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CHAPTER ONE 
 

“Jumper” 
 
 
 “I tell you I'm not wearing no gorilla suit!” declared Joe. “Not after the last time!” 
“Oh, but you must, daddy, you must,” wailed Debra, “You know Lambert – he’ll get very upset if we 

don’t join in.” 
“But he’s just playing with us,” protested, Joe, “He’s just having his little game.” 
“Game?” echoed Maisie. “Game? It’s not a game, Joseph, not this time – this time he’s threatening to 

top himself.” 
“He’s always threatening to top himself, Maisie! Anyway, I’m telling you there is no way I am putting 

on that rotten gorilla suit!” 
“You callous swine!” Maisie hit him with her handbag. “Show a bit of sympathy for the poor boy. 

He’s your own grandson.” 
“Yeah, but he’s still a pain in the bum!” She hit him again. “Ouch! Leave off woman; you know  

I can’t breathe in that suit. I’ve got a very delicate nose.” 
 “A very big nose you mean.” Maisie lashed him across the head with the legs of her ape suit. “Now 

get into that bloody monkey skin before Lambert falls off that crane and kills himself!”  
It could have been a pleasant family gathering, a barbecue or an al fresco dinner party, anything that 

might bring our little family together.  Most of us were there; my parents in law, Joe and Maisie, Debra, my 
wife and of course Lambert. Yes, Lambert – the tender fruit of my long-suffering loins, the inescapably Big 
Issue in my stress-ridden life. Lambert - my stupid, idiotic son. Not that Lambert was exactly there - he 
wasn’t actually with us you understand - he was outside, on the building site, wearing his favourite gorilla 
suit and dangling by his paw tips from the highest end of the tallest crane in the London Borough of 
Redbridge. He was two hundred feet up…and threatening to jump.  

The place was bedlam. Sirens wailing, engines roaring, policemen, firemen, building construction 
workers and paramedics rushing about, tough and macho in hardhats and day glow jackets and gazing 
expectantly up at Lambert’s gorilla-suited figure. Beyond the fence a crowd of catcalling onlookers were 
rubber necking and pointing. The smell of disaster was in the air and they were lapping it up. 
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The Police Officer in charge came striding back into the building site office – known temporarily as 
the “Incident Room” - where the ever-cool Emergency Services were trying to get a grip on the situation. 
He was a small man – so small that when I first saw him I thought he was a helmet with blue serge legs. His 
accent and red hair betrayed his Welsh origins and his diminutive vertical dimensions betrayed the Police 
Authority height-regulations. His stripes told the world he held the rank of Sergeant and the user-friendly 
tag sewn to the front of his tunic added the useful information that his name was Fflynn Ffythe Evans (no 
hyphens, just a couple of intrusive ‘F’s).  

He eyed our gorilla suits. “What’s this then - Planet of the Apes?” 
“Don’t mention that film,” said Debra. “I can’t stand people mentioning that film! That’s what started 

all this.” 
“All what?” 
“All this dressing up in gorilla suits. Lambert saw that film when he was a little boy.”  
“The one with all them apes prancing about,” explained Maisie, “like they were real people.” 
“They were real people,” said Joe. 
She looked at him contemptuously. “No they weren’t, they were apes and monkeys.” 
“And Gorillas.” 
“Yes, well, apes and monkeys and gorillas are not real people!” 
“I know apes and monkeys and gorillas ain’t real people, but underneath them apes and monkeys and 

gorilla suits they was actors. And actors are real people. At least some of them are. It could’ve been 
Lawrence Olivier in one of them ape suits. Or Humphrey Bogart.” 

“I know that you schmerel. What makes you think I didn’t know that?” 
 “Look,” interrupted Fflyn Ffythe Evans, “I don’t mean to interrupt, but what’s all this got to do with 

your son hanging up there in a gorilla suit and threatening to do himself in?” 
 Debra scowled in my direction. “Some schmockeroo took him to see that film. That’s what it’s got to 

do with it!” 
“Not just once,” asserted Maisie. “He took him seven hundred times,”  
“Don’t exaggerate,” I protested, “we went three times, maybe four. It was a good film. We enjoyed it.” 
“But Lambert couldn’t get those apes and gorillas and monkeys out of his head,” Debra went on. “He 

got his own gorilla suit …” 
Maisie glanced accusingly at Joe (who used to be in the tailoring trade). “God knows where he got it 

from. You couldn’t buy them suits off the peg in those days. Someone in the tailoring trade must have run it 
up for him.” 

“For years he was running about in monkey suits,” Debra went on tearfully. “We couldn’t do anything 
with him. He was obsessed with apes. It was apes apes apes, morning, noon and night! He just refused to 
take off his gorilla suit.” 

“Yeah,” agreed Joe, “It got so bad he ended up stinking like a goat.” 
“And scratching,” added Maisie. “He was always scratching.” 
“We even had his head examined by a shrink.”  
“No ordinary shrink, neither” Maisie interposed. “This one was a Professor. Professor 

Whatwasisname?” 
“Poppencoppen,” said Joe. “Maurice Poppencoppen.” 
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 “Brilliant man”, agreed Maisie. “Studied under Adler.” 
“You should have heard him play the harmonica!” 
“We thought that – eventually - poor Lambert would get over it,” said Debra, “The Professor did his 

best, but then, three years ago Lambert went up the Eiffel Tower… he was hanging about up there for two 
and a half days.” 

“And then it was the Forth Bridge,” added Maisie. “He was up there so long they gave him a brush 
and a pot of paint.” 

“Right. I can see he’s got a problem,” said Fflynn Ffythe Evans, rubbing his chin. “But why do you lot 
have to wear gorilla suits?” He eyed us up and down nervously. “Here, I hope you’re not thinking of joining 
him. We don’t want the whole blooming family up on top of that crane!” 

“Lambert likes us to join in with the gorilla thing,” explained Debra. “He’s been like this since he saw 
the film.” 

“Like what exactly?”  
“Like we said, he has this ape fetish. When he gets upset he puts on his gorilla suit and does 

something peculiar - like hanging himself from Tower Bridge.”  
“He was up there for three days,” said Joe. “We thought he’d get torn in two when they raised it.”  
“Then he won’t talk to us until we put on our gorilla suits,” explained Debra. “It took us ages to find a 

hire shop with four of them. Gorilla suits are not easy to come by these days.” 
“I suppose not, not four of them.” The poor Police Sergeant was finding it very heavy going. 
“Professor P. said we all had to wear the suits,” explained Maisie, “Or the treatment wouldn’t work.” 
 “We have to make like we were in the film, see,” said Joe, “we have to dance about and run around 

and leap about. Like ape men.” 
“For you that’s not difficult,” said Maisie, “look at you – you haven’t even combed your hair.” 
“Stop arguing,” said Debra. “At any moment Lambert might hurl himself off that crane. When he’s 

like this he looks like an ape and he thinks like an ape. We’ve got to get out there and do our stuff now – 
before it’s too late.” 

The policeman looked dubious. “Are you sure it’s going to help? I mean, what good will it do, him 
seeing you in gorilla suits?” 

“He’ll know his family is with him,” declared Maisie, “He’ll know he’s not alone. We do our little 
dance, we show him we understand what he’s going through - and then maybe, just maybe, the stupid little 
lunatic will come to his senses.” 

We all had our suits on now, except Joe, who had his gorilla face sitting on top of his head. Maisie 
leaned over and yanked it all the way down to his chin. “That’s better – now let’s go-go-go!” 

 Joe reeled backwards and tore at the headpiece with his hands. “Owww! I can’t breathe!”  
“Serves you right for having such a big hooter!” declared Maisie, grabbing his hairy arm and yanking 

him towards the door. 
We went down the steps of the portacabin and out onto the building site. The place was buzzing with 

noisy vehicles and uniformed emergency workers. High above, silhouetted against the setting sun, was 
Lambert, hanging by one hand from the end of the jib and peeling a banana with the other. He had a big 
bunch of them dangling from a string around his waist. 

“At least the poor child’s eating,” said Maisie.  



 4 

Fflynn Ffythe Evans looked up at the dangling figure and rubbed his chin thoughtfully. “You’re quite 
sure it’s your son up there? This Lambert? I mean in that gorilla suit it could be anybody.” 

“Of course we’re sure it’s Lambert,” Maisie told him. “Who else could it be?” 
“It could be a real gorilla.” 
“Don’t be daft,” said Maisie. “What would a real gorilla be doing up a crane in the middle of Ilford?” 
“I would say looking for bananas, except he’s already got some. But you’ve got to admit that, under 

all that hair, it could be just about anybody.” 
“Who?” Demanded Debra. “Who else could it be? Name thirty seven other people who it could be!”  
“Yes, Mr Clever Dick Cop,” said Maisie, “Who else’s grandson spent twelve years under a professor 

and came out with strong delusions of Gorilla?” 
“O.K. So it’s him, it’s your Lambert. But what’s he doing up there? Doesn’t he realise it’s 

dangerous?”  
“Of course he realises it’s dangerous!” I told the pocket-sized copper. “ He’s two hundred feet in the 

air, isn’t he? Hanging by his paw tips! He might be stupid, but he’s not an absolute cretin!” 
“That’s my Grandson Lambert, alright,” declared Maisie, wobbling with grandmotherly pride. “If it 

wasn’t dangerous he wouldn’t be doing it.” 
A crowd of emergency workers watched incredulously as, clad in our longhaired gorilla suits, we 

made our way over the thick mud of the building site towards the crane.  
 “He’s revolting, that Lambert,” Maisie went on. The gorilla suit was too big for her and, as she 

walked, her paws trailed along behind her in the mud. 
“You can say that again,” said Fflyn Ffythe Evans looking up at the swinging Lambert. “If it wasn’t 

for him I’d be at home, relaxing, with my feet up on something nice and small and squashy.” 
“He’s protesting!” insisted Maisie. 
“About what?” 
 “He’s a life member of Save The Gorillas,” volunteered Joe. “Maybe they’re staging a ‘hang-in’ in 

aid of Gorilla’s Rights.” 
 “It’s his sympathetic nature,” said Maisie, ignoring her husband’s helpful suggestion. “He always 

fights for Justice and what’s right, does Lambert! If he’d been in The War he would have been one of them 
semi-conscious objectors. Always worries about other people he does, never about himself.” She paused 
reflectively, “But this time it’s probably about that woman!”  

Sergeant Evans pushed his scarlet wig back onto the centre of his skull, took out his notebook and 
licked the end of his pencil. He leaned his head towards my mother-in-law. “Having a bit of trouble with his 
girl friend then is he?” 

“His so-called wife,” corrected Maisie. “I knew she’d be trouble as soon as I heard her name. Corrina 
she calls herself – an ordinary name like Corinthia or Chrysalis wasn’t good enough for her, she had to have 
some fancy handle.”  

 “As the good book says, ‘what’s in a name?’ But what’s wrong with her apart from that?”  
“What’s wrong with her?” Maisie shrugged, “I suppose you could say she’s a loose woman, but that 

don’t count for much nowadays when most girls’ll open their legs for half-a-crown.” 
“Oh, mother, that’s not fair!” protested Debra. “You’ve never liked Corrina.” 
“You know what I mean, Debra. That girl’s always flaunting her body in front of other men.” 
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“I’m sure she hasn’t been near another man since she married our Lambert.” 
“She doesn’t have to go near them, Debra. That’s the whole point. Her bazookas are so big she could 

knock out a man’s eye at ten paces.” 
Sergeant Ffythe Fflynn Evans ran his tongue lasciviously over the end of his pencil. “And do you 

reckon she’ll be coming here then, like, to see her old man, this Lambert fellow, doing his suicidal dive into 
that there vat of ready mixed concrete?” 

Maisie didn’t answer. She was too busy looking up at that Lambert fellow. “Ooh!” She shrilled, “He’s 
on the move again! That’s my brave little gorilla-la! ” 

We watched anxiously as, high above us, Lambert, muscles and hair bristling, swung his body 
upwards, did a quick double flip in the air and ended with his legs straddling the uppermost struts of the 
gigantic crane. He leaned outwards and peered down at us through his tiny gorilla eyeballs, waving his 
bunch of bananas. 

“He can see us,” said Maisie. “He’s waving his bananas!” 
“Right, get into line,” said Debra, “So he can see we’re wearing our gorilla suits.” 
“Do the dance!” instructed Maisie. She shuffled around in circles, her long gorilla arms trailing in the 

mud.  
Debra, Joe and me lined up beside her and shuffled about, tracing out the steps choreographed for us 

by Lambert’s shrink, Professor Maurice Poppencoppen. Debra hummed the unmelodious tune the professor 
had composed for it and we cavorted round and round and up and down, waving our arms about and hooting 
in time to the so-called music. A crowd of onlookers soon surrounded us, uncertain whether to watch our 
seemingly meaningless antics or those of the lunatic hanging high over their heads from the crane jib. One 
or two of them switched on their video cameras - we would probably be on U-tube that evening. 

“I wish we had a band,” wheezed Debra. “It would help to have some live music to dance to!” 
“I’ll ring the Salvation Army,” suggested Ffythe Fflynn Evans. 
Far above us Lambert had interrupted his frenzied swinging and was sitting on one of the crane’s 

struts, peering down at us. I imagined his little piggy eyes gleaming with interest, following our crazy 
progress across the mud. Perhaps his once human brain was beginning to stir. 

“I can’t keep this up,” wheezed Joe, suddenly breaking ranks and sinking to the ground. 
“You can’t stop now you silly old scroat!” shrieked Maisie. “Lambert’s just getting interested!” 
“I tell you I can’t breathe!” gasped Joe trying to tear off his headpiece.  
“He’ll jump, dad!” warned Debra, “Get up and get dancing again before he jumps!” 
Joe ripped off the headpiece. “I don’t care! Let him jump!” He hurled his gorilla’s head into the mud 

and started tearing at the rest of the gorilla suit. “Get me out of here!” 
Debra sank to the ground and burst into tears. “It’s no good! I can’t keep it up! I’m not as young as I 

used to be.” 
“Do you think I am?” grunted Joe, working at his zips and tearing away at his velcro. “I’ll be 78 next 

birthday and what have I got to show for it? A lunatic grandson who thinks he’s an ape!” 
“Stop me if I’m wrong,” interrupted Ffythe Fflynn Evans, gazing upwards, “but I do believe that your 

Lambert is still up there!” 
“Of course he’s still bloody up there!” shrieked Maisie. She pointed skywards. “Who do you think 

that is - The Phantom of the bleeding Opera, pardon my French?” 
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“Didn’t do much good then, did it,” rejoined the sergeant, “you lot dancing about like the chorus line 
from Jungle Book? Bit of a wasted effort I’d say.”  

“At least we’ve had a go at getting him to come down,” protested Debra. “Which is more than I can 
say for you lot! I’d like to know what we pay our taxes for!”  

“Are you sure he wants to be brung down, Ma’am?” asked F-F-E. “He looks perfectly happy up 
there.” 

“Of course he wants to be brung down,” yelled Debra wiping a lump of mud from her gorilla-beard 
and hurling it at him.  

 “You should definitely do something,” wheezed Joe. “It shouldn’t be left to us old ‘uns. You’re the 
ones with the equipment.” He waved his arms in the air furiously. “Why ain’t the fire brigade getting out 
one of them big automatic ladders or something?” 

“They are working on it, sir, they’re just having their little tea break,” said F-Fflynn Evans, consulting 
his watch. “Bessie the tea lady were a tad tardy getting here this morning on account of Bert, the milkman, 
delivering a bit late. But they’ll be onto it soon enough, you mark my words and when they are they’ll be up 
that crane quicker than a flight of ferrets up a mole’s backside.” 

“But they should be doing something now! That’s my son up there. At any moment he could fall to his 
death and it’ll be your fault.” I was trying to keep calm, but I must admit the tension of the moment was 
getting to me.  

“I suppose you’ll be suing us, then,” said Evans with a sigh. “If your son falls from a dirty great height 
and gets splattered all over? I suppose it’ll be lawyers and writs and them legal things.”  

“It certainly will be if you don’t do something, you stupid Welsh clod!” shrieked Debra looking 
around wildly for something to hit him with. “Why don’t you send someone up there to rescue the poor 
child?” There were no suitable blunt instruments to hand, so she resorted to a handful of mud and whacked 
him viciously about the head with it. 

I restrained her. “Come on, now Debra, darling, this won’t get us anywhere. The Sergeant has his job 
to do.”  

“Why isn’t he doing it then?” She gave him another, half-hearted, thwack across the top of the skull. 
“Oh! I suppose, as usual, it’ll be up to me to do something!” She waved her arms in the air, desperately 
trying to attract Lambert’s attention. “Just hang on up there Lambert, darling. We’ll soon have you safely 
down!” 

Seeing this demonstration of motherly concern Sergeant Evans decided to be a little bit more co-
operative. “It’s not quite as simple as it looks, you see,” he protested, wiping a piece of mud from his left 
ear, “to be rescuing your son we’ve got to get a team out onto the arm of that crane thing.”  

“But the driver of the crane’s almost up there,” I pointed to the tiny figure in the driver’s box. 
“Couldn’t he just shin up that little extra bit? It can’t be more than eighty feet up and a hundred and twenty 
feet across to where Lambert’s sitting.” 

“Oh no sir, we’ve thought of that, but apart from being blind as a pig in apple sauce that crane driver’s 
mortally afraid of gorillas. Crocodiles he loves and alligators he dotes on, but gorillas? Your son sure picked 
the wrong species!” He looked up at Lambert again, shielding his eyes against the early evening sun. “Are 
you sure you don’t know why he’s up there, sir?” 

“It’s obvious why he’s up there. So he can throw himself off the bloody crane!” 
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“I told you before,” shrilled Maisie.  “It’s his love-life! He should never have married that Corrina 
woman! I told everybody it would end in tears!” 

Father-in-law Joe grunted his disagreement. “Ain’t nothing much wrong with our Corrina,” he 
declared, “lovely looking girl she is. Same as her Grand mum, Wanda, she had tits to die for!” 

“You are disgusting,” declared Maisie. “Can’t take you anywhere can we? Even when your own 
Grandson’s hanging up there within two hundred feet of a fate worse than death you can’t help being crude 
can you?” She snorted. “ Besides, you don’t want to be taken in by that Wanda woman’s wazoomas, they’re 
all silicone – there’s not one inch of feeling in any of them!” 

 “Look out, he’s on the move again!” cried Ffythe Flynn, bringing the conversation back to Lambert, 
“bit of a nifty mover he is as well, if I may say so!” 

We watched, hearts in mouths, as Lambert, who was nearly twenty six years old, two years a married 
man, and should have known better, dropped down over the side of the crane and swung backwards and 
forwards from one of the metal bars. Ffythe Fflynn Evans was right; he might easily have been a genuine 
gorilla. 

“Oh God! Get up there and help him!” shrieked Debra. “Can’t you put up a safety net or something?” 
She broke into a run, heading towards the police barrier. “Hang on, Lambert,” she yelled, “Mummy and 
daddy are coming!” 

I ran after her. “It’s no use, Debra, darling, we’ve got to leave it to the professionals!” 
Hearing the sudden commotion a group of fire fighters standing over by the tea wagon looked up from 

their teacups. A murmur of appreciation ran through them as they followed Lambert’s manoeuvres two 
hundred feet above their heads. 

“There won’t be no raspberry jam with tea this evening,” said one of them, a particularly fat individual 
who looked as though he could put out a fire just by sitting on it, “that young geezer’s hanging on up there 
like a limpet on a blow job!” 

“Yeah,” agreed one of the others, adjusting the angle of his pinky and taking a delicate sip of his Earl 
Grey, “they do say men are related to apes – this geezer’s a proper family man!” 

“Can’t you get them away from their bloody tea cups?” I asked Sergeant Evans. “Can’t you get them 
to do something?” 

“Yes, well, we’re doing our best,” he replied. “We need to talk to the lad. We should have the loud 
hailer set up soon, then he’ll be able to hear us.” He nodded sagely. “Don’t worry, we know what we’re 
doing, we’re professionals, seen it all before we have.” 

“So do something then!” 
“Right you are. Now we know why he’s up there we can talk him back down again. Piece of cake. Our 

harry carry experts’ll talk the hind legs off a centipede if you give them half a chance; they’ll talk him 
down, you mark my words.” He looked at his watch. “Don’t worry, sir, we’ve still got half an hour before 
the next comfort break.” 

“Comfort break? What’s a flaming comfort break when it’s at home?” 
“New European Regulations, sir. They call it the Comfort Break Directive. You’d probably call it a 

‘wee-wee’ break, but to us it’s just time off for a pie and a quick piss!” 
“A pie and a piss?” I was struck almost dumb with incredulity.  
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As I had often learnt to my cost my mother-in-law Maisie was never struck dumb with incredulity, nor 
with anything else. “Surely you’re not telling us Officer that this Pie and Pee-time applies in an 
emergency?” She rose to her full height and width of four feet eleven inches and looked down at him. “My 
Grandson is hanging up there, balanced on top of an industrial crane two hundred million feet up in the sky, 
in danger of falling to his death and you are telling us that if you can’t get him down in half an hour you’re 
all going to break off for a pish and a nosh! I don’t believe it! The whole world’s gone absolutely bananas!” 

The Policeman shrugged. “Not at all, ma’am. A comfort break’s exactly what’s needed in an 
emergency like this.” 

“It is?” 
“Of course it is.  We all need to be comfortable so we can carry out our duties as fire fighters and 

officers of the law, don’t we? We don’t want Bombay belly or beer imbiber’s bladder striking us at just the 
wrong moment, do we?” 

“Don’t we?” 
 “No, indeed we do not. What we really do need in times of emergency is a pause for calm thought, a 

period of peaceful reflection when we can take stock of the situation. For instance, you wouldn’t want 
young Phelan here,” he indicated one of the fire crew who was helping to set up the tall ladders, “you 
wouldn’t want him to get halfway up his retractable doo-dah and then find himself overcome by the urge to 
relieve his bulging bladder, would you? Unless, of course, he was putting out a fire.”  

As we looked at him in stunned amazement there was a loud crackling sound. The public address 
system was coming alive. 

“Ah! That’ll be the public address system coming alive,” said f-f-Evans. “Time to get in touch with 
the nutter!” He winced as Debra kicked him in the shin. “Beg pardon, ma’am, force of habit. But you have 
to admit that most people who dress up as gorillas, climb to the tops of two hundred foot high cranes and 
hang there by their fingertips are not exactly in their right minds.” 

“There’s nothing wrong with my Lambert!” insisted Debra, aiming another kick. “It’s just high 
spirits!”  

Sergeant Evans deftly sidestepped the blow and we followed him across to the loud hailer equipment. 
He took the microphone offered by the engineer and switched it on. “Testing, testing, testing. One two three 
four. Mary had a little lamb.” He looked around at us. “Anybody here play an instrument? An accordion 
perhaps, or the flute maybe? No? Pity, I just thought you might like to accompany me in a brief rendering of 
‘Men of Harlech’.” 

“Here! What do you think this is?” complained Debra. “My poor son’s up there hanging to his death 
and you want to sing Karaoke?” 

I had to agree. Sergeant Evans didn’t seem to be exhibiting the correct degree of urgency. “Yes, 
Sergeant, get on with it. You said you had to get in touch with the nutter – I mean with Lambert – so get on 
with it!” 

Evans pulled himself up to his full height and turned to look up at Lambert, who was now sitting on 
top of the crane with his legs crossed, lotus style. “Look you, up there, Lambert,” he called out, switching 
on the microphone. “Look you!” 

On top of the crane Lambert waved and shouted something. 
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“Did anybody hear that?” asked Evans, looking around. None of us had. He switched on the 
microphone again. “We couldn’t hear you, Lambert. Now, I don’t know what you’re doing up there, but 
come down like a good monkey – er – lad - and I’m sure we can sort it all out before we lock you up and 
throw away the key!” 

Lambert waved his arms. His bunch of bananas – I couldn’t help noticing how they conformed 
perfectly to European Union rules as to size and curvature - swung gently beside him in the wind. Suddenly 
he swung himself down and hung by his paws from a scaffold pole on the underside of the crane arm. 

“No, we don’t want you doing that,” roared Evans over the PA system. “Not that!” 
“How about this then?” called Lambert. He took one of his paws from the pole and lit a cigarette. We 

all stared up at him, open-mouthed. Maybe he was a complete and utter nutter! He didn’t smoke. 
“You’re going to kill my baby!” yelled Debra, snatching the microphone from Evans’s hands. “You’re 

doing it all wrong!” She switched it on. “Lambert, darling this is your mummy speaking. Say something to 
me, darling, say something, sweetheart, tell me you love me and that you’ll stop all this silliness and come 
down safely.” 

“Yes, Lambert,” I called up without the aid of the PA system, “Come on down, everybody wants to 
see you safe and sound down here on the ground.” 

Lambert called down to us again. 
“I couldn’t hear that,” said Sergeant Evans. “Could anybody hear that? It’s a long way up and the 

wind’s picking up.” 
“All the more reason for him to come down,” I said. “Somebody’s got to do something.” 
“I’ve done, I’ve done!” cried Maisie triumphantly. She was grinning like a maniac and waving her 

mobile phone in the air. “While all you dumbkopfs were dumkopfing about like farts at a clean air 
convention I’ve rung Lambert on his mobile. This is the way to communicate, not that stupid antique tannoy 
system! Ah! See! Look at him!” 

We heard Lambert’s telephone giving off a musical medley high above us and we looked up at him. 
Even from that distance we could see the troubled look on his face. He still had his lighted cigarette in one 
of his huge paws and he was hanging onto the crane with the other one.  

“Don’t answer it, Lambert!” We all yelled in unison. “Whatever you do don’t answer it!”  
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CHAPTER TWO 
 

An Addition To The Family 
 
It was three o’clock in the afternoon, I was on nights and I wanted my breakfast. Badly. But there was 

Debra, downstairs in the kitchen, raising her voice and I just knew I was in for one of those big family rows 
that can keep you away from your scrambled eggs for hours. Should I make a dash for it and eat out? Big 
Bella’s all day brunch at The Fat Owl restaurant and bistro for desperate food buffs (as advertised) could 
satisfy a herd of hungry horses and if I could only get out of the house without being seen I could eat at least 
two of them. I made for the front door and almost had it open before my stomach spilled the beans by 
rumbling very loudly; twice.  

“Is that you, Benny?” Debra called. The kitchen door opened and her head popped out. “Yes, I thought 
it was your stomach grumbling. I don’t know what’s worse, your snoring, your burping or your grumbling. ” 
She eyed me suspiciously. “Where are you going? Don’t you want to hear about your daughter’s wedding?” 

“Daughter?” It had been quite a day yesterday, what with Lambert dangling from the crane, so I 
wasn’t fully awake yet.  

“Yes, your daughter,” repeated Debra, “I can understand you trying to forget your lunatic son, but 
you’ve got a daughter as well – remember? Sometimes you’re so stupid I wonder how you managed to get 
through The Knowledge.”  

She was referring to The Knowledge of London. All London Cab drivers have to learn it before they 
get their licence or ‘badge’. I had actually done quite well and got through the course in 18 months, but that 
was a long time ago and I had just eaten. 

“I know I’ve got a daughter. I just didn’t know I had one with a wedding.” The implications hit me as 
I repeated the word. ‘Wedding’ – it sounded like a life sentence for someone and – for me – horribly 
expensive. 

“Well now you know,” Debra opened the door and pushed me through into the kitchen. My nose 
searched in vain for the succulent smell of yellow eggs bubbling in a saucepan, my eyes for sliced 
wholemeal bread browning in the toaster. They didn’t find them, but they did find Natalie, my twenty 
something daughter, standing by the stove stirring an angst pudding. She can be a pretty girl if she gets her 
make-up in the right places, but that afternoon she looked pale and tense and from the worried look on her 
face she was obviously adding her mother’s emotions to the pudding mixture. Mine wouldn’t be far behind. 

“Tell your father all about it, Natalie.”  
“I’m getting married, dad,” said Natalie, with an attempt at a smile.  
“That’s nice, darling, very nice.” This wasn’t a big surprise – Natalie had been living with a man for 

over four years. I wondered whether to mention the word ‘breakfast’ along with the subject of weddings.  
“Ask her who she’s marrying Benny. She wouldn’t tell me!” 
“You had to ask?” I was astonished. Here was my daughter – as beautiful as any daughter can be – 

who had been living with a young man named Alistair for nearly four years. He wasn’t a doctor or an 
accountant nor even yet a brain surgeon, but he was (apparently) very good looking, he was in Marketing 
and PR and he did run around in a Ferrari sports car and wear Versace suits. A thoroughly eligible young 
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man if you asked me – so wasn’t it natural to assume that Natalie  - whose credentials were also outstanding 
- was marrying him as opposed to somebody else she’d picked up on a one-night stand?  

“I’m not marrying Alistair, Dad, he’s gone. I threw him out three months ago. Him and his fancy 
Ferrari.” 

You can’t win them all. 
“But you were getting on so well. What went wrong?” 
“I found him out. He was cheating on me with a girl from the gym.” 
I’d always suspected that fancy car and those poncy clothes were hiding an extremely shallow young 

man. “No! Alistair! I don’t believe it!” 
 “Believe it, Dad! The little worm thought I was away on business and when I came home one night 

he was doing press-ups and she was doing heavy breathing with her legs wrapped around his tensile 
equipment.  I did what any red-blooded woman would do. I emptied a saucepan of organic spaghetti over 
their heads.”  

“Oh. Right. Good for you.” I applauded. “What a schmuck that Alistair turned out to be. A bloody 
idiot. So – Who are you marrying, Natalie, darling?” My stomach rumbled unhappily once again and I 
hoped she would come up with the name of a famous TV Chef, a master of cuisine, someone who could 
rustle up a meal out of a wheat cracker and an empty tin of baked beans. “And how long have you known 
him, this new man?” 

“His name is Rad, short for Radical. Radical Greenbaum,” said Natalie, “And I’ve known him for over 
three months.”   

Natalie was the apple of my eye, but sometimes she didn’t have the sense of a Cox’s Orange Pippin. 
Surely she couldn’t mean one of the Greenbaums – The Shackleton Street Greenbaums?  

 “Greenbaum? Greenbaum!” Debra’s voice was peppered with a note of disbelief. 
I repeated the word.  “Greenbaum,” and looked nervously at my wife. She was rolling the word 

around in her mouth and starting to swell up like a busty volcano. “I recognise that as a name, Natalie,” I 
said, “but Radical?  You’re telling me Radical’s also a name? For a person? I thought it was a political 
leaning.” 

“Yes, dad, Radical’s father used to be a member of the communist party.” Natalie was watching her 
mother out of the corner of her eye and her voice rose to a nervous squeak, “But now he’s given up 
communism and become a born-again Pagan.” 

“You mean like a Druid?” 
Debra finally erupted.  “Oh my God! It gets worse! Not only are you planning to marry a Greenbaum, 

Natalie, you’re marrying out of the faith – you’re marrying a Druid. I hope you’re not thinking of having 
your wedding at Stonehenge. It’s so vulgar! There is no way I am going to be seen at my daughter’s 
wedding dancing around in the nude and smoking grass!”  

I was puzzled. All that thinking must have done Debra’s head in. Surely the fact that her daughter was 
going to marry a man whose father had become a latter day mistletoe worshipper couldn’t be the main 
reason for Debra’s objections?  There was another reason and she soon remembered it. “What am I saying? 
It’s worse! Much worse! Much worse? How could it be any worse?” She was almost in tears. “He’s a 
Greenbaum! From Shackleton Street! And my own daughter is marrying this – this creature. Believe me; 
my brain cannot believe what my ears are hearing!” 
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“Oh mother!  He’s a Greenbaum, yes, but not from Shackleton Street. That was in the East End, years 
ago. Rad lives in Southgate and his family’s from Gants Hill.”  

“They may be cowering like cowards in Gants Hill now, young lady, but they were shacked up in 
Shackleton Street when my family was there and once a Greenbaum always a Greenbaum! The elephant 
doesn’t change its spots, my dear! And haven’t you any regard for the feelings of your poor Great 
Grandfather Mordechai Moxom?” 

Natalie pouted. “I know all about Great Grandpa Mordechai’s stupid football game and about the 
stupid photograph. You’ve told me often enough. But that was way back in the olden days. It was stupid 
then and it’s even more stupid now!” 

“You’re too young. You wouldn’t understand!” declared Debra. “It might be over sixty years ago, but 
to your great grandparents it seems like yesterday – or it would if your great Grandma was alive to 
remember it. I tell you a Moxom hasn’t married a Greenbaum in all that time and we’re not going to start 
now. Do you hear me young lady? Those Greenbaums are animals. They’ve got no respect for decent 
people.” 

 From time immemorial, or so it seemed, a bitter feud had raged between the Moxom and Greenbaum 
families.  Debra was a Moxom and I could well remember first meeting her Grandparents, Mordechai and 
Hetty and being told about the feud. It was in the early 1980s, just before we were married and they were 
living in a block of concrete flats in Bethnal Green, just off the Cambridge Heath Road. I remember 
thinking what a charming old couple they were. Old Mordechai had just retired from his job as a coffin 
maker (they were advertised in Morgue Monthly as coffins guaranteed for life!), so he must have been in 
his late sixties, but he looked like he was ninety, sitting brown and bent in a battered armchair, with the 
fingers on his hands gnarled and the skin on his face the colour of a sow’s backside. He wore torn pyjamas 
that only just hid his modesty and peered at Debra and me through a pair of cracked National Health 
spectacles that had seen better days, probably sometime in the early nineteenth century. 

