	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

STAIRLIFT TO HEAVEN 4

[image: image]


Still Hanging On

Copyright © Terry Ravenscroft, 2017

A RAZZAMATAZZ PUBLICATION

For my children Gail, Carol-Ann and Dean.

****
[image: image]


About the author

The day after Terry Ravenscroft threw in his mundane factory job to become a television comedy scriptwriter he was involved in a car accident which left him unable to turn his head. Since then he has never looked back.

Before they took him away he wrote scripts for Les Dawson, The Two Ronnies, Morecambe and Wise, Alas Smith and Jones, Not the Nine O’Clock News, Ken Dodd, Roy Hudd, and several others. He also wrote the award-winning BBC radio series Star Terk Two.

Born in New Mills, Derbyshire, in 1938, he still lives there with his mistress, Divine Bottom (in his dreams). 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Books by Terry Ravenscroft


[image: image]


AUTOBIOGRAPHY

STAIRLIFT TO HEAVEN

STAIRLIFT TO HEAVEN 2 - FURTHER UP THE STAIRLIFT

STAIRLIFT TO HEAVEN 3 - ALMOST THERE

STAIRLIFT TO HEAVEN 4 - STILL HANGING ON

NOVELS

CAPTAIN’S DAY

FOOTBALL CRAZY

IT’S NOT CRICKET

JAMES BLOND - STOCKPORT IS TOO MUCH

I’M IN HEAVEN

INFLATABLE HUGH

THE RING OF THE LORD

SERIAL KILLER

JERRY’S

HUMOROUS CORRESPONDENCE

DEAR AIR 2000

DEAR COCA-COLA

DEAR PEPSI-COLA

SHORT STORIES AND OTHER BOOKS

LES DAWSON’S CISSIE AND ADA

THE RAZZAMATAZZ FUN EBOOK

ZEPHYR ZODIAC

SAWYER THE LAWYER

CALL ME A TAXI

GOOD OLD GEORGE

DEAD MEN DON’T WALK

****
[image: image]


STAIRLIFT TO HEAVEN 4

Still Hanging On

––––––––
[image: image]


PREFACE

Since I wrote Stairlift to Heaven 3 - Almost There, my wife Delma ‘The Trouble’ has died. 

Delma had the nicest smile you ever saw and a disposition to match. I was twenty-one and she was nineteen when we met. I loved her from the moment I first saw her and will go on loving her until the day I die. Well intentioned friends, some of whom have suffered a similar loss, say that eventually I will get through the pain of her death and come out the other side. I won’t: for me there is no other side; if there is indeed light at the end of tunnel it must be coming from a five watt bulb painted black. So I just get on with the rest of my life as best I can.

I could always make Delma laugh. I think it’s what she liked about me. I made her laugh the day before she died, with one of my silly jokes. I’m glad about that. 

One day, soon after she left me, I found myself envying people who believed in God and the hereafter. But not for long; I soon recalled that people who believe in God and Heaven must by definition also believe in the Devil and Hell, and from what I’ve seen of some who profess a belief in God they won’t be ending up in a place redolent with the scent of May blossom and roses, rather the stench of fire and brimstone. Adolf Hitler believed in God. I don’t think I need say any more. Right, that’s the sad stuff off out of the way, so it’s on with the show.

Although I will mourn The Trouble for evermore I wouldn’t be completely honest if I didn’t admit that I have benefited in many ways since she died. (I can’t bring myself to say ‘passed away’, ‘passed’, or whatever other trite expressions people use to dress up the word ‘died’. One man said to me “I’m sorry to hear your wife has passed.” Perhaps unfairly I replied that she hadn’t ‘passed’, she wasn’t a footballer or a rugby player, she was a woman, the woman I loved.

Some of the benefits are:- 

I no longer have to wait for her forever, as was always the case whenever we went out together. So no more standing by the front door tapping my foot impatiently while she changes her shoes for the fourth time, before finally changing them yet again for the ones she put on in the first place.

I no longer have to listen to the sound of her spoon slowly scraping the complete circumference of her cereal bowl before each mouthful whilst taking about three days to eat a bowl of cornflakes. 

I no longer have to listen to her simply repeat the last word she said - leaving me no wiser than when I asked - whenever I hadn’t heard her properly and asked her to repeat what she said, as in - The Trouble: “Do you want anything from the shops?” Me: “What?” The Trouble: “Shops.”

