

Medal day. Resisted temptation to
buy new set of Pings (what a give-away that would have been) and
played like a cripple with one arm and impaired vision. But not
just because I was playing with my old Mizunos. There was something
preying on my mind: as soon as FR rolled up, with five minutes to
spare, as usual, I remembered the Lottery pact we had made in the
club bar a couple of years ago – if either of us won the Lottery
jackpot we would buy the other a brand-spanking-new set of golf
clubs. Top of the range, gold encrusted, laser-guidance
attachment.

Talk about Catch 22. I couldn’t
renege on it, but FR would know immediately if I suddenly handed
him a new set of Callaways and said I’d found them by the side of
the road. And being a journalist, of course …

I will have to give it some serious
thought; and perhaps tell Jules of our little pact.

Chris played well (net 69); Frank
and Dave average.

 


See from the papers that the
£16,000,000 winner has claimed his jackpot. Wonder if he’s bought
any clubs yet – like Wentworth.

 


MEMO

LCFC lost again; looking grim. And
Dennis Wise is looking decidedly otiose for a £2million buy: if
he’s not injured or suspended, he’s generally getting up people’s
noses or raking their shins rather than playing like a former
international footballer.

 


 


Sunday, January 13

We had it all worked out: we’d have
lunch first, so as not to disrupt Jules’s careful timing of the
cooking (one slight distraction and we’re half an hour late – with
this news we’d be eating about Tuesday), and then, just like
Christmas, we’d get out the port and Stilton, and tell them over
that.

Sarah ruined all that. She and Mike
hadn’t been in the door more than a minute when she said, with a
slightly worried smile on her face, ‘We’ve got something to tell
you.’

We smiled warily but didn’t have
time to say anything.

‘You’re going to be grandparents,’
she added.

Jules gave out a joyous little
scream, and rushed to hug the happy couple.

‘Did this happen before you got
married?’ I teased, with a solemn face.

‘Wedding night or night after, I
reckon, Aitch,’ retorted Mike who had picked up the HH Art of A
Gentle Wind-Up with worrying ease.

I hugged them both; obviously only
a quick manly hug with Mike. Then Cory arrived, and the teasing
innuendoes really started flying. I just got caught up in all the
euphoria.

‘Me and your mum have got something
to tell you as well,’ I announced.

Jules looked momentarily annoyed,
but almost immediately gave a resigned ‘I understand’ shrug of her
shoulders.

‘We’re getting divorced,’ I
added.

There was a stunned silence. Even
Jules looked stunned.

‘After nearly thir ..?’ said Sarah
quietly but then saw my solemn face break into a grin. ‘You
bastard!’ she added, not unreasonably.

Then I told them.

None of them was sure whether this
was another wind-up.

‘Scout’s honour,’ I said. I reached
into my shirt pocket and pulled out our photocopy of the cheque,
made by our friendly bank manager.

‘It’s true,’ added Jules.

The squeals and whoops and general
joyful mayhem seemed to go on for several minutes. When everybody
had eventually calmed down I opened a bottle of expensive
champagne. And then Cory, never one to see a bush, let alone beat
about it, said, ‘So how much are we getting, Dad?’ In a jokey sort
of way.

That’s when things got a bit
tricky. I told him, in an only slightly bush-beating sort of way,
that I and his mother were worried what a large sum of money might
do to him, so if he could come up with a plan, of what he might do
with it, we would discuss figures.

‘You want me to do a business plan
for you!?’ he asked incredulously.

‘Well, more a sort of life plan,’ I
said. And then added, in his own ‘what-bush?’ style, ‘We’re
frightened you might blow it all in five years and end up a raddled
old sot with no purpose in life. If you can convince us you’re
ready to handle, ooh, shall we say, up to half a million, you shall
have it.’

That shut him up for a while; but
only a short while. He still wasn’t happy that we were apparently
ready to write a cheque for £500,000 for his sister without qualms
(even though she would now have to share it with a husband and a
baby), but he – in his own words – had to beg for every crumb and
account for every penny.

The argument – on the whole,
amicable – went on for some time, while we all drank more champagne
and get ever so slightly merry.

In the end I wrote both Sarah and
Cory a cheque for £20,000 each, to be going on with, providing no
one breathed a word of our win to anyone, not even close friends,
not even family. They agreed.

 


As I write, it is now just before
midnight. Dinner will be served at any moment.

 


 


Monday, January 14

Went into work but couldn’t work.
Rang up a few old printer mates, and with a few deft, disguised,
all-purpose enquiries discovered that I was unlikely to find a
buyer for the business in town.

Jules came home beaming like a
Cheshire cat that had got the Wensleydale. Kelly had asked her to
stay on. He offered her an extra pound an hour! A whole extra
pound!

‘I told him to shove it up his
arse!’ she said.

We both laughed like drains.

 


Jules and I are as chuffed with the
news of our grandchild as we are with our new riches. Fancy
sleeping with a granny!

 


MLTJ. Like a couple of teenagers.
Shame about the aches and pains afterwards.

 


Don’t know why I keep doing the
initials thing; like some teenager. Just in case Jules sees it, I
suppose. She’ll do her crust – ‘what if somebody else sees
it!?’

Who’s gonna see it, and what the
hell does it matter if they do? Yes, I shall continue with my
little reminders, to bring me a little smile when I read this in my
dotage.

 


MEMO

What about Prince Harry! On the
wacky baccy apparently. Nice to know he’s just your average
heavy-drinking, occasional-joint-smoking 17-year-old. Keep it up,
boy, and your brain might start working like an average teenager’s
– and you might realise one day what a fucking nonsense the
monarchy is in the 21st century.

 


 


Wednesday, January 16

Still steeling myself to ring
siblings. Good job none of them lives close. It would be very
tricky if I bumped into one of them in the street.

Jules and I decided not to actually
tell them on the phone, but to arrange one of our occasional family
get-togethers, so we could tell them face to face – and stress
there’d be nothing for nobody, in Arnie’s vernacular, if any of
them blabbed. I’ll ring Arnie tomorrow; let him organise the fine
details of where and when.

 


 


Friday, January 18

Had a chat with the Wolfman. He
recommended his own financial adviser – who has no connection
whatsoever with the bank! Not a good recommendation for your
business, Anthony old boy. But it’s good enough for me. Must ring
Camelot and let them know.

Put an ad in trade mag – brief
details of press/business, in-region-of price, and box number.

 


Headline in The Rag: KETTLE BOILED
OVER

(It was about a kitchen fire!)

 


 


Saturday, January 19

Finally got round to ringing Arnie.
Tried to sound casual, nonchalant, as if I always asked the family
round on a cold weekend in January. But at least I had a good
excuse – my 55th birthday, sort of half a milestone. Arnie
sounded a bit surprised. But obviously pleased. Not because he
would be seeing his little brother again, but because he’s the
world’s biggest freeloader.

He wasn’t too happy when I told him
siblings only (shouldn’t use these tricky words, HH!); but he was
very happy when I promised him the best meal The George could
provide and a room there afterwards – on me – for whoever wanted to
drink and stay the night.

God, what a push-over.

 


Added
later: In the event, Maggie volunteered to stay sober and
drive back. Good.

 


MEMO

Creditable 0-0 draw at home to
Newcastle – but desperately need a few wins.

 


 


Sunday, January 20

Cory rang to say he couldn’t come
for lunch. We were both gobsmacked – it was only the second time
since he had left us for bedsit land that he had turned down a
Sunday roast. Like most 22-year-olds lads his culinary skills
revolve around a can opener, a toaster, and a microwave.

He had an important appointment
apparently, but if he could he’d pop his head round the door just
to say hello.

He signalled his arrival on our
short drive soon after 3p.m. with a blast of his car horn – but not
a blast I recognised. I went to the door and found out why – he was
not in his old Renault but a BMW. Not a new one, but one in
immaculate condition.

‘Like it?’ he asked, getting out
with a big beam on his face.

My fuse was lit. I was ready to go
ballistic.

‘How much did this cost you then?’
I asked.

‘Do you like it?’

‘How much did it cost?’

‘Bargain for its age and
mileage.’

‘How much did it cost!?’

‘We could be here all day, Dad,
doing this.’

‘Let me put it another way – have
you spent all that twenty grand on this?’

‘Not quite.’

Steam came out of my nostrils. I
knew from past experience that ‘not quite’ meant he probably had
about two quid change.

‘So what happens when it breaks
down? Or you prang it? It is insured, is it? Didn’t you save
anything for an emergency? Or do you think I’ll bail you out every
time?’

‘Fucking hell! I might have known
…’

I ignored his profanity (well, he’d
probably learned it from me in the first place) and let some steam
ease out of my ears. Jules came to the door and saved him from
further punishment.

With a pleasant, unsuspecting smile
on her face, she asked what was the matter.

‘Dad’s flying off the handle –
without letting me explain,’ he explained.

‘Go on then,’ I invited.

‘It’s an investment. I got it for a
pittance …’

‘How much?’

‘Nineteen grand.’

‘Oh good. You didn’t spend it all
in one go then.’

‘There’s no talking to you, is
there?’ he asked, but obviously didn’t want an answer. He pecked
Jules on the cheek, offered an apology for such a fleeting visit,
and got back into the £19,000 BMW.