 Hetty was two or three years his junior, but she had about her the same ‘you’ve used me up so now 
you can throw me away’ look that old people used to have before the age of SAGA and nips, tucks and lifts. 
She sat hunched up in her armchair covered in an old blanket that partly hid her mildewed nightdress. She 
eyed us up and down with small, beady eyes and amused herself by poking at her teeth, which were on the 
table beside her immersed in a glass of cloudy water.  

They both smoked like the chimneys of a Black Country pottery and, in between bouts of chesty 
coughing, spat into a rusty spittoon strategically placed between them on a three-legged stool. 

“Don’t you talk to me about them Greenbaums,” Mordechai warned as Debra and I came into the 
dingy little sitting room. We scarcely had time to say ‘hallo’ before he went on emphatically. “I don’t want 
to talk about them Greenbaums, especially that Zachariah.” 

“No, no, don’t let’s,” Debra agreed dutifully. 
“Don’t let’s what?” asked Grandmother Hetty exhaling a lungful of cheap tobacco smoke from one 

side of her mouth and turning up the volume on her hearing aid with the other. 
“Talk about the Greenbaums.” 
“I thought I told you I didn’t want to talk about them bloody Greenbaums,” said Mordechai. He shook 

his head and leaned over to hawk into the spittoon. “Bloody Greenbaums! Since that Zachariah wiped his 
bloody arse on that photograph all people want to talk about is them bloody Greenbaums!” 
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“But we don’t want to,” said Debra sweetly, “We’re quite happy not to talk about them. There are 
other things to talk about, Grandpa.” 

Mordechai had had his rheumy old eyes fixed on the bars of the electric fire which, although it was the 
middle of July and baking hot, was burning fiercely, but now he looked at his granddaughter and nodded 
sagely. “Yeah. Yeah. There’s other things, gal, there’s other things.” He paused, and then said wistfully. 
“But to me there was nothing more important than that photograph. My whole world revolved around that 
photomagraph.” He turned towards me. “You know about that doncha, son? You know about that 
photomagraph of me and the Arsenal Football Club.” 

I had to admit I didn’t. 
“Cor! You’re an ignorant little bastard then ain’t you.” His eyes glazed over behind the cracked 

spectacles and he chuckled wildly for a few seconds before he continued. “I thought everyone knew about 
my Arsenal photomagraphs and the way that schmuck Zak Greenbaum wiped his bum on them and flushed 
them down the toilet. I thought everybody knew about that. Where you from then?” 

“Stoke Newington.” 
“Stoke bloody Newington. No wonder you don’t know! You’re a bloody foreigner.” He leaned over 

the dining table and wiped his nose on the cloth. “Well, I tell you, you don’t wanna know. I was the saviour 
of the Arsenal Football Club on that day I was and then Zachariah bloody Greenbaum ruined it all by 
wiping his bloody arse on my photomagraphs. Deliberate it was too. Bloody deliberate!” He whistled 
through his teeth. “You don’t wanna know about it I tell you. I don’t even want to know about it and it was 
me what it happened to. Cor! Talk about bloody humiliation. Imagine, his hairy bum rubbing across my 
face. And I was young in them days. I had a young face then. ‘Andsome too I dare say!” 

“Yes, you was ‘andsome,” Hetty nodded, her face creasing into something vaguely reminiscent of a 
smile. She sloshed her teeth around in the glass and then leaned towards Debra. "An ‘andsome young lad 
your grandpa was in them days.” She went on. “Quite the ladies man and all.” She hawked and the spittoon 
rang. “I swear he was in and out of more pairs of drawers than the Luton Girls’ Choir let loose in the 
knickers department of Marks and bloody Spencers.” 

“Of course it wouldn’t have happened if it hadn’t been for the fact that us Moxoms was ‘aving to live 
with them Greenbaums in the very same ‘ouse in Shackleton Street, London, E1,” said Mordechai taking 
out his teeth and picking at them with a used matchstick. He leaned over the dining table and pulled a dish 
of Brazil nuts towards him. “Have a Brazil,” he said, offering them across. Debra and me each took a couple 
and I popped one of them into my mouth. It tasted a bit funny, but I decided to be polite and crunched it 
down quickly. Debra chewed on hers and made a face. 

“What exactly did happen to this photograph then?” I asked. “And what was it a photograph of?”  
“Ah, no, no, you really don’t wanna know,” Mordechai repeated. “He don’t wanna know does he, 

Hetty? He don’t wanna know about me and my humiliation.” 
A photo of Grandpa Mordechai being wiped across a Greenbaum bottom? I had heard too much, 

surely, to miss the rest of the story. “Yes, yes I do,” I assured him. “But only if you want to tell me.”  
“Tell him, Mordie,” said Hetty. She relinquished her grip on her teeth glass long enough to lean across 

to open a door of the sideboard and take out a long black cardboard box. “He ought to know if he’s going to 
be marrying our Debra.” She opened the box and extracted a chocolate covered Brazil nut, which she then 
pushed into her mouth and sucked noisily. “He ought to know just how mean and horrible them 
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Greenbaums are so he can hate them just as much as us Moxoms hates them.” Her whole body shook with 
emotion at the thought. “Oooh! We do hate them Greenbaums, don’t we, Mordie!” 

“All right then, I’ll tell you, I’ll tell you,” said Mordechai.  “Well, then, like I say, we was living in 
this big house in Shackleton Street, London E1. It had to be a big house, on account of we was living with 
the Greenbaum family all together in the one building and there was 27 of us, though it may have been 29 or 
even 31 – I was a bit dick-leg-sick in the reading of me numbers in them days. Anyhow, it was just after the 
war and us men, us brave warriors, had just come home from the European front. Course, you understand 
Benny, there was a home front as well, for those geezers like Zacharia Greenbaum, what didn’t go in the 
proper army so didn’t see any proper fighting; they didn’t even see a bullet that lot, let alone stop one.  

“And then there was the other front, the real front where the real men, like me and me seven brothers, 
was up to our knackers in Nazi storm troopers. We was shot at, bombed at, grenaded at and spat at and when 
we come home we expected to find a land fit for heroes. But what did we find? I’ll tell you what we 
found…” 

“A tin bath and one kharzi between 29 people,” interrupted Hetty eagerly. She had been working 
noisily at the chocolate Brazil with her tongue and now she spat the nut, cleaned of all traces of chocolate, 
into her hand. “And that’s not counting the three dogs, a hairy nanny goat, four cats and 14 chickens them 
Greenbaums used to keep in their half of the garden. They kept the goat for the cheese, the chickens for the 
eggs and the cats for the dogs. I dunno what they kept the dogs for, must’ve been for the  pooh in the 
garden, cos there was plenty of that.” She leaned over and dropped the de-chocolated nut into the bowl with 
the others. “The chocolate’s lovely, but without me teeth in I can’t manage the nuts.” She gestured at the 
bowl. “Help yourselves. It’d be a shame to waste them.” 

Mordechai took up the story again. “It was the winter of ‘46 and the Arsenal was playing against the 
Hammers, you know the West ‘Am lot,” he stubbed his cigarette out in the ashtray on the arm of his 
armchair and lit up another. “What football team do you support, son?” 

“Oh, none, really, Grandpa,” I told him. “They can get along without me, I’m sure.” 
He frowned disapprovingly, as though debating with himself whether to condemn me for my lack of 

commitment to the game, but evidently decided I wasn’t worth berating. “Well, the Arsenal couldn’t have 
got along without me in that game I can tell you. Saved their bloody bacon I did, right and proper.” 

“I didn’t know you played for the Arsenal,” said Debra, surprised, but rather pleased at the news that 
her very own Grandfather had, for so many years, been an unsung sporting hero.  

“Well, I didn’t actually play for them,” said Mordechai. “Not in a playing, participa-catering, sort of 
way if you see what I mean. But I was a speckled tater in the crowd, right down there at the front cheering 
them on I was. And it’s just as well.” 

“Why?” asked Debra. 
“Because they was playing terrible, was the Arsenal,” her Grandfather told her. “They was all legs and 

no feet, like a heap of bloody spiders, leastways, they didn’t have no feet what they could kick the bloody 
ball with and the ‘Ammers was all over them. Outclassed they was, totally outclassed. Us in the crowd 
couldn’t understand why they didn’t get their bloody act together – ‘pass the bloody ball’ we was yelling at 
them when they hung onto it too long and ‘dribble around the fat bastard,’ when they should have been 
dribbling around the fat bastards. All that sort of thing.” 

“Sounds exciting.” 
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“Exciting?  A kangaroo shagging Ralph Harris’s didgeridoo would be more bloody exciting,” said 
Mordechai. “I’m telling you the game was dead in the water ain’t I. Or ain’t I telling it right?  But anyway – 
then there came that great moment.” 

“What great moment?” 
“That great moment – when the earth moved for me – when I became a living legend in the East End 

of London. I’m telling yer - everywhere they follow the Arsenal they was worshipping at the shrine of 
Mordechai Moxom. I was big time that day.” 

“So what happened?”  
“They was dribbling the ball down on the left side so to speak,” said Mordechai, reaching over for a 

chocolate Brazil, “and one of the ‘Ammers’ forwards intercepted and kicked it across the field – in, out, 
down and round it went  - they had no idea of strategy that lot - then Brettowski hit it real hard…” 

“It wasn’t Brettowski it was Bronowski,” interrupted Hetty. “The one with the faces tattooed on his 
elbows so that when he bent his arms outwards their mouths opened and they showed their teeth. Don’t you 
remember?” 

“No, you stupid woman, that was Kitowski. Brettowski, the geezer what hit the ball at me, had nice 
clean elbows, apart from the mud what was all over them. I was there. I saw them.” 

“Bronowski,” repeated Hetty, winking at Debra and me. “You mark my words. You could see the 
teeth in those mouths as he bent his elbows.” She demonstrated. 

“It don’t matter, woman,” replied Mordechai loudly, “it don’t matter whether he had bloody mouths 
on his elbows nor on his bloody bum for that matter, nor even if he had fish balls for breakfast that morning, 
nor boiled bloody eggs and bacon neither, the point is – the point is – that I’ve forgotten what I was going to 
say!” 

“He hit the ball,” suggested Hetty. 
“That’s right. He hit that bloody ball so hard…” 
“With his foot,” said Hetty. 
“Of course with his bloody foot, woman!” Mordechai breathed in heavily and started a coughing fit 

that he could only bring to an end by lighting another cigarette and stuffing it into his mouth. He breathed in 
the smoke and sighed. “That’s better. Now where was I? Oh yes – that geezer, Bentowski, he hit the bloody 
ball so hard it went clean across the field and into the crowd. And who do you suppose caught it? Who said 
‘Come to daddy my pretty little footie bally’?” 

“You,” I suggested. 
“Correct. Moi. The very same. How did you guess?” He turned to Debra and winked loudly. “You got 

yourself a right bright spark here, Debs me gal and no mistake. He’s a regular little Einstein ain’t he!” 
“And they took a photograph of you holding the ball,” I suggested, adding to my expanding reputation 

as a future Brain of Britain. 
“’Ole in one!” Pronounced a delighted Mordechai. “Some nifty geezer with one of them double helix 

cameras snapped me away and there I was next day on the sports pages of The Hackney Gazette, The 
Tottenham Tribune and the Shoreditch and Stepney Bugle, not to mention a number of hinfluential dailies 
hup and down the length, breadth and heighth of our great bloody United Kingdom.” 

“And you should have seen the words what they put under the picture,” added a proud Hetty. 
“’Golden ‘ands Save Arsenal’ the Daily Mirror said.  ‘East End Wizard ‘ands Game to Arsenal’ said the 
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Herald; but the Standard must’ve run out of space, cos all it said was ‘’Ero Lays Healing Hands on 
Arse…’” 

“That’s great,” I said, much impressed at the prowess of the family into which I was marrying. “A 
photo of you holding the ball in a big game. That’s terrific!” 

“Well, he wasn’t actually holding the ball for very long,” explained Hetty. “But he was very brave on 
account of it hit him in the face and knocked out most of his teeth.” 

Mordechai frowned at his wife. “The important thing is, woman, that the photo was of me ‘olding the 
ball.” He chomped his way through the remains of his cigarette and spat the bits into the spittoon. “Anyway, 
after I had that there ball in my ‘ands,” he demonstrated, “things got an ‘ole lot better for The Arsenal and 
they won the game seven nil. The ‘Ammers was totally demolished.” 

“Yeah, it’s true,” Hetty nodded. “You can look it up in the record papers if you like. Of course, it 
won’t mention my Mordie’s ‘ands and the two fingers what got broke stopping the ball and ‘ow he lost most 
of his teeth and ‘ow it cost him nearly three hundred knicker to ‘ave six new crowns put in his jaw and 
another thirty five quid for a new pair of glasses what got broke when the ball hit him; and how the six-foot-
six, nineteen stone geezer what was stood standing be’ind him, what Mordie butted in the chin with his head 
when he fell over, how he tried to tear off Mordie’s arms and legs and consequently ruined his best ‘arris 
Tweed jacket and gaberdine trousers what we got from Savile Row on a special discount weekend.” 

Debra and me were agog at this catalogue of disasters. 
“Yes, straight up, but you won’t see none of that in the papers, will you? What they will tell you, 

though, is that in that very particular match at White ‘art Lane on that very particular day, the Arsenal beat 
the ‘Ammers seven nil.” She sat back exhausted. “That’s the important thing!” 

Mordechai glared across at her and lit up another fag. 
“So what about the photo?” I asked, breaking the silence. “Where did this Zacharia Greenbaum come 

into it?” 
“Zacharia bloody Greenbaum? ‘im?” said Mordechai contemptuously. “He was a supporter of the 

‘Ammers he was and he was not an ‘appy man when ‘e got ‘ome that night to our ‘ouse in Shackleton 
Street, London, E1. In fact, he was bleedin’ devastated. Because…” He paused in recollection, his eyes 
glazing over. 

“Because what?” 
“Because, not only was he an ‘Ammers supporter he was also a big time gambler and he’d put a pony 

and a bleedin’ ‘alf on the ‘Ammers to win that game. Yeah, twenty knicker and that was a lot of caboodle in 
them days. And they would’ve won if it hadn’t been for me and my golden ‘ands.” 

“So he was angry with you.” 
“Angry? ‘E was bleeding mortuary fried. Mortuary fried as a Mother Superior would be if she was 

caught out with a bleeding Bishop stuck down her drawers. And ‘e didn’t like it one little bit when I cut 
them photographs out of the newspapers and stuck ‘em all up on the walls in the kitchen what we shared 
with them Greenbaums in that bloody big ‘ouse in Shackleton Street, London E1.” 

“So you stuck them up on the wall?” 
“I practically covered the bleeding wall. Well, it was my supreme moment of glory, wasn’t it. My 

Coop de Grace. My apoplexity of  sporting achievement. And that Zacharia Greenbaum he was just hating 
every minute of my glory.” 
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“So what did he do?” 
“What did he do?” Mordechai sighed and I could see the beginnings of tears gathering in his eyes. He 

sniffed. “First chance he had, the dirty rotten bleeder, he crept down to that kitchen at the dead of night and 
he tore them pictures off the walls and he ran out to the outdoor kharsi. He thought he’d do the dirty deed in 
secret, of course, so nobody would know it was him what had done it, but I heard him getting out of bed, the 
floors creaked something rotten in that big ‘ouse in Shackleton Street, London, E1, and I was right be'ind 
him. Up that garden quick as a rabbit on heat he ran.” Mordechai stopped, overcome with emotion. 

Hetty took up the story. “He leapt inside that lavatory house and he slammed the door shut behind him 
and he fixed the bolts.” 

Mordechai looked daggers at his wife. “Stop interrupting. How do you know what he done, woman? 
You wasn’t there like I was there.” 

“I’ve heard the story often enough,” Hetty protested. “You’ve told that story a thousand billion times, 
at least. Besides, you was hesitating.” 

“Hesitating? I wasn’t hesitating, I was savouring the moment.” 
“You was hesitating.” 
“I tell you I wasn’t hesitating, woman! Anyway, even if I was taking my time and getting the right 

words together there was no call for you to interrupt me, was there? What d’you think this is? Bleeding ‘Just 
A Bleeding Minute’ off the bleeding radio?” 

Hetty puffed herself up in her chair as though she was going to sail into him with all hands on deck.  
“What did Zacharia do then?” I asked hastily, to avoid the confrontation and move the story along. 
“What do you think he done? He did his number ones, his Winnie the poohs. Talk about the bottom 

falling out of his world, I swear the whole bleeding world fell straight out of his bottom that night. I tried to 
get the kharsi door open, but it was no good and I just ‘ad to wait outside and listen while ‘e…” 
Mordechai’s voice broke. “While ‘e wiped his bloody great arse on my pictures and flushed them all down 
the sewers.” 

“And that’s why,” said Hetty, spitting a white Brazil nut straight into the bowl, “that’s why us 
Moxoms will never ever speak to a Greenbaum again so long as we all shall live. We ‘ave swore it on the 
‘oly book.” She lifted the bowl towards us. “Do ‘ave a nut, my dears, like I said, they’re too good to waste!” 

That was the first time I had met Debra’s maternal grandparents, Mordechai and Hetty Moxom. Sadly, 
Hetty died a few years later. Mordechai lived on and had the incredibly bad fortune to renew his 
acquaintance with the patriarch of the Greenbaum family, the infamous Zacharia, in the local old peoples’ 
home. Now each pushing 97 years of age, they were at each other’s throats night and day – and, by all 
accounts, enjoying every minute of it. 

“Greenbaums!” Debra repeated vehemently, bringing me back to the kitchen sink and our present 
crisis. “Our own daughter marches into our kitchen cool as a cucumber and announces she’s going to marry 
a Greenbaum.” 

“Steady on old girl,” I told her, “there’s really nothing wrong with the Greenbaums nowadays, you 
know. They’re OK people. I know Solly Greenbaum, he’s also a cab driver.” 

“He’s a lunatic.” 
“All right, granted that there’s not a sane one amongst them, but he’s only got five daughters, the poor 

sod, and no sons, so it must be his brother, Rolly, that’s Radical’s father.” 



 18 

“So what? Rolly’s also a lunatic.” 
 “Not really. He used to be a raving communist, but now he’s just one of your regular religious 

nutters.” 
Debra grimaced. “That’s supposed to make me feel better is it?” 
“Look, it’s nothing serious, Debs. Old Rolly’s just got religion all of a sudden, that’s all. He doesn’t 

want to become a monk or anything, he just flogs himself with willow twigs and rends his clothes every 
night.” I gave up on a cooked breakfast and took a pack of cheese segments from the fridge. I wrestled with 
the silver wrapping paper. “Anyway, apart from his communistic activities Rolly used to be in the horse 
racing business; he’s given that up now to search for the ultimate meaning of life and become a lay preacher 
– it saves him getting up early in the mornings.” 

“That’s not true, daddy,” said Natalie. “Mr Greenbaum used to work very hard. He was an 
accountant.” 

“A Turf accountant.”  
“Bookie then, if you insist” said Natalie defensively, “That’s not a crime is it, even if he was a 

communist. And being a Greenbaum isn’t a crime either!” 
“No crime, darling, I hear there’s a lot of well off bookies, and most of them are communists – they 

love taking a share in other people’s money.” I finally won the battle with the silver paper and popped the 
cheese segment into my mouth.  

“Never mind his father being an ex- bookmaker, a former communist and a born-again unreligious 
maniac,” said Debra, “He’s a horrible Greenbaum. That’s what really matters!” 

 “What matters, mother,” shouted Natalie, “is that I love Radical and he loves me and we’re going to 
be married. And I won’t have you calling him horrible!” When she was young she lay in her cot and 
screamed for England; the intervening years had done nothing to diminish the volume of her voice.  

“Over my dead body!” At the very least Debra must have screamed for the England second team. I 
rescued a glass teetering on the edge of the sink unit, filled it with water and took a swig. Debra charged on. 
“How can you even think of marrying a man whose Great Grandfather tore up your own Great Grandpa’s 
photo and used it to – to… You know what he used it for!” 

“That was over sixty years ago, mother, and anyway how was he to know it wasn’t loo paper?”  
“He knew it wasn’t loo paper alright!” insisted Debra. “But like all Greenbaums he showed a total 

lack of respect for his fellow creatures. That man defaced very important artefacts dear to the entire Moxom 
family – and then, to make matters worse, he flushed them straight down the toilet.” 

“I wonder if it left as big an impression on his behind as it did on our families,” cried Natalie, 
“Anyway, it’s a ridiculous thing to have a feud over! I could understand it if was two men fighting for a 
woman’s honour or even over money, but over a photo of an old geezer catching a football? – It’s just 
bloody ridiculous! Why didn’t Great Grandpa M just get another bloody copy of the sodding newspaper?” 

“Because there weren’t any more bloody copies of the sodding newspaper,” shrieked Debra. “They 
were all sold out weren’t they? Great Grandpa Mordechai was keeping those photos as special family 
mementoes. I’m telling you, young lady, if that obnoxious old reptile hadn’t wiped his – his…” 

“Go on, mum, why don’t you say it? Bum, bum, BUM!” 
“That wasn’t the word I was looking for – Arse! Arse! Arse! That was the word. And don’t be so 

vulgar! Honestly, what with you and your brother I don’t know where I went wrong. You and that lunatic 
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brother of yours are always trying to break my heart. I can tell you I was beside myself yesterday when that 
insane Lambert was up there on that crane, hanging there like he was already a dead man!” 

“You should have guessed he’d have a safety harness, mother! Lambert’s always been a rotten 
coward. There was no way he was going to kill himself!” 

“How should I know he wasn’t going to kill himself? He’s having trouble with Corrina again. He 
loves her too much.” 

“Who’s she been carrying on with this time?” 
“I don’t know, a man with a balloon or something. It’s only a rumour.  And in any case Lambert 

nearly did kill himself didn’t he, when he dropped that lighted cigarette from the top of the crane. He very 
nearly killed all of us!” 

“How was he to know that petrol tanker was there?” protested Natalie, defending her brother, “He was 
pre-occupied.” 

“Yes, pre-occupied trying to make me and your father die from a heart attack!” Debra stopped 
suddenly. “Why are we discussing your brother you sly little pussy boots? – It’s you we’re supposed to be 
talking about. You and that Greenbaum person you think you’re going to marry. What was I saying before I 
was so rudely interrupted?” 

I reminded her helpfully. “You were talking about Zacharia Greenbaum wiping his…”  
“Yes – now, the point is, Natalie, that if he hadn’t ruined that photograph by wiping it on his – by 

wiping it there, it would have been a family heirloom!” 
“What does young Radical do for a living then?” I asked, trying to steer the argument away from the 

family feud. The lovely Alistair was gone for good, but maybe Debra would have second thoughts if her 
new prospective son-in-law turned out to be a Top Lawyer or a Chartered Accountant.  

Debra simmered down a little. “He’s an accountant.  Natalie was telling me. The Greenbaum bit she 
didn’t mention, but it did suit her ladyship to tell me he was an accountant. That was the good bit.” 

“No mum, I didn’t say he was an accountant,” Natalie looked cagey, like butter would melt in her 
mouth, remarkably quickly. 

“You said he balances things,” said Debra stubbornly. “Accountants balance things. They balance 
books. So he must be an accountant.” 

“No, mum,” said Natalie guiltily. “Accountants aren’t the only people that balance things.” She shot a 
desperate look in my direction. “Are they, dad?” 

“No, they’re not, they’re not,” I said encouragingly. My stomach rumbled again reminding me how 
hungry I was. Maybe there was a crust of bread in the bin? Yes – a couple of these cheese segments folded 
between two slices of wholemeal would not go down at all badly. It wasn’t quite like a double helping of 
Big Bella’s doorstop toasties but it would do for the moment.  “Lawyers balance things as well you know – 
that’s what the law’s all about. Balancing the scales of justice.” 

“He’s a lawyer then!” This from Debra. Was she beginning to look a little happier? 
“No, mum, Radical’s not a lawyer!” She gave a little moan. “I suppose you may as well know - he’s a 

conjurer!” 
“A what? You mean?…” Debra gave an answering moan and sat down. I thought she was going to 

call for the smelling salts, but she just wiped a tear from her cheek and managed to continue. “He – this – 



 20 

this – Radical person – your future husband over my dead body – this Greenbaum creature - he actually 
stands on the stage and balances balls on his nose and spins plates on sticks like a performing porpoise?” 

“Seal,” I corrected, “A performing seal.” 
“Seal, porpoise, dolphin, I don’t care, Benny if he does it like a performing whale. The point is he 

does it!” 
Natalie drew herself up to her full five feet two inches. “Yes, mother,” she said defiantly, “he bounces 

balls, he balances revolving plates on sticks, he juggles with flaming Indian clubs and he builds his balls 
into pyramids in the air. He’s also an illusionist and a member of the Magic Circle and he’s very very 
clever.” She flounced towards the door. “I love him and I’m going to marry him!” She disappeared from the 
room in a flurry of defiance, returning just a second later to poke her head around the doorjamb and declare 
defiantly, “There’s nothing wrong with being in the Entertainment business you know.” 

She was right, of course. I myself had once known a bloke who’d had some experience in the world of 
Show Business… 
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CHAPTER THREE 
 

DUMMIES DON’T TALK 
 
 
 Old Lenny Waterman thought he could throw his voice. He imagined himself as a ventriloquist and 

he used to sit in his taxi-cab and practice as he drove along - probably driving his passengers mad with his 
“a gottle o’ gear, a gottle o’ gear” – which was Lenny’s feeble attempt at saying ‘a bottle of beer’ without 
moving his lips.  Often, he would use the old ventriloquist’s trick of drawing two eyes on his hand and 
making a face with his thumb and first finger. Then he would stand up in front of us cab drivers on the taxi 
ranks, as if he was on the stage and try to ‘make the ‘mouth’ talk’ without moving his lips. He really wasn’t 
very good at it and so far as we were concerned he was a joke as a ventriloquist.  

 “Well, I haven’t got a proper dummy, have I!” he would protest, ignoring the fact that he was a 
proper dummy. 

One day Johnny Marlowe and I were sitting together in the Fat Owl Cafe, supping Big Bella’s 
homemade minestrone soup from enormous wicker bowls, when Lenny came in holding a parcel wrapped 
up in an old grey blanket. He made his way over to us and laid the mysterious object on the table. 

 “What do you think of that, then?” he asked pulling back the blanket with a ceremonial flourish to 
reveal a piece of wood about nine inches long. It was rough, covered with bark and carved into a shape 
vaguely resembling the human body. The head was square, with a red painted peg nose and pink jug-handle 
ears - one large, the other small - crudely chipped out of either side. The eyes were holes with green glass 
marbles stuck into them and the lower face was carved from a second piece of wood, joining the first at the 
sides to form a crude mouth and jaw. It looked as though, with an effort, the jaws and lips could be moved 
up and down as if the doll was speaking. The body was equally primitive, badly hewn from rough tree wood 
and still covered with bark. Bits of twig formed the wooden creature’s arms and legs. 

 “What is it?” asked Johnny. 
 “It’s Dino - my new ventriloquist’s dummy,” said Lenny.  
 I ran my hands over the rough wood. “Where did it come from?” 
 “Bit of a long story that,” said Lenny.  ”I picked up this peculiar looking old woman on The 

Brompton Road this morning - she wanted to go down Crystal Palace way. She was dark, gypsy looking - 
turned out she was a Romany soothsayer.  ‘Cross my palm with silver,’ says she ‘and I will help you to find 
your future’. ‘You cross mine with bank notes,’ says I ‘and I’ll take you for a ride!’ Well, I don’t believe 
in all that fortune-telling malarkey!” 

 Johnny and I nodded our agreement. 
 “But you know what these peg-sellers are like,” Lenny continued, “she went rabbiting on and on 

and on, so in the end I dug out a couple of old foreign coins and gave them to her. Then she started telling 
my future. You know the sort of thing.  ‘You will meet a dark, beautiful woman’ - never mind that I’ve 
been married to a blonde for seventeen years and she’d take a pair of rusty scissors to my future prospects if 
I so much as looked at another woman. Then the old lady told me I’m going to do a lot of travelling...” 

I remarked that as Lenny was a cab driver that did not seem to portend a particularly revolutionary 
advance in the art of pre-cognition. “But what about this dummy thing? This ‘Dino’?” 
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 “I’m telling you aren’t I!” said Lenny. He sat down at the table opposite me and tried to catch Big 
Bella’s eye.  “Then the old woman said something else that was absolutely amazing. ‘When you speak your 
lips move...’ She says.  

 “That is truly amazing,” agreed Johnny, “What wonderful powers of observation these gypsies do 
have!” 

 “I haven’t finished yet!” said Lenny, “When you speak your lips move,’ she says,” his voice 
dropped to a whisper,  “but then she says ‘but you wish they didn’t!’   It’s uncanny - how did she know I’ve 
always wanted to be a ventriloquist?” 

 “Perhaps it was the way you kept saying ‘a gottle o’ gear, a gottle o’ gear!’ suggested Johnny. 
 Lenny ignored him. “Anyway, she told me she had strange and wonderful powers and she could 

help me to achieve my life’s ambition to make a dummy speak.” 
 “You did that ages ago,” said Johnny.  “When you first started talking.” 
 Lenny continued to ignore him. “So I crossed her palm with a bit more silver - I always knew those 

Norwegian Kroners would come in handy - and she gave me young Dino here. ‘You look after him and 
he’ll look after you.” she says  “Always remember, he is a very special little person!’” 

 Johnny peered closely at the crude little figure lying on its bit of grey blanket.  “He don’t look very 
special to me. If you take my advice, Lenny, you’ll take a saw to him and turn him into book ends!” 

 Lenny took the small doll-like figure from the blanket and sat it on his knee like a proper 
ventriloquist’s dummy. “Don’t take any notice of him, Dino,” he said to the puppet, “I’ll look after you, 
mate, don’t you worry about that!” Then he stuck a couple of fingers in the back of the dummy’s head and 
made its eyes roll and its mouth click up and down. “Thank you, Lenny,” he said in a squeaky voice, 
hoping we would think it was Dino speaking.  

Having at last attracted Big Bella’s attention and ordered his meal Lenny wrapped Dino up in the 
blanket again and stood up. “Come on, my little mate, you can have a little sleep in the cab while I’m having 
my dinner.” 

  
It was about three weeks before I saw Lenny again. He was in the taxi rank outside the London Hilton, 

sitting in his cab with Dino and chatting away to the ugly little wooden doll as if it understood every word 
he was saying. It was only when I came closer that I realised there was something different about the little 
dummy. He had grown. He was at least six inches taller. Not only that, his features seemed to be more 
regular and the surface of his wood was much smoother. Lenny had dressed him up in a little navy blue and 
white sailor suit. 

 “Hi! Benny” called Lenny, “what do you think of Dino now?” 
 “How come he’s grown?” I replied,” You glued a bit extra onto him?” 
“No, course not! He did that himself,” said Lenny, ” He seems to get a bit bigger every day, don’t you 

Dino!” Lenny answered for the dummy, screwing up his mouth to try to prevent his lips from moving, but 
failing miserably. ”Yes, Uncle Lenny, I’m certainly a growing lad!” 

 “Maybe you’re feeding him too much,” I suggested. 
 “Feeding him? Aw, Benny, I’m not feeding him at all!”  Lenny paused and a troubled look came 

over his face. “Mind you, the wife’s been complaining that food’s gone missing from the ‘fridge - you 
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know, the odd piece of cake and a hunk of cheese, that sort of thing - it hadn’t occurred to me before, but 
maybe you’re right – maybe young Dino’s been eating it!” 

 
 If anyone had said to me in those days that Lenny Waterman could throw his voice like a real 

ventriloquist I would have sent them to have their eyes and ears tested at close quarters. That’s why you 
could have knocked me down with a feather duster when I dropped in on The Queen Elizabeth Pub a few 
weeks later to see, stuck on the wall of the saloon bar, a huge poster advertising his ventriloquistical talents 
. ‘Here Tonight’ it proclaimed in large fat letters ‘For your entertainment - Lenny Waterman and Dino 
the Dynamic Dummy’. Underneath was a photograph of a grinning Lenny, sitting with a smiling Dino 
perched on his knee. 

 I was astounded. Did this mean that somebody was actually paying Lenny Waterman to perform as 
a ventriloquist? Impossible! Why wasn’t the Landlord terrified of having a riot on his hands when his 
customers discovered they’d been duped? Unless, of course, Lenny had actually learned to throw his voice!  
I made a note of the time of the performance and determined to be there to catch Lenny’s act. 

 At just after nine o’clock that evening Lenny came on to the small, badly lit stage at The Queen 
Elizabeth Pub. He was carrying Dino and he looked like a bag of nerves. The dummy, on the other hand, 
seemed quite unruffled, cool as a cucumber. As Lenny hauled himself up to perch on the mandatory barstool 
I peered up at the unlikely pair through the haze of smoke and alcohol fumes and saw that Dino had grown 
even bigger. And his little wooden face seemed fuller, his eyes brighter; no longer like lifeless marbles, they 
were peering out at the audience, flickering inquisitively back and forth. It seemed unbelievable that this 
was the same piece of badly carved wood that Johnny Marlowe and I had seen in The Fat Owl Cafe just a 
few weeks before.   