I no longer have to put up with her total inability to sort more than six of my socks into three matching pairs.

I no longer have to put up with her buying every household product that incorporates an aerosol spray. Out house was always full of them. If I’d put them all in the coffin with her when she was cremated the resulting explosion would have demolished the entire cemetery. 

I no longer have to listen to her telling me to stop talking to the TV set and calling some ‘celebrity’ or other a self-regarding no talent twat, or whatever. (More of this later.)

I no longer have to listen to her moaning at me when I shout at the telly. (More of this too.) 

I have benefited in many other ways following The Trouble’s death, too many to mention. I would, however, willingly give up every one of them, and more besides, for a single minute more of her company.

My best friend Atkins’s wife Meg also died, last June, the month after The Trouble, and from the same horrible disease, cancer. So Atkins and I are in the same boat: up shit creek, if not without a paddle then without much hope of ever navigating ourselves out of it. Consequentially we see even more of each other than we used to. This, a source of company apart, is not necessarily a good thing: a little of Atkins goes a long way. However, too much Atkins is far, far better than no Atkins at all. And on the occasions it isn’t, well, it keeps me on my toes.  

I am now at an age, as is Atkins, that whenever you are asked your birthday you don’t give your age but hopefully, and perhaps tempting providence, state the age you will be on your next birthday. “I’ll be eighty next birthday.” It occurs to me that small children do the same: a two-year-old when asked his or her age will always say that they’re three next birthday. This nonsense stops at around the age of ten and kicks in again when you’re in your late sixties. It is another example of going back to your childhood once you’ve grown old, along with coming into the world bald and toothless and departing it in the same state, having insufficient control of your bladder and bowels, talking gibberish and dribbling, and becoming dependent on some form of wheeled conveyance to get around. Fortunately I have managed up until now to resist telling people “I’ll be eighty next birthday” and am still managing to get about without recourse to a wheelchair. (Although I would fail, at least to some extent, in the bald, toothless, talking gibberish and insufficient control of bladder and bowels departments.) 

After The Trouble died I thought I would never write again. I didn’t think I could, nor did I want to, I just didn’t see the point. They say that time is a great healer. Well if it is it’s taking its time about it; since her death I have healed, at most, about one per cent. However the one per cent of me that has healed has enabled me to write this, my fourth Stairlift book.

Terry Ravenscroft. 29th September 2017.
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April 2 2017. HEART MONITOR.

“I’d like to make an amendment to the form I filled in when you fitted me with a heart monitor,” said Atkins to the nurse.

“I’m afraid it’s too late,” the nurse replied, all starched hat and efficiency. “It will be in Medical Records by now.” She said this with a finality that spelled out in no uncertain terms that once something was in Medical Records only an all-out assault by the SAS assisted by a SWAT team would be capable of removing it.

Atkins scowled at her and looked to me for assistance. I shrugged in despair. Atkins sighed deeply, took a deep breath, steeled himself and muttered, “In that case I would like to apologise.”

Months earlier, as the last step in a three-procedure check up on the condition of my heart, I had to wear a heart monitor. (The other procedures were an angiogram, which resulted in the good news that my coronary arteries are still in good nick following bypass surgery in 2014, and a scan of my repaired aorta, which had burst about eighteen months ago. Sometimes I feel like a walking miracle.) After a nurse had fitted me with the monitor and offered instructions on how to cope with the inconvenience of wearing it - on going to bed, when washing, showering, etcetera - she handed me a form. “Write down what you were doing during the twenty-four hours you’re wearing it and how long you were doing it for.”

“You mean like ‘walking, two-o-clock to three-o-clock, watching the telly, three till four’, that sort of thing?”

“Spot on.”

I glanced at the form and after a moment said, “I bet you don’t get too many people putting ‘Masturbating’ down, do you?”

She blushed but couldn’t hold back a laugh. “Cheeky,” she said, wagging a finger at me. “Bring it back with the monitor, same time tomorrow.”

The following day I handed in the form at the appointed hour.

The nurse ran her eyes down the list of the things I had been doing since I last saw her.

“I haven’t put everything down,” I said coyly. 

She smiled. “Perhaps it’s a good job.”