I just knew I was right about him.
Just knew it.

 


MLTJ. Not the best.

 


 


Monday, January 21

Dermot Stone rang up to query their
bill. I told him where to get off. I’m not taking that shit;
probably wouldn’t even take it if I were still a penniless printer.
Told him they get an extra discount anyway as regular customers. He
swore, I swore, we slammed our phones down in unison.

Eric Butler rang me p.m. to
apologise; said it was just a misunderstanding at their end. He
hoped it wouldn’t jeopardise our relationship. I bit my tongue.
Which was painful.

 


Email from Cory:

Dad, it IS
an investment, I promise you. Sorry if I lost my temper.

Heard this one? ‘Last week I met a
Dutch girl with inflatable shoes. I phoned her yesterday to ask for
a date, but she’d popped her clogs.’

 


It’s difficult to stay mad with the
maddening little bugger.

 


 


Wednesday, January 23

Jules took another sickie, and why
not, and we drove to Leicester to see my Dad (get this over first)
and then to Peterborough to see her mother. We thought we had
better tell them first, before sibs. With Dad, we somehow felt it
was a moral obligation, even though he wouldn’t understand.

We hadn’t seen him at Christmas, as
we normally did, because we couldn’t face it. We had done the last
two Crimbos, visiting him at Crazy Corner, and neither time had he
really known us. We had sat with him for an hour and tried to talk,
while all the time his fellow zombies wandered around in limbo,
most not knowing who they were, where they were, and he would only
mumble a few words to ask if it was dinner-time or tea-time. Arnie
and Maggie had volunteered, with a little coercion from me, to get
their arses in gear this time and drive the 10 miles (compared to
our 70). They said they did, but who knows?

Strangely, Dad seemed to recognise
us, although he couldn’t put names to the faces. We showed him our
latest family photos and told him his granddaughter was expecting a
child – his first great-grandchild – but none of it seemed to
penetrate the Alzheimer’s. So we didn’t mention the Lottery.
Instead, we had a quick word with the unit manager, who told us
that Dad’s condition was still deteriorating at an unusually slow
rate, but it might accelerate at any time. We told him that we were
financially secure so if there was anything Dad wanted, please let
us know. Then we left that abject place with sorrow in our hearts
but relief that we could rejoin what we laughingly refer to as the
‘real world’.

Ruth was a ball of fun in
comparison. We had phoned and said we would pop in while we were in
the area, and as soon as we walked in she said, ‘So what’s up
then!? And don’t tell me nothing, because otherwise it would wait
till we come down. And that’s only four days away!’

We insisted on a pot of tea first,
and then told her. She was so pleased for us – and our kids (and
grandchild!). We asked her not to tell anyone else, not even
family; we would do that on Sunday. She’s rarely demonstrative or
emotional, let alone jolly, but she used up three months’ smiles in
the next two hours.

And when Jules asked her what she
would like, she said, ‘A nice winter coat would be nice, Dear.
Don’t go spending a fortune, mind. Just something nice and
snug.’

‘That’s a tenner you owe me,’ I
whispered to Jules as Ruth busied herself with another tea
refill.

‘Take it out the housekeeping!’
Jules whispered back.

We both turned our heads away,
biting our lips, desperate not to laugh out loud.

 


BTTTML (all that travelling, don’t
you know). And still feeling tinges of sadness.

 


MEMO

Funny old life. Jim Broadbent won a
Golden Globe on Monday for his role in the film Iris, as the
husband of Iris Murdoch, who died following Alzheimer’s. FR saw the
charity premiere in Oxford, and said it was a real tear-jerker. He
advised us to wait till it comes out on video and have a good sob
in the privacy of our living room. I think we can manage after
coping with the real thing.

 


LCFC 1 Arsenal 3. If only I’d won
the £16,000,000 – could have bought the boys a new striker. These
days £3,456,789, or whatever, wouldn’t be enough to buy one of
David Beckham’s legs. Both his wife’s perhaps, which might at least
cheer up the Leicester lads.

 


 


Thursday, January 24

FR popped his pilgarlic round the
door at lunch-time; said he was passing, had some time to kill, and
did I fancy a pint? Not really, but I went. Trouble with lunch-time
boozing is, unless you stick at one, it wipes you out for the
afternoon. He had to go to court – reporting – so we stuck at
one.

Apparently the £16,000,000 Lottery
winner doesn’t come from this neck of the wood – as far as FR can
tell – but he’s had a strong tip that the town has spawned one big
winner since Christmas. He said he was working on it. A shiver went
through me. Almost as if he had trodden on my grave. Very
strange.

 


MEMO

Load of nonsense on evening news
about Queen’s Golden Jubilee. Jules agreed there wouldn’t be that
much interest, unlike the Silver Jubilee, because other Royals had
damaged the Family. I agreed that, yes, the Queen is probably a
very nice, hard-working lady in a very difficult job – but so are
millions of others and they get paid a pittance. And they have to
get their own tea when they get home. If they can afford it.
Unfortunately the Queen’s job is about a century out of date.
Couldn’t get Jules to agree on that one. Sadly, there are millions
of others who won’t either. They see Her Maj as some sort of
super-human; deity almost. What a crock of shit.

 


 


Friday, January 25

Fiddled around with a few jobs,
couldn’t concentrate, went home early. Watched Countdown. Carol’s
rat’s tails are definitely growing on me. I could have phrased that
better. Actually, I hardly noticed them because her smile was even
more scintillating than usual. And her laugh – my God, the dirtiest
I’ve ever heard.

Jules came home pretty crapulous
from her farewell do with the girls. They went to the new Chinese
eamayl (eat-as-much-as-you-like) restaurant in Oxford and turned it
into a damayl, with Jules paying for all the drinks. The girls had
to buy their own meals – so as not to give the game away. Jules
tells me she didn’t crack – but we’ll have to tell somebody
soon.

 


JMLTM. She tried, anyway. She would
have been banging away all night if she hadn’t fallen asleep on the
job.

 


 


Saturday, January 26

Retrieved first box-number replies
to my ad. Four letters; only two looked like serious enquiries. One
was from Jim Felix!! I still haven’t forgiven the beaky bastard for
trying to drop me in it when he discovered I was going for job
interviews to get away from The Rag. The twat did at least give me
the impetus to strike out on my own.

Seeing his name also reminded me to
ask Jules – did she rip that little shit Kelly to pieces before she
left yesterday? Sadly, when pinch comes to shove, she’s too nice.
If they’d had a row yesterday afternoon she would have done. But
she said she’s mellowed since their last spat. I think she has.

 


 


Sunday, January 27

Bloody Sunday. What a nightmare.
They arrived jammed into Arnie’s People Carrier (‘first in
Leicester!’ – and now beginning to look it) fighting mad after a
90-minute journey during which, apparently, Ruth’s blood had almost
become the sauce in the sardine can. We were waiting for them in
the kitchen – me, Jules, and the kids – and before I could say,
‘What’s everybody drinking?’, Arnie told us the worst. Ruth had
‘accidentally’ let slip after only a handful of miles that she had
a secret, something to do with Harry, and spent the rest of the
journey dropping coy hints and smiling knowingly but steadfastly
refusing to reveal any more – making the other six madder by the
mile. Even her two daughters were seething, and I’d never seen
Jennifer seethe since leaving university for banking and
spinsterhood.

‘Tell us now!’ Arnie insisted, not
forgetting to add, ‘Pint of Cooking’ (any old beer going).

‘In a minute,’ I said. ‘But it’s
not bad news. Now go and sit down, Arnie, or I’ll send you packing
back to Leicester.’

‘No you don’t…’

‘GO!’ I threatened. He went. Cory
helped me out by settling everyone in round our big pine table. And
all I could think was, Thank God we didn’t meet at The George. The
whole bloody town would have known within minutes!

I told them as calmly as I could.
They were dumbfounded, for several seconds, and then the questions
began. Even Jules’s sisters – both normally quiet and unmoveable –
had trouble containing themselves. Jayne wanted to know how long we
had known; Jenny wanted to know who we had banked the cheque with.
The other member of Ruth’s J squad – John – couldn’t stop laughing
and making pathetic puns. Just like the day he had married Jayne –
when he annoyed so many people before the ceremony that we were
within an ace of twinning it with his funeral.

Sweet Caroline proved she was the
nicest sister in the world; her painful divorce from Hugo hasn’t
soured her against men in general. Just her older brother. She was
the only one to give me a kiss, and tell me to enjoy the money. She
gave Arnie a pointed and sarcastic smile.

Our sister-in-law was almost
straight-faced; angry, I guessed, because we had won it and she
and Arnie hadn’t.

Arnie was the last to speak. He
surprised me by saying, ‘Congratulations, Aitch. I knew one of us
would win it one day.’ But before I could respond he reeled off a
long list of things he would do for the family – us included – if
he ever won. Even Cory, who had excelled himself only a fortnight
earlier, seemed stunned by this blatant ploy.

I was magnanimous; I said everybody
would get a fair share – even if they only wanted a nice winter
coat – but first Jules and I had to get our investments sorted out.
There was no rush – unless anybody had got an urgent financial
problem. I should have known better.