 Then Dino spoke. He seemed to do most of the talking in Lenny’s act and what he said was funny 
and clever. But it wasn’t so much what he said as the way he was saying it - or, maybe I should say the way 
Lenny didn’t seem to be saying it. Every word that came out of Dino’s mouth was pronounced clearly and 
precisely - and, throughout the whole performance, except when he was speaking himself, Lenny’s lips did 
not move! 

 I was flabbergasted.  I could not believe what I was seeing. Only a few weeks before Lenny had 
been absolutely hopeless and now here he was chucking his voice about like the tassels on a go-go dancer’s 
bra. 

 “Lenny,” I said over a drink at the bar afterwards, “what’s the gimmick? How did you do it?” 
 “I didn’t.  It wasn’t me doing the ventriloquising. It was Dino talking.” 
 “What do you mean it was Dino talking?”  
 “He can talk,” said Lenny. “Dino can talk.” 
 I looked at him like he was crazy. “Stop messing me about, Lenny!” He stared back at me, 

unmoved. “Look, Lenny, be reasonable - how can Dino talk? He’s a lump of wood with a peg nose and, for 
all I know a straw brain - and you’re telling me he can talk! What is Dino then, Lenny, some kind of Worzel 
Gummage?” 

 “I don’t know about Worzel Gummage,” said Lenny, “all I know is, Dino’s special - just like the 
old gipsy woman said. The truth is he doesn’t need me to talk for him anymore because he’s learned to talk 
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for himself. Anyway, what does it matter so long as the paying audience thinks its me being a 
ventriloquist?” 

 He had a point. 
 “O.K., so Dino can talk...” I stopped myself in mid sentence. What was I talking about? A dummy 

talking? Maybe I was going crazy! 
 I kept on at Lenny, but he wouldn’t let me into his secret. He kept insisting that Dino could speak 

and try as I might I could not convince him that that was impossible. In the end, when the landlord decided 
that three o’clock in the morning for practically undrinking guests was about as far as his hospitality would 
extend, we had to leave. I went, still not knowing how Lenny had managed his incredible voice throwing. 

 Over the next few months Lenny and Dino kept at it. They had a fantastic act. News of the great 
ventriloquism duo - billed as Lenny Waterman and Dino the Dynamic Dummy - spread like wildfire. They 
appeared all over London and then they went on a tour of the provinces – Birmingham, Manchester, 
Sheffield, Liverpool. Television spots followed like an epidemic. I didn’t seem to be able to switch on the 
telly without Lenny and Dino leering at me out of the screen. At one stage it got so bad they were like a 
party political broadcast - no matter how fast I clicked the remote control there they still were, monopolising 
my TV screen. 

 Not that I resented Lenny’s success - far from it. I was proud of him. He had a good clean act, funny 
and witty and clever and he was possibly the best ventriloquist ever. But there I was, thinking it again. I 
knew Lenny wasn’t a ventriloquist - and that’s what bothered me, because neither could I believe that it was 
his dummy doing the talking. I thought about it a lot, in fact I became so obsessed by it I went about looking 
in the radio model shops and computer stores trying to work out how Lenny - who wasn’t renowned for the 
superpower of his little grey cells - had managed to fit Dino with some kind of silicon chip that had turned 
him from a lifeless lump of firewood into a comedy genius who could speak for himself. 

 Meanwhile, Lenny and Dino climbed to the heights of stardom. They were given their own West 
End show at the London Palladium. 

 I remember being delighted when the complimentary ticket arrived inviting me to their first night. 
Lenny had scribbled a note saying I should drop in to his dressing room before the show to have a drink. I 
felt quite touched that he still remembered me. 

 “Forget you, Benny?” said Lenny as he poured the champagne. ”How could I forget you? You were 
my mentor.” 

 We clinked glasses. I had a lump in my throat. 
 “So you’ll tell me how it’s done then?” I asked hopefully. 
 “How what’s done?” 
 “You know - the gimmick. How you get Dino to talk without moving your lips.”  
 “Benny, why do you keep on about it? I’ve told you there are no gimmicks. It’s just him - he’s 

special - a one off.” 
 I still couldn’t believe there wasn’t a trick somewhere, so I persuaded Lenny to let me examine 

Dino at close quarters. I stripped off his sailor suit and I looked into all his nooks and crannies. I’m not quite 
sure what I was looking for - a radio aerial, an audio speaker, or a battery - anything that would solve the 
mystery of how he talked. I found nothing. Dino was as free from foreign bodies as a harlot in a house of 
eunuchs. 
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 “Well?” asked Lenny as he helped me to re-dress the little dummy, "now are you convinced there’s 
no trickery?” 

 “I suppose so. But wait a minute, if he can talk why doesn’t he say something to me now? I suppose 
he does talk off-stage?” 

 “Yes, of course he does. In fact he’s been so excited at appearing at The London Palladium that he’s 
been nattering about it all afternoon. In the end I had to tell him to shut up.” 

 “O.K., so let him talk to me now - then I’ll be convinced!” 
 Lenny was reluctant. He told me Dino was very shy and had never spoken direct to anyone before, 

except to himself, of course.  But I kept on at him in and in the end he gave in and said he would try to 
persuade Dino to talk to me. He locked the dressing room door so we could have some privacy and sat the 
little dummy on a chair. 

 “Right, Dino,” said Lenny, kneeling in front of him and taking hold of his little wooden hands, 
”we’re among friends here - there’s nothing to worry about - so show your Uncle Benny what you can do. 
Say something.” There was no answer. Dino sat there on the chair, still and silent. “Come on, Dino, just say 
a few words!” Cried Lenny, “You don’t even have to say a whole sentence if you don’t want to. Just a word 
or two will do!” 

 Dino said nothing, which didn’t really surprise me. Lenny kept it up for another five minutes, 
cajoling and persuading, but to no avail. Then he apologised and told me he and Dino had to get on with 
their dressing as they were due on stage in ten minutes.  

 It was time for me to go and find my seat in the theatre. I went to the door and opened it. “See you 
later!” I said. 

“Okayseeya,” said a small croaky voice. I couldn’t make out the words. 
I stopped. “Pardon, Lenny? What was that you said?” 
“I didn’t say anything, “ said Lenny. His jaw dropped and he stopped applying his stage make-up and 

turned anxiously towards Dino. 
The little dummy’s lips were moving up and down and he was making odd, croaking noises. 
 “Blimey! I don’t believe it - “ I said, “I don’t know what he’s saying, but he’s certainly trying to say 

something!  It’s incredible -- it’s ... it’s ... what’s wrong Lenny?” 
 With a look of sheer horror Lenny rushed over to Dino and threw his mouth open. “That’s all I 

need!” he cried, peering down the dummy’s throat. “Look at the size of them tonsils! - I warned him not to 
talk so much this afternoon, but would he listen? Would he heck! Now look what he’s blooming well gone 
and done - just before our opening night in the West End too! It’ll be the ruin of us.” 

 I hurried over.” What’s going on? What’s happened?” 
 Lenny looked up at me desperately. “He’s only gone and lost his blooming voice!” 
They were a disaster that night at the London Palladium. I learned afterwards that Dino had contracted 

a fatal timber disease. He died a few weeks later and was buried in Hainault Forest with his little bit of grey 
blanket wrapped around him. As for Lenny, he was a broken man and retired early to a home for voiceless 
ventriloquists somewhere in the north of England. I haven’t seen him since, but his career was a classic 
example of how fickle the entertainment business can be. One minute you’re up amongst the stars, the next 
you’re on the scrap heap riddled with woodworm.  
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I sincerely hoped that my future son-in-law – if that’s what Radical Greenbaum was to be - would fare 
a little better than had poor old Lenny Waterman. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 
OGLING 

 
Lambert came up before the Magistrates charged with loitering with intent – I suppose it was the 

closest they could get to hanging from a great height, with the intention of holding the Police to ridicule. He 
pleaded guilty and got off with a warning and thirty hours community service, together with an injunction 
prohibiting him from going anywhere more than two hundred feet in the air. He went home to his wife, 
Corrina (who, on hearing of his daring exploit had come back to him), but Debra was too upset to speak to 
him, even on the telephone. Maisie, on the other hand, treated him like a hero and dined out on the story for 
months, whilst Joe visited the young couple frequently in the hope of catching Corrina on her own. 

As for Natalie, we didn’t see her for three weeks after that first little blow up and it wasn’t easy getting 
used to the idea of having Radical Greenbaum as a prospective son-in-law. Debra and I had never met him – 
Debra staunchly refused to have him in the house - so how could we judge what sort of man he was? I had 
heard through the cabbies’ grapevine, via his Uncle Solly, that Radical was an “O.K. guy” and an up and 
coming force in the world of stage magic, but, of course, when I passed this information on to Debra she 
gave me short shrift. She told me not to be so gullible. 

“Of course, to his Uncle Solly he’s an okay guy – Adolf Hitler’s Uncle probably thought he was a 
mensch and look where that led!” 

Debra’s mind was made up. The fact that Natalie’s chosen was a Greenbaum and came from a long 
line of Greenbaums – one of whom had wiped his bottom on the Moxom family’s most prestigious 
photograph way back in the 1940s – weighed extremely heavily in our household. 

“I can’t believe it,” said my mother-in-law, Maisie, when she heard the news. “Out of all the young 
men in the entire world my granddaughter has to pick a Greenbaum. For sure she didn’t get her brains from 
me – her good looks yes, but her brains she must have got from her grandfather. Such a dumb klutz you’d 
go a long way to find.” 

“How is dad?” asked Debra. Maisie had dropped in for tea – she frequently dropped in for tea, in fact 
she had been dropping in for tea practically every day of our married lives. The woman had drunk enough 
tea in our house to sink the Titanic.  

“To tell the truth I’m a bit worried about him,” Maisie told her. 
“Oh? Is there something wrong?” 
 “I don’t know, but he’s turned peculiar. He used to be interested in all sorts of things. Politics, you 

know he was always interested in politics, and he read, did a lot of reading he did and then when we moved 
into the flats he was a member of the tenants’ association. Kept him busy that did, he always liked to be 
busy, but now he just sits and stares out of the window. Always he’s staring out of the lounge window. 
That’s how he saw our Lambert going up the crane in his gorilla suit.” Maisie reached for the teapot, filled 
her cup and took a sip. “What is this, Debra? Tea?” 

“Yes, Mum, of course it’s tea. Lap San Sou Chong. It’s a special blend. I thought I’d try it for a 
change. Doesn’t it taste like tea?” 
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“Since you’re asking, darling, it tastes like cat’s wee.” Maisie looked across at me. “I suppose you 
bought it?” 

“No,” I replied, flicking through the pages of a super car magazine that some punter had left in the 
back of the cab. I couldn’t afford any of the motors illustrated, of course, but there was always the Lottery. 
“Debra got it for when Lambert and Corrina come over. They’re into all this exotic tea lark, herbal stuff, 
blends of the mystic East and all that.” 

“But mum, what do you mean Dad’s always looking out of the window?” asked Debra, ignoring the 
insult to her choice of tea. “All you can see out of your lounge window is that building site.” 

“Don’t tell me, tell him, the shlemiel. But that’s all he does, your father – he sits in his chair by the 
window like an old man and he looks out at the sweaty builder’s bums as they go up and down their ladders. 
Up and down. Up and down. And with his binoculars yet. He can’t see them sweaty bums close enough that 
he has to wear his binoculars. Day in, day out he’s looking at them. He’s not even interested in Rumpy any 
more - he doesn’t take him walkies in the afternoons like he used to, the poor mutt. So I’ve had to take him 
out instead, or he does his poohs in the corner of the kitchen.” 

I was shocked. “What? Joe poohs in the corner of the kitchen? No wonder you’re worried about him.” 
“Not Joe, you shlemiel! – Rumpy – the dog! I’m telling you Joe just stays glued to that window.” She 

turned wistfully to Debra. “You know, Debra darling, if he wasn’t such a randy old sod and nearly 77 years 
old on his next birthday I’d begin to think he was turning peculiar.” She sighed. “But I suppose it’s healthier 
than when he got thrown out of the swimming club.” 

Maisie was referring to the Valentines Park Swimmers Club, just around the corner from where she 
and Joe lived. Joe had joined the club a couple of years earlier, but was thrown out after some of the female 
members complained of his sexist behaviour. He was, they complained, always ogling their bodies; 
binoculars, it was alleged, were frequently used. In his defence Joe claimed he was an avid bird watcher – 
there were many fine specimens nesting in the trees thereabouts - but when asked to explain why he did his 
twitching observations through a hole in the ceiling of the ladies’ changing rooms he could not come up 
with a convincing answer; so he was presented with the choice of resigning from the club, five years in 
Wormwood Scrubs, or, courtesy of one of the Lady Member’s husbands, the application of a pair of very 
rusty scissors to the contents of his scrotum. Being a practical man and a dedicated coward, he chose option 
number one and promptly resigned. 

“You mean he’s ogling the builders, mum? I don’t believe it.” 
“What else is there to ogle on a building site?” asked Maisie. She took another sip of the clear yellow 

liquid and shook her head. “Stranger things have happened – especially to your father. But we don’t want to 
talk about him. How’s poor Lambert getting on with that Corrina?”  

“Don’t say ‘that Corrina’ like that, Mum. Things aren’t so good with them, as you know, that’s why 
that lunatic Lambert went off at the deep end and pretended to try to kill himself. It was a cry for help, 
really, but they’ve been married for two years and nowadays that’s not a bad record.” Debra poured herself 
a cup of the exotic brew and lifted it to her lips. 

“But don’t you think Lambert was wonderful, darling? I’ll grant you he’s meshugga, but up there on 
that crane, hundreds of feet up, he was like a real professional. He could get a job in one of those people-
only circuses, you know, where they don’t have any animals.” 

“I don’t want him to get a job in a circus. He’s an accountant and I like it that way.” 
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“He could be a high wire act and then his son could become Prime Minister, like John Major!” 
“I don’t want my son to be Prime Minister. He’ll be a nice, steady accountant, or a lawyer, or a doctor. 

They’re the only occupations on my list.” 
Maisie pouted (it was a sight to see, I can tell you). “Oy! She doesn’t want her son to be Prime 

Minister! Since when did any woman not want her son to be prime Minister? Lawyers, Doctors, 
Accountants, they’re all ten a penny nowadays. To be different you have to be something in politics. That’s 
where all the power is.” 

“I don’t want my son to have power, I just want him to be happy!” 
“Oh my God! She wants him to be happy!” cried Maisie, smiting her brow. “Well, he won’t be will 

he, not while he’s with that Corrina person. I said ‘it wouldn’t last!’ That’s what I said didn’t I. That girl’s 
too good looking for Lambert’s own good I said.” She peered short-sightedly across at Debra – Maisie was 
too vain to wear glasses, of course, and she couldn’t get on with contact lenses – they kept dropping out and 
falling into her soup. “And where are my grandchildren, that’s what I’d like to know? Where are they after 
two whole years of marriage?” 

“Corrina says she’s too young to start a family, mother. Maybe that’s the problem with her and 
Lambert.” 

“It’s not that, Debs,” I told her. “Lambert thinks she’s been carrying on with a balloonist.” Lambert 
had mentioned this in confidence, but after his performance on the crane, I wasn’t too particular about 
keeping the news from his mother. 

“With a what?” queried Maisie 
“A balloonist,” I explained. “A bloke that navigates those big hot air balloons you see flying around.” 
“It’s not just a rumour then!” exclaimed Debra. “There is a balloon man causing all the trouble 

between them.” 
“From where did she meet a balloonist?” Maisie was obviously having trouble envisaging such a 

being.  
“He just fell on top of her one day. That’s what Lambert says, anyway. He walked into the bedroom 

and there was this balloonist, lying on top of her. He was still wearing his parachute!”  
“He’d need it if he was laying on top of her,” said Maisie. 
“Don’t be so crude,” said Debra. 
“And when did all this happen?” asked Maisie. “Why wasn’t I told? As matriarch of the family I 

should be told such things.” 
 “It was only a rumour and we were hoping it would blow over,” said Debra. 
“You mean we were hoping the balloonist would blow over,” I corrected. 
“I still hope they’ll sort it out and get back together,” said Debra. “After all, Lambert only did this 

crane thing as a cry from the heart. He was trying to tell her how much he loved her.” She sighed. “Maybe 
things would improve if they had children, but as I say Corrina says she’s too young.” 

“Too young?” spluttered Maisie, “She must be nearly thirty. She should be having children now, not 
running after men in balloons. When I was her age, Debra, I’d had you, your sister Ada and your brother 
Walpole - and your father wanted more kids. I had to fight him off me every night. The man was insatiable 
then, which is more than I can say for him now. He’s living in a dreamland. He won’t admit it, but he’s 
falling apart. His libido’s shrunk almost to nothing, a terrorist tart couldn’t blow it up! And that’s not all 
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either; he’s blind as a bat in a pea souper. You know, the last time he saw me naked in the bathroom he just 
stuck his toothbrush down my cleavage and walked right past me and into the airing cupboard.” 

“Then maybe it’s a good thing he has the building site to look at,” I suggested.  
“No it’s not, it’s positively insulting!” declared Maisie. “He’d rather look at a lot of sweaty 

workmen’s bums than me in my birthday suit. Can you imagine?” I couldn’t and I didn’t try. She watched 
as Debra sipped her tea. “Milk, Debra,” she said suddenly. “You didn’t put any milk in your tea.” 

“It doesn’t need milk, mother, it’s special Chinese tea.” 
Maisie looked at her in amazement. “What do you mean no milk? I always put milk in my tea. What 

sort of a person doesn’t put milk in her tea?” She spoke quickly as if she was dead scared someone else 
might pick up the conversation and run with it. “I’ll tell you what sort of person – a person like my 
neighbour, Mrs Vascular, that’s who – her mother was from Russia so she drank her tea a la mode – that’s 
what she called it – a la mode sans lait, without milk, but with a cube of sugar clutched on her tongue as a 
sweetener. She thought she was very posh.” 

“Maybe she liked drinking cat’s pee,” I suggested, picking up my own cup and taking a sip. “Without 
milk it’s perfectly palatable. I’ll say that much for our Lambert, he knows about two things – tea and 
women. That young wife of his certainly is a lovely girl.” 

“Pah!” Maisie walked to the sink and emptied her teacup into it. “You men are all the same. You 
never look further than a 38 inch bosom.” 

“I wouldn’t say that.” 
Maisie opened the kitchen cupboard and peered inside. “You got ordinary common or garden tea bags 

without fancies?” She found the packet and took it down. “Melons she’s got in her brassiere that girl. 
Melons. Between them she’s got her own silicone valley. Well, they can’t be real can they? Not both of 
them.” She popped a tea bag into the teapot and reached across for the kettle. “I’m surprised that girl doesn’t 
topple over sometimes. Poor unsuspecting little Lambert didn’t know what he was letting himself in for 
when he married her.” 

“I wouldn’t say that either!” 
“You mark my words. They’re the wrong sizes for a start – they don’t fit each other.” 
“They look the same to me – the one on the left looks exactly the same as the one on the right. And 

they don’t need to fit each other, just so long as they fit her bra!” 
“Not her boobies, you idiot, Lambert and Corrina - she’s a giant - nearly six foot - and he’s pocket 

sized, a five foot nothing squidge. Where did he say they met?” 
“In a night club,” said Debra wearily. She had acquainted her mother with this fact previously, at least 

thirty times, and listened to her tirade against our son Lambert and Corrina, his chosen one, on almost as 
many occasions. “They bumped into each other on the dance floor and it was love at first sight.” 

Maisie poured boiling water over her tea bag and guffawed mockingly. “First sight! He couldn’t see a 
thing.  He bumped into her and her fruit harvest must have cracked his glasses and knocked out his eyeballs! 
And look at the rest of her – blonde hair down to her navel, a figure like one of them hourglass things and 
legs right up to her armpits. The boy must have been meschugga to get mixed up with a woman like that.” 

“Mad?” I queried, shaking my head. “No, I don’t think he was mad.” 
“Well you wouldn’t would you? You’re a man. You use that thing in your trousers to think with – you 

think it’s better than your brain – and it probably is!” 
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“You’re not being fair, mother,” Debra protested. “Corrie’s a lovely girl. Just because she’s a 
dancer…” 

“A dancer – yes – but what sort of a dancer eh? She could have been a belly dancer for all you know, 
or a Pole dancer even. Her people were from Poland you know, way back.  It’s a fine thing, I must say, 
bringing a pole dancer into the family!” 

“Mother, she’s a stage dancer! She’s been on in the West End.” 
“Soho I should think by the look of her. She wears her skirts right up to the parting of her polkas!” 
“That’s just the fashion, mother. And it wasn’t Soho; it was Drury Lane and Shaftesbury Avenue. She 

was trained by the best.” 
“Yes, well, she might have been, but you can’t deny that a dancer is a dancer is a dancer – and believe 

you me, dancing can lead to all sorts of trouble…” 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
 

DANNY’S DANCING LEGS 
 
 
 
Danny P.  Grunch had no sense of rhythm and about as much melodic movement in his body as a 

school of barnacles stuck to the bottom of an upturned boat. He couldn’t tell a minim from a crochet or 
pizzicato from pas de deux. He thought chamber music was what you sang in the lavatory when the lock 
was broken and that a diatonic scale was something you stood on when you were on weight-watchers. But 
this didn’t stop him from thinking he was musically talented and could dance like Nureyev.  In his younger 
days he imagined himself as the Victor Silvester of The Roxy, Stamford Hill’s most fertile and popular 
dance venue; in his dreams he was Fred Astaire dancing ‘The Continental’ one minute and the next he was 
Gene Kelly ‘Singing In The Rain’. 

As was to be expected of someone so completely lacking in the jig and caper departments, his 
reputation for mutilating unsuspecting ankles and laddering ladies’ stockings soon went before him and it 
wasn’t long before the impossibility of finding a willing partner drove him to give up practising what would 
otherwise have been his favourite pastime. Thereafter, Danny Grunch approached life as an unrequited lover 
of dance, sadly reduced to watching old Fred and Ginger videos, and flicking wistfully through the pages of 
The Morris Dancer’s Monthly. In short, Danny was an armchair dancer who never lost the urge to trip over 
the light fantastic and who would always be convinced that, one day, he would be the best dancer ever to 
horn-in on a sailor’s pipe. 

So I wasn’t surprised to be interrupted, whilst eating my egg and felafel sandwiches one morning, by 
an exuberant Danny Grunch wiggling and jiggling his way into The Fat Owl cafe and throwing his legs in 
all directions like a lustful male octopus at a mermaid’s convention. Finally, he fallolloped onto a chair at 
my table; that is, he seemed to fall, flop and gallop all at the same time, no mean feat at half past two in the 
morning. He settled down like a ladle of cold custard cascading over a hot suet pudding, a sure reminder 
that we were in The Fat Owl Cafe and this was Big Bella’s cooking. 

“Morning, Danny.” I said, “You’re looking very pleased with yourself.” 
“With good reason, Benny,” he said rubbing his hands together “I have found my Trilby.” 
I was unimpressed. “I didn’t realise you’d lost it. Anyway, you don’t need it - you look fine in your 

flat cap.” 
“I’m not talking hats, Benny.  Trilby wasn’t a hat - at least I don’t think she was.  She was a 

hypnotist.” 
“A hypnotist?” 
 “Yeah - The one in that book by Daphne du Maurier.  Where the hypnotist takes over her mind and 

turns her into an international pop star. You know - Whatsisname? The hypnotist. It’s on the tip of my 
tongue.  Sven something...I think he must have been Swedish.” 

The pieces of the jigsaw were coming together. “You mean Svengali?” 
“That’s the geezer!  He had his mind taken over by Trilby and turned into a night club singer.” 
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“Yeah! I remember. It’s all coming back to me now. I remember seeing his name up in lights -  ‘The 
Famous Trilby and his Electronic Hat Band featuring Svengali and his amazing hypnotic saxaphone!’  It 
said. They played the Palladium, didn’t they?” 

Danny looked puzzled and scratched his head. “Did they? I thought it was just a book!  Anway,  
Svengali, this mad musician, hypnotises this  beautiful young girl called Trilby  and  she becomes a famous 
singer.” 

By now Big Bella was hovering disapprovingly over the table, order pad in hand. “You’re not going to 
hypnotise no beautiful young girls in my cafe,” she told Danny. “This is a respectable establishment. What 
do you want for breakfast?” 

Danny ordered a Pavarotti Poodleburger, Italian Style, with a side order of wrinkled sausage and hash 
browns followed by a cup of strong Chinese lychee tea (a combination of exotic tastes available only in The 
Fat Owl Cafe). 

“Going back to Trilby,” I said, watching Bella’s rear outpace the rest of her magnificent body to be 
first into the kitchen,”Why are you looking so smug?” 

He smiled mysteriously. " I told you I had found my Trilby, leastways my Svengali - he was the 
geezer what made her realise her dreams. Now I am going to realise mine.” 

“Oh yes? How?” 
“I, Danny Peregrine Grunch, Gentleman of the Parish of Redbridge, am going to dance like Fred 

Astaire.” 
I peered across the table at Danny. He looked more like Stubby Kaye than Fred Astaire “How exactly 

are you going to dance like him?” 
Danny crossed one bandy leg over the other in a most un-Fred Astaire like manner. I couldn’t think of 

anyone who looked less likely to dance like Fred Astaire.  Fred was thin, like a beanpole; Danny was fat, 
like a beanfeast; Fred was tall, like a male model; Danny was short, like a mailbox. But there was no 
denying his obvious determination!   

“The witch doctor told me I could do it,” said Danny. “He gave me some special ointment that’ll give 
me dancers’ legs. I guess you might say that he’s my Svengali, helping me to the realisation of my dreams!” 

I considered this for a long moment, pausing to thrust another segment of egg and falafel sandwich 
into my mouth and masticating thoughtfully. “You’ve discussed it with a witch doctor then?” I was 
grappling with the awesome significance of Danny’s curious statement and wondering how it would 
eventually fit into the general scheme of a life, which was, I had long since accepted, a good deal stranger 
than fiction. “How did you come to meet up with a Witch Doctor? I’ve never had one of them in my cab!” 

“It’s a long story,” said Danny. “You know there was this African Dance Show at the Hammersmith 
Apollo last year? It was fabulous. Can those people dance? Like Angels they can dance!” 

I had not seen the show myself, but I had heard a lot about it. In the dance department it was supposed 
to be very good. The best. 

“Well, you know me," Danny went on enthusiastically. “I can cut a rug with the best of them, you 
know that, you’ve seen me on the floor - but I felt like an amateur against them, like all of a sudden I didn’t 
know my chory from my ography. Those African dancers know how to move - their legs and their arms and 
their bodies and their heads they move them all at the same time as though they’re all joined together - 
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they’ve got what I call precision. Even when only bits of their bodies wobble they all wobble together. Man, 
it’s awesome!” 

“That sounds more like synchronised wobbling!  But what’s all this got to do with Fred Astaire?” 
“Well, after the show I got to thinking about it - the mysteries of the black country, where the original 

beat of the rhythm and blues came from.” 
“Don’t you mean the dark continent?” 
“You know what I mean - Doctor Livingstones and Mr Stanleys and all that, the beating of the tom 

toms and the great tribal dancing that saw the very birth pangs of jazz and motown, rhythm and blues, thrust 
out from the womb of the music of the spheres in a haunting and primitive beat; all that great frantic leaping 
about to the beat of the tom toms, in the savage cradle of Mankind.”  Danny seemed to be experiencing 
what, for him, passed for a mystical experience. “Primitive emotions meeting together in a crescendo of 
leaping limbs and beating drums, a clashing together of cymbals culminating in a syncopated orgy of 
creativity!” 

“Really? Is that how it was? I didn’t realise!” 
“Then this chance came up for me and Celia to go on holiday to Africa. It was Fate. Providence. It was 

obvious that the great Choreographer in that wonderful Sadlers Wells in The Sky had chosen me to go there 
to meet my destiny.” 

Under his flat cap his face had taken on a beatific aura and his eyes shone with an evangelical light. 
“You all right, Danny?” 

“Never better, Benny. I’m telling you - me and Celia, we had the opportunity of going to the place 
where the Rhythm and Blues really began.” 

 “But how come you could afford to go to Africa? Don’t tell me, you won the lottery!” 
“No, a competition, actually. There were these pictures and you had to find the hidden balls. I dunno 

how Celia managed it - she’s never had any talent in that area before!” 
I looked at my watch. “We aren’t getting any closer to Fred Astaire. Anyway, he wasn’t exactly a 

rhythm and blues man!” 
“All right, already, I’m doing my best!  So we went out to Africa and we met this African bloke with a 

bone through his nose. Said he was a Witch Doctor. Invited us into his hut - there were all these bits of 
skeletons hanging from the rafters and what looked like real human skulls and other wierdy creepy crazy 
things...” 

“I know the sort of thing  - a cauldron bubbling away in the corner with a touch of - eye of newt and 
toe of frog, wool of bat and tongue of dog, adder’s fork and blind-worm’s wing, lizard’s leg and owlet’s 
thing” I said, almost remembering my Shakespeare and forgetting the rest of my sandwich in deference to 
my digestive system. 

Danny looked at me suspiciously. “I don’t think you’re taking this very seriously.” 
I protested that I was taking it only too seriously. “That sandwich set me back £2.75. So where does 

Fred Astaire come into it?” 
“I’m coming to that, Benny. It was uncanny. This nose-bone wallah he rattled his bones together - real 

spooky it was - and he stuck his head over a smoky fire. It was incredible. When he lifted his face again it 
was black as soot! Then he looked deep into my eyes, deep deep down into my soul and he told me how 
I’ve always wanted to be a dancer. He said it was my destiny to dance like nobody has ever danced before.” 
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I could believe that.  
“Then he gave me this stuff.” He fished into his coat pocket and brought out a small waterproof 

pouch, which he opened and thrust under my nose. “Take a snifter of that.” 
“Cor! What’s he done - melted down some camel dung?” But even Camel dung couldn’t smell as 

appalling as that. “No wonder he was wearing a bone through his nose!” 
“You get used to it.” 
“I don’t think so - I’d hate to have a bone through my nose - not from side to side anyway!” I peered 

again at the stinking mess.  “Don’t tell me you have to eat this stuff.” 
“No, you rub it in. The geezer told me I should spread it over my legs twice a day after meals.” 
“And that’ll give you pins like Fred Astaire?” 
“Well, he didn’t actually say Fred Astaire, not in so many words.  To be honest I’m not quite sure 

what he actually did say ‘cos he couldn’t speak any English and neither could the bloke that was doing the 
translating .  But I think he was trying to say that if I smeared this stuff into my legs I’d be able to dance like 
a pro. I’m only using Fred Astaire as an example.” 

“Then this stuff’s got the rhythm and blues in it then has it? This witch doctor bloke rendered all the 
musical notes into a paste!”  There may have been a hint of sarcasm in my voice. 

“Just you wait and see!” said Danny. “I’ve been practising my barn dancing and you should see what 
it’s done to my dozy doe!” 

I did - wait and see, that is, though I have to admit I didn’t actually expect to see anything in the way 
of a change in Danny’s dancing abilities.  Maybe his legs would develop some kind of skin disease from the 
muck he was spreading on them, or maybe it was quite harmless in spite of the way it smelt, but I didn’t see 
how the stuff was going to improve his dancing; and I just could not see Danny Grunch as the Fred Astaire 
of the New Elizabethan era. 

That is, until about four weeks later, when I bumped into him and his wife, Celia, at a Masonic Ladies 
Night Dinner and Ball in a Bournemouth hotel. Debra and I were cutting a mean strut across the crowded 
dance floor when we bumped into Danny and Celia who were in the middle of executing a rather 
complicated foxtrot manoeuvre that Danny described as a double lutz-chassay Las vegas, or somesuch.  

“Hey! Benny!” said Danny,”What do you think?”  
“I think you should look where you’re going!”  
“No, I mean about my dancing!” 
Celia broke in proudly,” Danny’s really improved since he’s been rubbing in the magic dancing 

ointment! He’s only torn three pairs of my tights this evening!” 
I had to admit that Danny was looking pretty frisky on his pins and I had to look more than once to 

make sure it wasn’t a case of mistaken identity. It was he though, or at least it was he from the waist up - but 
from the waist down, in the hips, thighs and legs regions I wasn’t so sure.  Those legs were powerful, slim, 
poised and self-assured - and there was no sign of his knock-knees and flat feet. Somehow or other Danny 
P. Grunch now had a full set of working legs that would look good on the bottom end of a ballet dancer. 

“Admit it, Danny,” I challenged him as we left the floor at the end of the dance, “You’ve had a legs 
transplant haven’t you. Whose are they?” 
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“They’re mine - all mine!” he said proudly “I told you that stuff from the Witch Doctor would do the 
trick, but you wouldn’t believe me would you!” He went up onto his points and did a pretty little pirouette 
before disappearing in the direction of the bar. 