A couple of days later I mentioned the incident to Atkins.

“Did you?” he said unbelievingly. Then, with envy, “I wish I’d said it, I’d have loved to have said that.”

“So what’s stopping you?”

“What?”

“Well you’ve got a heart condition, haven’t you?” Like me Atkins has undergone heart surgery. “Just tell your doctor you’re worried, throw a few symptoms at him and say that just to be on the safe side you’d like that twenty-four hour monitor thing; he’ll go along with it just to get rid of you if I know my doctors.”

“You reckon?”

That was about two months ago. This morning he was round at my house red in the face and steaming. “They’re only threatening to take me to court!” 

“Who are?”

“The bloody hospital. They sent me this!” He read off the letter he had received. “‘Our staff has the right to go about their employment without being subjected to physical or verbal abuse. Therefore....’” He broke off. “And more of the same sort of shite. Can you credit it?” 

“What have you done to deserve that?”

“Nothing.”

“You must have done something.”

After a moment Atkins shrugged. “It can only be when I went to have the heart monitor fitted and said to the nurse ‘I bet you don’t get many people putting ‘Masturbating’ down’” 

This was news to me. “You never told me you had been too?”

“I suppose I might have expected something like this from the way she looked at me when I said it,” said Atkins, as much to himself as to me.

I commiserated with him. “You obviously didn’t get the same nurse I did. What did she look like?”

“About fifty, fat, tits round her waist.”

“You didn’t then. Mine was about twenty-five, blonde, nice figure.”

“She was on the other station. I avoided her on purpose; well, she’d already heard the masturbation joke hadn’t she, I didn’t want to risk her saying ‘I’ve heard that one before’.”

“You’d have been better off taking the risk by the sounds of it.”

Atkins scowled. “Well I know that now, don’t I.”

I thought about it for a moment. “You see if you’d put ‘Masturbating’ on the form you’d probably have been all right.”

“What?”

“Well in that case it couldn’t have been construed as verbal abuse; I mean if you had intended to masturbate it could be argued that you were merely implying there was a likelihood of you putting it down on the form.”

Atkins considered this. “Hmm....Yes, I see what you mean.”

“Your best bet is to go back to the hospital, explain to them, and ask for the form back.” 

“What if they won’t let me have it?”

“Then you’ll just have to apologise. That might do the trick.”

Atkins was not happy. “Apologise?”

“I don’t see any alternative if you want to keep out of the courts.”

Atkins dwelled on this for a moment then said, “No. No you’re right.”

“I’ll come with you,” I said. I wasn’t going to miss it for anything.

Atkins suddenly realised something. “Bloody hell! Bloody hell, Razza. I could have put it down at the time!”

“What?”

“I really did have a J Arthur. Christina Trevanion was on Bargain Hunt; she always gets me going.”

“Oh cruel, cruel irony,” I said, coming over all Shakespeare. I had a thought. “What did you put down on the form?”

“Jogging, one-o-clock till ten past’.” 

We don’t yet know whether or not Atkins’s apology will get him off the hook. Time will tell.
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April 7 2017. THE PARK UNDER THE TOWN.

New Mills, the small town in the Peak District of Derbyshire in which I have lived happily all my life without ever wishing to live anywhere else, is the proud possessor of an outstanding riverside park. Known as ‘The Park under the Town’, it really is ‘under’ the town, having been formed in the ice age when the ice melted and left in its wake, cleaved through the sandstone, a quite spectacular one hundred feet deep gorge. Within the gorge - also known as ‘The Torrs’- are two rivers, a waterfall, a derelict but fully intact cotton mill built during the Industrial Revolution, the ruins of six more cotton mills of various sizes, a dozen road, rail and foot bridges, and the Millenium Walkway, a one hundred and sixty yards long bridge which, suspended forty feet above the river, clings precariously to the cliff face. In verdant areas amongst the scant remains of the cotton mills are bluebells and daffodils and buttercups and daisies, when in season, along with discarded condoms, casually deposited there by nocturnal lovers, whatever the season, (One day I saw, draped on a toadstool, a condom in an attractive shade of pink, the business end of it shaped like a pig’s head. It looked quite striking against the brown sandstone of the cliffs.)