‘Our Ron’s got himself into a jam
with his car repayments. Asked me to bail him out – but I can’t
afford it at the moment,’ said Arnie.

‘Only the people in this room,’ I
said, trying to ignore the mental picture of Cory’s BMW that
immediately sprang to mind. ‘If you want to help your kids or other
relatives afterwards, that’s up to you.’

‘You tight bastard!’

The fur really flew. My beloved
brother and I went at it hammer and tongs, just like when we were
warring kids, for several minutes until Jules managed to calm us
down. She even extracted a promise from him, and everybody else,
that it would be a calm, civilised lunch at The George, and nobody
would go blabbing loudly about the Lottery. Or else!

Lunch was very restrained, with no
one daring to mention anything to do with money, which made
ordering drinks at the bar a tad tricky. Arnie insisted on paying
for the first round. I bought lots of wine. John left a meagre tip
for our waitress, saying as we walked out towards our cars, ‘I
always give waitresses a tip – “don’t expect much from me”.’

We all laughed like drains. It was
his best ever.

 


Can’t write any more. Perhaps do it
tomorrow at work.

 


 


Monday, January 28

It’s a bastard. You don’t want any
work and it comes piling in. Turned down two jobs this morning
(‘too busy’), and gave Eric Butler, still sounding chastened after
Dermot’s faux pas, a ridiculously high quote for a job. If he
accepts it, I’ll eat this diary.

I need this afternoon free to
finish what I started writing last night. Must get it down while
it’s still reasonably fresh in the old brainbox. I’ll probably
enjoy reading it again in a few years’ time. But it might be useful
before then – to have a near verbatim account to show Arnie.

 


To try to ensure it didn’t turn
into a free-for-all, Jules and I had come up with what seemed like
a fair assessment to start the ball rolling.

First – no doubt, no discussion –
we’d buy Ruth’s council flat for her (it was going for a song,
anyway) and put enough in the bank to cover her bills. And enough
for a nice winter coat, of course. And no bloody arguments, Ruth;
you’re having it, like it or lump it. (We think she likes it,
although she’ll probably never admit it.)

Then came the tricky bit. We didn’t
divulge the basic maths but it went like this: up to half a million
each for our kids, leaving about £2.4m (on the premise that the
interest would soon cover the modest outlay for Ruth); up to a
million for charities and good causes, leaving about £1.4m; and up
to £250,000 for the rest of the family, leaving Jules and me as a
joint-millionaire-plus-a-bit. Until we spend a tidy sum on a new
house, leaving us with enough for a comfortable retirement.

The extra-tricky bit was: did we
treat the married couples – Arnie and Maggie, and Jayne and John –
the same way we had treated our own kids? Sarah and Mike seemed
happy with just one ‘share’ between them, and I’m sure Cory was.
Whichever way we decided, we were bound to upset someone. We
thought about a compromise – £75,000 for the two married couples
and £50,000 for the singletons – but in the end that wasn’t fair on
Sarah and Mike. So in the end, we had to follow the ball we had
already set rolling.

So that’s what I told them – fifty
grand per sibling.

‘How does that sound?’ I asked into
a silence broken only by whirring brains.

Arnie spoke first: ‘So Caroline
gets £50,000 thanks to having a failed marriage, and me and Mags
get £25,000 each for having seen off nearly 30 years of wedded
bliss!’

I explained to him about the kids,
very neatly, I thought. ‘When Cory gets married, his bride won’t
get a share. Then he and Sarah – and Mike and the new bride – will
all have had the same treatment. If Caroline remarries…’

‘That’ll be the day,’ she and Arnie
said in unison.

‘… or Jennifer finally meets the
man of her dreams…’

‘… Don't be daft!’ she and Arnie
said in unison.

‘… then their new partners won’t
get a share either. It’s all very fair really.’

Arnie wasn’t convinced. Cory – give
him his due – had a go at Arnie, explaining how he was very happy
with the arrangement. It didn’t exactly placate his uncle.

‘I’m not fucking surprised,’ said
Arnie, drawing rebuking gasps from Ruth, Jayne and John. ‘I’d be
happy if I was getting a million …’ he guessed, stopping and
looking for the slightest hint of confirmation. The only reaction
was a sad shake of the head from Cory.

‘Well, whatever. Even if you’re not
getting it now, you’ll have it all when the old folks kick
the bucket.’

I don’t know who was madder – Cory,
Sarah, Mike, or Jules. They all tore into the mercenary bastard. I
particularly liked Jules’s ‘This is a gift, Arnie. We don’t have to
give you anything. And if you don’t like it, you don’t have to
accept it.’

That shut him up. But I could see,
as they all gathered themselves to go back home, his brain was
whirring desperately, trying to find an answer to the
unanswerable.

 


What a fuck-awful pre-birthday
party. We’ve got the best news ever – well, until our grandchild
arrives – and my own brother ruins it. I wonder what’s it like for
the £16million winner? Bloody relatives are probably tearing his
carcass apart as I write.

 


 


Tuesday, January 29

Maggie rang me at work. To
apologise ‘if Arnie got a bit carried away’. Hmm. ‘He’s so worried
about Ron’s financial problems, he wasn’t thinking straight.’ I
accepted her apology as gracefully as I could but didn’t add
anything to the conversation. I couldn’t decide whether she was
making sure I didn’t change my mind and give them nothing, or
whether she was trying to prepare the ground for another attempt to
up their share.

If they’re not careful, the latter
could lead to the former.

 


MEMO

Meretricious = superficially
attractive but without real value; seemingly plausible but actually
insincere; originally meaning, of or befitting a prostitute.

A word I had known but forgotten.
Now, thanks again to Kenneth Williams, I have rediscovered it. Why
does it keep springing to my mind!

 


 


Wednesday, January 30

Sorry, Carol (Vord, that is, not
Sis) – there is a rival for your affection. Sue Barker looked
absolutely stunning on Question Of Sport this evening. A new
hairstyle and virtually no make-up (according to Jules). Is this a
mid-life crisis, or am I turning into a dirty old man? Do
nearly-55s across the country drool after the Vord and Co, even
when they’re happily married? Probably. Anyway, showed my mettle by
giving Ms V a miss tonight – couldn’t bear to watch Britain’s
Brainiest Footballers. Contradiction in terms. Watched Home Front
In The Garden instead. Thoroughly enjoyed it! Yeah, definitely a
mid-life crisis.

 


 


Thursday, January 31

Yessiree, 55 today. And I don’t
feel a day over 54. Lovely day. Jules and I went into Oxford,
looked in lots of estate agents’ windows, and did some last-minute
shopping for Venice. Spent nearly £500 on a necklace for her. She
bought me a smart casual black leather ‘blouson’ (nearly £200) for
my birthday. We both had qualms – but shit! we’re going to do our
bit for the starving. Had a light lunch at Browns, meandered back,
watched Countdown, and dressed in all our finery for the evening.
Just the five of us for an expensive but lovely dinner at
Rigoletto’s. I was going to pay, but Cory and Sarah insisted on
splitting the bill between them. Well, they can afford it! Cory
gave me a set of cufflinks, expensive looking with £ signs on.
Sarah and Mike gave me a Bill Bryson hardback and The Best Of Van
Morrison CD. Thank you, thank you!

Glad to see Sarah is taking her
parental duties seriously – she’s virtually given up drinking
already. She just had one small glass of wine while the rest of us
got slowly merry, and then drove us home. I love you, girl. More
than you’ll ever know.

 


MLTJ. Very noisy. Hope Tom and
Annie next door had their windows shut.


 


 


Friday, February 1



Cory arrived 10am to drive us to
Heathrow. Not in Renault or BMW – but a smart W-reg Polo. Simple
explanation.

‘Sold the BMW for twenty-seven
grand! Told you it was a bargain, didn’t I?’

Apparently the bloke he bought it
off was desperate. His business was going tits up and he needed
some cash urgently. Cory, with little compunction, saw his chance
and went for it. Seems I’ve bred a Capitalist.

Realised I’d left my
still-unfinished KW Diaries and my Bill Bryson at home so I thought
I’d see what all the Harry Potter fuss is about and bought the
first volume at the airport. I’d finished several chapters when we
landed. Very good, JK.

Arrived at Hotel Tocasta on the
central waterfront late afternoon. Only semi-luxury (four star) but
we still felt a little awkward with all the uniformed staff
flitting around, obviously trying to find out if we were rich or
awful nouveau riche who never knew when and how, and how much, to
tip. One even tried to explain Euros to us, no doubt to make sure
we knew roughly what was acceptable. You’ll soon find out,
signor.

We dined in style, lingered over
coffee and brandy (I had half a fat cigar, much to Jules’s dismay)
and then went for a little walk. Weather okay – light breeze, but a
damned sight warmer than UK. Just round St Mark’s, looked at the
major landmarks, watched the people to-ing and fro-ing around
Florian’s, trying to suss out the usual procedure so we feel
comfortable tomorrow. And so to bed, whacked.