They say the bigger they are the harder they fall and I couldn’t help thinking that he was overdoing the 
‘I told you so’ bit and was in for a big fall. So I wasn’t surprised when, about three weeks later, a much-
subdued Danny P. Grunch hailed me outside the Inn on The Park Hotel.  My cab was free at the time so I 
pulled over for a chat, wondering why he was looking so down in the mouth. As I stopped I realised he was 
hobbling towards me in a very peculiar fashion.  He was making little hops and steps that went - hobble - 
jump - jiggle - hobble - bounce - hobble - jiggle. Not in that order necessarily, but none the more for that 
mind, the way he was walking was very peculiar indeed. Then, when I looked more closely I could see that 
he had his feet tied together with a length of string. 

“What gives with the feet?” I asked as I climbed out of my cab. 
“Go on - say I told you so!” he said grumpily, “after all, you did warn me!” 
“Don’t tell me that stinky stuff has gone wrong?” 
He jerked and hopped up and down on his bound feet for a good twenty seconds before he could 

answer me. “Maybe I overdid it, but it was all going so well I thought it would be OK! Now I just can’t stop 
dancing...” he jigged up and down again “I’m going to go nuts.” jiggle “...if I don’t stop this ruddy...” 
bounce “...jiggling...”  jiggle jiggle  “...soon...” 

 “How do you mean?” 
“I mean I can’t stop bloody dancing!” He spat the words out quickly before the next jiggle caught 

him and threw him a good six inches into the air. “That frigging stinky stuff...” he bounced up and down 
again like a yo-yo “...has turned me into a frigging Zebedee!”  He must have shot up at least two feet that 
time and I steadied him as he crashed back down again. “I’ve had to tie my frigging feet together...” Up he 
went, “...so that at least I don’t...” down he came, “...end up half way down the street!” 

“Have you stopped taking the stuff, then?” I realised that I was jiggling up and down with him, I 
suppose in sympathy, and I wondered if we could get arrested for indulging in such peculiar behaviour in 
the middle of a Mayfair pavement. 

“Course I have!” Up and down he went again, about once every three or four words, “Mind you, there 
wasn’t much left by the time I stopped. It hasn’t done much good though has it! What am I going to do?”  

“Have you seen your doctor?” Danny’s leaping up and down was getting to me and I was finding it 
hard to keep my feet on the ground. “It’s not infectious is it?” 

“Of course I’ve seen my doctor and of course it’s not bloody infectious!” snapped Danny, “And why 
can’t you stand still when I’m talking to you!”  

“It’s not me, it’s you!” I told him. “It’s not my fault you can’t control your ruddy legs. Why don’t we 
go and sit in your cab and you can fasten yourself down with your seat belt?” 

Just at that moment Manny Goldberg pulled up behind us and jumped down from his cab. “What’s 
with all this jumping up and down, Danny?” he asked, “You look like Zebedee from The Magic 
Roundabout!” 

“I know what I look like!” retorted the hapless Danny, “and if I get my hands on that nose-bone bloke 
I’ll make him sorry he ever sold me that filthy smelly crap!” 
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Danny was in a sorry state by the time we got him strapped into his cab. The leaps were coming more 
rapidly so that now he erupted up and down once every two or three seconds, as if his whole body had the 
hiccups. But at least the seat belt held him fairly firmly and he only bumped his head against the ceiling 
once in a while.  

“So what’s with this leaping about and this filthy smelly crap chap you were talking about?” asked 
Manny. 

If there’s anyone with an eye for the unusual it’s Manny Goldberg. He is brainy is Manny and one 
year he entered for the Mastermind Contest on TV, getting almost to the finals before they disqualified him 
for forgetting his name and what his special subject was – we put it down to nerves; he had a bloody nerve 
going in for it in the first place.  Anyway, Manny had what some people considered an unhealthy interest in 
strange phenomena and useless information, and was consequently an excellent person to have on your team 
when playing Trivial Pursuits.  Of course, he knew Danny Grunch well, having passed through The 
Knowledge of London at about the same time and they had frequently seen each other around; so Manny 
knew all about Danny’s dancing aspirations and listened intently as he recited his story of the African Witch 
Doctor’s foul-smelling leg ointment. 

“It was O.K. until a few days ago,” Danny concluded, “then my legs started to go all peculiar.” 
“How do you mean ‘peculiar’?” asked Manny assuming what I call his ‘diagnostic doctor look’. “Do 

you mean ‘funny’ peculiar or just ‘peculiar’ peculiar?” 
“I don’t know do I? How can I tell the difference?   There’s nothing funny about it, though, I can tell 

you!  At first my legs’d only start getting frisky when they heard music, but since yesterday they’ve been 
jumping up and down all the time, music or not. They’re out of bloody control I tell you!”  Danny was still 
bouncing up and down every two or three seconds and the roof of his cab was beginning to dent. 

“You mean you can’t stop dancing?” said Manny with a knowing nod. “Here! That’s a good name for 
a song!”  He strummed an imaginary guitar and sang “I just can’t stop dancing, baby! No I can’t stop 
dancing when you’re near me, babe, I can’t stop dancing...!” 

“Shut up, will you! I’ve got enough dancing to last me a lifetime and I don’t need your Elvis Presley 
impersonations, thank you very much!”  

“On a more serious note then, if you’ll excuse the expression,” said Manny, looking hurt, “there are a 
lot of mysterious things in Africa, but most of this Witch Doctor stuff only works if you actually believe in 
it.” 

“I know that,” said Danny trying to stifle another leg jerking spasm and banging his head on the cab 
roof. “I’ve read a book.” 

“What I mean is, if you didn’t believe it would work in the first place then it wouldn’t have worked at 
all. It’s what psychiatrists call psychodramatics.  So, logically speaking, if you stop believing it’s 
happening, because you convince yourself it isn’t happening, then it won’t be happening, will it?” 

“That’s all very well,” said Danny struggling with Manny’s impeccable logic whilst desperately trying 
to keep his bottom on the seat, “But I only believe it’s happening because it is happening. And I don’t see 
how I can convince myself it isn’t happening when it is happening!”  

“I know it’s hard,” said Manny, “but, as it happens there is a way of making you believe it isn’t 
happening even when it is happening, so that although it is happening you’ll really believe it isn’t 
happening!” 
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“There is?”  
“Correct!” With a theatrical flourish Manny removed his gold wristwatch and dangled it in front of 

Danny’s face. ”Hypnosis. All you’ve got to do is let me hypnotise you into thinking it isn’t happening.” 
“But how do I know you know what you’re doing?”  
“Course I know what I’m doing. Now keep still and focus your eyes on my watch!” 
“I can’t keep still can I,” Danny protested. “That’s what it’s all about, me not being able to keep still. 

What sort of a hypnotist are you anyway?” 
“I’m qualified! “ Manny assured him. “I’ve done a correspondence course! Now stop talking and 

concentrate on the watch.” He lowered his voice and whispered “Your eyes are feeling very heavy - you are 
feeling very tired - your eyelids are closing - you are going to sleep. You asleep yet?” 

Danny’s eyes were still wide open and his legs were still jerking like a landed salmon (without legs).  
“Does it look like I’m asleep?  Anyway, how do you expect anyone to fall asleep with their legs leaping up 
and down? Admit it - you don’t know what you’re doing do you?” 

“There’s nothing wrong with my hypnotic powers,” declared Manny. “I can get the cat to sleep in two 
seconds flat!” 

“Anyone could get your cat to sleep in two seconds flat!” said Danny “When it’s not banging some 
other cat up there on the tiles it’s a terminal bloody kipper!” 

“Perhaps you should try singing him to sleep, Manny,” I suggested. “Do you know any nice 
lullabies?” 

“He ain’t singing me to sleep with any frigging lullaby!”  
“Let’s try again with the watch,"  suggested Manny. “Concentrate, Danny! How do you expect it to 

work if you don’t concentrate?” 
“You try concentrating when your legs think Oscar Peterson’s playing Hallelujah Time in your 

trousers!” 
“Are you sure it’s Hallelujah Time? Oscar Peterson played a pretty mean Promenade!” 
“Of course it’s bloody Hallelujah Time - they’re my ruddy trousers aren’t they! I should know what 

they’re bloody well playing!” 
Manny persisted with his attempt at treatment for a little while longer, but it was obviously hopeless. 

There was no way he was going to get Danny under his hypnotic influence,  
 “Bit of a problem you’ve got then,” Manny said as he put away his watch. 
“Tell me about it,” said Danny looking even more miserable. “What do you think my Celia’s going to 

say when I come bouncing home like a demented yo-yo?”  
I could see that Manny was studying him, knitting his brow like a pair of brown woollen socks and 

stroking his nose with a thoughtful nasal rhythm, his gargantuan brain masticating over Danny’s unusual 
predicament. “Of course,” he said after a few minutes, “what you really need to do is to adopt a positive 
attitude.” He didn’t seem to catch Danny’s murderous look. ”Now, when I did my Dale Carnegie Course on 
How to Win Friends and Influence People we were taught that even in the face of adversity it’s best to take 
a positive attitude.” 

Only the fact that Danny’s head kept bashing on the cab roof was keeping him sane. “And how…” he 
strangled out between head –thuds, “how do you suggest that I take a positive attitude when my left leg is 
having a regular fracas with my right leg over whether to do the twist or the tango?” 
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I noticed that his rhythm had changed. His legs were definitely not keeping in time with each other. 
“He’s got a point,” I told Manny, “how can you think positively when your legs have a harmonic identity 
crisis?” 

Manny tapped the side of his nose with his ignition keys and his blue eyes sparkled under his heavy 
brows. “There’s positive things in everything, Benny. One man’s meat is another man’s mad cow disease. 
For example, when the Witch ate Hansel and Gretel they weren’t very happy about it, but the Witch was 
delirious wasn’t she? And when Prince Albert died of an autopsy Queen Victoria was pretty distraught, but 
my nephew Jason’s neighbour is delighted because he’s just got a job at The Albert Hall.” 

Danny and me stared at him, baffled. “What’s Prince Albert snuffing it got to do with your nephew 
getting a job?”  

“It’s obvious isn’t it? The Albert Hall would never have been built in the first place if Albert hadn’t 
snuffed it at that particular time. That’s what life is - swings and roundabouts! Look at it this way. Danny 
here has got a pair of legs that, by all accounts, the world hasn’t seen since Fred Astaire hung up his dancing 
pumps. Why doesn’t he exploit them?” 

“Exploit them?” cried Danny, “How can I exploit them? I never know what they’re going to do next 
do I?  I told you, one minute they’re leaping about as if Oscar Peterson’s tickling my ivories like a banshee 
and the next they’re at war over whether to do a Chubby Checker or an audition for Strictly Come 
Dancing!"  

“You’ve got to take control of them, then!” said Manny thrusting his stiff upper lip over his limp 
lower chin. “Show them who’s boss! Then, when they know who’s in charge, you tell them what to do - you 
decide which dance they’re going to do, not them. They’re your legs you know.” 

Danny considered this for a moment. His legs seemed to have settled for a slow waltz and were 
relatively quiet. “Yeah! You could be right, Manny. Perhaps I’ve been too lenient with them. I’ll take 
control, that’s what I’ll do. But what then?” 

“I told you,” said Manny  “Exploit them. Get yourself a partner and go in for some real dancing. 
Become a dance champion!” 

“What, you mean like Come Dancing and that sort of thing?” 
“Correct!” said Manny. “It’s the only thing to do. Take the bull by the short and curlies!” 
Danny looked nervous. “Trouble is I don’t know where to start. It’s a sort of unusual situation I’ve got 

here. I’ve never had rebellious legs before. Besides, I’ve lost touch with the dancing scene.” 
As usual Manny Goldberg had the answer. “Don’t worry, my daughter Gillian knows a woman that 

runs a dance studio in Walthamstow.  Esmerelda Heckinpeck her name is, or something like that, it might be 
Peckinheck, not Heckinpeck. Anyway, I know there’s a heck in it and a peck in it, but I can’t remember if 
the peck comes before the heck or the heck comes before the peck. But it’s definitely Esmerelda. She’ll put 
you on the right lines.” 

Danny took out his pencil. “What’s the name of her dancing school again?” 
“The Heckinpeck School of Dancing. Or is it Peckinheck? I’ll check.” 
“No, I’ll goole it,” said Danny struggling to keep his legs reasonably still while he wrote down the 

name. “That’s Heckinpeck...” 
“Correct! Or maybe Peckinheck.  Esmerelda’ll know what to do. She’s had a lot of experience. Gillian 

tells me she was at Sadlers Wells.” 
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“She was a ballerina then?” 
“No, she was in the audience!”  Manny guffawed loudly, so he must have been joking. Danny threw 

his pencil at him. 
I wasn’t there, of course, but by all accounts when Danny got home that night and confided in his 

wife, Celia, she took it all very well. By then his legs were stuck on Latin American with an occasional 
lapse into Russian Cossack, right down to the high kicking and the yelling of “hoy!” just before he hit the 
ceiling. Celia thought he was putting it on to get out of going to dinner with their neighbours, (Danny didn’t 
get on with them because their only line in conversation was horrid diseases of the skin) and she accused 
him of being anti-social and promptly threw half the contents of her crockery cupboard at him. Then, when 
he persisted in taking high leaps into the air in the lounge, shouting “Hoy! Hoy! Hoy!” just before his head 
hit the ceiling; she threw the other half at him. Then she threatened to leave him and rushed upstairs to pack 
his bags, at which point she burst into tears and relented. In the end she believed him when he insisted he 
wasn’t doing it on purpose and that his legs really had gone all peculiar; but she did insist on ringing their 
daughter, Elviralla , for moral support and to get her to come around for a family discussion. Elviralla got in 
touch with her brother, Arnie (who fancied himself as a ventriloquist and had a dummy that called itself 
Little Lord Fetcham), her mother-in-law, Godzilla, and her father-in-law, Bunny. They all assembled at the 
Grunch house to hold a council of war. 

“What are we all doing here?” asked a bemused Bunny who had been torn away from watching West 
Ham on the telly. “It’s nearly half-time and there’s no score yet.” 

“Look! Are you blind or something?” said Godzilla, snatching away the TV remote control unit.  
“Can’t you see Danny’s having trouble with his legs?”  

“The West Ham goalkeeper was having trouble with his legs, but you didn’t insist on me going round 
to his house!” said Bunny resentfully. He was not a happy Bunny. 

“So what’s wrong with Poppa’s legs?” asked Little Lord Fetcham peering at Danny through his 
monocle. He was in his usual position on Arnie’s knee, just in front of the developing beer belly. “He looks 
like he’s got St. Vitus’s dance!” 

“Can’t you keep His Lordship’s mouth shut, Arnie?” demanded Elviralla heatedly, “We’ve got a 
family crisis on here and that dummy says such tasteless things!” 

“I’ll have you know I’m a trained doctor!” His Lordship retorted. “And if I say it looks like St Vitus’s 
dance then that, my dear lady, is what it looks like!” 

Lemmy, Elviralla’s husband, was watching carefully as poor Danny leapt up from his chair and 
performed another high kick. “There is no way that is Russian Cossack dancing! I’ve seen them do that in 
the Royal Ballet!” 

“Royal ballet Royal Schmallet!” said Danny resentfully as he came down for the third time since the 
beginning of that particular movement.   “I know I can’t help leaping about, but there’s no need to criticise! 
Anyway, I’d like to see Prince Philip do this! Hoy! Hoy! Hoy!” 

“Oh, Mummy! Can’t you stop Daddy being so ridiculous?” cried Elviralla indignantly, her skinny 
chest heaving with emotion. “What would my friends think if they knew my father was behaving like 
Zebedee from The Magic Roundabout?   Or I should say misbehaving like Zebedee from The Magic 
Roundabout?  Besides, I might be pregnant!” 

“Oh! Booballa!” cried Celia and Godzilla together. 
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“Oh lumme!” cried Lemmy. 
“I’m not...” continued Elviralla, “but I might be! And if I was, think of what the poor baby would have 

to go through” 
“I’d like a nephew or a niece!” said Little Lord Fetcham who was in one of his wistful moods. “Then 

at least I wouldn’t be the smallest person in the family. You know, sometimes I feel like a dwarf!” 
Danny, helpless in the throes of a magnificent Czarist high leap, reached the top of his trajectory and 

shouted “Hoy! Hoy! Hoy!” Then, as he headed for the floor once more he quickly whipped off his belt. His 
trousers fell down, exposing his quivering dancing legs and his elephant style boxer shorts. 

“Oh! You disgusting man!” cried Godzilla. Nevertheless, the waving proboscis fascinated her. 
“Bunny! You didn’t tell me there was going to be an orgy!” 

“Is there?” asked Bunny with renewed interest. He had always fancied himself as a ladies’ man and 
secretly lusted after Celia Grunch since, thirty years before, when she was a mere Celia Grointopp, she had 
seen him hanging out at the Roxy.  Aroused, he felt his animal juices rising, a phenomenon which, partly 
due to the ravages of time, now manifested themselves as a monstrous belch. “Manners!” 

“I don’t suppose anyone’s thought to bring along a Cindy doll?” inquired Little Lord Fetcham with a 
lecherous leer. “No, I thought not!” 

“It is not an orgy!”  Shrieked Danny, now a little demented and wrestling with his trousers as he shot 
ceilingwards once again. “I was trying to strap myself to a chair with my belt! Now somebody please help 
me!” 

The family rallied round, Bunny and Lemmy holding Danny down while Celia and Godzilla fastened 
him to a chair with his trouser belt. Little Lord Fetcham practised drinking from a beer mug and Elviralla 
went into the kitchen to make tea. 

 “So this Esmerelda Heckinpeck,” said Celia when they were all settled down and Danny was firmly 
strapped into his chair. “You think she might be able to help.” 

“It’s worth a try,” said Danny. “They say she runs a very good dance troupe.” 
“I thought her name was Esmerelda Peckinheck,” said Godzilla. “The one that runs the dancing 

classes in Walthamstow.” 
“Definitely not,” said Bunny, “It’s Heckin - not Peckin. Her dance troupe performed at the Witzer’s 

barmitzvahs. And it was Heckin then.” 
“They were also at the Sawyers levoyahs,” retorted Godzilla, “They were lovely funerals! And then it 

was definitely Peckin.” 
“Look, I’m not interested in the Witzers’ batmitzvahs,” said Danny tetchily,” and I don’t give a 

tunker’s kiss about the Sawyers’ levoyahs neither - what I need to know is - is it ruddy Heckin or bloody 
Peckin? Once I know that I can go on-line and get her frigging ‘phone number.” 

“You mean you’re going to go in for proper dancing?” asked Elviralla a little uncertainly. “Ballroom 
dancing, where they have all those competitions and things on the telly?”  

“I wish I could dance,” said Little Lord Fetcham wistfully, “I’d learn, only my legs are too short to 
reach the dance floor!” 

 “There’s big money in them dancing competitions nowadays,” said Bunny “We could make a bit of 
cash out of this!”  
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 “What do you mean WE could make a bit of cash?” said Danny indignantly, tightening his seat belt. 
“What do you think I am, some sort of a charity?” 

“All right, so YOU could make a bit of money,” said Bunny resentfully. “That is, if you’re good 
enough!” 

“Good enough?” echoed Celia, rallying to her husband’s defence. “Good enough? Of course he’s good 
enough! My Danny’s going to knock ‘em for six aren’t you Danny!” 

Danny groaned and prepared himself to resist another Czarish leap into the stratosphere of his 
suburban lounge. 

The following evening Danny and Celia drew up in their car, halfway down Fulbourne Road, in 
Walthamstow. For safety’s sake and in case of Danny’s legs being too uproarious in the driving seat, Celia 
was behind the wheel. Parked in front of them was a battered old Bedford van marked with the logo of THE 
GIMMEA SIGN Company and in the back a man in overalls was anxiously examining a large length of 
neon tubing that his company had worked into some sort of design. He had a puzzled expression on his face. 

“This must be the place,” said Danny, indicating the van in front. “Esmerelda said something about 
having a new sign erected outside the dancing school.” Today his legs seemed content to waltz, which 
wasn’t too difficult to handle, but he had taken the precaution of strapping his feet together, and he was 
hobbling a little as he clambered out of the car. 

The man in the van climbed carefully down onto the road carrying the length of neon tubing. “Excuse 
me,” he said, smiling apologetically and showing his tooth “Could you tell me if this place is called 
Heckinpeck or Peckinheck . Only, my delivery sheet has Heckinpeck on it, but they’ve put Peckinheck on 
the sign.  If it’s heck instead of peck I’ll get it in the neck!” 

Esmerelda Peckinheck was younger than Danny and Celia had expected, being in her late twenties. 
She was a tall, attractive, blue-eyed blonde with a Jayne Mansfield bust, an hourglass figure and never-
ending legs that swept all the way from her neat little ankles up to her very skimpy leotard, leaving almost 
nothing to Danny’s imagination. As she glided smoothly towards them she lubricated the air with female 
pheromones. It was obvious that she was a dancer with many years experience and even more obvious that 
she was a woman with a more than ample sufficiency. 

Danny held out his hand, which seemed to be a good thing to do at the time. His legs were behaving 
themselves remarkably well, perhaps struck by their admiration for Miss Peckinheck’s, so he was able to 
effect his greeting in a reasonably dignified fashion. “I’m Daniel P. Grunch. We spoke on the telephone. I’m 
very pleased to see you!” 

“So I see. I’m Esmerelda Peckinheck.”  She took his hand (it was not the only thing he was holding 
out to her, but it seemed the safest thing for her to get hold of). She had an American accent. “Of course, it 
was Heckinpecker when I was in the States, but when I came over here I changed it to Peckinheck.” Her 
laugh was like a tinkling bell in Danny’s ears. “Too many people were mixing up their heckers and putting 
their peckers in the wrong place. Sometimes it was quite embarrassing!” 

“I’m sure it was,” said Celia, stepping between them. “I’m Daniel’s wife, Celia and I’m also his 
Business Manager, so if there’s going to be any funny business, especially the putting of peckers where 
they’ve no business to be, you’ll have to get past me first.” 

Esmerelda led them into a small office, the windows of which looked out over the empty dance studio. 
“And how old is little Danielle?” she asked, settling sexily behind her desk and crossing one of her long legs 
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over the other in a sweeping scissors-like motion that brought a lump to Danny’s throat (at least he says it 
was his throat). 

“Pardon?” said Danny and Celia together. 
“Danielle, your grand daughter. How old is she? I’m going to have to see her, of course, before she 

can be admitted to the school. I thought you would bring her with you this evening.” 
Danny looked puzzled. “Grand daughter? We haven’t got any Grandchildren - not unless you count 

Little Lord Fetcham, but he’s not really a child, he’s a dummy.” 
Esmerelda smiled sympathetically. “I am sorry. Intellectually challenged?” 
“No,” said Danny, “Intellectually nothing! He can’t even say ‘A Bottle of Beer’ clearly. He’s only a 

dummy! A ventriloquist’s dummy. But at least he’s dry!” 
 “What Daniel, my husband, means is he’s made a mistake!” said Celia frostily, dragging the 

conversation back to the point. “We haven’t got a grand daughter called Danielle and we certainly don’t 
want her to come to your dancing school.” 

Esmerelda looked puzzled. “So why did you call me? And what was all that loopy stuff about 
mastering the rhythms and the blues and primitive dance beats from the cradle of Mankind?” She uncrossed 
her legs and jumped up nervously. “Are you a couple of screwballs or something? I think you’d better 
leave.” 

“No - no - Sorry - I couldn’t have explained myself very well,” said Danny. “It was me I was talking 
about. I’m Daniel Grunch, Daniel P. Grunch, not Danielle; I want to join your dancing school. You see I’ve 
got a natural gift - well, not natural actually, but I have got - wait for it - talented legs!” 

Esmerelda sat down again, still suspicious. She peered over the desk at Danny. “You’ve got talented 
legs?  So why are your feet tied together? I’ve got a hunch, Grunch, if that really is your name, that this is 
some kind of sick English joke!” 

“I can explain,” said Danny. “You won’t believe what happened to me. I went to Zimbabwe you see - 
that’s in Africa - and there was this bloke with a bone through his nose...” 

“A bone? Through his nose?”  Echoed Esmerelda faintly. “You’re right, I don’t believe you.” She 
stood up again and smiled apologetically, still nervous. “Thanks a bunch Mr Grunch, for coming in, but 
you’re much too old for me to teach. My age limit for beginners is 7 years. There’s no way I can take you 
even if you do have talented legs!” 

Celia rushed to the rescue. “But they are talented - I haven’t seen legs like Danny’s since Fred Astaire 
and Ginger Rogers had a whirlwind romance in “Hit the Deck!”  and Fred threw Ginger over the gunwhales 
into Cardigan Bay. It was screened in 1936 and Randolph Scott and Harriet Hilliard played bit parts.”  Celia 
was a bit of a screen buff. “Just thought you’d like to know!” 

“I don’t care if it had Irving Berlin playing Widow Twankey on a Beckstein Grand,” said Esmerelda, 
“you’re out to lunch, Mr Grunch! Savvy? You’re too old to have any lustre, buster! You’d look ridiculous 
wearing a tutu and going up on your points in the middle of a pack of five year olds! Besides, I’ve never 
heard of anyone with talented legs before - all the dancers I know got where they are by working at it - for 
years. I think you’re having me on - it’s one of those candid camera things isn’t it?” 

“It’s not - I’ll prove it,” cried Danny, desperate at the prospect of losing his one opportunity of getting 
his legs under control again, at the same time missing his one chance of making it as a dancing star. He 
wrestled with the ropes around his feet and threw them off (the ropes that is, not his feet), whirling 
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gracefully out of the room into the centre of the studio where he executed a double-ended half-chassis with 
waltz interpolations. “Quick, quick! Put some music on! Anything - my legs’ll dance to anything!” 

Wondering what sort of maniac she had let into her office and fearful for her reputation, chastity and 
life (not necessarily in that order) Esmerelda Peckinheck  (formerly Esme Heckinpecker of Springfield, 
Illinois, U S of A) decided to humour him and rushed to her hi-fi system, grabbing the first CD that came to 
hand. It happened to be selected readings from Rupert the Bear, with musical accompaniment on violin and 
harpsichord (something she had picked up at a boot sale to amuse the kiddies). As the words and music of 
The Adventures of Rupert Bear At The Circus swelled into the room Danny Grunch’s talented legs 
hesitated for just a split second, struggling to recognise the tempo and then they shrugged in carefree fashion 
and launched him across the room like a speedboat in a high wind, flapping and whirling around as if his 
arms and legs were the sails of a demented windmill.   

But Danny’s upper regions had not changed under the influence of the witch doctor’s ointment to the 
same extent as had his legs and he had great difficulty synchronising his bloated and out-of-condition torso 
with his new petite pelvis. “Put something else on!” he wheezed, “something a - bit slower!” 

So far unimpressed by this rather plump and unprepossessing taxi driver who didn’t look as if he could 
tell an Entre-chat-dix from a string of pork sausages hanging in a butcher’s window, an exasperated 
Esmerelda whipped Rupert out of the CD player and slapped on Duke Ellington’s Bojangles.  Danny’s legs 
took up the rhythm, settling into a frenzied sequence of new steps.  He seemed to handle this number quite 
well so, a little more encouraged but still dubious, she put on, in quick succession, some modern dance 
music, tangoes and quicksteps, a few foxtrots, a paso doble, and some jives.    

The young dance instructress from Springfield, Illinois, stood open-mouthed watching Danny 
perform, then at some point (she was so entranced and amazed by what she saw that she forget exactly 
when) she joined him on the floor and they swept around the large studio in each other’s arms, lost in the 
melody and the haunting rhythms. This was a new phenomenon for Esmerelda. She had never seen a man in 
late middle-age whose top was such a misfit with his bottom, but whose legs were - well, the legs were - as 
she described them to her fellow students at The Jerome Robbin’s Master Class the following week - “Man, 
they were just something else”. A choreographer’s dream. This was Esmerelda’s Road to Damascus and 
she suddenly began to believe that Danny P. Grunch really did have talented – nay! Magical! Musical! - 
legs.  

Celia, meanwhile, watched the two dancers with growing horror. They looked so right together, her 
husband and the dance instructress  - all right, Danny was tending towards the obese (let’s be honest, he was 
fat!) whereas Esmerelda was slim  (Celia preferred the word ‘skinny’, ‘boney’ even); and yes, Danny was 
losing his hair, his complexion and most of his manly muscles had long since slunk into corpulence; 
whereas Esmerelda was young and vital, with hair that shimmered in the spotlight and a body that radiated 
libido as she whirled across the floor in his arms. It did look as if Beauty & The Beast were alive and well 
and dancing in Walthamstow, but it could not be denied that their bodies blended seamlessly in a perfect 
union of harmony and sculptured flesh.   

I don’t know what happened next, what Esmerelda said to Danny and Celia and how she managed to 
persuade Celia to let Danny join The Peckinheck School of Dancing in spite of the obvious fact that her 
husband was grievously smitten by the School’s Principal Body (and I use the word advisedly). All I know 
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is that the next time I ran into Manny Goldberg he was absolutely full of the Danny P. Grunch affair. In fact, 
he couldn’t talk about anything else. 

“According to my Gillian, Danny’s the Star Pupil,” he told me as we settled down to  battered bun and 
crisp lutka-cakes in the Fat Owl late one night. “That Heckin-Peckin girl can’t get over his legs, she says. 
She’s always talking about them! Says they should be hung up in The New Tate Gallery for services to the 
British dance industry. Eerie isn’t it!” 

I was more interested in what progress Danny was making in regaining control of those rebellious 
appendages of his (they could hardly now be described by such mundane words as “legs” or “limbs”, for 
they were fast acquiring the magic and mystery of legend).  

“No problem, apparently,” said Manny. “It’s just like I said in the first place - they just needed to be 
shown who’s boss. Apparently Esmerelda gave him exercises to do, with instructions - you know the sort of 
thing - look them straight in the eyes and tell them ‘Now guys, you’re my legs and you don’t start dancing 
‘til you’re told’ and ‘listen here dummies, have you got cloth ears or something?  I told you to wait until 
the music starts!’ He’s getting on with those legs like a house on fire, in fact, it’s a long time since I’ve seen 
such agreeable and well behaved legs!”  

“So if his legs are under control his dancing must be coming along OK then?” 
“Famously! In fact, Esmerelda’s so pleased with his progress she’s entered them in one of the big 

Dance Competitions to be held next month.” 
“What? Just his legs?” 
 “No, you idiot, the two of them. Danny and Esmerelda - as a couple. And they’re tipped to win!” 
“Unbelievable!” 
“Yeah, especially when you look at that Danny Grunch. I mean, what has he got that we haven’t?” I 

could see Manny was jealous. “Except, of course, those frigging legs of his and a 28 year old Action Babe 
from the centrefold of Playboy Magazine.” He sighed lecherously and wolfed down the rest of his lutkas.  
“And all because he shmeared some revolting schteckle on his polkas! I tell you, Benny, sometimes I just 
don’t believe it!” 

As Manny told me  Danny P seemed to excel in all types of dance. It wouldn’t be long before he won 
prizes in Ballroom, Mod, Rock, Latin American, Olde Tyme and Swing and he was odds on favourite to 
take the British Championship in Jazz.  Already he was famous. You couldn’t open a newspaper or a 
magazine or turn on your TV without seeing his face leering out at you; and he was usually photographed 
with his arm around a skimpily dressed Esmerelda. The paparazzi flashed away at her champion baubles 
like they were the contents of The Duchess of Cambridge’s laundry basket. 

“But what about Celia? How’s she taking his cavorting about with a dolly bird young enough to be his 
daughter and a body like Venus de Milo avec arms?” 

“Ah! In the matrimonial field, so to speak, things ain’t going quite so well for poor old Danny P,” 
reported Manny, wrestling with an intrusive lutka bone that seemed to be hanging on to its independence for 
dear life. Finally, he hit it sharply on the head and thrust it triumphantly into his mouth. ” My wife, Hannah, 
goes to the same hairdresser as Celia Grunch and she gets to hear a thing or two.” He leaned forward in a 
conspiratorial manner to whisper in my ear, “Benny, Celia has cut off Danny’s conjugals!” 

It was a bit noisy in the Cafe, what with the juke box blaring out and the sound of three dozen sets of 
cabbies’ choppers gnashing away at Big Bella’s appetising creations. “What? She’s cut off his whatsicalls?” 



 46 

“His conjugals!” Manny repeated. “Now, if you ask me, that’s stupid - it’s the last thing you wanna do 
when your old man’s dancing the perpendicular with a young dolly bird; next thing Celia knows he’ll be 
going horizontal.” I nodded my agreement. ”What Celia needs to do is lay it on the line, get herself into a 
slinky new silky negligee what shows off all her most fragrant and edible parts (that is, if she’s got any left 
that haven’t passed their sell-by date) and give it to him every morning and every night three or four times - 
nay! - force it on him until his wick’s whacked and his quill’s quenched. That would put paid to any of 
Danny’s undercover operations, guaranteed! But, if she don’t do that it’ll be a case of have Pecker - will 
travel! Also guaranteed!” 

Of course, Manny was right, as always. Only a few weeks later he was telling me Celia had turfed 
Danny out of the marital nest, lock, stock and suitcase. That was when it all came to a head, apparently, at 
the very time when Debra and me were on holiday in Florida.  