The Park is well worth seeing, and is visited by lots of out-of-towners from the nearby cities of Manchester and Sheffield and beyond. But not, it saddens me to say, by the vast majority of the townsfolk, most of whom would probably only venture into its depths in the company of others, and only then if the party were led by Bear Grylls wielding a machete. (If you were to blindfold the aforementioned nocturnal lovers, lead them into The Torrs and remove their blindfolds, most of them wouldn’t have the slightest idea where they were.)

I often walk down there and today, when I reached the part where the River Goyt is joined by the River Sett before carrying on as the Goyt and eventually joining the River Mersey at Stockport, and thence to Liverpool and the sea, I came across a party of about forty or so schoolchildren, girls and boys, grouped around their teacher, listening to her as she regaled them with the history of the area. They were typical 2017 teenagers. Many of the boys had haircuts half one side of the head shaved close to the bone the other half hair left lank. When I was their age if my mother had told me I had to have my hair cut like that I’d have ran away from home. (In my class at school we had a boy whose father used to attend to his son’s hairdressing needs by closely cropping his head all over apart from a fringe that started at the very front of his head and finished just above his eyes. We used to call him ‘Piebald’ (after piebald pony) and whenever his dad had newly cut his hair word would quickly spread through the school, “Piebald’s had a haircut, Piebald’s had a haircut!” At playtime the entire school would converge on poor Piebald for a gawp at his dad’s latest tonsorial masterpiece and to point at him and jeer, to his great discomfort. He spent more time bunking off than anyone else in the entire school. Sadly I can’t say that anyone, myself included, felt the slightest sympathy for him, but children then, as now, can be very cruel.) 

Not to be outdone in the weird look stakes, all the girls sported eyebrows that looked for all the world as though someone had shaved off their eyebrows and ironed on two slugs in their place. 

Two of the boys were holding hands. It didn’t surprise me; if a lad had been wearing a dress it wouldn’t have surprised me. Not in the enlightened, inclusive times we now live in. When I was a child you were either a boy or a girl, you didn’t get to choose your own gender from about the age of two as you can nowadays. (I must confess that all this alternative gender business leaves me quite confused. When I first heard the term LGBT I thought it was a new type of gas, perhaps similar to LPG gas, and not the initial letters of Lesbian, Gay, Bi-sexual and Transgender - although, thinking about it, I suppose that some lesbians, gays, bi-sexuals, and transgenders might well feel that their lifestyle is a bit of a gas.) 

Always eager to add to my knowledge I stopped to listen to the teacher’s words. As I tuned in a thought occurred to me. I turned to the boy nearest me, a lad of about fourteen with a watch as big as an alarm clock strapped to his wrist. (Although I didn’t hold this against him; at his age I was the proud owner of a Mickey Mouse watch, the ‘must have’ in watches at the time.) Giving him a friendly smile I said, “Would you like to impress your teacher, son?” He looked at me suspiciously, as children do nowadays on being spoken to by a complete stranger. Then, thankfully judging that my smile wasn’t the opening gambit of a paedophile, he shrugged and said, “Might. What do I have to do?”

“Attract the attention of your teacher and say to her, ‘Miss, where the two rivers meet, is that what’s known as a confluence?’”

The boy nodded agreement, put his hand in the air and waved. “Miss. Miss.” 

“Yes, Bradley, what is it?” the teacher replied, peering over her granny glasses.

“Where the two rivers meet, is that what’s known as a confluence?”

The teacher’s face was blanker than a whiteout in the Arctic. “Is it?”

I gave her the benefit of the doubt, English Language perhaps not being the strongest subject of a history teacher. Or perhaps she was their geography teacher? I asked the boy. “What subject does your teacher take you for?” 

“Miss Kowalski? English.”

“Miss Kowalski?”

“She’s a Pole.” 

“Dancer,” said the cheeky-faced boy standing next to him.

So we have a Polish woman, who doesn’t know the definition of the word confluence, teaching English to our children. And we wonder why it is that they struggle to get a job when they eventually leave school. I shook my head sadly and continued my walk.

****
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April 10 2017. THE BOYS FROM THE BLACK STUFF.

About thirty years ago there was an excellent series on television called The Boys from the Blackstuff, about a gang of men who laid tarmac for a living. I had a visit from such a gang yesterday. The tarmac-layers in the TV series were Liverpudlians, as tricky as a barrowload of monkeys, but then the profession of tarmac-laying seems to attract the dodgy no matter which part of Great Britain they hail from. These men were an Irish version of the breed. 