 


 


Saturday, February 2

No orchestra, no string quartet,
just piped music. There were musicians at the restaurant across the
Square, but I had set my heart on Florian’s. This morning, however,
Florian’s was just an upmarket (i.e. let’s rip off those daft
bastards prepared to pay these silly prices) café. We went inside
because there was a chill in the air, and found the ambience of the
little salons very cosy and somehow comforting; and very good for
looking down on all the plebs playing with the pigeons outside.
Very good coffee too, pretty good pastries, but stupid bloody bill.
It translated to almost twenty quid! Didn’t leave a tip. Sod it!
Two loitering waiters gave us a good look as we left; presumably to
remember us so they can gob in our coffee if we dare return.

Did the Basilica, the Campanile,
strolled round some enchanting by-ways to the Rialto Bridge, and
strolled many more on the way back. And so to bed,
cream-crackered.

 


MEMO

Added
later – LCFC lost again! Twice in the lead, but Chelsea won
3-2. Shit.

 


 


Sunday, February 3

The bells heralded the sun, as if
by magic. And when the Sunday clang had faded we joined a
surprisingly big crowd (for February) of heathen tourists enjoying
the sunshine in the Square while the locals worshipped. About a
minute after the priests had finished their morning shift a young
string quartet set up outside Florian’s. Jules and I sat outside,
to one side, watching them and enjoying their music. The one waiter
on outside duty studiously ignored us for all of 10 minutes, until
I lit up a big cigar (much to Jules’s annoyance), and then he came
scurrying to take our order – coffee only. We sat listening and
people-watching for almost half an hour, and then decided we
finally had Florian’s out of our system. The bill was less than a
tenner! So I left a reasonable (10 per cent) tip! Jules nearly
fainted.

Finally found a gondolier we liked
the look of and who wasn’t overly pushy. ‘You call me Alfonso,
young lovers,’ said the swarthy salesman through his luxuriant
moustache.

I helped a laughing Jules into his
gondola. ‘Ah, romantic gentleman!’ said Alfonso. ‘I sing for you,
for nothing. No extra charge.’ He wasn’t exactly one of the three
tenors – more like a fiver – but he sang Amore and, for some
unfathomable reason, Rock Around The Clock! Must be looking my
age.

My tip was small – because the fare
was so large. Forked out Euro-equivalent of nearly £60! Must be
fucking mad!!

And so to bed, ready primed.
Lovely, lovely, lovely.

 


 


Monday, February 4

Had a lazy, hazy day. Found an
English paper and then a downmarket café with an even nicer
ambience than Florian’s, plus proper prices, and watched the people
go by. Wandered round a few shops, bought a Venetian glass perfume
bottle with a shape like Marilyn Monroe, and had a £3 spaghetti
each for lunch, followed by ice-cream. Probably our best meal in
Venice! Didn’t have a big cigar afterwards (much to Jules’s
unspoken appreciation). In the afternoon we had a look at the
Doge’s Palace (spectacular but very tiring), and then enjoyed the
last fleeting rays of the sun by the waterfront, watching the day’s
last day trippers depart in their boats.

And so early to bed.

 


 


Tuesday, February 5

Up at five o’clock to catch early
coach and plane. Home by lunch-time. House still there. I dealt
with a small mountain of junk-mail, checked the answerphone – two
blanks – and then popped into the office to do the same there. Half
a dozen messages, none urgent, but the last was Eric Butler telling
me he would accept my ridiculously high quote. Stupid git.

Sorry, Diary, I have to eat you. No
– can’t do it. Too crusty.

Caught up on the story about the
Canadian supply teacher who’s been seducing young boys. Amy
Gehring, aged 26, it says. (Good attention to detail – should
definitely have been a journalist and not a printer.)

My God, what is today’s youth
coming to! If a grown woman had tried to have her wicked way with
me when I was 15 or 16 I would have been gratitude personified.
Accepted those open legs with open arms, as it were. Learned any
lesson the teacher cared to give me. She could have given me a good
old gehring any time! What do this bunch do? Run off and tell
Mummy! Is this Political Correctness gone mad? Or are they all
wuzzies?

 


MEMO

An email for each day away waiting
for me from FR:

Watched Groundhog Day last night.
Four times!

Watched Groundhog Day last night.
Four times!

Watched Groundhog Day last night.
Four times!

Did I tell you about Groundhog Day?
Or is it déjà vu?

 


 


Wednesday, February 6

Jules and I are still in holiday
mode. And there’s no reason why we shouldn’t have a few more lazy
hazy days. We have decided to spend the rest of the week ‘chilling
out’. Reading, looking for our dream house, and similar stuff. I
shall pop into the office each day just to check the mail and
answerphone, but that’s all.

 


 


Friday, February 8

First meeting with our new
financial adviser, one Gerrard Ambleton-Pike (GAP, for short, Jules
and I decided later). Anthony was right: nice bloke, neat and dark
and dapper, charming manner, you’d trust him with your life, your
wife, or your fortune, within half an hour of meeting him. I wasn’t
ready to risk the first two, but I happily nodded and said ‘yes’ to
all his financial suggestions.

Within a few days we will have
stocks and shares, unit trusts, insurance bonds, gilt edged
thingies, a medium-risk-medium-income wotsit, annuities,
oojahmaflips, and so on. All in all, apparently, a broad portfolio
that should survive all market fluctuations. Good job I know about
these things!

Oh yes, and a couple of building
society accounts (reasonable interest in these lean days) to see to
our gifts and immediate subsistence. Subsistence! A few weeks ago I
would have given up a testicle for a building society book with all
those noughts in it. Well, the nail on my little toe on my left
foot.

 


 


Saturday, February 9

Jules and I had determined on
another lazy hazy day, in readiness for dinner with FR and MJ. It
would undoubtedly be long and boozy. So we started the day,
slopping around in our dressing gowns, with a mega-fry-up:
sausages, black pud, the lot. I was about to go up to shower and
shave when the TV breakfast news announced, totally out of the
blue, the death of Princess Margaret. Sorry, Windsors, but I wasn’t
in the slightest bit moved.

In the evening Jules and I were
sort of watching the final of Pop Idol on the bedroom TV as we
changed for our date, and it occurred to me that this superficial
programme had struck a chord with the nation. Millions of people
(not including us!) were desperate to know who would be the Pop
Idol – Gareth or Will? – but they had hardly raised an eyebrow that
the sister of the Queen had died.

Celebrity is the new aristocracy
now. That’s not particularly bright of us, but at least it means we
can build ’em up and knock ’em down whenever we like.

 


Jules and I agreed – we wouldn’t
tell FR and MJ about our win just yet. Unless the moment arrived
naturally. It almost did.

FR did one of his Chinese
stir-fries, which meant MJ was drinking for a change, although left
to his own devices, a kitchen, and a wok, Frankie boy must have
knocked back almost as many as when his lovely missus cooks.
Afterwards we played a long and silly game of Pictionary, which got
sillier by the wine glass. (Came up with a cracker for ‘capsize’ –
drew a cap and wrote 61/2 on it! FR got it but the girls
disallowed it because I had written the numbers. Boo!)

As the night wound down, over
coffee and port and desultory, drunken banter, FR said: ‘I might
have a big story next week.’

I had visions of a council scandal
or something, or a doctor with evidence to link MMR to autism. No,
nothing that prosaic.

‘I’ve got a strong lead on that
local Lottery winner,’ he added. ‘Several million, I think.’

Neither he nor MJ saw the quick
look that passed between Jules and me.

‘What? Got a name, or anything?’ I
asked as innocently as I could.

‘Should have soon. I know the shop
where the ticket was sold. I know who sold the winning ticket. And
she’s got a good contact at Camelot’

‘Sure it’s not just a tenner?’

‘Nah – definitely the jackpot.’

We were still bantering on the
doorstep when I teased, ‘Actually I know the Lottery winner.’

‘Oh, yeah?’ said FR. ‘Who’s that
then?’

‘Us!’ I said and couldn’t hold back
laughter verging on hysteria.

‘Oh, very funny ...’

That’s the trouble with lifelong
friends. FR knows me too well …

 


 


Sunday, February 10

Just the two of us playing golf,
both with semi-hangovers (Chris and Dave did the Medal yesterday,
with Peter B). Amazingly we both played reasonably well. I won on
the last hole, and savoured my pint. Spent the afternoon ensconced
in front of the box for a feast of sport – Davis Cup tennis in
which Henman and Rusedski did their normal pressure-on/fold-up job,
followed by a smidge of West Brom v Norwich, followed by African
Nations Cup, won by Macaroons, followed by a drop of snooker. Gave
the Winter Olympics a miss.

Must be slipping.

 


 


Tuesday, February 12

Drafted replies to enquiries about
sale of printing business. Told a Mr Barry Johnson the unvarnished
truth – that it was a profitable if smallish concern, and he was
welcome to come and visit, see the set-up and the books, any time
he liked. Told beaky bastard Jim Felix there was a slight hold-up:
I had had so many enquiries that, to ensure that the business – and
its fine reputation – remained intact, I had devised a
questionnaire to sort out the Dom Casuals from the Copperplates
(printers’ joke even he might appreciate) and to deter
time-wasters. Would he please bear with me and spare a few minutes
to fill in the form.