“It was the day before the big Dance Championships at the Birmingham NEC,” Manny told me 
afterwards. “ Championship of The Northern Hemisphere it was and there were two heats leading up to the 
big finals. Everyone who’s anyone in the Dancing World was there and of course Danny Grunch was going 
up to compete with Esmerelda Peckinheck. As you know, they just romped it home in the regional heats; 
nobody could touch ‘em, so naturally they were the favourites right up to the last minute. Anyway, 
according to my Hannah, who got it from Celia Grunch’s shampooer-and-setter while she was under the 
hairdryer, Celia discovered that old Danny boy and that flesh-eating Esmerelda were going to share a double 
room in the hotel.” 

“Why didn’t Celia go up there with him then?”  
“Well, that’s how cunning old Danny is!” said Manny with more than a hint of jealousy. “He planned 

it to a ‘T’.  Somehow their daughter Elviralla got herself pregnant exactly nine months before the big finals 
and Celia said, as it was her first grandchild - apart from that Little Lord Fetcham - she had to stay home in 
case Elviralla had the kid during the competition. Well, that was all right until someone told her Danny and 
Esmerelda were going to share a room. Then the dung really did hit the propeller!”  He paused to think 
about it, bringing a grin to his face. 

“So what happened?”  
“She kicked him out of the house. Tossed all his clothes out the window - according to the neighbours 

there were about two dozen pairs of dancing pumps and a pile of his funny elephant style jockey pants, not 
to mention quite a number of posing pouches lined up on the pavement. Wouldn’t have thought it to look at 
him, would you, except for his legs.” 

“So - what happened?” 
“Well, Danny’s wife put a curse on him didn’t she. The neighbours all heard it quite clearly - well, 

they would do wouldn’t they, being as she was leaning out of the upstairs bedroom window at the time! ‘Get 
out of here you lecherous old sod!” she says. ‘Go off with your busty brazen bit of stuff and desert your 
poor lady wife and daughter when they’re going through hell to bring your first grandchild into the world - 
and never mind that Little Lord Fetcham because he’s made of wood like you - and now we know where he 
gets it from don’t we!” Manny stopped, to guffaw loudly, “but this is the best bit, Benny, the bit where it 
really starts to get heavy. She had one of them clay models of Danny and she started sticking pins in it ‘and 
may your rotten talented legs turn to jelly when you step out onto that dance floor, Danny Peregrine 
Grunch’ she says ‘ and may all the talent in those legs disappear forever.’ Then she brings out this model of 
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Esmerelda, you could tell it was her because it was dressed in a tutu and it had boobs the size of the 
millennium dome. She sticks a few pins in that too, right where it hurts and as she pushes them in she says 
“And may your 38D boobs burst and turn into 32’s’.”   Manny, who has always had an over fertile 
imagination, sat there giggling for what seemed like several minutes. 

“Well, what happened? I assume something happened.” 
“You bet! It was all on the telly as well, broadcast all over Europe. We were all watching and as 

Danny and Esmerelda steps out onto the dance floor to start their intro. - it was some sort of Mexican-
Spanish-Latin-American Fandangle I think -  they were looking good.  Danny was nearly handsome in his 
red tuxedo. He had a string of medals from all the championships he’s won pinned to his lapel; and you 
could hardly see his pot belly puffing under that yellow cummerbund; and Esmerelda was looking really 
sexy, with those long giraffe-neck legs of hers and her boobs standing out like she was a lady bison on heat.  
Anyway the minute the music started and they steps out to do their business old Danny boy’s legs went right 
out from under him like they’d turned to jelly and him and Esmerelda were floundering about like a couple 
of panic-stricken crabs dashing sideways along a beach. They would have been disqualified anyway, I think, 
but then one of the pins from Danny’s medallions must have pricked Esmerelda’s falsies ‘cos they exploded 
and blew them right across the floor into the Judge’s table. There was beer and boobs everywhere and the 
two of them slunk off that dance floor like a couple of condoms escaping from a fertility clinic! Danny and 
Esmerelda that is, not the boobs!” 

We sat together for a few minutes reflecting on Fate, Providence and Life in general. 
“It proves the point,” said Manny. 
“What point?” 
“That, in spite of all the advances we’ve made in science and technology we still have ancient and 

primitive powers going back to primeval times when we were apes, swinging from the trees in the jungle!” 
“How do you make that out?” 
 “Well, just take that Celia Grunch, for instance.” 
“What about her?” 
  “She’s just an ordinary Ilford housewife ain’t she?” 
“Yeah. So what?” 
“So her curse turned out to be a lot more powerful than the Witch Doctor’s ointment, didn’t it!” 
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CHAPTER SIX 
 

A RADICAL PLOT 
 

 
By hook or by crook, Debra and my mother in law, Maisie, were determined to destroy Natalie’s plans 

to marry Radical Greenbaum. I came in from the golf club early one afternoon and there they were in the 
kitchen, plotting his downfall over a pot of coffee. Asleep in the corner lay five feet and seven stones of 
Rumpy the dog, snoring loudly. 

“We’re going to find Natalie another man,” Maisie announced. “As soon as the stupid girl realises 
how many real hunks there are out there she’ll ditch that Greenbaum creature. I take it we can rely on your 
support, Benny?” 

I had arrived home dog tired that morning having just returned from a round trip to Gatwick airport, to 
which I had delivered one family of six – four screaming children and two bright eyed deluded parents 
hoping for a restful holiday in sunny Minorca – and collected another – fresh from their vacation in wind 
blown Malta. Seven persons this time, carbon copy kids, with weary and disgruntled parents, plus a whining 
grey haired old grandma, who had lost most of her marbles over the Med. and kept calling for the sun cream 
and farting loud and long like a trumpet major every time we went over a bump in the road. I would maybe 
have to fumigate the inside of the cab, probably by going through the car wash with the windows wide open, 
so I wasn’t really in the mood for hearing the latest plan for repelling the Greenbaum invasion.  I greeted 
Maisie’s words with a groan of irritation. 

“What?” she demanded. 
“I don’t want to get involved in your plot, Maisie, whatever it is. I’m tired. I was up all night, 

remember, earning a crust.” 
“Have some breakfast,” suggested Debra. “Then listen to what we have in mind.” 
Her mother laughed mockingly. “He says he’s tired! That’s a laugh! What does he expect when he 

finishes work and goes straight out to the golf club.” 
“I had a game booked.” I protested indignantly. “I was making up a foursome with friends. I couldn’t 

let them down, could I?” 
“Game booked – game schmooked! Either way if you’re tired it’s your fault for not going to bed at the 

right time. Isn’t that right, Debra?” 
“Yes, Benny, mother’s right. It’s high time you showed a proper interest in your daughter’s affairs.” 
“Oh, come off it, Debra, you’ve tried to stop one of Natalie’s romances before.  Remember?  When 

she was seventeen and going out with that Dutch artist who gave himself airs and walked around kissing 
everybody. You know, we used to call him ‘two lips from Amsterdam’.” 

“Ugh! Don’t remind me. I had spit on my face for a week!” said Maisie. “From where did he know 
about art?” This from a woman who thought the left bank was a savings opportunity for communists. “It 
worked though, didn’t it, our little plan. Natalie soon sent him packing.” 

“No she didn’t. He gave her up - by the time you and Debra were finished he couldn’t get back to 
Holland quick enough – and you couldn’t blame him. Threatening to chop off his Willy was a bit much even 
for you two. You can’t do that to a man. It destroys his manhood.” 
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“That’s what we wanted – to destroy his manhood!” scoffed Maisie. She had a really mean streak in 
her that woman. “That was the whole point of threatening to chop off his Willy!” 

“You know as well as I do, Benny, that we didn’t threaten to chop it off,” protested Debra. “We didn’t 
want the whole lot off, we just wanted to get him circumcised.” 

“But I told you, he was circumcised!” 
“That’s what you say,” said Maisie with a grim little laugh, “but he wouldn’t show us the proof would 

he?” 
“I should bloody well hope he wouldn’t!” I sat down wearily at the table and pulled off my golfing 

shoes. “Where’s that breakfast, Debs? I’m starving!”  
Maisie held her nose between two of her fingers. “You’re not going to leave those smelly things on the 

floor are you?”  
“Why not? You left that,” I said indicating Rumpy, who stirred and farted loudly. “Great, pongy 

hound! My shoes aren’t nearly as smelly as he is.” I threw them across the room into the other corner. “So, 
what diabolical plot do you have in mind this time?” 

“A little bit of match-making, that’s all,” Debra explained. I was glad to see her move over to the 
fridge and take out some sausages and a couple of nice brown eggs. Perhaps the threat of breakfast was real? 
“We’ve got to do something quick.” 

“Double quick,” agreed Maisie. “We can’t have her taking that Greenbaum thing to the wedding.” 
“What wedding?” 
Debra looked at me like I was mad. “Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten. Polly’s daughter, Holly. She’s 

getting married at the end of the month and we’ve all been invited. Including Natalie, with a partner.” 
“And there is simply no way we’re going to let her take that Greenbaum boy as her partner,” declared 

Maisie. “Most of the Moxom family will be there – they’d be so insulted.” 
“So we’re going to register Natalie with one of those computerised bureaus,” said Debra. “We’ve been 

on the Internet already today and now you’ve got to help us. We would have asked daddy, but he doesn’t 
really know how it works.” 

“He doesn’t know how anything works,” said Maisie. “Either that or he’s forgotten. I don’t like to 
criticise him, he’s your father, but he’s a schmerel and a dumbkopf and there’s no way of getting around it.” 
She poured coffee. “He used to be a man of passion your father, he had opinions – all of them were wrong, 
but at least he had them. Now he’s just a total waste of space that spends all his time staring at a filthy, noisy 
building site.”  

“He’s still looking out of the lounge window, then?” asked Debra, concerned. “What on earth can he 
be looking at?” 

“I told you – the builder’s bums,” said Maisie impatiently. She looked across at me. “I suppose you 
know how this thing works? This internetty thing?”  

“A bit,” I said, “I’m no expert.” I sighed. “It won’t do any good, though, Debra, all this registering 
with marriage bureaus on Natalie’s behalf – she’s got her heart set on the Greenbaum boy.” 

“Ha!” said Maisie scornfully. “Over my dead body will a grand daughter of mine marry a Greenbaum. 
Besides, she doesn’t really love him. It’s just inflatulence. She’s still young, she doesn’t know from 
anything.” 

“Maisie, she’s nearly 28. At her age you were married to Ben and you had three kids!” 



 50 

“I rest my case! You’ve got to help us find someone more suitable.” 
I groaned again. “Me? What am I supposed to do?” 
“You can work the internet for us.” 
“I thought you said you’d already been on it.” 
“We have,” said Debra, “But when we typed ‘couple’ in to that search thing all we got was a lot of 

pornographic pictures. I couldn’t believe it.” 
 “I didn’t know so much could be done to so many by so few and in so many places.” Said Maisie 

wistfully, shaking her head and wrinkling her nose with disgust. “We were on that computer thing for nearly 
three hours and we couldn’t get rid of all those horrible pictures. There must have been hundreds of them. 
They made my eyes go all funny and I had to borrow Debra’s reading glasses. I’m telling you, Benny, they 
were terrible. I could hardly bear to look.” 

“And the noises those women were making. I couldn’t believe the noises!” added Debra. 
“You could have switched the thing off.” I suggested. I wondered how many porn sites they’d visited 

and how many plain brown envelopes would find their way through our letter box over the following few 
weeks. 

Debra was cracking the eggs into a frying pan and cutting up some tomatoes. The smell of frying 
wafted across the room and Rumpy stirred, lifting his great dog-head and sniffing.  

“As soon as you find us a good marriage bureau on the Internet we’ll register Natalie and find her a 
nice young man. We can organise a blind date for her.”  

“Debra, you’re wasting your time. There’s no way Natalie will go on a blind date. She’s engaged to 
the Greenbaum boy. She’s made up her mind she’s going to marry him and that girl knows her own mind.” 

Maisie coughed politely. “Excuse me! How can she have a mind if she talks herself in that she wants 
to marry a Greenbaum? I used to think my Grand daughter was clever, now I’m not so sure.” 

Rumpy stretched his long legs and stood up. He came nearly up to my waist and his huge head, eyes 
on Debra and the cooking sausages, hovered menacingly over the top of the table. 

“Go away from the table, Rumpy dear,” admonished Maisie. “Or we’ll have to put you out in the 
garden.” Amazingly, the animal obeyed her instruction and slunk back into his corner where he stood 
quietly, still eyeing the eggs and sausages. 

I fetched a cup and poured myself some coffee. “Natalie won’t go on a blind date, that’s for sure.” 
“She won’t even know it’s a blind date,” said Debra with a cunning smile. “She’ll think she’s meeting 

her new man on business.” 
“Oh? How do you make that one out?” 
“When we’ve found the perfect man for her I’ll pretend I’m Natalie – Nobody knows who anybody is 

on the Internet. I’ll ask him out to dinner, you know, on that e-mail thing. Then you are going to get one of 
your friends to ring her up – you could do it, but she’d recognise your voice – he’ll pretend to be a man with 
a business proposition and invite her out. ” 

“Oh yes? What makes you think she’ll go out to dinner with him?” 
“A career girl like my grand daughter, bless her, how could she resist?” asked Maisie with a cunning 

smile. “She’ll think the young man who rings her up – played by your friend – has a wonderful business 
deal for her, something not to be missed.” 
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“And I’ll pick someone so gorgeous,” added Debra, “that when she meets him for dinner she won’t be 
able to resist him! It’ll be like a fairy tale romance. And that, so far as this family is concerned, will be the 
end of Radical Greenbaum.”  

“Okay.” I said, “Seeing is believing.” I sipped my coffee, watching Debra hungrily as she turned the 
sausages in the pan. “Ready now,” she said, scooping them up with the eggs and transferring the meal onto a 
plate. “Here we are.” 

With a howl of triumph Rumpy launched himself across the room and crashed into her. Debra lost her 
grip on the plate and the eggs and sausages slid off towards the floor – straight into the dog’s cavernous 
mouth. He chewed frantically for about three seconds and then swallowed the whole lot down. With a 
satisfied burp he looked around at Debra, Maisie and me, winked, and then walked contentedly back into his 
corner. 

“Bloody dogs!” I snarled. “They’re nothing but a load of thieves!”  
It wasn’t the first time I’d come across a thoroughly dishonest dog… 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
 

SUPER SLEUTH 
 
 
You could have knocked me down with a gabardine waistcoat when I spotted Mickey Rosen limping 

out of Saul Schmednick's High Class Tailoring Emporium in Savile Row one Thursday afternoon, clutching 
a large suiter bag. You see, Mickey rarely wore a suit and when he did it looked like it had been ironed by a 
short-sighted chimpanzee with hay-fever and a nervous tic. The creases were in all the wrong places and he 
had turn-ups on his flares. Mickey and stylish clothes just didn't mix, but on this occasion the suiter bag 
looked suspiciously like evidence of a possible session with a bespoke tailor, a tape measure and a stick of 
tailor's chalk. 

Intrigued, I wound down my cab window and called out to him. “What's up then, Mickey? You 
haven't been reading all that propaganda in the Tailor and Cutter have you - about Clothes Makething 
Man?" 

He recognised me and came over. I noticed again that he was limping. “No - I can't stand all that 
modern fashion stuff. Dunno why anyone actually wears any of it, what with all them gussetted trousers and 
quilted legs and things! You know I'm a pretty trendy guy, always ready for a flutter with a schmutter, but I 
can't handle all this modern stuff!" 

"Depends whether you've got the figure for it, I suppose." I couldn't imagine him in anything even 
approaching trendy. "So that's why you're in Savile Row instead of Carnaby Street? You wanted something 
modern, but traditional." 

“I suppose so." He admitted darkly "But I'm only really here on account of Cissy, she's opened up a 
little business. A shop."  

It did not seem likely that Mickey's wife had set up shop here, in Savile Row, or that she had gone into 
the men's tailoring business elsewhere for that matter. So far as I knew her background was in fancy goods - 
she sold anything that took her fancy. And I didn't see where a visit to Saul Schmednick's came into the 
picture either. But first things first, I had to discover why Mickey was tottering about like a shattered war 
victim. 

"Why the limp?" 
"Cissy's rotten dog bit me. Look, it's a long story. Buy me a cappuccino and I'll tell you all about it. 

I've just got to go and get my rubber ring from the cab." 
"Rubber ring? We're going for a cup of coffee, Mickey, not a swim!" 
"It's not to swim with, it's to sit on. That dog of Cissy’s is a bloody monster!" He limped painfully off 

in the direction of his parked taxi. 
A few minutes later we were sitting in Savile’s Kaff, purveyor of trendy continental coffees, partaking 

of two mugs of strong frothed up milk mixed up with a brutally crushed coffee bean. I was perched on a tall 
wooden barstool near the window and Mickey was sitting next to me, poised precariously atop his rubber 
ring. The Jukebox was playing "Strangers In The Night” and the girl behind the counter, who in spite of her 
enormous ears, was musically retarded, crooned the words of ‘There’s an Awful Lot of Coffee In Brazil’. 
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"So tell me about the dog, Mickey. How come Cissy's got herself a pet all of a sudden? I thought she 
hated animals." 

"She does, or at least she did." He blew into his coffee cup. 'I wish they wouldn’t serve their stuff so 
ruddy hot.” We’d been in this café before and it was renowned for its enormous black puddings and the 
savage, raw heat of its beverages. Mickey poured some of the steaming straw-coloured liquid into his saucer 
and blew on it furiously before raising it to his lips and sucking. "No, Cissy doesn't like animals. For years 
she wouldn't let my old uncle Jeroboam into the house on account of his having bronchitis and spitting like a 
camel. But now she's opened up this little jewellery shop just off the Cranbrook Road, near Gants Hill 
Library, and the insurance people told her she had to get a dog to help with the security. So she got herself a 
dirty great Alsatian." 

"She carries valuable stock then?" 
"Gold and silver - high class costume jewellery, that sort of thing. Most of it's plated, of course, but 

she does get some good stuff through the trade from her second cousin twice removed. You know, old 
Bernie Addlepate, that's done something in Hatton Garden." 

I knew Bernie. As Mickey said he was reported to have 'done something' in Hatton Garden, although I 
had never yet met anyone who knew exactly what he’d done or even where he’d done it.  Bernie didn't talk 
about it. In this way he added to his mystique, encouraging people to assume that, whatever he was in 'the 
garden', it had to be something BIG.  

"So business is good then?" 
Mickey took out his snuffbox and, spreading some on the back of his hand, sniffed it up into his 

capacious nostrils. He sneezed a couple of times, blowing the froth off his coffee. 
"Yeah, business is good," he wheezed. "Mustn't grumble." Then he remembered himself and 

continued in a whisper, just in case of prying tax inspectors who might be squatting, ears alert, under the 
neighbouring tables. "We haven't made any money yet, of course, in fact it's cost me plenty now you 
mention it, but it takes time to build up a reputation. So long as the growtential's there though, that's the 
important thing. Especially for the gold and silver rings Cissy sells. You know, Benny," He leaned forward 
to impart a nugget of wisdom. "Back in our day, we young lads hardly ever bothered wearing rings, unless 
we were getting married, which wasn't very often, but nowadays you'd be surprised how many of the kids 
wear them. And where they wear them. Phew!” He wiped his brow. “That's why I've had to get fitted out 
with this new suit." 

"What's the suit got to do with it?" 
“Cissy wants me to work in the shop on Saturdays, so I have to be well turned out.” 
I couldn't help laughing. "What? You do a selling job? You couldn't sell a chastity belt to King 

Solomon." 
“I'm not selling, though am I? I'm fitting rings on the male customers. Cissy can't do it, neither can 

Esmerelda her shop assistant. They'd be too embarrassed the places the lads are wearing them nowadays - at 
least, Cissy would, I don't know about Esmerelda. The way she dresses I doubt if she's even heard of 
'embarrassed'." 

"O.K., so Cissy's got kinky customers. What's that got to do with your new suit and where do the dog 
and the limp come into it, not to mention the rubber ring you’ve got stuck under your bott?” 
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"That's what I've been trying to tell you," said Mossy, "Cissy wouldn't hear of me wearing my old suit 
– she said I looked like a shabbily dressed bag lady. That wouldn't do for her top ring-fitting specialist, of 
course, so I had to go and get kitted out for a new one. She'd heard that Saul Schmednick does a snappy line 
in men’s wear so she arranged for me to go along. I wasn't very happy about it I can tell you, but I couldn't 
really argue, not with a dirty great hole in the seat of my pants anyway. That hole didn't exactly help my 
side of the argument - robbed me of my dignity if you see what I mean." 

I understood the dignity bit, but as for the rest of it Mickey really had me lost. "Where did you say you 
had this dirty great hole?" 

“In the seat of my pants. I would have had it invisibly mended, but the dog’s fangs made jagged marks 
all over the pattern - it used to be herring bone, now it's more like dog's tooth!"  

In my frustration to squeeze some sense out of him I bit savagely into one of the bran biscuits the 
Saville Kaff dishes up with their particular brand of coffee - I normally slip them into my pocket and feed 
them to the ducks, but recently I'd had complaints from the RSPB. As the unmistakeable flavour burst 
against my taste buds reality dawned and I realised what Mickey was trying to say. "Ah! I see! That's where 
Cissy's dog bit you!" 

"Yes. In me bum. Isn't that what I've been saying? Cissy forgot to introduce me to the brute and when 
she sent me round with the Pedigree Chum the ruddy monster decided to take a change of diet." Evidently, 
stew A La Mickey Rosen had been on the canine menu that day. Mickey shifted uncomfortably on his 
rubber ring. “I had to have thirteen stitches in my backside and a tooth removed." 

"So you had toothache as well? It wasn't your day was it!” 
"It wasn't my tooth - it was that piffing dog’s! - It got stuck up me buttress!" 
Two weeks later I had occasion to visit Mickey in the shop. My wife's birthday was coming up and I 

thought I would get her a nice piece of costume jewellery. Cissy and Mickey's shop was convenient and 
anyway I was interested in seeing how their business venture was faring. 

I recognised the shop easily enough. The Rosens had called it "A Girl's Best friend" and it was 
situated right next to the library in Gants Hill just as Mickey had said. I thought the window display was bit 
gaudy - lots of tinsel and black velvet with imitation flowers in bowls and ornate china vases with a few 
trays of jewellery in the centre. There was a large colour picture of Marilyn Monroe on one side and I 
expected to hear the strains of "Diamonds are a girl's best friend” as I entered the shop, but there was no 
music, just a hubbub of voices punctuated here and there by a big throaty dog bark coming from behind a 
curtain draped across the back of the show room.  

The Rosens were busy and I waited for a few minutes before Mickey spotted me. He finished fitting a 
gold signet ring to a young man's left ear and came over. I didn't think he looked any too happy for a man 
with a thriving business. 

"Customers we've got,' he told me when I inquired after the business, "but the stock we haven't!" He 
lowered his voice and indicated the other customers who were being served by Cissy and a busty young girl 
who must have been Esmerelda. She sported a Marilyn Monroe look-alike hair do and a short black belt 
showing so much thigh that when she put it on she must have thought it was her skirt. The upper half of her 
chassis was also Marilyn look-alike and she tottered about precariously on nine-inch high heels, her bosoms 
thrust determinedly forward, ready to boldly, eagerly, and willingly go where no woman had gone before 
and plenty of men wanted to.  
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Mickey followed my eyes and guessed what was going through my mind. "Don't worry," he said, 
"They're made of inflatable rubber. When she falls over she just bounces back up." He caught my attention 
again. “I don't want the customers to hear this, Benny, but Cissy and me, we've got a big shop-lifting 
problem. What's happening is…” 

He was interrupted by the dog barking loudly and sticking its huge head through a gap in the curtain at 
the other end of the room. Then it came through, padding towards us. It was big even for an Alsatian, 
standing at more than three and a half feet high on all fours, but it didn't look dangerous as it perused us 
lazily with large placid brown eyes. In fact, it looked positively docile. Mickey obviously didn't share my 
opinion, however and backed away behind one of the counters. I held my ground and the dog came right up 
to me and rubbed its big long-haired body against my legs. Then it wandered off around the back of the 
display stands, poking its head into various places before throwing itself onto the floor and closing its eyes 
sleepily. 

“I know, I know, he doesn't look dangerous," said Mickey who still limped slightly as he came back to 
stand beside me. "And Cissy keeps trying to tell me he isn't. She says him taking a lump out of my leg and 
leaving his tooth in my backside was all a big mistake. Some mistake!" 

"Perhaps it was. Perhaps the dog thought you were a burglar. It's probably been trained to attack 
burglars." 

“Why should it mistake me for a burglar? I wasn't wearing a black-and-white striped jersey and 
carrying a bag marked 'SWAG' was I? You just can't trust the beast. And even if it isn't dangerous - which I 
doubt - I don't like the way it keeps slobbering all over the jewellery. You know I've caught it chewing up 
some of our best stock. And there's another thing about that dog..." He seemed too embarrassed to continue. 

"What other thing?" 
"It's peculiar really," he said. "Strange, but that dog never - you know... 
"Never what?" 
"He never leaves any packages!" 
"Maybe he does it when he's out walking. And remember, dogs and cats never do their business on 

their owner's land. They always do it on somebody else's, it's an unwritten law of the animal kingdom." 
"No, I'm telling you he just doesn't do it. Not at all. Anywhere. My son Simon takes him out every 

night regular and he's remarked on it. Says he sees all the other dogs doing it at one time or another, but 
never Cornelius - that's the dog's name. The only time Simon doesn't walk out with Cornelius is on Saturday 
nights and he doesn't do it then either, or so I hear." 

"Who takes him out on Saturdays then?" 
“Old Bruiser Barrington, the guy that sold him to us. He's a good dog trainer is Bruiser. He always 

carries his pooper-scooper just in case, but he says the dog never messes!" 
"Wasn't Bruiser Barrington the ex-boxer that was had up for - I dunno - something...?" 
"Yeah, he served three years for burglary some while back, but he's a reformed character now is 

Bruiser. And the fact that he's an ex-con doesn't make him a bad dog trainer, that's the way I see it. You've 
got to give a guy a chance in this life, that's what I say!" 

“I suppose so, but the dog, Cornelius, he eats alright does he?" 
"Yeah, regular as clockwork. Every day he gets through at least two tins of dog food and about half a 

pound of biscuits. Not to mention six gallons of water." 
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"Well then, he must keep the other end active as well, mustn't he? Otherwise he'd burst!" 
“If he does we don't see any of it," said Mickey. “I suppose we ought to be glad, but one day we'll 

have to take him to the vet for colonic irrigation. I'm not looking forward to that I can tell you, neither is the 
vet. Anyway, I was telling you about our other problem." 

"Oh yes, the shoplifting." 
"We can't make it out. We try to keep an eye on everything, but every day more of our stock 

disappears. I wondered if you had any ideas how we could put a stop to it." 
"No, I haven't had any experience with shop-lifting." I thought for a minute. "Have you reported it to 

the police?" 
"Yeah, but there's nothing they can put their fingers on is there? It's not like smash and grab where the 

crooks get away with thousands of pounds worth of stuff. It's mostly single items, fairly small that you 
could stick in your pocket or up your jumper, but most of them are worth a hundred or two. Anyway, it's 
really eating into our profits." 

“I can see you've got a problem, Mickey,” I said sympathetically, “but I'm a cab driver not a detective 
so I don't see that I can be of any help..." A thought suddenly struck me. “Mind you, I may know somebody 
who can." 

I was thinking of Manny Goldberg, of course, who was well known amongst us cabbies as a lateral 
freethinker. He had a peculiar mind and a phenomenal memory and at one time he had been training to go 
on Master Mind. Nothing came of that, of course, because Manny spent too much time studying his 
specialist subject and finally had a severe brain-storm. It was so bad that for some weeks he forgot who he 
was and on the day he should have gone to the recording studio for the big show he forgot where he was 
going. They found him eventually, fishing for pickled herrings in the penguin pool at the London Zoo. 
When he came out of the sanatorium he still had a good, keen brain and I had heard he was branching out 
into the security and private eye business. I thought he might have a few tips for Mickey and Cissy. 

When I brought him to the shop to introduce him to the Rosens Cornelius took an immediate liking to 
Manny. As soon as he came in through the shop door the huge dog bounded up and leapt up into his arms, 
throwing the surprised Manny down onto the carpet where he, Cornelius, licked affectionately at his face. 

"Blimey!" said Manny as he struggled to push the dog away and sit up, "You've got a big dog like this 
and you still get thieves! They must be a brave lot of villains around here!" 

Manny was wearing a smart new navy blazer and Cornelius took a liking to its silver plated buttons. 
They were large and round, like old ten pee pieces and before anyone could stop him he had bitten one of 
them off and swallowed it, hiccuping loudly a couple of times as it went down. 

"Cornelius! Behave yourself!" admonished Cissy trying to pull the mountainous canine brute off the 
unprotesting Manny who seemed to be enjoying the experience. He probably looked upon the enormous dog 
as a kindred spirit. 

"Sorry, Manny!" said Mickey who had retreated to the other side of the room as soon as Cornelius 
made his introductory leap into Manny's arms. "Cissy'll sew you another button on for you!" 

“No, it's alright, you can use the same one when you find it again,” Manny said, generously. “We all 
know where it's gone, but it'll clean up alright!” 

“No. We won't see that button again,” said Mickey. 
“Course we will. Just keep an eye on what the dog does and where he does it and bob's your uncle!” 
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“But that's what I'm trying to tell you, Manny” said Mickey awkwardly, “he's not like other dogs. He 
don't leave calling cards.” 

“What? Do you mean he don't crap...?” Manny called a spade a spade. “But he must ... Sooner or 
later...” 

“He doesn't. Never ever." 
Manny scratched his head and sat down on the floor again, under the dog. 
When we had finally extricated him from the affectionate grip of the Gargantuan canine and tethered 

said dog safely in the rear of the shop, Manny walked slowly around the sales area with a powerful 
magnifying glass examining the various display cabinets. He was taking his role as a detective very 
seriously and I expected him at any moment to don a deerstalker hat, light up a meerschaum pipe and play a 
depressing fugue on a violin taken from a cunningly concealed hiding place beneath his silken waistcoat. 
Instead, he continued his examination with the magnifying glass for a few minutes longer before going to 
the back door and scrutinising it closely through his left eye. 

“No signs of a forced entry,” he announced pompously, in the way of the pulp detective novel, “which 
leads me to believe it was an inside job.” He looked over at Esmerelda who was leaning over the counter 
showing a customer a pair of very rare baubles. “Have you examined your staff for hidden knick-knacks?” 

“There’s nothing hidden under there that I don’t know about,” said Cissy indignantly. She looked 
ferociously across at me. “Didn't you tell him it was shoplifting?" she asked irritably. 

Manny ignored her. “It’s either an inside job or they creep in when the door’s open.” 
This was too much for Cissy. “Of course the door’s open! This is a shop isn’t it! The thieves come in 

through the front door like ordinary customers. I'm telling you we're suffering from shoplifters not 
cat-burglars!” 

Manny regarded her shrewdly, tapping the side of his nose with a finger and speaking in a 
pseudo-Belgian accent. “Because I resemble that famous man of detection, Mr Monsewer Hercules Parrot,” 
he said mysteriously, “some people, who should know better, think I am a Belgian. But in spite of 
appearances I am English and my little grey cells are sufficiently awake this morning to tell me conclusively 
that we have here a case of what we in the profession call 'shop-lifting' which, not to be taken too literally, 
does not mean a lifting of the shop from its foundations, but a stealing of things from it, when the 
opportunity presents itself for such a stealing to be undertaken.” 

“That's what I just said,” said Cissy, “Shop lifting.” She turned to her husband. “Didn't I tell you it 
would be no good getting in this lunatic? What we need is a real detective, not someone who couldn’t detect 
the Great Millenium Dome Robbery if he was standing on it!” 

“You haven't heard him out yet, Cissy,” said Mickey half-heartedly. “He's only just started!” 
“Well, he's finished as far as I’m concerned. I'm going to serve in the shop!” Cissy stormed off to 

assist the young Marilyn Monroe look-alike, who was tottering around behind one of the counters on her 
aerodynamic heels. I watched, certain there would soon be a battle-royal between her advancing bosom and 
the force of gravity. I had a feeling Isaac Newton was in his orchard and we’d soon see a fall of apples, if 
not a great pear. 

“Well, Manny? Any more ideas?” asked Mickey. 
 I reluctantly returned my attention to Manny who was now perusing the carpet through his large 

glass. 
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“The clamouring of my little grey cells,” he said, again with that slight accent of nearly-frog, “leads 
me to believe that because nobody has seen this person or persons carrying out this crime, we are dealing 
with somebody extremely small, so small, in fact, as to go unnoticed; and probably disguised to look totally 
unlike his or her real self. I have also perceived, with the help of the aforementioned cognitive materials 
residing within my cranial cavity, that this person or persons does not attract the attention of the dog 
Cornelius. I can therefore give you a fairly accurate profile of the guilty party.” 