The one who called at my door tipped his hat in deference and said, “Good morning to you, sir. I just happened to be passing and couldn’t help noticing your drive could do with re-tarmacing. Now me and my two boys have just finished a job not a million miles from here, so we have, and fortunately for you we have enough tarmac left over to do you a fine job.” 

To be honest I had been aware for some time that the drive could do with re-tarmacing, but I’d never got round to organising it. By now, probably thirty years after it had been laid, it had a few undulations in it, no doubt due to a bit of subsidence over the years. Near the entrance a small puddle formed whenever it rained. One day the postman, having trod in it whilst not looking where he was going, said I ought to get it seen to, it was a hazard. I told him it wasn’t as big a hazard as my forgetting about his tip when Christmas came round and he never mentioned it again. 

“How much is it going to cost me?” I said to the Irishman.

“I could do it for eight hundred pounds. That’s with your old tarmac prepared so as the new will stick to it good and proper, a generous inch and a half of new tarmac laid on top and rolled as flat as Titless Mary. (I didn’t ask who Titless Mary was, possibly a saint, the man being Irish.) It’s only that cheap as it’s left over from the job we’ve just finished - you can come and inspect the quality of the workmanship if it takes your fancy. If we don’t lay the tarmac today it will be wasted, you understand.”

Eight hundred pounds didn’t seem a bad price; The Topleys up the road had their drive re-tarmaced last year, the same size drive as mine, and it had cost them thirteen hundred. However I am wise to the ways of tarmac-layers who turn up on people’s doorsteps with a load of tarmac supposedly going begging; I had heard that often you don’t get what you’ve paid for, and even if you do it could well be a shoddy job. Could I, then, trust them to do a decent job? Fortunately I could: when I had first learned of the shenanigans these people get up to I had wondered how I could guarantee a proper job at the agreed price if ever I was put in the same position and in the meantime had come up with a suitable tactic. Accordingly I said, “The job is yours.”

The Irishman took my hand in his, gave it a firm shake and looked at me keenly. “It will have to be notes; I don’t do cheques or credit cards.”

I gave him a man-of-the-world look. “I wouldn’t have expected anything else; the black economy and that?”

“What’s that you say?”

“The black economy. Cash.” I smiled covertly. “No need to trouble the income tax and VAT people is there? Yes, notes will be fine. I’ll go to a cash machine while you’re on with the job. What do I call you by the way?”

“Paddy. Or Pat. I’m happy with either. And what do I call you?”

“Sir.” 

“I’ll be back with my two boys and the blackstuff in a flash, sir.”

I got back from the cash point to find a lorry with a load of tarmac parked outside and three men hard at work, Paddy and two younger likenesses of him. Paddy noticed me as I worked my way precariously up the lawn by the side of the drive on my way back indoors. He paused in his labours and came over. “Quality work, as you can see, sir, quality work.” A sweep of his arm invited me to take in their workmanship.

I glanced at it. It looked to be well up to par. I congratulated Paddy. “Titless Mary must have been very flat indeed.”

“I believe she was, sir, I believe she was.”

I shook a cautionary finger. “Now I don’t want you coming to me later and telling me it’s turned out to be a bigger job than you expected and it will be another two hundred quid.”

“I won’t be doing that, sir. Not at all, sir, you can count on that.”

“And I don’t want you laying the tarmac any thinner than you said you would.”

Paddy looked affronted. “You can see with your own eyes how thick we’re laying it, so you can.”

“Yes but that’s while I’m here, isn’t it? But not to worry, I shall be popping out every few minutes to satisfy myself that you’re keeping to your word.”

“Oh we’ll be doing that, sir, to be sure we will.”

I made to go but then, as if an afterthought, I said, “Laying tarmac must be a very interesting job?”

“Oh it is, sir, it is indeed.”

I shrugged and looked very wan. “Much more interesting than my job.”

He looked surprised. “You still turn a hand do you? I would have thought an old gentleman such as yourself would be retired by now.”

“I’m a lot younger than I look. The pressures of my profession have aged me prematurely.” 