 


Copy attached:

 


How many years have you been in
printing?


---------------------------------------------------------

Briefly outline your experience


---------------------------------------------------------

Do you know the area well?


----------------------------------------------------------

Do you have an affinity with the
area?


----------------------------------------------------------

Have you contacts among the local
business community? i.e. bankers, estate agents, travel agents,
solicitors, managing directors, etc


----------------------------------------------------------

 


Do you have any connection with the
Freemasons?


-----------------------------------------------------------

Which trouser leg do you roll
up?


-----------------------------------------------------------

 


A. He never was the sharpest serif
in the box, so he’ll never realise.

B. Even if he does, serves the
thick bastard right. He made my life a misery for two years;
virtually made me leave a job I loved.

 


 


Thursday, February 14

Something to do with St Valentine,
I believe. Jules and I gave up sending cards to each other several
years ago. Bloody commercial rip-off. I tell her at least once a
year how much I love her.

 


Finished Harry Potter – great
story, brilliantly told – so at last I can get back to Kenneth
Williams.

 


 


Saturday, February 16

My God, did we whup those Paddies!
Best rugby I’ve ever seen by an English team. Jonny Wilkinson, I
love you.

 


So, Mr Williams – asseveration. A
solemn declaration (from the verb asseverate). Clever bastard. But
if nobody knows the word, solemn declaration will do nicely. It's
otiose, otherwise.

 


 


Sunday, February 17

Had both the kids round for roast
lamb, for which I sacrificed a game of golf. God, we can afford a
whole leg of lamb now – we must be rich! Sarah has had her first
scan, and all seems to be well with our first grandchild. She and
Mike didn’t want to know the sex, which for some reason – I know
not why – I find admirable. (Jules is secretly hoping for a
granddaughter; I don’t give a toss.)

Cory arrived at that point and
immediately asked, ‘Sex?’

Mike said: ‘Well, I’m hoping we’ll
still manage it for a few weeks yet.’

Sarah had the merest tinge of a
blush, soon dispelled by shoving his arm and telling him to ‘Sod
off!’ I laughed too much for Jules’s liking.

Cory abruptly changed the subject.
‘Come and have a look, everybody.’ He led us to the front door and
opened it to reveal a Mercedes-Benz on the drive.

‘Jesus, not again, Cory,’ I
implored, somewhat ridiculously, because the evidence was there in
shiny black and chrome.

‘A bargain!’

‘How much?’

‘Don’t think you want to know, Dad.
Just trust me.’

I didn’t. I remember too many of
his boyhood escapades that ended in disaster (like the time he and
his little pal decided to mate their hamsters and it cost me a
small fortune to get a builder in to retrieve the randy rodents
from under the floor-boards). But I resolved to try.

Otherwise, a lovely day.

 


MLTJ.

 


MEMO

No game for LCFC, thank God.

 


Just remembered: took the
opportunity, while Jules was trying to catch up with the leg of
lamb to get her lunch schedule back on track (mere half hour late,
in the event), to get the kids organised for our wedding
anniversary. They’re all for it.

 


 


Monday, February 18

Brotherly phone call from Arnie at
work (no doubt so Jules wouldn’t overhear); the first brotherly
phone call for many a long year. Wonder why? He chatted amiably
about the weather, the garden, asked how we found Venice (‘flew to
the top of Italy, down a bit, and there it was!’), and finally
mentioned in passing that Ron was now out of work. I refrained from
saying ‘idle bastard’; just let the silence – left for my reply –
go on until Arnie could bear it no longer.

‘I’ll see he’s all right, though,’
he jabbered. ‘You know, er, well, um …’

I put him out of his misery. ‘Won’t
be long now, Arnie. All the paperwork is still going through. I
could let you have twenty grand, to be going on with, or if you
give it another week you can have the lot. It’s up to you.’

He obviously didn’t want to sound
greedy, or desperate. He settled for another week. Actually he
could have had it by now, but I didn’t see why I should put myself
out for him.

 


 


Tuesday, February 19

Had a leisurely breakfast and
wished I hadn’t, because Jules and I had one of our little spats.
One of those where she swears white is black until she is black in
the face, thus proving her case, and where I am always wrong unless
I can provide documentary proof, in which case the documents are
probably forged. I tried to tell her once that in fact I was right
at least 90 per cent of the time, and we spent a whole evening
arguing that one. She’s a stubborn sod.

Anyway, I made some throw-away
remark about the restaurant near the Rialto Bridge where we’d had
our cheap pasta, and she threw it straight back with the
asseveration that it was actually near that other bridge, whose
name eluded her for the moment. We batted this back and forth for a
while until I could stand it no longer and went off in search of
our map of Venice.

We agreed that the bridge she had
in mind was the Ponte Scalzi, and that there was a plethora of
restaurants, some cheap, some not so cheap, in the neighbouring
streets, but we couldn’t even get close on where Our Trattoria
might be. We left the spat unfinished and unresolved, and I went to
work. It will return to haunt us, no doubt.

Fairly busy day, doing a hasty
mail-shot for Wellington’s (even though I have probably had my last
free Christmas turkey from them). Resisted the temptation to ring
Tourist Information in Venice.

 


Wrote cheques for the clan this
evening. Something odd – strangely liberating but still frightening
– about writing cheques for £50,000. Wait till I write out the big
ones for the kids!

 


 


Thursday, February 21

It’s nearly midnight as I sit here
in front of the telly, diary on knee, absolutely gripped by …
CURLING!

What a nail-biter. GB won Winter
Olympics gold medal with the last stone on the last end. And what a
captain’s innings by Rhona Martin. Magnificent. Marred not even by
the realisation that it was really a Scottish victory. Every one a
Caledonian Ice Maiden. Well done, bonny lasses!

And so to bed – spare room bed
(promised not to wake Jules).

 


MEMO

One more thing – must mention death
of John Thaw. A nice feller, it seems, as well as a great actor.
Sad loss. But Inspector Morse has got a lot to answer for: there
was hardly a murder in Oxford before he arrived on the scene – but
after that at least three a week.

 


 


Friday, February 22

Ruth was first to phone with her
thanks – said she was off to Marks & Spencer to look for a nice
winter coat. All the siblings phoned during the course of the day,
except Arnie.

That’s really the final straw, Bro!
Not a penny more, even if little Ronnie ends up on Skid Row, or
worse, as he well might with you as a role model.

I did an HH Pasta Special. We drank
lots of wine.

 


MLTJ. Took a long time – all that
wine. Jules didn’t complain.

 


 


Saturday, February 23

Jules and I did some serious
window-shopping, around all the main estate agents in the town
centre. We took away some free magazines and brochures (even those
I’d printed for Butler & Stone) but didn’t stop to talk or give
any details. Don’t want estate agents telling the world we’re
looking for an expensive house.

When we got back the answerphone
was red hot. Nine messages, said the little display. We listened
together. The first four were all blanks (caller hung up), then a
brief message from Mags, saying thanks for the cheque but she had
to speak to us personally to say thanks properly, and she would
ring back later. The last four were all blanks; no doubt Mags
trying to make sure she and Arnie didn’t alienate themselves any
further.

Her idea or Arnie’s?

Too late or not?

 


MLTJ .

 


MEMO

Beaten by Derby, of all teams! And
not just the odd goal, but 3-0 thrashing. This is now reaching
embarrassing proportions. Bassett must go! How can we have fallen
this low after the miracles of Martin O’Neill?

I didn’t watch this one, but we’ve
won a skiing medal (albeit bronze) in Winter Olympics. A Brit
skiing medal! Match that, Martin O’Neill.

 


 


Sunday, February 24

Another game of golf sacrificed,
this time to have Sunday lunch at Greythorn with Mike and Sarah.
But well worth it. What a contrast to Arnie and Mags. This takes
some believing – but they’re not absolutely sure if they want
half-a-million quid! They told us all this before Cory arrived –
didn’t want to put any pressure on him or put him in an awkward
position. As if.

Apparently Mike is worried about
what it will do to him, and therefore to Sarah. He made it sound
quite reasonable and logical. Not to mention shocking!

‘I’m only twenty-nine, Aitch. I
really enjoy my work, and I’m just starting to make some
significant moves up the career ladder. I don’t really want to do
anything else, until I’ve achieved all I think I can achieve. It’s
not as if you can be a self-employed sports centre manager.’

‘You could always buy your own
sports centre!’ I ventured jokingly.

‘It would take all you’ve got,
Aitch – I’ve checked. Unless you’d like to come in with me, of
course.’

He was joking, of course. Then came
the serious bit – ‘The thing is, it wouldn’t be Cory you’d have to
worry about. It would be me, if I didn’t have any work. I couldn’t
cope. I’d probably be a piss-head within a month. I haven’t told
you this before, but at university I had quite a drink problem. You
know what students are like. But I was way over the top. Thankfully
I saw the light in time. Getting fit, running, sport – it saved my
life. Now I can have a good drink and then run it off the next day.
And it doesn’t bother me if I don’t have a drink for months.’

Jules and I were suitably
gobsmacked. Our son-in-law had kept this little bombshell to
himself. So had Sarah. But now there was a good reason to tell us.
Which made everything okay. What a fine fellow my daughter has
married!