“Go on then,” prompted Mickey Rosen. “Tell us what we have to look out for.” 
“A dwarf,” said Manny striding up and down the shop and puffing at an imaginary pipe, “a dwarf, 

cunningly disguised to appear at least five feet eight inches tall. This diminutive individual has sprayed 
himself - or herself - with an anti-dog detectant guaranteed to render him or her invisible to eye, nose, throat 
and ear. He or indeed she has also taken the precaution of wearing slippers. Thus the combination of these 
cunning artifices has rendered him or her totally unseen, unheard and unsmelt. Or,” he paused dramatically 
“Or, alternatively, we are dealing with an uncommonly tall woman wearing a voluminous dress under which 
is concealed a dwarf in all respects similar to that which I have just described.”  

There was a stunned silence. I could tell what Mickey Rosen was thinking. Was he in the presence of 
one of the most perceptive detectives the world has ever seen, or was Manny Goldberg a complete nut-case? 
I thought I knew the answers to those questions and laughing nervously I made an excuse to slip away. As I 
left I could hear Manny continuing his impromptu lecture on criminality. 

I managed to avoid bumping into Mickey Rosen again for a good six weeks, but then he cornered me 
one afternoon in The Fat Owl Café, as I was ploughing my way through two helpings of Big Bella's Mangel 
Wurzel Surprise. I say he cornered me, but as he plonked himself down on the other side of the table he was 
grinning all over his face, not at all what I had expected. 

“Benny, you old goat!” he said by way of greeting and I thought for a moment he was making an 
oblique reference to my strange eating habits. “You’ve really done me a good turn, old mate!” 

I smiled nervously, sure he was being sarcastic and looked about me for a means of escape, should 
that become necessary. His behaviour really was strange, bearing in mind the fact that the last time I had 
seen him I had just abandoned him to the mercy of a deranged amateur detective. 

“Yes, well,” I said for want of anything better. 
“That Manny really knew his business,” Mickey went on, waving a hand in the air to catch Bella's eye, 

which was at the time wandering across the cafe in random fashion. “We soon got the shoplifting sorted 
out.” 

Now my ears really pricked up. What was he saying? Surely not that Manny had actually solved the 
mystery of the shoplifting? I had to admit that when I'd taken him along to the Rosen's shop I thought there 
was still a brainium in his cranium, but, by the time I left, I was in real terror of my error. But maybe I had 
been wrong about being wrong. I put down my spoon and stopped eating in order to hear better. “Yes, I'm 
sorry I had to leave at that crucial point, Mickey, but my mother-in-law's tongue needed pruning and I had 
to get her - it - to the vet’s. So what happened?” 

Mickey ordered the day's special - described on the menu as The Nourishing Nosh, a mouth-watering 
mixture of yesterday's leftovers' - and launched into his version of 'Manny Pulls It Off.’ 

“I must admit,” he said, “that at the start I wondered if Manny knew what he was talking about. He 
was quite wrong, of course, about the dwarf and the lady with the big dress. They were both arrested doing 
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over Woolworths in Barking High Street a few days before, so they couldn’t have been doing our shop at 
that time. So, anyway, when he realised it couldn't be them Manny asked me how long we'd had the dog.” 

“What? Cornelius? What would Cornelius have to do with shoplifting?” 
“That's what I thought at the time, but Manny's obviously trained in these things. He told me his little 

grey cells were marinaded in 'the sauce of deduction' - that's what he called it anyway - he told me he'd 
learned about it at The Agatha Christie School For Private Dicks. They'd taught him that these notions - 
these insights into the primeval truths - come to The Initiated - people like Manny - out of the Great 
Unconscious that pervades the entire Universe and lightens up the darkest places of the Mind. He was quite 
religious about it, really. Me - I found it a bit scary!” 

“But what about the dog?” 
“What dog? Oh! The dog. What about the dog?” Mickey's brain seemed to have ascended into 

Manny's Great Unconscious and it took a moment for him to come down to his earthly state. I prompted him 
again.  

“Manny asked you when you'd got the dog. So when did you get the dog?” 
“Oh! That's right, I told Manny that we'd first had the dog about three days before we noticed the 

shoplifting.” 
“Ahha!” 
“That's exactly what Manny said. 'I knew it had something to do with Cornelius’, says he. ‘I smelt a 

rat immediately he jumped on top of me and scoffed my buttons,’” 
“But what did Cornelius have to do with shoplifting? And if it was the dog doing the stealing, how did 

Manny prove it was him?” 
“That's where the really scary bit came into it,” said Mickey. “That's where the Great Prime Mover of 

the Universe took a hand.” 
“The Great Prime whatter?” 
“Mover. The Great Prime Mover – of the Universe - that's what Manny called it - that Great Force 

that makes volcanoes erupt and rivers flow uphill. I suppose we'd call it Fate or Providence.” 
“So what did He do, this Great Prime Minister or whatever he is? What was His part in exposing the 

canine Crime of the Century?” 
“It was all a bit weird,” said Mickey “and while it was happening I had the feeling it had happened 

before. Sort of  'day jar voo' as the frogs call it.” His eyes went misty as he swallowed his first forkful of 
The Nourishing Nosh. “Manny and me,” he went on,” We were sitting there in the back of the shop trying to 
decide what aspect of this great mystery we should investigate next, when I decided to take a pinch of snuff. 
I offered some to Manny, but he said he don't use the stuff ‘cause he could never get it to light up properly. 
So, anyway, I takes a pinch and sniffs it right up there into the old schnozz and I starts to sneeze, really loud. 
The noise must have attracted the dog because the next thing we knew he comes charging across the shop 
and sets about me.” 

“Scary!” 
“Yes - well, not really, because he wasn't after me this time, he was after the snuff. He must've smelt it 

and there must've been something in it that he liked. Anyway, he grabs my snuffbox between his dirty great 
jaws and before you could say 'gezundtheit!' he’s swallowed the whole bloody thing. Well, it must've come 



 60 

open 'cos you should've seen him then - he sort of exploded with sneezing and coughing and wheezing and 
then there was this rat-tat-tat noise as things started shooting out of his mouth and bouncing off the walls.” 

“What things?” 
“Jewellery, Benny! Jewellery! There was rings and brooches and even one of them pearl necklaces 

Cissy got on spec.” 
“You mean Comelius had been eating them? He was the shoplifter?”  
“Well, Manny said it was an inside job didn't he!” 
“But why would a dog scoff down all those bits of jewellery? I've never heard of a dog doing that 

before - magpies yes - dogs no!” 
“But it wasn't really Cornelius's fault,” Mickey declared, “He was led astray.” 
“Who by?” 
 “Manny guessed it immediately. It was that burglarising buggar Bruiser Barrington!” 
“You mean the bloke you bought the dog from? The ex-con?” 
“Yeah. We should've known, shouldn’t we,” Mickey said grimly, “The dog never messes, that’s what 

Bruiser told me! Not on your Nelly, Benny mate! That dog messed all right! It messed every Saturday night 
regular, whenever Bruiser Barrington took it for a walk. He trained Cornelius to hold off his business until 
they were out walking - and then, when the dog dropped its load - bang! He was right in there for a free 
jewellery jamboree! No wonder he always carried his pooper-scooper, the cunning old sod! ” 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
 

Mummy Comes Home 
 
“I’ve found the perfect man for Natalie,” said Debra. “Perfect. She won’t be able to resist him.” 
“Oh yes?” It was about ten days after she had registered Natalie’s details with an Internet Marriage 

bureau. “You’ve had a reply then?” 
“We’ve had dozens of replies. Natalie’s a good catch. I’ve told you before that she doesn’t have to 

waste herself on that Greenbaum person.” 
I had just come down for breakfast at my usual time of three o’clock in the afternoon and I wasn’t 

fully in the mood for a discussion on the Greenbaum Affair.  “Are you sure you’ve picked the most suitable 
applicant? I wouldn’t have said you were a born matchmaker, Debra. Besides, don’t you think it’s a bit – 
well - clinical?” 

“Clinical? What do you mean ‘clinical’?” 
“This marriage bureau stuff. Using computers to match people up. I bet they never mention the word 

‘love’” 
“She can learn to love him, whoever he is. Besides, anything’s better than a Greenbaum.” 
“How do you know? We haven’t even met the lad!” Debra pouted her lips angrily. “I know what 

you’re going to say, Debra – he’s a Greenbaum and a Greenbaum is a Greenbaum is a Greenbaum. But so 
what if he is a Greenbaum?” 

“So what what? His Great Grandfather wiped his – his - …” 
“Yes I know – he wiped his arse on a picture of your Grandfather Mordechai. But so what? Perhaps 

your Granddad deserved it. From what I saw of him and your Grandma, Hetty, they weren’t exactly the 
bees’ knees so far as good manners were concerned.” Ugh! I often had moments when I could still taste 
those Brazil nuts. 

“Now you’re being ridiculous, comparing the Greenbaums with the Moxoms!” 
I sighed. It was useless talking about it. Debra and her mother had made up their minds. “So – what 

about this bloke on the Internet then? The one you’ve chosen for Natalie.” 
 She became enthusiastic again. “He’s not a ‘bloke’ – I’m telling you, Benny, he’s a Prince amongst 

men. He’s perfect for our Natalie. And what a name! Digby Fleming – such a wonderful name for a son-in-
law.” 

To me it didn’t ring any better than ‘Radical Greenbaum’; so far as I was concerned they were both 
peculiar names. It struck me that in the last generation ordinary names had gone totally out of the window; 
and the present lot were no better. I wondered what brain stopping handles my grandchildren would be 
grabbed by. But I still wasn’t convinced we should be interfering in our daughter’s choice of a mate and I 
wasn’t going to sound enthusiastic. “Sounds Australian.” 

“No, it would be ‘Digger’ if he was Australian, wouldn’t it, not Digby. He sounds English from his e-
mails. Anyway. He’s perfect. You should see his photograph that came over the Internet.” Debra’s 
enthusiasm knew no bounds. “I printed it off to show you.” 

She handed it across to me. I interrupted my attack on the fried eggs and sausages and peered down at 
it. She was right. He was good looking in the way calculated to attract most women – muscular – so far as 
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you could make out through the lines of his business suit - well proportioned, clean cut, clean shaven, dark 
haired, bright eyed, clear complexioned. “Are you sure it’s him?” 

“Why shouldn’t it be him?” 
I shrugged. “No reason. Except that if I was looking for a bit of crumpet and wanted to impress the 

punters I’d make sure I used a photograph just like this. It looks like it’s been cut out of a fashion magazine. 
And as you said, you can put what you like on the Internet.” 

“Yes, but he wouldn’t lie would he? I mean, when you actually met him you’d know immediately if 
this wasn’t his photograph!” 

“I suppose so, but I still wouldn’t trust him. He looks like one of those male models you see in the 
designer catalogues – too good to be true. Either that or he’s gay.” 

“You’re just jealous because he’s so dishy!” 
Debra was determined to go ahead with her plan. She would pretend she was Natalie and invite the 

Digby dish to dinner. 
“How do you know you can trust this man with our daughter?” 
“What? Do you think he might be a mad sex maniac psycho or something?” 
“He might be,” I replied lamely. “All you know about him is what he’s sent you over the Internet. He 

could be making it all up – there have been cases.” 
She grunted disdainfully. “Huh! I don’t know about your daughter, but my daughter’s not that stupid 

to get mixed up with a man like that. Besides, she can look after herself – look what happened to that poor 
boy she thought was attacking her in the subway, when he only wanted to give her back her lost umbrella.” 

I well remembered that incident. Natalie had kneed the poor fellow in the groin, banged her heavy 
briefcase into his chest and finally smashed him over the head with the umbrella he was trying to return to 
her. He had got off comparatively lightly with a broken nose, a cracked skull, three shattered ribs and 
concussion. Maybe the girl could look after herself. 

“And you’d better get one of your friends lined up to pretend to be Digby,” warned Debra. 
“Remember, Digby has to invite her out with a business proposition, and you’ll get the blame if whoever 
you choose makes a mess of it!” 

At that moment we were interrupted by a loud barking coming from the sideway of the house and, a 
moment later Rumpy, my parents-in-law’s gargantuan dog almost came in through the garden door and into 
the kitchen. I say ‘almost’ because the door was closed. It trembled mightily as the mutt’s huge body 
crashed against it.  

Debra opened the door and the dog rushed past her excitedly and made straight for me and my 
breakfast. 

“Get out of it!” I cried, pushing him away and raising the plate of eggs and sausages way over my 
head.  

Maisie, pushed past Debra and into the kitchen. She was carrying a suitcase in one hand and a hatbox 
in the other. “You think you’ve got troubles,” She cried. Her face was flushed and she looked a mess. Her 
make-up had run and the flesh around her eyes was all puffed up. “You shouldn’t know of other people’s 
troubles.” She went on. But I was going to. Maisie’s troubles were about to become Debra’s and mine. 

“What’s the matter, mummy?” asked Debra anxiously. “Your face is a mess.”  
So what was new? 
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Maisie manoeuvred herself into the kitchen and sat down at the table, dropping her suitcase at her side. 
The hatbox she placed carefully on the table. Pursued by the dog I retreated into the corner and put my plate 
on the working surface, from which, after giving Rumpy a hefty shove with my foot to show I meant 
business – “this breakfast is mine, Buster!” - I continued eating. 

“I’ve left your father!” announced Maisie tearfully. 
“Oh No, Mummy - Why? What happened?” 
Maisie snivelled and dabbed at her face with a small handkerchief. Then she leaned over and helped 

herself to a slice of my toast and spread a thick layer of butter over its surface before looking around for the 
marmalade. She was one of those people who eat when they’re upset, comfort eating they call it. She 
dabbed at her eyes again. “What’s this, Debra? No tea? Your mother comes to you on a distressed visit, 
she’s been crying her eyes out - and there’s no tea on the table? Didn’t I bring you up properly?” 

“I’ll put the kettle on,” said Debra. “Now, mother, tell me what’s happened. What did Daddy do?” 
“What didn’t he do? He’s seventy seven years old and he carries on like a dirty old ram on heat.” 
“Like a ram on heat? Where? How?” 
“Debra, I’m telling you - he’s nearly seventy seven years old,” repeated Maisie, “So - I’ll tell you 

where, if you’ll tell me how!”  
Debra looked perplexed. “But, Mummy, I don’t understand. I thought you were worried about him 

because he was just sitting around and doing nothing, like an old man. You said he was just staring out of 
the lounge window at the building site.” 

“What Debra means,” I explained, interrupting, “is who, exactly, has the dirty old ram been 
ramming?” 

“The builder’s bums!” wailed Maisie, shooting a dirty look at me. 
“What do you mean, mummy, the builders’ bums?” 
 “I mean – that’s what he was looking at, wasn’t it, while I was worrying he was just sitting around 

and waiting to die there he was looking at the builders’ bums.  Ogling them he was, ogle, ogle, ogle.” 
I nearly swallowed my sausage. My father-in-law, Joe Moxom, had always struck me as being a 

masculine sort of man, the last sort of person you’d expect to find ogling builders’ bits. Women’s bits yes, 
apparently he’d had a bit of a reputation in his younger days for being a ladies man, but unless he’d flipped 
he wasn’t going to be interested in a lot of butch building workers. Or was he? 

“You mean he’s gay?” said Debra. 
“No, of course he’s not gay,” said Maisie between mouths full of toast and marmalade. “At least he 

never was, not in his younger days.”  
“But…builders’ bums? What man would look at builders’ bums if he wasn’t – you know?” 
“But it’s not the ‘he’ builders he’s been ogling,” exclaimed Maisie. “It’s the ‘she’ builders. Some of 

the builders are females. Female women! And it wasn’t just their bums neither that he was ogling at. It was 
their bazookas too and their legs – believe you me their legs weren’t very far behind their behinds.”  

“Lady builders?” repeated Debra, as though she could not believe it. 
“Oh, they aren’t ladies,” Maisie assured her, “they’re women I’ll grant you that, but they aren’t ladies! 

I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my very own eyes, but there they were on that building 
site – luxury apartments with the full range of services the notice board says - with their big heavy boots and 
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their short skirts and their waggly bits wiggling all over the place as they climb up and down their ladders 
with their hods full. I’ve heard of Women’s Lib., but I didn’t think it had gone this far.” 

“You mean Daddy was watching the women workmen at work? With their bare legs… and 
their…waggly bits wiggling. But how did you find out?” 

“I saw them, both of them. Out there in the open. Together.” 
“What? The wiggly bits? They had them out in the open?” 
“No, not their wiggly bits – them – your father and this – this brazen bit.” 
“She must have been a carpenter,” I offered, between mouths full of eggy sausage. 
Maisie glared at me. “What do you mean she must have been a carpenter?” 
“They use a brace and bit don’t they? To make the hole before they do their screwing.” 
“Not a brace and bit, you deaf daft idiot! – a brazen bit, a hussy, a tart. That’s what she was, the 

woman that was with Joe. A harlot!” 
“Daddy was with a harlot?” 
“Yes – yes,” declared Maisie, once again tearful, “that’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. He’s been 

carrying on with another woman.” 
“Wait a minute,” I said, putting down my plate, amazed at the enormity of the whole thing. “You’re 

not trying to tell us, Maisie, that my seventy seven year old father-in-law has been carrying on with a young, 
nubile, sexy little lady builder?” 

“That is exactly what I am trying to tell you – the man’s a monster. For fifty five years I’ve been 
married to a monster!” She wolfed down the rest of the toast. “So I’ve left him.” 

An ugly thought came into my mind. Maisie had left Joe. And she was here, in our kitchen, with her 
suitcase, no doubt filled with her clothes and her hatbox probably containing some sort of millinery 
brainstorm. There could be only one reason for this. 

“Have you rung Ada, then, Maisie?” Ada was Maisie’s other daughter. They weren’t particularly 
close, but when you’re in trouble you should be able to rely on family. 

“Ada? Why should I ring Ada?” 
“To tell her you’re coming to stay. Shall I get the cordless so you can ring her?” 
Debra looked daggers at me. “No, mother, I wouldn’t hear of it. You must stay here with us until it all 

blows over.” 
“Blows over? I don’t think it’s going to blow over!” declared Maisie. “Not after what your father’s 

done. He should be ashamed of himself, the old lecherer.” 
The kettle boiled and Debra poured hot water into the teapot. “But what was he up to with this lady 

builder? I can’t honestly believe he was doing anything he shouldn’t. Not out in the open on a building site.” 
“Ah yes, but you see, it wasn’t on the building site, was it? They were in the long grass at the side of 

our flats.” 
“What were they doing?” I asked. 
“What do you think they were doing? They were down on the ground, and I almost couldn’t see them 

for the long grass, but I know what they were doing all right. Do I have to draw you a diagram, you 
shmerel?” 

“But Mother, if you couldn’t see them,” said Debra, “how do you know they were doing what you 
think they were doing?” 
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“What else would they be doing down there on the ground in the long grass if they weren’t doing what 
I know they were doing? I know your father – I remember when he used to get me down in the long grass - 
if he wasn’t after a bit of hanky panky he wouldn’t have been in the long grass in the first place.”  

I sighed. “I’ll bet it all turns out to be totally innocent,” I said hopefully.  
“Men! You’re all the same!” declared Maisie. “Always up to your hanky panky and pretending it’s 

innocent, but we women know what goes on, don’t we Debra darling!” 
Debra nodded, uncertainly. “But did you ask daddy what he was doing in the long grass with this 

woman?” 
“Ask him? Ask him?” Maisie looked horrified. “Do you think I was going to give him the dignity of 

asking him? He made his bed, so let him lie in it - and she can lie with him for all I care!” 
“Yes, but mummy, you’re the one who’s had to leave home. Why?” 
”Don’t ask.” 
“But I am asking, mother, you both lived in the flat, he’s the one’s who carrying on, so why should 

you be the one to leave?” 
“Because it’s his flat. It’s in his name. We had words. Debra, you should have heard the words we 

had. Such words they were.” she became tearful again. “And he said it was his house, it’s in his name, so I’d 
have to be the one to go!” 

“But mummy, you’re entitled. You’ve been married over 50 years!” 
“55 years and a bit! Of course, I’m entitled. I know I’m entitled. But I didn’t want to dignify what he’s 

done by arguing about it, not then I didn’t, so I packed my suitcase and I left. Let him stew in his own 
juices, I say. He’ll soon realise what he’s done and come running.” 

“If you think so, Mother,” Debra looked at me and raised her eyebrows helplessly. “In the meantime 
you can stay with us for a few days.” 

“Thank you, dear, it may be a bit longer, of course, I may never go back to him, the swine.”  
“I’ll take your suitcase upstairs then, Maisie,” I offered, recognising a hopeless situation when I saw it. 

I picked up the case. “Strewth, it’s heavy! What have you got in it?” 
“Not much! A few clothes. It ain’t that heavy, I carried it from the car! Debra, you married a ten stone 

weakling!” She indicated the hatbox. “Don’t forget my hat, will you?” 
I put the case down for a moment. She’s running away from her husband and she brings her hat with 

her! “What do you need a hat for?” 
“The wedding,” Maisie informed me calmly. 
“What wedding?”  
“Polly’s daughter’s wedding.” 
“Polly’s daughter’s wedding?” I protested, “But that’s not for three weeks! You said you’d only be 

here for a few days!”  
Maisie gave me a dirty look.  
“Benny!” said Debra, with a warning note. She turned to her mother. “Which hat are you wearing for 

the wedding then, Mother?” 
“The turquoise. It’s new. I bought it in that new hat shop in Chigwell a couple of weeks ago.” She 

opened the box to reveal a large, wide-brimmed hat made of some blue, flimsy material. “How do I look?” 
She lifted it out of the box and placed it on her head. 



 66 

“Very nice,” said Debra. “It’s a bit tight though, isn’t it?” 
“Yes, but I thought I’d have my hair done too, for the wedding. Have it a bit shorter, I thought, but I 

put it off.” 
“Why?” 
“Well, Janice, my regular hairdresser has gone. Went to have a baby, can you believe it, the silly little 

cow! So now I don’t know who’ll do it and you have to be ever so careful. You can’t have just anyone 
messing about with your hair, can you?” 

“Oh no,” Debra agreed, “You can’t be too careful with your hair, it is so important to get the right 
person, someone who understands your hair, someone who sympathises. You hear so many stories about 
hair going wrong.” 

“You do, you do,” said Maisie. “You know one of my girlfriends, she went to that hairdresser in 
Fairlop Road, when it was new and do you know she ended up having to have all her hair shaved off. Yes, 
it’s true, you wouldn’t remember, it was a long time ago, but they rubbed this crappy dye into her roots and 
her hair all shrivelled up and died. You should have seen it, her head went all brown and motley, like a 
pickled walnut.” 

Debra looked shocked. “How terrible.” She looked across at me. “What are you waiting for, Benny, 
aren’t you going to take Mummy’s suitcase upstairs or not?” 

“Right,” I said, picking up the case and opening the door to the hall, “Upstairs it is then – the small 
bedroom I take it?” 

“No, you idiot, the second bedroom!” 
I went, leaving them to discuss their hair. Me, I’d had one or two hair-raising experiences of my 

own… 
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CHAPTER NINE 
 

HAIR ‘EM - SCARE ‘EM 
 

 
I had heard the expression “He was an hairy man,” but until that bloke got into my taxicab that 

Monday morning I had no idea what it really meant. 
To say that he was “hairy” seems almost inadequate. He was mostly hair and when I saw him 

shuffling towards me I thought he had to be a circus animal. I was looking about for his trainer when this 
educated English voice spoke to me out of the dark hairy bush. 

“Good morning, Cabby, I’d like you to take me to Harley Street, please.” 
I examined him more closely. He was not quite all hair - but it burst out of his suit in long strands 

wherever there was a space, interweaving in a thick tangle so that he looked like some nightmarish walking 
hairball.  A black bowler hat was thrust firmly down onto his head and, somewhere down in the dark 
shadows I glimpsed intelligent eyes. This was a man, no question of it and he was probably suffering from 
some rare hair disease and was on a visit to his Harley Street specialist. 

He shuffled into the back of the cab. I closed the interconnecting window very firmly and drove off, 
duly dropping him in Harley Street and proceeding on my way. 

I found the small brown paper parcel in the back of the cab the following weekend. It had slipped 
down between the squab and the seat back.  

“Any idea who left it there?”  Asked Donny Walters, my neighbour, who was with me when I found 
it. He often stopped by for a chat on a Sunday morning, on his way to the paper shop. “You may as well 
open it, there’s no sense in handing it in unless you know it’s worth bothering with.” 

I unwrapped the parcel. Inside, in a small polythene bag, was a clump of hair stuck to what looked like 
a piece of canvas. Now I should explain at this point that Donny Walters was, as they say, as bald as a coot. 
He had tried various hair-restorers and a number of second-rate wigs - or toupees as he called them - but all 
to no avail - they didn’t do anything for him, so he had finally resigned himself to being kin to a billiard 
ball. 

 “It’s a toupee,” he said eagerly. 
I looked at the object more closely. There was something familiar about the hair. Then I remembered 

the hairy man. 
“It’s probably from that hairy bloke I was telling you about.” 
Donny scoffed. “What would he want with a toupee? By all accounts he had enough hair already. Can 

I try it on?” 
“Well, I dunno, Donny ," I said. “What happens if there’s something wrong with it?” 
“What could be wrong with it?” He took the wig from my hands. “Looks all right to me.” he examined 

it closely and gave it a good sniff. “It’s clean and well kept - in fact it’s probably brand new!” 
He put the wig on top of his head, not in quite the right place because he couldn’t see what he was 

doing. And, to my astonishment, the wig adjusted itself. With a sort of creeping movement it picked itself 
up in its middle - like a caterpillar - and oozed sideways into exactly the right position on Donny’s head. He 
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didn't seem to notice its movements, as he was busy adjusting the wing mirror of the cab so that he could see 
himself. I didn’t mention it - to be honest I wasn’t quite sure I had actually seen what I thought I had seen! 

“Hey! That looks pretty good,” he said. “What do you think, Benny?” 
It suited him - I had to admit it. He looked twenty years younger. But the uneasy feeling about the wig 

would not leave me. I couldn’t forget the peculiar way it had shifted itself across his head, as if it wasn’t 
happy where it was and was looking for a more comfortable position. But that was ridiculous - a wig 
shouldn’t have feelings - it’s just a lump of disembodied hair! It should just sit there looking quietly 
dignified if it knows what’s good for it, or better still, not looking at all, but just sort of fading into the 
background as if it was real hair. 

“You’ll have to take it off now, Donny,” I said. “I’ll have to hand it in. “ 
He seemed reluctant to return it. “You know, I’ve tried umpteen toupees over the years, but none of 

them was ever a patch on this one.” He ran his fingers through the hair. “You know, I could be quite a ladies 
man in this toop! You’ve got to promise me, Benny, that if no-one claims it you’ll let me have it back.”  

“Yeah, OK, if nobody claims it then it’s yours.” 
 He pulled at the wig to get it off and laughed nervously. “You’re not going to believe this, Benny it’s 

stuck. It won’t come off!” 
“Don’t be daft!  How can it be stuck? Get it off and stop fooling about!” 
He tried again. “It won’t come off, Benny, honest!” He seemed genuinely concerned now and I had 

that creepy feeling again. There was more to this hair than met the eye - or the head for that matter. 
“Don’t be daft, Donny - it’s got to come off! I’ve got to hand it in - it’s lost property.” 
He was still wrestling with it. “Well, you’ll have to hand my head in with it then, because this toupee 

ain’t moving!” 
I made a grab for it and gave it a powerful yank. Donny’s howls of agony and his watery eyes 

confirmed that he was telling the truth. The wig would not come off. It was stuck fast to the top of Donny 
Walters’ head. 

“OK,"  I said finally. “You’d better take it home with you and see if it’ll wash off under the shower.”  
He peered at himself in the mirror again, looking pleased. “Handsome, that’s what I call that!” He 

declared with his usual modesty.  
Donny rang me that evening. “I can’t get the toop off,” he told me. “It somehow seems to have 

attached itself to my head, as if it’s put down roots. And Milly’s absolutely delighted with it. Not that that 
pleases me too much,” he added darkly,” she’s getting quite amorous about it.” 

Milly, Donny’s wife, wasn’t the only female who started to get amorous about his new hair. Wherever 
he went during the next few weeks women - young and old alike - gave him that ‘come hither’ look that’s 
usually reserved for the latest movie he-man. Big Bella, the waitress in The Fat Owl Cafe, our favourite 
lunch and teatime haunt, became quite uncontrollable when she first saw him in his new thatch - she stood 
there with her mountainous knees knocking together, spilling hot custard down a customer’s neck - and then 
she fell on Donny and planted loud, smacking, kisses all over him.  

And when he went shopping in the local Tesco he found himself surrounded by lovesick housewives 
eager to sample his wares.  

Donny bore it all very bravely. The wig, meanwhile, defied all attempts to remove it.  In the 
circumstances, he was quite happy to let it stand, but I was not quite so happy. It appeared to me that there 
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had to be something wrong with a wig that had such a mind of its own and the fact that he could not get it 
off, no matter how hard he tried, seemed pretty sinister. I couldn’t help feeling that “decorous Donny”, as 
we now called him, was riding for a fall. 

I was right. Early one morning, about two weeks later, he rang me. He sounded panicky. 
“You’ve got to help me, Benny. The hair from the wig is growing."  I noticed he had not called it a 

‘toupee’ this time - something must have gone badly wrong. “It’s sprouting out all over me - and it’s getting 
longer!” 

When I rang his front door bell a few minutes later he opened the door just a fraction to make sure it 
was I, then he pulled me into the hall. I wasn’t surprised by the way he looked, after all, I had expected it, 
but I was shocked. The hair was even longer than on the original hairy man and it had sprouted from all over 
Donny’s ample body. With his brown pyjamas on he looked like Paddington Bear with extra hair. 

“I warned you, Donny didn’t I? I knew that wig belonged to the hairy man, but you wouldn’t listen 
would you!” 

“All right, so you were right,” he said irritably. “But, what I want to know is - what am I going to do?” 
“Have you tried cutting it?” 
“Of course I’ve tried cutting it, but my scissors are bloody useless - this hair might look soft, but it’s 

tough!”  He sat down on the floor looking like a monstrous cushion. “Thank God Milly’s taken the kids 
away to visit her sister in Leeds for a couple of weeks. It’s been bad enough her calling me the Rudolf 
Valentino of the Roding Valley and getting all amorous, but I’d hate to think what she’d call me if she saw 
me looking like this.” 

“How about The Rug of The Roding Valley?” I suggested. Donny looked murderous. “Sorry! Joke! 
Just trying to cheer you up.” I tried to be helpful. “How do you feel? In yourself?” 

“Oh, in myself I feel fine - but in all this bloody hair I feel like the outside of the wrong end of a 
pantomime bloody horse! How do you think I feel? You’ve got to help me, Benny!” 

I thought for a moment. “Look - I’ll give Harry Terpitz a ring at his hair salon. He’s the best barber in 
the area - does a nice line in while-you-wait haircutting!   Harry’ll know what to do.” 

“Well, he’ll have to come over here,” declared Donny, "I’m not going out looking like this!” 
“Don’t see why not,” I said. “It’s not like anyone will recognise you.”  Somewhere amongst all that 

hair his eyes blazed. “All right, so it’s a sensitive subject, so keep your hair on! Sorry Donny!” I ran to the 
phone. “I’ll get Harry to bring his gear over.” 

 “Cor Blimey! Where did you go for your last haircut, mate? Not my salon that’s for sure!” This was 
Harry Terpitz’s first comment when he saw Donny.  He ran his steel comb through the thick mop. “Been 
using hair restorer or something have we? Looks like you’ve taken a ruddy bath in the stuff. But, it really 
works, don’t it - let me into the secret and we’ll make a fortune together!” 

After I had dragged Donny off Harry and pacified the now disgruntled hairdresser sufficiently for him 
to begin cutting hair he worked at it steadily for thirty or forty seconds before throwing his scissors down in 
frustration. “This is ridiculous!” he cried impatiently. “It’s not hair - it’s barbed bloody wire! I’ve got no 
chance with these scissors - I’ll have to try my cut-throat razor.” 

Harry’s attempts at cutting the hair were no more successful than Donny’s had been. He blunted two 
pairs of scissors and a cut-throat razor before he finally gave up. “Beats me!” he said, “This just ain’t 
natural, it feels like it’s got steel rods in it - you’d need a ruddy chain saw to get through this lot!  What’s 
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your wife been feeding you on?  Don’t tell me - tinned beans, only she chucks away the beans and cooks the 
tins! Ha! Ha!” 

I had to stop Donny from throttling Harry before he kicked him out. “Call yourself a barber!” he 
yelled, “You couldn’t cut a pack of cards!” Then he turned on me. “And as for you, Benny Wood, all you’ve 
brought me is trouble - it was your wig caused all this fuss in the first place, so what are you going to do 
about it?” 

This wasn’t like Donny at all. He was usually such a placid chap, but I suppose he had good reason for 
being upset. 