“So what do you do then if you don’t mind me asking?”

“I’m an income tax inspector.”

Paddy didn’t exactly go white but his ruddy complexion immediately paled several shades.

“And I know who you are, too,” I said. “It’s on your lorry. ‘Pat Finucane & Sons’ Along with your address. I have also noted the registration number of your lorry, should I need one of my colleagues or the DHSS or the DVLC to track you down. So I’ll let you and your lads get on with it then.” I threw him a smile and left them to it.

In fact I did pop out from time to time to check on their work and it was well up to scratch, but I really didn’t think I had to.

My drive is looking excellent. I have every confidence it will stay that way. 
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April 20 2017. A RACIAL SLUR. 

Searching for a little light relief to ease the livelong day Atkins and I went along to a police station this morning. However, as both of us have had a bit of trouble with the local constabulary in the past, we took my problem to a Stockport branch of the force, where we are, as yet, unknown.

“I’ve got a problem I’d like you to help me with if at all possible,” I said to the constable at the desk.

“Yes?” he said, showing about as much interest as a dead poodle would in Stephen Hawking’s A Brief History of Time.

“You see I’m a bit worried about calling my friend Mr Atkins a monkey.” I indicated Atkins. “This is the gentleman in question.”

The constable eyed me quizzically. “You’re worried about calling him a monkey?”

“I sometimes do,” I explained. “You know, as in ‘You cheeky monkey, you’.” 

“I’m very often a bit cheeky,” smiled Atkins. “It’s my nature.”

“It’s never worried me in the past,” I continued, “but now, in the light of all the recent hoo-ha with the footballer, it worries me greatly.”

“What hoo-ha is that then?”

“Ross Barkley,” said Atkins. “The Everton midfielder.”

“You are familiar with the case?” I said. 

The constable shook his head. “I don’t follow football. Into MMA myself.”

“MMA?”

“Mixed Martial Arts. Cage fighting.”

“A more appropriate pastime than football for a policeman, I would say; Karate, judo, taikwondo and such,” said Atkins knowledgeably. “I mean I can’t see you having much joy trying to football an armed robber into submission. All right, making full use of your soccer skills you would be able to kick him and head him but there are times when nothing but a deft karate chop to the kidneys will quieten an armed robber down a bit, in my experience.”

The constable looked sharply at Atkins. “What?”

Atkins, as can easily happen, and happens more often than I would like, had got himself carried away by the drama of the situation and departed from our prepared script. I swiftly got the conversation back on course. “Allow me to enlighten you as to the salient facts in the case, Constable. The main one being that Kelvin MacKenzie, one of the Sun newspaper’s columnists - in fact at one time that publication’s editor if my memory serves me correctly - compared Mr Barkley to a gorilla.”

“And?”

“Well it’s as good as calling him a nigger, isn’t it,” said Atkins.

“And you can’t go around calling people niggers,” I added. “What? You’d get locked up. You staunch guardians of the law would see to that I’m sure.”

“Right.”

“Unless you happen to be black,” said Atkins. “Then it’s all right to call someone a nigger. You hear it all the time, ‘You’re my nigger, bro, you’re my nigger’ It’s a sort of form of affection I think, a sort of brotherly love.”

I took over. “However, white people can’t say ‘You’re my nigger’. It is the sole reserve of black people.” I paused for a moment and looked thoughtful. “It’s always seemed unfair to me. I mean white people don’t go around saying ‘You’re my Caucasian, bro, you’re my Caucasian’, do they? And I personally would be the last person to raise objections if a black man said to me, ‘You’re my Caucasian’. Yet the shit would hit the fan if I said ‘You’re my nigger’ to him.”

The constable, showing the first signs of interest, said, “So this Ross Barkley bloke, he’s black then?”

“Well not that you’d notice. In fact he looks as white as I am. He looks whiter than Mr Atkins, but then Mr Atkins has just spent a couple of weeks in the Canary Islands. But apparently Ross Barkley’s grandfather is Nigerian.”

“Making what Kelvin MacKenzie said a racial slur,” said Atkins. “Which, subsequently, led to the Sun being forced into making a grovelling apology.” 

“And rightly so,” I added.

The constable thought about this for a moment before saying, “Well this is all very interesting I’m sure, but what has it got to do with you being worried about calling Mr Atkins a monkey?”