Anyway, the upshot is, they’ve
decided to have a serious think about how much money they really
need when Sarah gives up work (she intends to stay at home until
the kids – yes, kids plural – are at school, as did her own
mother). Certainly it would be nice to have their mortgage paid
off, and a little bit put by, but as for anything else ...

We told them to do their sums.

 


Cory arrived late in the Merc.
Looking downcast – well, for him. The bloke he’d been intending to
sell it to had pulled out of the deal.

‘I warned you,’ I said.

‘You did,’ he said.

We left it at that. Money wasn’t
mentioned again throughout the day.

 


Got home and there was another
message from Mags on the answerphone – sorry to miss us again,
please be in Monday evening, will ring again. Okay, will be in.

 


MLTJ. Bloody hat-trick! Three
nights in a row! Haven’t had one of them for a long time.

 


 


Monday, February 25

Mags rang just as I was engrossed
in the Holiday programme, checking out Barbados for my anniversary
surprise. Very polite, fulsome thanks, trying very hard not to put
her foot in it. Arnie had obviously decided he ought to say
something, too. He came on and thanked us politely (I could imagine
his gritted teeth) and then quickly skipped on to LCFC – yes,
Basset must go! – and other things we could discuss without
arguing.

Give him his due, he tried
hard.

 


Happy birthday, Dad. Wish I could
tell you properly; so you would understand.

 


 


Wednesday, February 27

This entry is dedicated to the
memory of Spike Milligan. My boyhood hero. The man who almost
single-handedly broke the mould of British comedy, and nearly broke
himself in the process. He was to comedy what Elvis and then the
Beatles were to popular music. He changed it forever.

I was only a whipper-snapper when
The Goons were at their peak, but I still remember sitting by our
old wireless and laughing myself silly at the absurdity, the
anarchy of it all, while Mum and Dad, and sometimes Arnie, looked
at me as if I were the mad one, not Spike and Co. And that was the
great thing – this belonged to us, not the old farts! I remember
reading Puckoon for the first time. What a book! I still remember
devouring his war memoirs for the first time. What a hero!

Just to remind me lest I forget
when I’m 83 (his age today when he died):

‘I speak Esperanto like a
native.’

‘I have the body of an 18-year-old.
I keep it in the fridge.’

‘Is anything worn under the kilt?
No, it’s all in perfect working order.’

‘I wonder why people take an
instant dislike to me? I know. It saves time.’

Never!

Thank you, Spike!

 


While I’m at it …

Thank you, Peter Sellers, Eric
Morecambe (and little Ernie), Tommy Cooper, John Lennon, George
Harrison, Elvis Presley, Buddy Holly, the Marx Brother, WC Fields,
Marilyn Monroe, Stanley Matthews, Bobby Moore, My Dad in his living
death (for letting me listen to The Goons and Rock ‘N Roll when it
was all a mystery to him). Oh – Ian Dury. There ain't half been
some clever bastards.

 


Why only one woman, I wonder. It’s
not so much a PI sexist thing, as a boy-role-model-hero thing; I
think. If that makes sense.


 


 


Friday, March 1

March already. Where did Jan and
Feb go to!?

 


Snail mail is bad enough in these
days of electronic communications; box numbers are sloths on a
go-slow. Unless my correspondents are just naturally lax. But I
finally got a reply today from the Beaky Bastard. And what a reply!
Mr Felix wants to know which lodge I belong to; can I, in
confidence of course, tell him who some of the senior Masons are;
and he would prefer to roll up his right trouser leg because he has
a wart-type growth on his left knee.

His replies to the business aspects
were cursory; those to the contacts/Freemasons questions effusive.
Reading between the lines, I guess he had at some time probably
tried to join the Freemasons and been rejected.

I don’t know a thing about
Freemasons, except the no doubt apocryphal stories of secret
handshakes and roller-blind trousers, but I wasn’t going to let
that stop me. I invented the Second Lodge Ondaleft, explained I
couldn’t name any names but they were prominent ones locally, and
said membership was by recommendation of a seven-year-plus member
only. And I had been a member for six years and ten months.

 


Two more replies – yes, Barry
Johnson would like to come and see the business (he lives
close-ish, near Buckingham, so I asked him to come next week), and
a new enquiry from a Sally Balm. What a lovely name. Still not that
many female ‘printers’ around (in the old-fashioned
proper-apprenticeship sense, as opposed to
learn-the-basics-in-an-afternoon desktop publishers), but those I
know are good. I don’t know Miss Balm. Lives in Hertfordshire
apparently but is hankering to move to Oxfordshire to be near her
aged parents in Oxford. Good for her.

 


MEMO

Well done, Prince Philip! The Royal
Concert created another cacophony when he asked a group of
Aborigines in Australia if they still chucked spears at each other.
Twat.

 


Which reminds me. Good feminist
joke –

Why do women get thrush? So they
know before they get married what it's like to live with an
irritating twat.

 


 


Saturday, March 2

Lazy day. Pottered in the garden
(general tidying, bit of pruning), which I enjoyed immensely.
Caught up with The Rag, which is a now an addiction more than a
pleasure – until I find gems like this headline: NEW CHURCH OPENS
ON SUNDAY.

Went round to Greythorn to watch
France v England rugby match on Sky. (Suppose we ought to buy our
own dish now, but Jules reckons I’d spend all day every day
watching sport. Rubbish! I’d ration myself to football, rugby,
golf, Test cricket, and curling.) England lost! Bad handling
errors, not good defending. And we’re supposed to be Number One in
the world rankings. Huh.

Had a couple of pints on the way
home at The Crown with FR and MJ. He’s still on the trail of the
Lottery winner! He’s closer than he knows.

 


MLTJ. Pretty damned good. Worth the
wait.

 


MEMO

Prince Edward and Sophie Wotsit
have announced they are both quitting their companies to help the
Queen with her Golden Jubilee celebrations. Oh yeah!? The fact that
both companies are ailing has got nothing to do with it, of course.
Poor old Queen; I’ll be surprised if Eddie and Soph can organise a
piss-up in a palace.

 


Otiose Bassett must go!! Can’t bear
to write the scores now.

 


 


Tuesday, March 5

Funny old life. Now I’m on the
verge of giving up work, I’m enjoying it more than ever. Suppose
it’s the release of the stress; knowing the next cheque isn’t vital
to pay standing orders. Anyway, did a great lay-out for Butler
& Stone, worth every penny of my exorbitant fee and much better
than that bastard Dermot Stone deserves, and then had some
enjoyable banter with clients who will soon be ex-clients. Heard on
the radio on the way home that our skiing hero (Alain Baxter, who
presumably has either a French or a dyslexic parent) has been
accused of taking a banned drug and could lose his bronze medal.
Stick to whisky, Alain!

 


 


Wednesday, March 6

Barry Johnson arrived an hour late;
not a good omen. Said he’d lost his car keys, had to get the RAC
in, and then found the keys in his briefcase! Oh dear. Still, he
seemed a nice enough bloke. Tall, gangling, bespectacled, with a
vague look behind his designer frames. Said he’d come into a little
legacy and wanted to be his own boss. I didn’t tell him I’d come
into a little legacy and wanted to be my own ex-boss. He looked at
the office, the Mac system, my little printroom and press, the
storeroom, the order book, the accounts, and declared himself very
interested. He asked if he could take the accounts away to go
through with his accountant. I agreed. He left without taking them,
and returned an hour later, apologetic but apparently
unembarrassed, to pick them up. I showed him out to his car. Just
in case.

 


Spent the evening sobbing through
The Mirror’s Pride Of Britain Awards. What a humbling experience;
what remarkable people. It puts money worries/Lottery wins in
perspective. And Miss Vord – what a consummate professional. She
looked lovely, she was sharp and confident, giving the audience and
the viewer total confidence in the Awards, and never failed to get
down on her knees to make herself the same height as the
award-winning youngsters. What a lovely lady. And what brave
winners. I really ought to give something back to life. But
what?

I’ll think about it.

 


MEMO

The Mirror is now the only national
paper I read every day (I just got pissed off with all the time I
was losing ploughing through newsprint, after a long day ploughing
through newsprint). It is trying hard to befit its annual awards.
It’s not yet the paper of my boyhood, of the incomparable Cassandra
and Shock Issues and headlines that got straight to the heart of
the matter, but it has improved in recent months. Just a shame
about the 3am Girls and some of the so-called punning headlines.
Why is no one brave enough to say to the subs, ‘What the fuck does
this mean!?’ Or ‘Who wrote this shit!?’

 


 


Thursday, March 7

Now explain this, Aitch – dream I
awoke from about five this morning:

I was walking through a remote wood
when suddenly the path was blocked by a mean-looking tramp holding
a roast leg of lamb by his side. He was tapping it against his leg,
as if he was ready to do something violent with it, rather than eat
it, so I dashed off at right angles into the thicket. I soon came
to a derelict church, its roof gone but parts of the walls
standing. I dashed inside, and there was a lamb with three legs. It
lifted a back leg to wee, just like a dog, and was standing there
on one front leg and the opposite back leg with blood-red piss
streaming from its nether bit. Terrified, I kept on running,
straight past it and out the doorway at the far end. I ran like the
wind until I tripped over a fallen branch. And then I woke up.