“All right, all right, calm down,” I told him, “At least you haven’t got dandruff. Not yet anyway!”  My 
brain was working overtime. There had to be something I could do to help him. What he had was a very 
unusual problem - so what we needed was someone with very unusual solutions. A sort of lateral thinker. 
We had to fight fire with fire, pour oil on troubled waters, put the cat in among the pigeons and stand back 
when the blue touch paper went up. My old pal Manny Goldberg came to mind immediately. The only 
people with crazier ideas than Manny are in padded cells thinking they’re Napoleon Bonaparte. If there are a 
hundred sensible ways of doing something then Manny can always be relied on to invent a hundred and first 
that is neither sensible nor effective - but in this case he was probably just the man we needed. I telephoned 
him. 

When Manny first set eyes on Donny he didn’t turn a hair, although he had millions to choose from. 
Instead, his eyes narrowed shrewdly as I told him about the hairy man and the wig in the brown paper 
parcel. 

“Like I always say,” he said, “beware of brown paper parcels bearing wigs!” 
I recounted how Donny had put on the wig and acquired a fatal attraction for women. Then how he 

had suddenly sprouted hair in all conceivable places, plus a few which were totally inconceivable. When I 
had finished Manny nodded several times and I could see his massive five star cordon bleu brain moving 
into top gear.  Reaching a decision he asked me to come out to his taxicab with him. We left Donny rolled 
up on the sofa like a gigantic hairy cushion. 

“OK, we can talk safely out here,” said Manny as he followed me into the cab. 
“Safely? What do you mean safely?  Donny’s not really violent or dangerous, you know.  He’s just a 

little excited, that’s all - so would you be if you’d woken up and found yourself turning into a blooming 
fireside rug.” 

Manny’s eyes narrowed yet again. I could see a conspiracy coalescing deep inside his little grey cells. 
“Yes - I would be excited if I woke up looking like a fireside rug or a horsehair carpet for that matter,” he 
agreed, “but it would be even worse if I was like Donny and had been taken over by...” he paused 
meaningfully and leaned closer to whisper in my ear, “by an E. T.” 

“By a what?” 
“An E.T. - an Extraterrestrial! “ 
“What are you talking about?” 
“It’s obvious ain’t it - I’m surprised you didn’t spot it yourself, brainy bloke like you.  That wig isn’t a 

wig - it’s an alien being - a - a monster from outer space...” 
“Outer space?” 



 71 

“Where else do you get alien monsters?  It was lying in wait in the back of your cab, disguised as a 
wig and waiting for the first unsuspecting earth person to try it on. That was Donny - then when it was 
safely on top of his head it dug down into his skull and took over his brain, though God knows how it 
managed to find it.” 

My mouth had probably dropped open. There was no answer to what Manny was saying. 
 “Come on, Benny, you said yourself that Donny’s changed - he’s angrier isn’t he? More aggressive.” 
I had to admit he was. 
“I ask you then,"  Manny went on, “as a fellow Earthman - why else would he suddenly sprout hair all 

over like this unless he was turning into an alien monster?   I tell you it’s a classic symptom - a creature 
from Outer Space - a body snatcher, possesses him! What other possible explanation is there?” 

I had to admit that I could not really think of any everyday common or garden ordinary reason why 
Donny Walters should suddenly sprout three feet of hair all over his body.  But I was still not certain - after 
all, there might just be some other, less sinister, explanation. 

But Manny was in full flood. So far as he was concerned The war of the Worlds had started and was 
rushing headlong into history in Gants Hill, The London Borough of Redbridge. “There must be others who 
have had their bodies snatched, Benny, or at least hairballed.  The hairy man in your cab was probably the 
first. But soon there’ll be all around us taking over the world! We’ll all be turned into great balls of hair. 
Benny, it’s a full scale alien invasion we’ve got here!” 

“Don’t you think it might just be a hair disease or something simple?” I ventured. 
“Hair disease - Schmair disease! Benny, we’re probably the first earth people to realise what’s going 

on and we’ve got to do something about it before it’s too late. The future of the world as we know it is in 
our hands - we’ve got to alert the authorities before they turn into great balls of hair themselves!” He patted 
my shoulder kindly, “But don’t worry, old son, Manny Goldberg is on the case now. Luckily I have a radio 
cab so we can take immediate action. We might even be able to make a pre-emptive strike against the alien 
forces! Nuke them in the follicles or something!” 

Before I could protest that we were not really certain about Donny and that we had no proof he had 
been taken over by an alien monster, Manny had flicked over the transmit switch of his cab radio and was 
speaking to his office. 

“Hallo, Sadie! This is Manny Goldberg here - patch me through to Number 10 Downing Street, I have 
to speak to the Prime Minister...  yes, of course the number 10 Downing Street! Oh and tell him it’s 
urgent!...” 
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CHAPTER TEN 
 

OGLING - 2 
 
It was like something out of Shakespeare. My daughter wanted to marry a pariah, my son’s marriage 

was in ruins, my mother-in-law had come home to roost and I was approaching my mid-life crisis. Maybe 
this was my mid-life crisis?  

I certainly didn’t relish the thought of my mother-in-law enjoying sanctuary in our home indefinitely, 
so when Debra pleaded with me to go around to see her father first thing in the morning and find out what 
was going on between her parents I didn’t put up an argument  

Joe, my father-in-law, was agile and sprightly for his 77 years and, also being a natty dresser, you 
could understand why he was attractive to members of the opposite sex. In his earlier days he had been 
something of a ladies man and his eye still wandered from time to time over the available (and unavailable) 
talent. In spite of his age he was not the sort of man an Arab Sheikh would gladly let into his harem. 

He was also an obstinate old coot, bloody-minded just for the sheer hell of it and on this particular 
morning he was running true to form. When I pressed the number of his and Maisie’s flat on the video entry 
system he pretended not to know me. 

“It says no hawkers nor double glazing salesmen.” 
“Where?” 
“On the sign.” 
In spite of myself I looked for the non-existent sign. “There isn’t any sign and I’m not a hawker nor a 

double bleeding glazing salesman.” I told him, “Don’t be stupid, Joe, it’s your son-in-law, Benny.” 
“It doesn't look like you.” I could imagine him taking off his glasses to peer more closely at the little 

video screen. “I don’t want to let any Jehovah’s Witnesses in, you can never get rid of them. How do I know 
you’re not one of them? Or worse, a er…– a er …” he hesitated. “Is there anything worse you can have at 
your door than a Jehovah’s Witness?” 

“Yeah - two Jehovah's Witnesses! Now, come on, stop messing about Joe, it’s your son-in-law, Ben.” 
I don’t mind telling you I was getting just a little bit worried he might not be messing me around simply 
because he was a bloody-minded old cuss, but because he really was losing his marbles. 

“You’re not my son-in-law. My son-in-law’s got a big black bald head and a huge nose that flaps up 
and down.”  

“You’re thinking of Ada’s husband Gerry,” I told him. Gerry rode a motorbike and wore a black 
helmet with a transparent visor “Let me in, Joe, I need to talk to you.” 

“All right, but if it’s not you I’ll set the rotweiler on you. Put your teeth in, Rumpy and stand by for 
prowlers.”  

Finally he pressed the entry button and I went in and climbed the stairs to the door of his flat. When he 
opened the door to me I could see from the familiar mischievous gleam in his eye that his marbles were still 
very much intact.  

“I must say our Lambert livened things up a bit round here the other day,” he said with a chuckle. “I 
never did see anyone doing them tricks two hundred foot up in the air before. The boy ought to be in a 
circus.” 
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I didn’t want the old man encouraging my son to be reckless. “He never should have been up there in 
the first place,” I told him. “He’s lucky the beaks didn’t send him down for five years. Someone could have 
been killed.” 

“Well, it wouldn’t have been him would it? You might have known he’d be wearing a safety belt, the 
bloody little tyke!” 

“I’m not just talking about him. Any one of us could’ve had a heart attack the things he was doing up 
there! And what about that petrol tanker blowing up when he dropped his lighted cigarette? That was 
dangerous with a capital ‘D’.” 

“What, you mean the smoking? Yeah, well, most young people do it nowadays, don’t they? Ain’t got 
the brains they was born with.” 

“Not the smoking, Joe, that’s bad enough, but it was the dropping of the lighted cigarette on top of the 
tanker that was the really dangerous bit. There’s always a lot of fumes around when they’re discharging.” 

“You can’t blame our Lambert for that,” said Joe, shaking his head. “He was in a quandary weren’t 
he? If he hadn’t dropped the fag he’d have missed the phone call and he thought it was Corrina making 
things up.” 

“I suppose so. He was in a bit of a state.” 
“Well, I’d want to make things up with her if it was me!” Joe rubbed his hands together and leered.” 

Mind you, he’s got to be a bit of a twit to let her go in the first place, ain’t he? – after all, she’s got plenty for 
a man to hang on to!” He rolled his eyes and sighed a long sigh. “I suppose you’ve come to plead with me to 
take Maisie back. I wondered how long you’d be able to stand her.” He looked at his watch. “Blimey, 
you’ve done real well, it’s been nearly eighteen hours!” 

I sat down on the sofa. “Debra’s upset, Joe, she wants to know what’s going on between you two. 
How come Maisie’s walked out on you after all this time?” 

“She’s got a suspicious mind, that’s all,” said Joe, sitting opposite me on one of the heavy leather 
armchairs.  

“So you’re not carrying on with a dolly bird from the building site then?” 
He smiled lecherously. “Come and have a look at this, Benny my boy,” he said conspiratorially, 

getting up and going to the window. He lifted the net curtain and we gazed out over the building site next 
door. They had cleared up since Lambert’s explosive little adventure and it was a hive of activity again, hard 
hatted workmen climbing up and down the scaffolding, pouring concrete, carrying pipes and metal rods, 
driving JCBs over the rutted mud, hammering, welding, screwing, sawing.  

“Maisie thinks I’m peculiar ‘cos I like to sit by the window here and look out at the Teds,” declared 
Joe. 

“Teds? How do you mean, ‘Teds’?” 
“They’re all wearing hard hats aren’t they?” 
“Yes. They have to or they’re not allowed to work. But so what?” 
“So - they’re hard hatted aren’t they? Hard hat Teds!” He guffawed at his own joke. “Anyway, I like 

watching them Teds build that place – all rushing about like industrious little ants, each with his own 
appointed little task. They start off with nothing but a dirty great hole in the ground and look what they end 
up with - a building. It might be big or it might be small, but it fascinates me the way it’s done, it’s a 
bleeding miracle when you think about it, ain’t it – a miracle of organisation.” He sighed and took off his 
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glasses to wipe the lenses with his handkerchief. “Maybe I should never have been a tailor, Benny, maybe I 
should’ve been an architect that designs things or a structural engineer that makes things work; someone 
that makes things that last, things that travel on into the future.” 

He looked bleak and then caught hold of the sleeve of my jacket and waggled it. “Look at this suit, 
Benny,” he said nostalgically. “That’s the sort of thing I used to make, only I made them much better – no 
offence meant, Ben, but this stuff you’ve got on is shit compared with what I used to make. I made class, 
real top of the range class and given reasonable wearing it would have lasted ten, maybe twenty years. But 
buildings, buildings like that,” he indicated the rising structure outside the window, “they’ll still be here in 
sixty or seventy years time, maybe even a hundred years or more.” 

“I can understand that,” I said. “But why didn’t you tell Maisie? She was worried you were looking at 
the women!” 

“She wouldn’t have understood!” said Joe. “Besides, she weren’t wrong - I was ogling the women – 
after all, when all is said and done, that thing across there is only gonna be a boring old block of flats. That’s 
no big deal is it?” 

“So Maisie was right, you are a dirty old sod.” I peered across at the figures hurrying up and down the 
scaffold. Was he having me on? I wasn’t sure. “I don’t see any women. Where are they?” 

He gave a dirty laugh. “You’ve got to have a trained eye to spot them ‘cos they have to wear all the 
safety gear, and that ain’t what you’d call feminine looking attire is it?” He wrinkled up his eyes behind his 
glasses and peered through the window glass. “Yeah, I thought that was her.” He nodded and pointed. “If 
you really want to see one of them little sweethearts then just swivel your beady little eyes up to the right. 
There, on that bit of scaffolding on the second floor, what do you see kneeling down there and grappling 
with them breeze blocks? Nicest bit of builder’s bum since they built the pyramids that is.” 

My eyes followed his directions and came to rest on a rounded and shapely figure squatting with its 
back to us and deftly placing a grey stone block in its place on top of the steadily rising wall. The weather 
was hot that day and, like most of her fellow workers, this female brickie was wearing shorts which, before 
they became dust and dirt encrusted, had probably been red. There was a generous glimpse of flesh between 
shorts and halter-top revealing the top of her bottom cleavage. She turned slightly towards us, taking another 
block from the pile beside her and her bosom shook with the effort of lifting it. 

“Wouldn’t you like to get a hod of that lot?” asked Joe with a roar of laughter. “Wouldn’t you like to 
get your grubby little mitts around them lovely little… ” 

“I don’t have grubby little mitts,” I told him hurriedly, but I was beginning to think Maisie was right. 
“And you’re nothing but a dirty old dodger, Joe.” 

“Maybe I am,” he admitted, peering across at the distant figure of the girl in the hard hat. “That’s 
Eudoxia, I call her my little Doxy. Cute, eh! Look at the way she’s laying them blocks – wouldn’t mind 
being one of them myself.” 

“Joe, you’re seventy seven years old and you act like a man of my age!” 
 “That’s right. Seventy-seven years young I am. Remember, Charlie Chaplin wasn’t the first geezer to 

get his umbrella up at eighty and I’ve still got three years to go.” 
“You haven’t really been carrying on with one of these women, though have you?” Reason was telling 

me it was extremely unlikely, but now I didn’t know what to believe. 
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We watched as another lady labourer roared across the site at the wheel of a mud encrusted yellow 
dumper truck. 

“Yeah, why not? Those girls down there are game, they like to enjoy themselves. You should have a 
go at one of them yourself, nice young feller like you.” He pointed. “Especially Barbarella, that young bird 
in the dumper truck. A nice bit of rumpy pumpy in her little yeller dumpy wouldn’t do no-one any harm 
now, would it?” 

“Come off it, Jo! A man of your age!” 
“What’s wrong with my age? The trouble with you youngsters is you think the banquet’s over once 

you’ve had your first burp, but you gotta go on stuffing yourself with the good things in life, you’ve got to 
go on past the buffet reception to the five course meal, otherwise what’s the point of hanging on?” 

 “But what about your poor wife, Joe?” 
“What about her? You gotta keep on doing what you like doing for as long as you can do it and if your 

old woman don’t give it to you you gotta look elsewhere. So it’s too bad if she don’t like it.” 
“You won’t take Maisie back then?” 
“Take her back? Not till she apologises.” 
“What has she got to apologise for? It seems to me she has every reason to get upset.” 
“Well, she shouldn’t. A man’s got to satisfy his natural appetites, that’s what I say. And if she don’t 

like it she can lump it.” 
“But you’re too old for all this, Joe. At your age you should be sitting back for a few years of well 

earned rest.” 
“Sitting back and waiting to die is what you mean! I know I ain’t as young as I used to be, but that’s 

all the more reason to hang onto what you’ve still got, ain’t it? Cos you never know when you’re gonna 
wake up one morning and find yourself in your coffin, do you?” 

I had to admit he was right, at least insofar as no-one ever knows, when they go to bed at night, 
whether they’re going to wake up alive or dead the following morning. I’ve known people much younger 
than me who’ve snuffed it just when they thought they were at the peak of good health and it happened to 
most of them when they were taking exercise. That’s one of the reasons I take as little exercise as possible, 
it can positively damage your health. Joe was right, also, about finding yourself in your coffin - you never 
know, once they’ve nailed you up, quite what’s going to happen next.  
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 

IT WASN'T THE COFFIN 
 
I make it a strict rule never to run people over on a Sunday morning, but I had a hard job avoiding 

Bernie Bentwort as I came around the corner from The Ballspond Road that particular Sunday morning. I 
was cruising, looking for a punter and taking a short-cut through to the Angel Islington when I came across 
him blocking the middle of the road. He was standing, legs akimbo, on the wrong side of a parked hearse, 
clutching an upended coffin with one arm and shielding his bald head from the fierce sunshine with the 
other. It was all I could do to swerve around him and come to a screeching stop three inches short of a 
twisted metal lamppost and a bent bonnet. 

"Blimey Bernie!" I called out "You'll have us both in one of those things if you don't watch out. 
What's going on?" 

"Sorry, Benny." Bernie was really too old to be lugging a coffin about, especially if it was occupied. 
He looked worried and worn out. "We've got a bit of an emergency." 

Now I should say from the start that finding Bernie Bentwort cuddling a coffin on a Sunday afternoon 
in the middle of a side street off the Ballspond Road was not quite so strange as it might appear. Bernie was 
a coffin maker and he worked for Solly Stiffman whose Chapel of Rest happened to be in that very same 
side street. 

Bernie had been a coffin maker (or, as Solly called him a "casket-joiner") all his working life, man and 
boy (or, to be chronologically correct, boy and man) and claimed to be the best in London, if not in the 
entire country. The coffin he was holding that morning was an excellent example of his skill. No plywood 
boxes for him. This one was heavy oak and ornately carved, with thick brass handles. Solly Stiffman was 
unconventional, the normal rules attaching to the burial of his fellow religionists didn't bother him. It might 
be against those rules, but if a customer asked to be sent off in a fancy carved oak casket with brass handles 
then he got a fancy carved oak casket with brass handles; or more precisely, he or his nearest and dearest got 
whatever they asked (and paid) for. 

These reflections were going through my mind as Bernie continued anxiously. "There's been a bit of a 
mix-up." 

I was just about to ask him what he meant and why this particular mix-up constituted an emergency 
when so many others were routine, when young Davie Bloom staggered unsteadily out of the Stiffman 
Emporium. I could tell at a glance that he was suffering from the after-effects of over-indulgence from the 
night before. His normally green eyes were distinctly bloodshot and he had two days' worth of designer 
stubble on his long pointed chin. He had obviously dressed hastily, throwing on a pair of old jeans and a 
sweater three sizes too big for him and that was a bit strange because I remembered that it was Georgie 
Marks' wedding day and Davie didn't look like he was dressed for a wedding. I put two and two together. 
Davie and Georgie were best friends. They lived together in the flat over Solly's coffin shop and that very 
afternoon Georgie was due to marry Solly's daughter, Deborah. So, the night before must have been 
Georgie's stag night. A good time had obviously been had. 

"Still can't get through Bernie," said Davie. "His mobile’s constantly engaged. What are you doing 
with the coffin? " 
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"What do you mean what am I doing with the coffin?" said Bernie irritably. He was sweating in the 
bright sunshine. "You left me standing here while you went inside to use the phone." 

"But I thought you said you were going to put it in the hearse!" 
"It's too heavy for me," Bernie remonstrated," Who do you think I am - bleeding Hercules? This 

casket's got one of them Witzer twins inside it!" 
I didn't know which twin he was referring to, but I had known them well in the old days. People used 

to call them the 'Siamese' twins on account of them only having one brain between the two of them. Neither 
were they renowned for their slim, lithe figures; Alfie had been a bouncer for the Gay Nighties Club in 
Greek Street for over forty years, before he was forced to retire due to his being overweight; he had finished 
his days as a bookmaker, working mainly at the Walthamstow Dog Track where he was known as 
'Wide-boy Witzer' not so much for his character as for his girth. Arthur, his twin brother, had been 
Heavyweight Champion of The Ballspond Road Conservative Association Boxing Club for three years 
running, between 1955 and 1962 (he couldn’t count either). Afterwards his muscles, which he had all over 
his body in almost obscene abundance, had all gone to fat. I could understand Bernie's problem. 

Davie went to help Bernie and they struggled for a few seconds. "Cor strewth, Bernie! You sure we 
ain’t got both the Witzer twins in this box?" Davie took out his handkerchief to mop his brow and noticed 
me and the cab halfway up the kerb. "Oh, hallo, Benny. What you doing driving on the pavement?" 

"I thought it would be better than driving over Bernie." I told him. "He's lucky to be alive, but he won't 
be for much longer if you don't get him and that ruddy coffin out of the middle of the road. Do you want me 
to give you a hand?" 

"Yes, please," said Davie. “I shouldn't really be doing this - my head's killing me! Drunk too much last 
night. I told Georgie I'd had enough after the first sixteen scotches, but he wouldn't listen! If anything, he 
put away more than anyone." We all got a grip on the coffin and managed to move it a few feet before 
putting it down again. “Phew! Here, Bernie, I think old Alfie must've put on a bit of weight since we carried 
him out of the shop." 

"Don't you speak ill of the dead, my lad!" said the coffin maker, who took his job very seriously. 
We struggled with the coffin for a few minutes, managing to get it back on the pavement. Then Davie 

sat down on it and mopped his brow again. "Why do you have to make these coffins so bloody heavy, 
Bernie? I'll bet it weighs more than both them Witzer twins put together.” 

"Don't you criticise my casket!" said Bernie. He was proud of his workmanship. He had never 
considered his position as chief casket-joiner for Solly's mortuary a humble occupation, nor a dead-end job 
for that matter and it didn't seem to bother him that the fruits of his labour ended up under six feet of mud 
and clay or, in certain cases, as firewood. In fact, he often boasted that there was a long list of people 
waiting to be seen dead in one of his creations. I could believe that too. Bernie was a skilled man, an artist 
whose workmanship was deservedly appreciated by the living, but was probably wasted on the dead. 

Davie enjoyed pulling his leg. "Here, Bernie, maybe you could make it a bit lighter by cutting a few 
breathing-holes in it." 

I changed the subject. "So what's this emergency you were talking about?" 
"Oh Gawd!” said Davie, suddenly serious, "I'd almost forgotten! We've lost Georgie!" 
"Like he says, we've lost Georgie,” said Bernie. "Or I should say he lost Georgie. It weren't nothing to 

do with me." 
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“Yes it was, it was your stupid fault that all those coffins were in the way when we came in last night." 
'This morning more like!" accused Bernie, "Look at you, you're still Brahms and Liszting well to 

port.” 
"No I am not," said Davie. "Being woken up and told your best friend's been nailed down in a coffin 

and carted away to be buried is a pretty good way of sobering up! And believe me, I’ve sobered up." 
This sounded like it could be serious. "What's going on then?" I asked. 
In between complaining about the heat, his aching head and Bernie's stupidity in leaving open coffins 

all over the funeral shop Davie gave me a sketchy idea of the plot so far. 
As I mentioned before, Davie and Georgie rented the flat over Solly Stiffman's funeral parlour. It was 

an unusual place for two young bachelors, lovers of the high-life and keen sowers of wild oats, to be living, 
and it was made even less of a 'des-res' by the fact that to get to the flat you had to first negotiate the 
laying-out room of the funeral parlour. This was a big, cold, gloomy and badly lit room usually liberally 
littered with open coffins and the mortal remains of Solly's recently departed clients in various stages of 
washing and embalmment. But the flat was cheap, the downstairs neighbours were usually quiet and, as 
Georgie had often commented when we met at The Fat Owl Cafe, there was nothing like a row of stiffs and 
eagerly waiting coffins to keep away the burglars. The two lads certainly didn't need Neighbourhood Watch, 
they lived with the original Ghosthustlers. 

In the early hours of the morning after George's stag-night celebrations Davie, Georgie, and Georgie's 
younger brother, Paul, had staggered home from a Soho nightclub into the funeral parlour. They were much 
the worse for wear and various items of female apparel (origins forgotten in a mist of alcohol and 
high-spirits) hung festooned out of their trousers' pockets. Singing loudly a well-known quatrain from The 
King and I they had headed unsteadily for the steep flight of stairs leading to the flat above and somehow 
during the course of their jaunty perambulations across the room Georgie had finally capsized and fallen 
into one of the coffins. Reclining comfortably on the padded satin bottom therein (it was one of Solly's more 
expensive extravanganzas) he had pulled the lid closed over him to shield his eyes from the street light 
outside and announced, loudly, that he was too tired to go on and that he would "kip down here for the 
night." Davie's recollection of what followed was sketchy at best, but he thought that he and Paul had left 
Georgie there, snoring loudly. He remembered nothing thereafter except walking upstairs and collapsing 
onto his bed. The next thing he knew he was waking up to the sound of Bernie in the shop, hammering 
down Alfle Witzer's coffin lid. It was just after 9.00 a.m. 

"Noisy buggar was making enough row to wake the dead!" Davie complained. 
"These jobs have to be done!" declared Bernie. 'And Sunday morning's no exception. You knew that 

when you rented the place. We're always busy on a Sunday, though this morning's quieter than most on 
account of Solly's Deborah getting married. They're all over at the house at the moment, flapdoodling about 
the dress I shouldn't wonder!" 

"Yeah, well, there'll be even more flapdoodling when they find out their Groom's just been chucked 
down a six foot hole at Golders Green cemetery." said Davie. "We've got to do something about it." 

As far as I could gather, Danny and Stanley, the hearse chauffeurs, had come in to the funeral parlour 
earlier than usual, before Bernie arrived. They had carted off the coffin with Georgie in it, mistaking it for 
Alfie Witzer's. 
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"It was an easy mistake to make. The two coffins were the same design, you see," explained Bernie. 
"What Solly calls his "Sleep Eternal' Casket, with pomegranates and bunches of grapes carved in the top of 
the lid. They also have curved brass handles as opposed to square ones like you find on the cheaper models 
such as the "Gone To Resters" and the "Wish You Were Still Heres”. 

If David hadn't interrupted him he would have gone right through Solly's colourful Coffin Catalogue, 
complete with details of external furniture, inner linings and extensive choices of woods and colours. 

“I wish we weren't still here! I wish we were on our way to the cemetery with Alfie Witzer and 
swopping him for Georgie." said Davie. 

"Well why don't you do something about it!" protested Bernie. 
"You've tried to get Danny and Stanley on the phone?" I suggested. 
“Yeah - They're not answering they're mobiles," said Davie, "I don't think there's anything wrong with 

them - they've been engaged twice, but if I know those two they're using them to ring their bookies!" 
"Don't you think it's time you did something though," I said. 
"Plenty of time," said Davie, "Wedding's not till two o'clock this afternoon." 
"We'd better get a move on though," said Bernie darkly, “Solly said he'd drop in later on this morning 

just to see that everything's going down O.K. and I wouldn't like him to find out what's going on here. You 
know, he still don't trust me, even after all these years!” 

We manhandled the heavy coffin again, moving it towards the back of the hearse and finally lifting it 
up and sliding it into the back of the big black vehicle. Bernie climbed into the driver's scat and switched on 
the engine. The starter gave an ominous whirring noise and then clicked off again with a sort of splutter that 
reminded me of someone swallowing a jellied eel outside Tubby Isaacs’ Eel Emporium in Whitechapel. 

"Gawd! This is all we need!" said Bernie, jabbing his foot down on the accelerator and opening up the 
choke. 

'Don't flood the engine," I said, "Or you'll never get it started." 
“Flooding the engine won't make much difference," said Davie gloomily, "this hearse is always a bad 

starter. Many's the time it's woken me up in the morning with its clanking and whirring. It's about time Solly 
got it fixed." 

"Well, it'd better start," said Bernie threateningly, "how else are we going to get Alfie's coffin over to 
the grounds? And we'd better hurry ‘cos I just thought of it - he's due to get done at 12.00 noon. And if he's 
not there by then they'll do Georgie - they're not at all fussy who they do or where they do it." 

The hearse wouldn't start. We spent nearly half an hour tinkering with the engine and the starter and 
all sorts of other technical bits and pieces that Davie said he knew about, but obviously didn't. He was an 
accountant (aren't they all nowadays, except of course those who've gone into the media?) and, so far as I 
knew, he had never had his head under a bonnet before (that is, if you forget the time he played one of the 
ugly sisters in his schools' dramatised version of 'Little Women'). Finally defeated by the mysteries of the 
internal combustion engine we ended up sitting at the kerb wiping the sweat from our faces with a piece of 
oily rag Bernie produced from the hearse's glove compartment. 

"How we going to get Alfie Witzer's mortal remains to the grounds?' wailed Bernie suddenly, as if 
taken with the unholy spirit."He'll be cursed to wander the dark spaces of limbo for all eternity if we don't 
get him properly interred.” 
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Davie looked worried and sick. At last the gravity of the situation seemed to have filtered through to 
his drink-sodden brain. “Forget Alfie Witzer. What about poor Georgie? They’re going to inter him and he 
ain’t even got the luxury of being dead!” 

"Here, I know," said Bernie. "We'll use Benny's cab. That'll be alright won't it, Benny?" 
This was all I needed on a hot Sunday morning when I should have been out working, but I thought of 

poor young Georgie waking up and finding himself buried alive and I could hardly refuse. 
We had another grappling session with the coffin, lifting it out of the hearse and carrying it over to the 

cab. We opened one of the doors and while Bernie and I supported one end of the coffin Davie ran around to 
open the opposite door and pulled it inside. It was too big to go straight across the passenger compartment 
so we tilted it up at one end, finally managing to wedge it in with one corner scrunched up against the roof 
and the other resting against the door. 

I climbed into the cab whilst the other two flopped out exhausted in the corners of the back seat, the 
heavy coffin between them. 

"Right, Golders Green here we come.” 
"Hang on, Benny -" cried Bernie, “I've just had a thought. I don't think it was Golders Green they were 

going to." 
"Where then? Rainham? Edgwarebury Lane?' 
"No - the East London crematorium!" 
Davie was beside himself. "What do you mean - The Crematorium? I thought you said Golders 

Green." 
"I made a mistake." 
"Some mistake! The cemetery's one thing - even if we were too late they could have dug Georgie up 

again, but the Crematorium ...! " Davie was overcome by the thought of his best friend ending his 
none-too-many days charred to ashes in a wooden casket followed by eternity in a porcelain urn. "How 
could you make a mistake like that, you bloody old fool!" 

I thought I had better make sure Bernie had it right. 'Are you sure, Bernie? You didn't mention it 
before!" 

"I'm sure," he said. "Now I think of it I was a bit upset when Solly told me Alfie Witzer was going to 
be cremated. You see, they have to cremate my coffin at the same time and it's always sad to lose a nice 
piece of work like this." There was a faraway look in his eyes as he caressed the coffin lovingly with his 
hands. "So it must be the Crematorium mustn't it." 

"So cut the flapdoodling and get on with it," said Davie. 
"Right! The East London Crematorium it is then!" I said switching on the cab's engine. "Here we go - 

and hang onto that coffin - we don't want Alfle Witzer holed up, rolled-up or doled-up in a road-up on The 
Ballspond Road!" 

I don't think I've ever driven the cab so fast except that time I had a lady in the back with a sow about 
to give birth to a litter of piglets, but that's another story. We screeched around the corner into the Ballspond 
Road and headed east. 

"What time did you say they were scheduled to do Alfie?" I yelled back to Bernie. 
"12.00 o'clock. At least I think it was 12 o'clock! Then again it might have been..." I heard Davie roar 

at him violently. "Yeah! It was definitely 12 o'clock ... I think!"  
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By then it was just after 11.30 and what with the sunshine and the lovely June weather the traffic was 
getting heavy. I weaved in and out of the various side roads, took a number of shortcuts and generally drove 
like a maniac, but time moved on anyway. In fact I was so pre-occupied in checking the clock every few 
seconds that as we hurtled around a corner in Forest Gate I nearly didn't notice the police car coming up fast 
behind, flashing its lights furiously. 

'Don't stop!" called Davie frantically. "We'll be too late” 
The police car overtook us and swung in front to block off the road. Visions of young Georgic Marks 

beating desperately on the walls of a coffin and being rapidly consumed by the heat of the fiery furnace 
swam in front of my eyes, but I hastily applied the brakes to bring the cab to a standstill. "Sorry, Davie. 
Sorry Georgie!" 

The police officer strolled towards the cab, black notebook in hand and pencil poised. "I can see you're 
not rushing to a premature birth," he said peering in at the coffin. "So what is this? Something for Hammer 
Films?  'Son of Dracula' I presume?" 

"No, Officer - we're on our way to a wedding! " said Bernie. "I mean a funeral!” 
"So it could be a sequel to The Reign of lhe Undead," said the Policeman writing quickly in his 

book," Something like “The Undead Get Wed' I suppose!" He obviously fancied himself as a comedian. 
When he turned to me I gave him my usual 'it really wasn't my fault Officer, but if you say it was it was, so 
long as you're not too hard on me' look. “I think I’m going to have to change the plot a bit, Cabbie. How 
about 'Cabbie On A Sticky Wicket Gets A Ticket’?  That should bring them into the cinema in droves!"  

I laughed with him. "It is a bit of an emergency, Officer,” I said meekly. "You see there's been a 
mix-up. Young Georgie Marks fell asleep in a coffin last night and they've taken him to the crematorium by 
mistake." I indicated the coffin in the back of the cab. "That's Alfie Witzer in the back and he's the one they 
should be doing." 

He opened the door to the passenger compartment and stared in at Bernie. "He looks like he could be 
dead," he agreed, "just as well you happen to be carrying a coffin. Very convenient in fact." 

"Not Bernie - he's still alive. I'm talking about the bloke in the coffin. He's going to be really pee-ed 
off if he doesn't get disposed of properly!" 

By now Davie was about to burst. He stood up to peer at the policeman over the coffin. "Didn't you 
hear?" he yelled. "Have you got cloth ears on either side of the peanut that you laughingly call a brain? 
Didn't you hear him? This is a life and death emergency!" 