“Well it’s the same as calling him a nigger, isn’t it; applying the Ross Barkley principle.”

“Why is it?”

“Well my great, great grandfather was Fijian,” said Atkins. “A Fijian chief in fact.” 

“Clearly making him part black,” I added. “Just as Ross Barkley’s Nigerian grandfather makes Barkley part black. And thus....” I spread my arms in a ‘so there you have it’ gesture.

The constable looked more closely at Atkins and said to me, “You’d never know his grandfather was a Fijian, would you.”

“You’d never know Ross Barkley’s grandfather was a Nigerian,” I replied. “But that didn’t stop Kelvin MacKenzie and the Sun getting into a shitload of trouble.” 

The constable nodded thoughtfully. “Right.” 

“It’s not of course that I mind being called a monkey,” said Atkins.

“No?”

“Not at all.”

The constable mulled this over for a moment or two, then said, puzzled. “So why are you here then?”

“For some advice. You see it could conceivably happen that when I call Mr Atkins a monkey a black man might overhear me. And, if he knew that Mr Atkins was one sixteenth Fijian - and Mr Atkins doesn’t make any secret of his being part Fijian, in fact he’s quite proud that his great, great grandfather was Chief Umumma of Fiji - the black man might feel that he himself has been racially abused.”

Atkins nodded agreement. “Even though the fifteen sixteenths non-Fijian white part of me hasn’t.” 

“So, bearing all this in mind, I want some advice as to what to do in future reference to calling Mr Atkins a monkey.” 

The constable struggled with this. Then, after possibly having an epiphany judging by the sudden expression of delight on his face, he said, with Solomon-like wisdom, “Never call him a monkey. Then there won’t be a problem.” 

“Never call him a monkey?” I said, a bit annoyed. “Never call him a monkey? Is that the best you can do?”

“I told you we should have gone to Relate,” said Atkins, and we left smartly before we got ourselves into trouble.

**** 
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May 8 2017. A CANVASSER CALLS.

A General Election was announced the other week, bringing in its wake the constraint that until Election Day and beyond I will not be able to watch the first ninety-five per cent of the TV news or read the first five or six pages of my newspaper. I have also had to dispense with my radio channel of preference, Radio Five, and have tuned in my set to TalkSport for the duration. 

The political parties represented in my constituency are the Monster Raving Loony Party, the Conservative Monster Raving Loony Party, the Labour Monster Raving Loony Party, the Liberal Democrat Monster Raving Loony Party, the Green Monster Raving Loony Party, and the UKIP Monster Raving Especially Loony Party. I will of course not be voting - I can’t recall precisely when I last voted but I think Pitt the Younger was Prime Minister - but that, of course, will not stop election canvassers arriving unannounced and unwanted on my doorstep. (I was going to vote in the Europe Referendum but as you couldn’t cast your vote for ‘Remain in Europe but only provided the French adopt all the new laws introduced instead of just the ones that suit them and Greece and Spain get their acts together’ I didn’t bother.) 

Having slipped the custody of his carer the first of the canvassers fetched up this morning. I was ready for him. I don’t know which candidate he was canvassing for, possibly a junior minister of the Department of Lying through our Teeth. He was wearing a royal blue rosette, which, having long forgotten the colours of the political parties, meant to me that he was either Conservative, Labour, Lib-Dem, UKIP, or an Everton supporter. If it turned out he was an Everton supporter he had no chance; being a lifelong supporter of Manchester United I hate Everton almost as much as I hate Liverpool.

My visitor put on an oily smile. “Good morning, sir. Can I count on your vote in the forthcoming election?”

“Only if you are quite mad.”  

Unabashed, he cocked an enquiring eyebrow in my direction. “Could I perhaps tempt you into changing your mind?”

“You could try, but it would be a hard and rocky road.” I shrugged and spread my hands. “But if it’s a road you wish to set out on....?”

He added confidence to the oil in his smile. “I believe I can persuade you.”

“Then you have my ear.” 

“Excellent.” He took a deep breath. “Well then, clearly it is our intention....”

I broke in before he could start telling me that the old age pension would be going up to a thousand pounds a week, tax free, and that all male pensioners, if they preferred, would be free to sell their homes to the Government for ten million pounds and thereafter live rent
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