 


 


Friday, March 8

We had a photocopied leaflet
through the door from the parish council telling us that the Usual
Suspects had formed yet another committee to organise celebrations
for the Queen’s Golden Jubilee. Their ideas for Monday June 3 so
far amount to a street party and a fancy-dress men v women cricket
match.

Apparently families are welcome to
make their own food and bring their own drink (the big-hearted
district council is supplying funding ‘to buy hats, balloons,
bunting, etc, some food and all of the soft drinks’. Wow! With the
amount we pay in council tax, I would have thought they would also
supply the Queen in a Royal Helicopter.).

The committee wants more ideas
before the first meeting in 10 days’ time. Jules suggested that as
we would be taking our own food and drink why not take the sofa and
telly along as well.

There was a box to fill in saying
how many adults and children would be coming from our family. We
decided to hedge our bets. I wrote ‘2’ in the adults box and beside
it added, ‘Possibles. Are Anti-Monarchist Republicans allowed to
join the fun?’ Jules objected on the grounds that she wasn’t
anti-monarchist and only a republican by association – with me.

‘Tough titty,’ I told her.

 


 


Saturday, March 9

Wow, the boys got a point! Bassett
must still go!!

 


MLTJ.

 


 


Sunday, March 10

Mother’s Day. Or Mothering Sunday,
as my dear old Mum used to call it. And what a memorable day,
thanks largely to one memorable moment. The kids took us to The Fox
pub by the Oxford Canal, treated us to a lovely Sunday roast, and
then insisted that I had to pay for my own lunch – I would get
treated on Father’s Day. It was their little joke. I went along
with it. I joked that in that case I wouldn’t have a pudding,
although there were some of my favourites on the menu (bread and
butter, apple and blackberry crumble, apple pie and ice cream).
Jules joked that although she was full she would order a crumble –
and I could have it. The kids joked that this wasn’t playing the
game, and come Father’s Day I would have to pay for my own
pudding.

Any road up, we were all still
joshing in a happy family way when the young waitress turned up
with the puddings. She asked who wanted the crumble, and Jules
gestured towards me. Jules and I were sitting against a wall, and
the waitress had to reach over with the dessert. She would have had
to elbow Mike and Sarah apart to actually place the bowl in front
of me, so I reached out to take it. No one is quite sure what
happened next, but it appears the waitress let go before I had a
proper grasp on the bowl.

It tipped upside down – in seeming
slow motion, said Sarah – and fell into my lap. Although I reacted
quickly to right the bowl, most of the custard had already spilled
out on to my lap. For a while I had the hottest dick in the land. I
plonked the bowl, still containing most of the crumble but only a
little custard, on the table and stood up in one swift movement.
Napkins came at my groin from all angles, from four people worried
that the yellow goo was scalding me. It was hot, but fortunately
not that hot.

The waitress, obviously just a
schoolgirl earning some pocket-money, had stood riveted to the spot
during the whole of this farce, open-mouthed and more shocked than
me. Fortunately for her, I had had quite a few glasses of wine, and
saw the funny side just as I was about to rant and rave at her.

‘I hope you’re insured,’ I
blustered, with the hint of a smile, ‘because when I sue you for
compensation, you’ll be paying for this for the next 50 years.’

Unfortunately for her, she hadn’t
spotted the hint of a smile. She still didn’t know what to say and
was close to tears. So I added in a sort of avuncular way, ‘It’s
all right, love, I’m only joking. I’m not burned and I won’t sue
you.’

The family, who should have known
me better, seemed as relieved as the waitress. So relieved that
hilarity set in. The Hot Custard Incident was replayed over and
over again, amid hoots and tears of laughter (including mine), and
the kids threatened to call me Colonel Custard from now on.

Now that’s taking my magnanimity
too far. I’ll kill the first one who dares. In the library, with a
blunt instrument. Namely a not-very-sharp trombone.

 


I can see now why I would never
have made a journalist. FR would have wrapped that lot up in half
the words and made it funnier.

 


 


Monday, March 11

The continuing feel-good mode ended
abruptly this evening. Cory arrived out of the blue in a Peugeot
306, announced he’d sold the Merc for a nice profit, and could he
have a hundred grand, please!

I bottled my initial reaction and
asked him as calmly as I could, ‘What for?’

‘Business,’ he said.

‘What business is this then?’ I
asked.

‘Classic cars. Well, prestige cars
really, I suppose.’

‘So, you’re a used car salesman
now.’

‘Yeah, suppose so.’

Jules and I looked at each other.
She saw I might be about to explode, and took over the
interrogation. ‘Had enough of working as a despatch department
manager then?’ she asked.

‘It was only ever going to be
temporary, Mum,’ he replied.

‘What about your degree?’

‘There’s not a lot of call for
geology round here. Besides …’ Cory paused and took a deep breath.
‘I’m sorry if you think I’ve wasted those years at college, and I
appreciate all you did for me. I still find geology and archaeology
fascinating, but I’ve never known a buzz like this before. It’s me.
Honestly.’

I jumped in: ‘What,
wheeler-dealing? The Del Boy of Oxfordshire?’

He was stung by that, and that’s
what persuaded me.

‘This isn’t Trotters Independent
Traders. Or even Boycey. This is class stuff. Classic cars.
Prestige cars. And I’ve got the chance of a deal that could set me
up. Seventy grand would do.’

Jules and I looked at each other.
She nodded almost imperceptibly.

‘Give me a brief business plan in
the next day or two, including details of this deal, and if we’re
happy you can have the money within the week. Okay?’

He thought about it for all of five
seconds. ‘Okay. Thank you very much, Dad.’ He shook my hand, and
gave me a little hug. ‘And the power behind the throne,’ he added,
giving his mother a very big hug.

 


 


Tuesday, March 12

Had a surprise visitor to the
office this morning – Bob Eckman, painter, decorator, all-round
good egg, and piss-poor businessman. Or at least, so I thought. He
told me confidentially he had been offered a contract by Butler
& Stone, to tart up houses to let, which could generate some
big money but it might mean him having to take on somebody else, or
a use a subcontractor, and, as I had often praised Andrew at the
bank, could I give him an idea of the services on offer – for
instance, would they check out a contract, as it was all Double
Dutch to him, and he really hadn’t got a solicitor, not that he
didn’t trust Eric Butler of course, but that Dermot Stone, well,
Bob had heard a few stories, didn’t know if they were true or not
…

We both took a long breath.

I phoned Andrew and arranged for
him to meet Bob.

 


 


Wednesday, March 13

What is it about me and money?
Suddenly I’m a banker, philanthropist, and business adviser. The
truth is, money is all a mystery to me. It’s like driving a car: I
can drive a car but I haven’t a clue how it works. I can earn
money, I can spend money, but I’ve no idea how it works. Now at
least I can afford to have someone else make it work. But I didn’t
bother explaining any of that when Mike and Sarah came round after
their badminton, to give me my third financial day in a row. They
had made a decision; of sorts. They would like their mortgage paid
off, please, and a nice lump sum to cover themselves when Sarah
left work. About half of what I had originally offered should do
it; thank you very much. Hugs and kisses followed, and Jules and I
both expressed our admiration that they had turned down £250,000.
But we made it clear that it was there should they need it. Sarah
made it clear that she wouldn’t hesitate to get back to us should
they need it.

 


And now the important bit: Sarah
has her first scan picture, and proudly showed us the image of our
first grandchild. I swear my little girl is beginning to get big in
the belly. Well, I thought her usual svelte self was showing signs
of a slight swell (think I’ve just invented a new tongue-twister),
but she said I was imagining it. Whatever – I felt really proud of
her, just looking at that non-existent swelling. All is well
apparently, except for the occasional bout of morning sickness.

Lucky girl; her mum was throwing up
like a puking machine – i.e. a baby – for weeks on end. More like
morning, afternoon, and evening sickness. She artexed the kitchen
one weekend.

 


 


Thursday, March 14

Just for a change, Jules and I had
a serious financial conversation. Was there any reason why we
shouldn’t tell people we were multi-millionaires? What were we
worried about? For a start, we were worried about the begging
letters. But we decided to keep sending them – boom boom! We also
decided there was another reason, beside the fact that all sorts of
leeches would crawl out of the swamp; and that reason was that
people would treat us differently; we would become different
people.

We are quite happy with the people
we are. We keep ourselves to ourselves, and to our family, mainly,
and just have a small circle of friends with whom we socialise.
Very small. In fact just SIX old friends! – FR and MJ, Tel and
Madge, Pedro and Murdo. And that’s enough for anybody. Better than
legions of acquaintances.

Anyway, we decided that when we buy
a bigger house, or sell the business, people will start asking
questions. So we will tell them then; those we feel like telling,
anyway.

 


MLTJ. Not one of our great ones.
Jules says her hormones are playing up. Says we might have to try
KY. Huh?

 


MEMO

Cracking piece in The Mirror about
the Big Pigs of
BP. The chief executive ‘won’ a pay rise taking his basic salary to
£1.2million. With bonuses and benefits such as free shares and huge
pension payments, it reached a cool £7million. Five other
executives earned between £2-3million. Who needs to win the
Lottery!? And all BP could say was an ‘independent’ committee set
the pay levels – ‘which reflect achievement and the need to retain
top talent’. Independent, my arse!

It’s a fucking disgrace when
workers are lucky to get a couple of hundred extra each year. When
will the Government act? All shareholders must have the right and
opportunity to vote annually on executive pay, by post and/or
email. Now!

 


 


Saturday, March 16

Another solitary point. Bassett
must go!

 


 


Sunday, March 17

Strange game of golf. I had a
nightmare first hole. My tee shot went about 200 yards – up in the
air, that is, and landed about 20 feet in front of me. But then I
settled down, had a little purple patch, but couldn’t win a hole.
The boys were scattered all over the park on the 11th. I was on the
edge of the green for one, chipped to within 8ft for two, and then
Dave thinned a chip which shot across the green, smacked into the
pin, and dropped in the hole. For three! I missed my putt; Dave won
the hole. Still, I won four Skins (wonder what a non-golfer would
make of that!), and ended up shelling out £2. Had a spurious moan
about how much Skins was costing me. Very naughty.

 


 


Monday, March 18

Arnie’s Ron rang me at work this
afternoon, out of the blue. Surprising call, surprising
conversation. I’d forgotten what a charming young man my nephew can
be. Unlike his dad. Polite, witty, deferential to age and
experience, and just a thoroughly nice, easy-going, intelligent,
considerate human being. Not a waster; not a candidate for Skid
Row. I felt awful turning him down; I really did.

He didn’t want a hand-out; he
wanted a loan. Which was fair enough. But, in fairness to our other
nephew and niece, I had to tell him: ‘Ask your dad, Ronnie.’

‘I have, Uncle Harry. Flat refusal.
Thinks I’m a shirker. I’m not.’

‘I think you’re old enough to drop
the Uncle.’

‘It might be better, Harry. But
you’ll always be my favourite uncle. And I’m not just saying that
because … you know.’

‘I know, Ronnie. Thank you. Look,
hang on a minute …’ I thought about it for a few seconds and then
said, ‘Get a job, any old job, stacking shelves if you like, just
to show him, and me, and I’ll send you a couple of grand. Fair
enough?’

‘Fair enough, Harry. Forgive me but
I’ve got to dash – I’ve got an appointment at Tesco’s.’

 


Cory turned up tonight with his
business plan. Haven’t had a chance to look at it yet. He told me
to take my time – Wednesday/Thursday would do. Cheeky sod.

 


MEMO

Apparently 1,700 of our finest
troops are to be sent to Afghanistan. Is this wise? We shall
see.

 


 


Tuesday, March 19

Sally Balm came to look at the
business this morning. Attractive youngish lady (about Sarah’s age,
and, with dark curly hair, not unlike Sarah) and seemingly sincere.
She wanted to have a look round the town afterwards, so I took her
for a drink and a sandwich at the pub first; but still didn’t
manage to find out how she acquired the readies, or collateral, to
buy her own business.

I was just saying goodbye to her
outside when I heard an insistent car horn nearby – FR had pulled
up at the traffic lights and was grinning inanely, hooting the
hooter, as if to say, ‘What are you up to, you old tosser; chatting
up totty at your age; should be ashamed of yourself; wait till I
see Jules’.

Very expressive horns, those old
Mondeos.

 


MEMO

A Labour government has yet again
chickened out on fox hunting. It looks like ‘a middle way’ may be
found whereby hunts can be licensed. Spineless bastards. Let the
carnage continue.

Can anyone imagine Maggie Thatcher
holding back if fox-hunting had been the preserve of the miner? The
Amalgamated Black Dyke Chace and Grimethorpe Hunt would be chacing
no more – unless they had switched to drag-hunting with black
puddings.

 


 


Thursday, March 21

Another box number snail mail
delivery – Jim Felix wants to know more about the Second Lodge
Ondaleft. (Like where did that strange Masonic name come from, eh,
Jim?) He also wants to see the business. If it’s as good as he
thinks, he might make a firm offer. Oh shit.

Ms Balm rang me late morning. She
is very keen, is just tying up some loose ends on her finance, and
will make a concrete offer by the end of next week; please will I
wait that long before accepting another offer? No problem. No other
offer ondatable.

 


Ronnie rang me at work again in the
afternoon. He has a job rounding up trolleys (possible promotion to
shelf-filling!) at Sainsbury’s. He thought Sainsbury’s was more in
line with his aspirations.

I just caught the post with my
cheque.

 


MEMO

Alain Baxter has been stripped of
his skiing medal – apparently the banned drug was in an American
version of his Vicks inhaler/spray/whatever. Bad luck or what?

 


 


Friday, March 22

Barry Johnson rang – he’d like to
make a firm offer; it would be in writing, in the post tonight. He
would have made it earlier apparently but he’d mislaid his file
with all his figures in; then he’d had to spend a couple of days
explaining his figures to his bank manager and an accountant; and
then he had mislaid my books – but not to worry, they were at his
barber’s the whole time.

Barber’s? My books were at the
barber’s!? Now why would I worry, Barry?

 


MLTJ.

 


MEMO

Mrs Thatcher has been ordered by
her doctor to give up public speaking after a series of
mini-strokes. Hallelujah! No – I don't wish a stroke on anyone, but
I have long wished silence on Maggie. Of course all the far-right
Tories immediately hogged the cameras to bemoan the day. Will they
ever realise that it was their beloved Maggie who started the
dramatic decline in Tory fortunes?

It took a while to sink into the
collective consciousness, but we got there in the end. Giving away
the ‘family silver’ to a bunch of greedy bastards, while starving
health and education so it appeared the private sector was the only
hope.

 


 


Sunday, March 24

Sat reading Cory’s business plan
tonight while Jules watched some almost-funny, almost-dramatic
comedy-drama. Why do they have to write them by formula? –
attractive young hero and heroine who fall in love/fall out/fall in
love/fall out with monotonous regularity; a parent not very good at
showing emotions; two village idiots who supposedly do funny things
every week. Shit me.

Anyway, Cory’s plan: the bits I
could understand looked fine; very professional. I shall ring him
in the morning; ask him when he wants his cheque.

 


MLTJ.

 


 


Monday, March 25

Ronnie rang during his morning
coffee-break to thank me for the cheque. He had already paid off
what he owed on the car, and was busy looking for a ‘proper job’ so
he didn’t get into the same kind of mess again.

There was sod all to do in the
office really, so I spent most of the morning sitting and thinking,
and surfing the web and thinking. It was lunchtime before my ideas
and research came together, so in the afternoon I started writing.
The provisional title is ‘Chained To A Lunatic’.

I shall definitely finish this
novel.

 


 


Tuesday, March 26

Had a barney with Joanna Logan this
morning. What a tight, conniving bastard she is. Jo-Lo the no-go
when it comes to paying bills. I should have blackballed her, as it
were, the first time she tried it on. Except I fell for her
butter-wouldn’t-melt-in-her-knickers Baby Spice appeal. She tried
to tell me her flyer wasn’t up to scratch – after I had roughed out
three ideas for her, she had eulogised about all three, and asked
for a couple of features from each. If she wasn’t a woman I would
have gone round there and … done something a tad aggressive.

She offered to pay half the bill; I
told her to piss off. If she doesn’t pay I might take her to the
small claims court. Just for the fun of it.

Couldn’t face any writing after
that. The only thing I wrote all day was a cheque for Cory – we had
compromised on £85,000. Couldn’t stop laughing afterwards; I’d
almost got violent over an overdue couple of hundred quid and here
I was writing a cheque for £85,000! Funnier still, when I rang Cory
tonight he was in no hurry for it! Said he’d pop round and pick it
up in the next day or two.

 


MEMO

What the fuck does any of it
matter? Just watched the parents of the missing girl on TV. Come
home, Milly Dowler, please.

 


 


Thursday, March 28

Received two offers on the business
today; one early, one late. Barry Johnson obviously didn’t get his
in the post on Friday night, and Ms Balm got hers in a day earlier
than expected. Bumbling Barry offered £102 and 39pence more than
sweet Sally. Where the fuck did he get 39pence from? Who the hell
makes a bid for a business and sticks 39p on the end of an almost
round figure!?

Hello, Barry…

Finalised my MEMO for the opus.

 


MEMO

Dudley Moore died yesterday.
Thanks, Dud; particularly for Mr Spiggott and your work with Peter
Cook. You certainly weren’t deficient in the talent department.

Must dig out that tape of you and
Cookie corpsing.

 


 


Saturday, March 30

Having a lazy day when I idly
switched on the telly to see what was happening in the world and
discovered that the Queen Mum had died.

I wasn’t particularly sad or upset
– and not just because of my Republican tendencies. She had, after
all, made it to 101! Great innings, life of incredible privilege,
nothing to complain about. By bedtime, and they were still showing
‘special’ programmes, I was pissed off.

Jules wasn’t over-amused, either.
Having to miss Casualty! Is nothing sacrosanct?

I told her as we were doing our
ablutions together, ‘All the story boils down to really is “Old
Lady Dies”.’
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