"Oh so now we've got the sequal to “The Zombie, the Coffin and The Clown.”said the Policeman, 
completely unmoved. He was writing rapidly in his black book. "Could you just repeat that bit about a 
peanut, sir? That sort of thing always goes down well in Court. Usually adds a few weeks to the sentence 
does a clever little quip like that!" 

I could see that it was time to turn on the schmooze. Using all the charm I could muster in the strained 
circumstances I somehow managed to get the Policeman to understand what was going on. When he heard 
that Georgie was due to be married that afternoon but, at that moment was a more likely candidate for 
crisping in the crematorium furnace; and when he finally realised that we weren't pulling his leg, but were 
deadly serious he changed his attitude and even volunteered to provide us with a police escort to the 
Crematorium.  
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But the damage had been done and it wasn't until nearly half past twelve that, led by the police car 
with its blue light flashing and its loud howler screeching, we turned into the grounds of the Crematorium. 
We roared up the drive at breakneck speed, screeching to a halt in front of the Chapel of Rest. 

As I might have expected, Bernie and Davie, eager to get out and see what was going on, forgot to 
keep a hold on Alfie Witzer's coffin so that as we lurched to a halt the cab door opened and it shot out, 
colliding with the bottom step of the Chapel entrance. There was a loud crack and a splintering of wood as 
the carved oak lid flew off and Alfie sat up, his arms waving wildly about in the air as if he had resumed his 
earthly pursuits and was once again giving 6 to 4 to win at Newmarket. 

Just at that moment the glass doors of the Chapel of Rest opened and a lady I took to be the lately 
Widowed Winnie Witzer came down the stairs with the remains of her family. When she saw Alfie placing 
the odds she shrieked and fell into a dead faint. 

"We're too late," wailed Davie. 
The Crematorium Superintendent came running down the steps and stared at Alfie whose arms were 

still gesticulating in all directions. 
"What's the meaning of this?" he demanded oozing officialdom. 
"I think he's signalling a three-up accumulator at 7 to 3,” said Bernie. "But I couldn't tell you what 

race-track. It’s a pity that, ‘cos the way I see it being dead and all that he’s probably got reliable inside 
information." 

"No, that’s not tic tac,” said the policeman. “It looks to me like he's signalling the traffic from the left 
to turn right and the traffic from the right to turn left,"  

"What I mean is - who or what is this?" the Superintendent bellowed indicating Alfie. Said dear 
departed had now subsided and slipped down into the coffin again with a contented smile on his face, as if 
the outsider had fallen three lengths from the post.  

"That's Alfie Witzer," said Davie, "You should have cremated him at 12 O'clock, but instead you've 
gone and done my best friend, Georgie Monks - you killer!" 

"What are you talking about Witzer? Witzer?” cried the Superintendent haughtily. “That was a 
Goodbody we just put down, Charles P. Goodbody from a long line of Goodbodys, benefactors of this 
Parish and supporters of Leyton Orient to a man! And that Lady there," he went on indicating the stricken 
figure on the floor, who was now surrounded by panicking relatives. “That poor, broken woman is none 
other than his good Lady-wife, Mrs Hermione Goodbody." He riffled through the papers on his rosta board. 
“There's no Witzers listed here." 

"You mean there aren't any Alfie Witzers being cremated here today?" 
"No - You must have made a mistake." 
"Bernie!" Roared Davie, launching himself in the direction of the little coffin maker. "Have I got a 

skeleton-full of bones to pick with you!" 
I managed to jump between them. 
“I must've made a mistake," said Bernie. "It must've been Golders Green after all. I know it wasn't 

Rainham or Edgwarebury and I don't think it was Cheshunt, it all comes back to me now. And it’s at three 
o’clock.” 
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"And it wasn't a crematorium? They're gonna bury him not burn him?" said Davie, double checking. 
Bernie nodded miserably, the slightly unusual events of the day were beginning to get the better of him. 
'Well, we've got a bit of time then. Let's head for Golders Green." 

We pushed Alfie's arms back into the coffin, banged down the lid and once again loaded it into the 
taxi. I looked at my watch. It was coming up to one fifteen "What time is the wedding?" I asked Davie. 

"Two o'clock." 
"Then we ought to call in on the way and tell them Georgie's going to be a bit late" I suggested. 

"We’re almost passing the door.” 
We set off for North London. Our friendly policeman excused himself saying that was a bit out of his 

beat so we travelled alone and I didn't drive quite so fast. At the end of the day, if young Georgie was not 
going to be cremated we had a bit of time in hand. As Davie had said, he could always be dug up again if we 
missed the burial. 

About twenty minutes later we stopped outside the entrance to the Synagogue. Some of the wedding 
party had already arrived and a number of grey people in grey morning suits were hovering about near the 
door talking nervously and looking at their watches. Davie, Bernie and me jumped out of the cab and ran up 
the path, looking an unlikely trio in our old clothes, Davie unshaven and red-eyed, his mouth open like a 
bloater on a wet fisherman’s slab (or should it be on a fisherman’s wet slab). 

As we went into the lobby I heard somebody call my name. It was Mickey Marks, Georgie's father. 
"Benny, what are you doing here? I hope there hasn't been some mistake - you're not invited to the wedding 
you know. At any other time you'd be very welcome, but I got a big family and the girl, bless her, her's is 
even bigger so you see I got a problem."  

 Bernie didn't have a clue just how big his problem really was. What we had to tell him made seating 
arrangements seem trivial by comparison and that's saying something at a Jewish wedding. He caught sight 
of Davie and his mouth fell open as if he couldn't believe his eyes. "You're supposed to be the best man, 
Davie and you come here looking like that..." 

I was about to explain when a young man smartly dressed in a grey topper and morning suit rushed 
past Mickey and caught Davie by the shoulder. 

"You’re leaving it a bit late aren't you, Davie!" he said. 
Bernie staggered back against the wall as if he had seen a ghost then rushed out into the gardens 

shrieking hysterically. Davie stood there with his mouth agape. I just stood there. 
"Georgie! W-What are you doing here?" stuttered Davie. 
"Getting married, what do you think." 
“But - I thought you were still in that coffin!" said Davie. 
“Course not! What d'you think I am a layabout or something? This is my wedding day! I woke up 

really early so I got up and went over to mum and dad's to get ready. Didn't think I should wake you up 
though, you were sleeping like a dead man." 

Davie mopped his brow with Bernie's piece of dirty rag, leaving an oil stain on his forehead. He sat 
down heavily on a nearby chair. "So - so who was in the coffin, Davie? The one they took to Golders Green 
this morning?" 

"Search me," said Georgie. "By the way, is Paul with you?" 
“Paul?” said Davie, sounding a little faint. 
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"Yes - Paul. My young brother Paul." George clicked his fingers in front of Davie's face. "Wake up in 
there, Davie! He was with us when we got home last night. Remember?" 

“Paul! So if it wasn't you ... it must have been..." He turned to me. "Come on Benny, we've got to get 
Paul back from Golders Green before they bury him! " 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 
 

A Radical Plot - 2 
 

 
Manny Goldberg looked at me as if I was crazy. We were in The Fat Owl supping a bit of sustenance 

and I was trying to explain the intricacies of Debra and Maisie’s plot to remove Radical Greenbaum  from 
Natalie’s affections and  replace him by the all-too-perfect Digby Fleming.    

“So I’ve got to put on a funny voice and pretend I’m this Digby Whatsits geezer?” Manny pushed his 
smouldered herrings around his plate before cutting off a large piece of felafel mint cake and popping it into 
his mouth. 

I sipped my essence of dandelion tea. “No, you don’t need a funny voice. She won’t know who it is 
anyway.” 

“But if it’s my own voice she’ll straightaway realise it’s me.” He protested, crunching on a felafel 
bone and grimacing. “Ruddy hot these falafels!” He grabbed his glass and poured water down his throat.  

“I really don’t think she’ll recognise your voice, Manny.” 
He coughed and fanned his mouth with his hands. “I’d lay odds she will.” He called Big Bella over. 

“Here, Bella, what did you put in them falafels? They’ve practically vaporized my teeth.” 
 “I don’t cook the stuff, I just serve it!” she told him. “You don’t like my falafels you don’t eat them.” 

She turned on her heel and sashayed her way towards the kitchen, going through the swing doors like an 
Exocet rocket through a side of beef. 

“That told her!” said Manny, turning back to his plate of food and spearing a fat vegetarian quango 
sausage with his fork. He raised it to his mouth and blew on one of the ends. “But returning to the matter in 
hand, my Sonia reckons I’ve got a very distinctive voice and she should know. She knows about voices does 
my Sonia, she’s been listening to them all her life so she’s something of an expert. You know, she’s got a 
collection of Paul Robeson 78s dating back to the Civil War.” 

“Paul Robeson wasn’t alive in the Civil War.” 
“The American Civil War, not the English. Anyway, She reckons your Natalie’s bound to recognise 

me when I speak to her.”  
I was unconvinced. “Come on, Manny, you’ve never spoken to her on the ‘phone before have you?” 
He considered this for a moment, like it was a tough question. “Yeah. Hundreds of times.” 
“Come off it, Manny, that’s ridiculous.” 
“What’s ridiculous? Why shouldn’t I speak to my own wife on the ‘phone?” 
I sighed. It really was an uphill struggle. “Not your wife, Manny, my daughter, Natalie.” 
“Oh, Natalie! Why didn’t you say so?” He considered the matter again. “No, I haven’t spoken to her 

on the phone at all. Not that I can remember.” 
“So she’s really not likely to know it’s you is she?” I said, finally making the point.  
“She might. It all depends.” 
“On what?” 



 86 

“On whether I put on a funny voice or not. I’ve got a lot of funny voices in my repertory I have.” He 
screwed up his face and gave me his best Edward G. Robinson hoodlum voice. “Drop it, sweetheart, or I’ll 
blow your brains out.” 

“No – you’d better not use the Edward G. voice,” I told him. “Natalie’ll think you’re some kind of a 
nutter.”  

I was beginning to regret choosing Manny to help carry out Debra and Maisie’s ‘Get Radical’ 
campaign. I’d actually chosen him as a last resort, after going through a mental list of all my acquaintances 
likely to co-operate in the plan and deciding none of them were suitable. Solly Fink, for instance, had seven 
kids, two dogs, a hamster and a mother in law at home and he couldn’t keep his mind on anything for more 
than three seconds at a time. Solly would probably forget he was ringing Natalie and end up ordering a 
Chinese takeaway. Barry Geigelman, much as I loved him, was a gambler and would never take a risk 
unless the odds were three to one in his favour (he had rated the success of Debra and Maisie’s plan at a 
hundred to one against and he was hanging on to his shirt). Franky Filchburger never did anything that 
didn’t involve a deck of cards, a six pack and a busty blonde on each knee. And I couldn’t get in touch with 
Herbie Honktraffic, who’d recently run off with a lady tattooist who had carnal designs on his body. So, 
Manny had turned out to be my brightest hope. But, what the heck? I thought, it was a stupid plan that 
wasn’t likely to work anyway. Manny Goldberg was about as good as I’d get. 

He dragged me out of my reverie to suggest he did his Cary Grant voice. “I do a very good Cary 
Grant.” 

 “OK Manny,” I agreed. Anything for a quiet life. “But don’t try anything too clever - you’ll scare her 
off.” 

He grinned. “Cary Grant it is then, maybe with a bit of Boris Karloff. How’s that?” 
“No, Manny, forget the Boris.” I could just imagine how my daughter would react to Dr Frankenstein 

on the other end of the telephone. 
 He looked miffed. “Okay, anything you say, Benny.” He swallowed the top half of his sausage. “Your 

mother-in-law still staying at your place?” 
“Yeah. The pa-in-law won’t have her back. I went to see him again and he was adamant.” 
“Funny, I always thought his name was Joe.” Manny pronged the other end of his sausage and held it 

up for inspection. “He still lusting after them bints on the building site, then?” 
I nodded. “If it’s a choice between one of them and his old lady I can’t say I blame him.” I finished 

my dandelion tea and put the cup down with a flourish. “But as far as getting rid of her is concerned it 
seems pretty hopeless. He won’t apologise to her because he doesn’t think he needs to and she won’t 
apologise to him because she thinks she hasn’t done anything wrong and it’s all his fault.” I yawned. “We 
seem to have reached an impasse with the two of them.” 

Manny nodded understandingly. “Yeah, the unstoppable thingy against the immovable whatsit. Just 
like my old grandmother and her side of bacon.” 

I hardly dared ask, but to be polite I felt I had to. “What about your old grandmother and her side of 
bacon?” 

“She tried everything, but she never made a rasher move!” Manny guffawed and popped the last half 
of the sausage into his mouth. “Now,” he said with his mouth half full, “going back to your Natalie and this 
phone call I’m supposed to be making - what do I say to her?” 
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“We’ve been through it twice already, Manny. Tell her your name’s Digby Fleming and you’d like to 
take her out to dinner at The Flying Pig so you can discuss a fantastic business deal.” 

“Right. The Flying Fig for dinner and a fantastic business meal. I’ve got that.” Manny looked pleased. 
“So where is this Flying Fig?” 

I’d forgotten he had lately developed a problem with his ears. “It’s not The Flying Fig, Manny, it’s the 
Flying Pig, with a ‘P’ – remember, there’s no ‘f’ in pig! And it’s not a fantastic meal it’s a fantastic deal. 
And last but not least, you don’t have to know where the effing Pig is because Natalie already knows, she 
goes there a lot; you won’t be going there, she will. You got that?” 

“There’s no need to shout,” said Manny, “Shouting plays havoc with my hearing aid, especially when 
I’m noshing a sausage.” 

I sighed yet again. “Okay, so adjust the volume control and I’ll try again.” 
“This sausage hasn’t got a volume control.” 
“Not the sausage, you imbecile, the hearing aid.” 
“Just joking!” He fiddled with his ears for a moment. “Sorry, my batteries have done a runner.” He 

took the aids out of his ears and laid them on the table where he prodded them with his fork. “You wouldn’t 
credit it would you? They’re dead as a bleeding door knob.” 

“Don’t worry, Manny, I’ll write down what you have to say. I’ll give you a complete script and you 
can just read from it. Then there’s no possibility of you making mistakes.” 

“Why should I be baking cakes?” 
“I’ll definitely write it down!” 
“But that Flying Fig place – supposing this Digby Whatdoyoucallhim is a fitness fanatic.” 
“Why should he be a fitness fanatic?” 
“I don’t know – but supposing he is, then he won’t much like the fodder at The Flying Fig will he? 

They only serve fatty foods at the Fig, it’s not vegetarian or anything and I don’t think they allow you in if 
you weigh less than twenty two stone.” 

“I didn’t know that – but then I’ve never heard of a restaurant called the Flying Fig – I’ve just told 
you, Manny, it’s not Fig it’s Pig!” 

“Well that proves my point don’t it – very appropriate that – PIG. Not the sort of place a fitness fanatic 
wants to eat in is it?” 

At which point I went back to work, leaving him poking fiercely at the batteries of his twenty first 
century ear trumpet and munching away at the last of the red-hot sausages. 

Mind you, when I thought about it later I had to agree that Manny might have had a point. Supposing 
this Digby Fleming character was a fitness nut – if he was then The Pig definitely wasn’t the best place to 
go calorie counting.  I’ve known a few fitness fanatics in my time and I know how fussy they can be about 
what they eat. Take Martin Crotchet for instance. He was a real case in point…although, to be fair to him, 
he was trying to impress a young lady... 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 
 

MARATHON MARTIN MAKES AN IMPRESSION 
 
I had been going to The Fat Owl Cafe for years, and during all that time I had never known Big Bella, 

the Owner, Chief Cook and Head Waitress, take as much as a single day off. So imagine my surprise when, 
one sunny May afternoon, she told Manny Goldberg and me that she was about to take a long holiday. 

“I'm going to Tahiti and I’m going to lay on the beach for three whole months,” she said “to soak up 
all the sun.” In view of her considerable proportions I could believe that was only too possible. 

“Ah! Tar-hee-tee!” said Manny knowingly, with a far away look in his eye and what he probably 
thought were Polynesian intonations in his voice. “That's in the Pacific, right on the other side of the world! 
A very romantic island - Vincent Van Gough the famous Impassionistic artist went there to get some peace 
and quiet. That was just after he cut off his ears. He had a love affair, you see, with his ears …” 

Bella interrupted. “You mean he fell in love with his ears? How romantic! Only a true artist could fall 
in love with his own ears!” 

“No - I mean, he fell in love when he still had his ears. It was only later, when the object of his true 
lust spurned him that he cut 'em off.”  

Manny knew about such things. During the time he was training his brain for the greatest intellectual 
challenge of all - a thirty minute intellectual grapple with three other contestants on Mastermind - he had 
read dozens of copies of National Geographic Magazine. No doubt the position of the Pacific Ocean relative 
to the British Isles was mentioned in there a number of times. Manny had what he called an “inedible” 
memory - he never forgot anything he read or ate - and delighted in reciting it all to us, ad nauseum. So, to 
prevent him from launching into a long lecture on the habits of the Head Hunters of the Cucumber 
Sandwich Islands, I hurried the conversation along. 

“But what about the Cafe, Bella - will they be able to manage without you? Three months is a long 
time!” 

This was a genuine question. Three months is a very long time and The Fat Owl without Bella keeping 
things running smoothly was like Cleopatra darning Anthony's socks without her Needle.  

I have never known anyone quite like Bella. Size-wise she is Gargantuan, but she manages to get 
about her cafe with all the grace of a lubricated limbo dancer. She towers and wobbles over you like the 
rumbling slopes of Vesuvius. She is everywhere at once - preparing food, shrieking orders to the kitchen 
staff, waiting at table, bawling out the unwise customer who dares to enter her sanctum santorum with 
muddy boots. As a result, everything in The Fat Owl Café runs with the smooth efficiency of a military 
operation.  

It also seems as if Bella is always on duty. No matter what the time of day or night you might call in 
for a meal or a quick snack she is there. This led some bright sparks in the cab-driving fraternity to suggest 
that she is really TWINS, two identical Priestesses of Food dancing constant attendance at the Holy Temple 
of Gluttony, which is and always will be The Fat Owl Café. 

I do not subscribe to this outlandish theory. Bella is unique. To have more than one Bella would rebel 
against the senses and overthrow the delicate balance of the Culinary Universe. To all who frequent The Fat 
Owl she is an overalled Aphrodite sent forth from the Mount Olympus of the Catering Trade to fry and grill 
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and boil and baste over a hot stove. An unhailed culinary genius, she is the originator of the Diamond 
shaped Dumpling that melts in the mouth, the succulent Sausage and Saffron Souffle and the mouth 
watering Chocolate-Cheese-and-Cauliflower Chillunt, sold in slabs, (an unbelievable culinary expedition for 
all those with adventurous - and reckless - taste -buds). 

“Sid will manage!” Bella assured us. 
I doubted it. Sid Soufflé was the Fat Owl's Chief Assistant Chef. Trained in the greasy kitchens of the 

northern-most reaches of Camden Town he was a graduate of the Woodsporran Road Catering College, an 
institution owing its claim to fame to its dark associations with the “Beast of Ballspond”, a mild, 
bespectacled tutor in the short-order fish frying department, who had turned out to be a serial killer. The 
Beast was to Fish and Chips what, in an earlier century, Sweeney Todd had been to meat pies. 

Sid told many a good tale about The Beast and named some of his more gruesome culinary creations 
after him. Beast's Brioche was a cross between a loaf of rye-bread and a heavy black pudding; Beast 
Bombay was duck, roasted over smoky charcoal and then battered into an incoherent stew; and Beast 
Baracuda a la Frog's legs was a particularly dangerous dish - you were never quite sure whether it was 
going to stay on the plate and bite your fingers off or hop off the table and attack your ankles. 

So far as the culinary arts were concerned there was no doubt Sid was an accomplished practitioner in 
the authentic Fat Owl tradition, but I still had my doubts that he could manage without Bella for three whole 
months. And if things did fall apart for the want of Bella how would we, her regular customers, survive the 
cold and hungry nights? 

Bella seemed to have thought of that. 
“My niece, Carla, is coming in to help. She is between jobs at the moment, so she’ll be spending a few 

weeks here at the Owl, seeing how a real cafe is run.”  
“What's her normal job, then?” asked Manny, taking off his specs to polish them on his table napkin. 
“She's an actress, but she's resting at the moment,” said Bella. “She's hoping to get an important part in 

a big West End Show. Tomorrow she may be a famous star. Who knows?” 
“And when does this Carla rise in glory over The Fat Owl horizon?” Manny replaced his glasses and 

peered at Bella through a haze of sticky brown gravy.  
“Next Monday,” said Bella. “And you boys had better behave yourselves!” 
We weren't quite sure what Bella meant. Behave ourselves? We always behaved ourselves, we said 

indignantly, so what was she on about? But Bella just winked one of her big brown eyes and said we'd find 
out soon enough.  

It wasn't until the following Tuesday afternoon that I was in the area again so I thought I’d call in to 
see if I could find out what Bella's comment had been about. Young Martin Crotchet was parking his cab as 
I drove up and we went into the cafe together. I'd been seeing a lot of Martin recently. He was in his 
mid-twenties then, I suppose, and he had only passed through The Knowledge of London a few weeks 
before, but he had been eating in The Owl for some time and had got to know many of us regulars. 

As usual the place was busy. Philly Hoggleberry called us over and offered a couple of places on his 
table. 

“Philly, how's it going?” I asked as we sat down. I introduced Martin. 
“Hallo, Martin," said Philly, “ I see you've got your green badge. How did you make a living before?” 
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“I had an office job,” said Martin. “Couldn't stand it though. The computers gave me a headache. It 
didn't do my weight much good either, all that sitting about.” Martin was on the wrong side of tubby. “I 
know, I’m sitting down in my cab most of the time,” he acknowledged, “but at least I’m getting around, so 
it’s got to be good exercise.” 

I was about to query this when Martin's eyes glazed over and his mouth dropped open. For a moment I 
thought he was having some kind of a seizure but then I noticed that, although they had glazed over, his 
eyes soon focussed again and were following something - or someone - around the room. I turned in the 
direction he was looking. 

“Who's she?” asked Martin, suddenly finding his voice again. 
The “she” referred to was obviously Bella's niece, Carla. I gathered that from the fact that she was 

wearing a waitress's frilly apron and carrying a tray piled high with plates of steaming food. She was so 
strikingly attractive that I wouldn't have been at all surprised if, at that moment, my own mouth was 
drooping open in amazement. My eyes definitely glazed over for a few seconds and I had to make an effort 
to get them back into focus again. When Bella had mentioned she had a niece I had assumed there would be 
some family resemblance and that Carla would be dark, enormous and, not to put too fine a point on it, 
plain. But, seen in the flesh (and that's how most of the men in the room would have liked to have seen her) 
Carla could not have been more different to her aunt. She was tall, slim, dark and beautiful and she had the 
best legs I had seen in years, encased in sheer black, sexy hosiery that any hot-blooded male knew 
instinctively must be stockings and not tights. I heard young Martin gulping on the other side of the table 
and I could almost feel his lust washing over me in waves. 

“You'd better have a cold shower, Martin!” said Philly. 
“He was thinking more along the lines of sausage, egg and chips when he came in,” I said. But it was 

obvious that young Martin was smitten, or at least that he was full of lust, which for a bloke who obviously 
didn't have much experience with women, amounted to the same thing. 

“Bit of a cracker ain't she,” said Philly. “Looks like you've gone a bundle on her, Martin!” 
Of course, Martin denied it. He blushed. “I was just trying to attract her attention so I could order 

some food. I’m starvin'.” 
“You might have more luck if you waved your hand at her,” suggested Philly, “instead of making like 

a goldfish.”  
When Carla finally came over to take our order she didn't seem to notice that Martin was gasping for 

air and blushing salmon pink. Close up she had big brown expressive eyes and you could see he felt they 
were smiling for him alone. I ordered a couple of smoked salmon and cream cheese bagels and Philly gefilte 
fish pletzels, the Japanese variety.  

“And what about you sir?” she asked Martin. 
Martin turned the menu over two or three times, pretending to study it. He seemed to be tongue-tied. 

“What-you-got?” he spluttered eventually. 
Carla was losing patience with him so I intervened. “As he came in he said he fancied sausage, egg 

and chips.” 
Carla wrote it down. 
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At last Martin found his voice. “Er - no I've changed my mind - I'll have - er -"  he stopped and ran an 
eye over the menu again (the other one was still staring at Carla). She stood waiting, pencil poised. “No – er 
- I 'll have chips and eggs with sausage.” 

Carla looked inquiringly at Philly and me. Philly grinned nervously and started playing with his 
military tie and adjusting the rake of his bowler hat. I smiled weakly and shrugged. Carla looked back at 
Martin. 

“Let's get this straight then,” she said reading from her notepad. “You don't want sausage, eggs and 
chips, but you do want chips and eggs and sausage.” 

“Er - yeah!” 
“So – just so that Sid can get the protocol right, you don't want the sausages sitting next to the eggs 

nor the eggs sitting next to the chips?” Martin nodded his head miserably and I thought he was going to cry. 
“ I’m not being finicky, sir,” Carla continued extra-politely, “but just to make sure Sid gets it right the first 
time it has to be chips next to eggs and eggs next to sausages, doesn't it. Is that right?” Martin nodded again; 
blushing bright pink and Carla couldn't resist a mildly sarcastic dig “Have the chips fallen out with the 
sausages then? Are they not on speaking terms?” 

I came to Martin's rescue. “No, dear, Martin's just on a special diet. He has to separate the protein 
from the carbohydrate, so it's very important they don't touch each other. In case anything rubs off.” 

“It's Dr Plotkins’ New Age Diet,” explained Philly, with an encouraging wink at Martin. “You know, 
harmony and peace and no gender mixing and all that.” 

“Now I've heard everything,” said Carla stalking off in the direction of the kitchen. “I suppose you'll 
want French food next - everything on separate plates.” 

“Look what you've done now,” wailed Martin miserably, watching Carla's derrière as it glided its way 
back across the room. “She'll think I’m some kind of a food freak!” 

It was true that Martin had not made a very good first impression on Carla, but when I bumped into 
him in the Cabby's shelter on the Embankment a week or so later he seemed to have redeemed himself. At 
first, though, he wouldn't even admit he was interested in her. 

“You managed to chat young Carla up, yet?” I asked after we had exchanged pleasantries. 
“What Carla?” 
“You know, Carla in The Fat Owl.” 
“Why should I want to chat her up? She's not bad looking I suppose, but she's nothing special.” 
“Come off it, Martin,” I told him, “You only had to look at the girl and you were blushing like a bottle 

of tomato ketchup - you're blushing now and we're only talking about her.” 
“OK, so I like her a bit, all right. As it happens I did pop in to The Owl again the following day and 

the day after that and the day after that. And without you and that Philly whatsisname there to cramp my 
style I managed to get in a few little chats with her.” 

“Look, I was only trying to help. You have to admit you got yourself into a bit of a mess with all those 
sausages and eggs and chips and chips and eggs and sausages. What we told her about you being on a diet 
sounded pretty plausible to me.” 

“I suppose it was,” he admitted, “provided you're a food nutter!” He leaned forward confidentially. 
“Mind you, she's a bit of a food nutter herself.” 

“Really?” 
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“Yeah, well, with a figure like hers she's got to be ain't she.” Martin's eyes glazed over with lust. “She 
was telling me - she's into all them health foods and that. You know, all that orgasmic stuff.” 

“What? Health foods? And she works at The Fat Owl! That's a bit hypocritical isn't it? I mean you 
couldn't get less healthy food anywhere! That’s why it’s so popular!” 

“It's only her job,” said Martin, “just because she serves it doesn't mean she has to believe in it.”  
“I suppose not, but I should think she'd put on weight in that kitchen just from breathing in the fumes! 

“ 
We sat quietly for a few moments attacking our respectives plates of food. Martin was half-way 

through a steak and kidney pudding with enormous suet dumplings swimming in thick brown gravy. The 
pudding crust looked thick and wholesome and there were large chunks of fat floating in the gravy. 

“That doesn't look very healthy, Martin,” I commented. “Carla wouldn't approve of all that fat. I bet 
she’s polyunsaturated!” 

“That's part of my problem,” he said laying down his knife and fork for a moment and shifting 
uncomfortably in his chair. “You see, I really do like that Carla.” He stopped and looked embarrassed. “You 
don't mind me talking about it do you? I mean, you know her and you know me and you know something 
about women, being as you're married and all that.” 

I wasn't quite sure how much he thought I knew about women, but he was right about the married part, 
so I made the right sorts of noises and he continued, between mouthfuls of pudding. “I’d like to get to know 
her better, but I don't suppose she'd even look at me.” 

“Why not?” 
“Well, look at me. You’ve only got to look at me to see it's not worth looking at me.” 
“What are you talking about, Martin? There ain't that much wrong with you that I can see.” 
“But you're not a woman!” wailed Martin, chasing a reluctant pea across the sea of gravy and finally 

nailing it to the side of his plate. “Women see things different to men.” 
“There's nothing wrong with you,” I told him. “You're honest, you're hardworking, you don't drink too 

much, you don't gamble too much, you're not too repulsive to look at, in a masculine sort of way, and you 
won't make a bad living once you get into a proper routine and learn a few of the dodges.” 

Martin sighed. “You're not getting the point, are you Sam,” he said. “Carla's a girl...” 
“I had noticed...” 
He ignored my interruption. “Look, She's looking for a bloke with muscles, Benny, an Arnold 

Schwartzanlegger look-alike. A knight in shining armour what can sweep her off right off her feet. She’s not 
after a fat, balding pudding like me. She wants a guy with hair - lashings of it!” 

Now that he mentioned it I could see he was getting a bit short of the roofing thatch, but I pointed out 
that so far as I could see what he lost on the roofing thatch he more than made up for on the ivy-covered 
walls. 

“You've got pretty hairy hands, haven't you and I daresay your arms and chest are the same!” 
“Yeah, they are pretty hairy,” he said proudly, “At least I've got that much in my favour so far as 

Carla's concerned. She likes her men really hairy, almost like gorillas.” A face of gloom soon replaced that 
brief flush of hope. “But she also likes biceps and triceps you can land a jumbo on and I'm not exactly 
rippling with muscles am I?” 
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He was obviously suffering from lack of confidence so far as women were concerned and I thought it 
wouldn't do any harm to point out the obvious. 

“Well, you're not exactly helping yourself are you” I said, pointing to the steak and kidney pudding 
that was rapidly disappearing from his plate. “That sort of food isn't exactly calculated to get your weight 
down and your muscles up is it? You should be on carrots and water cress and maybe a bit of spinach.” 

“I know, I know. I just happen to like steak and kidney pudding, don’t I? I like fatty foods. I can't help 
it, I was brought up on fat. You should taste my mother’s dumplings. It’s no good - Carla likes her men 
manly and muscly and covered in hair. Me – I’m just fat and pasty.” 

“Well, you’ve got to do something about it then,” I told him. “Nobody else can. Set yourself a target. 
Say to yourself that by such and such a date you're going to lose such and such an amount of weight. Do it 
in easy stages.” I thought of Manny and his story of the lovelorn artist. “Of course, you could always lose a 
bit of weight by cutting off your ears.” 

Martin had probably never heard of Van Gough. “Don't talk daft,” he said, “I need my ears. When I 
get married my mother’ll insist on me wearing a top hat and without ears I want to be able to see what's 
going on!” 

He mused for a few moments about losing weight and putting on muscle. “I suppose I could go on a 
sort of a diet. And a bit of exercise should help,” he said thoughtfully. He leaned across the table. “Carla 
told me she goes winter-sporting. You know, ski-ing and bob-killing. What I'll do is, I'll learn how to ski 
and then I can suggest we go together. Give her a smashing holiday in the snow-capped mountains of 
Virginia, or Vienna or wherever they have snow-capped mountains.” 

“Good idea,” I agreed. “You could practice on the dry slopes. It's good exercise so it should help with 
your weight problem.” 

As he began to realise that it was possible to lose a bit of weight if only he could control his natural 
urge to nosh, he looked miserable again. Martin loved eating. “I suppose I could try,” he said, picking up his 
fork and scooping a large piece of gristly meat into his mouth. “I suppose it would be worth it, she's a bit of 
all right, is that Carla!” 

I didn't see Martin again for about six weeks. Even when I went to eat at The Fat Owl, which I did 
fairly frequently, enjoying not only the food and the atmosphere but also the way the beautiful Carla 
fluttered about the place bearing trays of succulently decadent dishes. Instead, I next met him on the taxi 
rank by Fortnum and Mason. He was sitting in his cab, glancing at the Evening News, munching at a giant 
bar of chocolate and looking thoroughly miserable. I pulled up behind him and got out. 

“What's cooking, Martin young lad?” I asked, tapping on his side window. “How's the piste?” 
“Oh! It's you is it!” he said angrily, knowing very well who it was. “Don't you mention the flipping 

piste to me, Benny Wood! I've just about pissed off with the piste!” 
I was taken aback. What could I have possibly done to upset him? “Here, hang on a minute, Martin 

old son, there's no cause to carry on like this is there!” 
“Well, it was your fiddlin' fault wasn't it!” 
“What was my fiddle... my fault?” 
“You and your rotten dry slope!” said Martin. “Out of my way, please.” He opened his cab door and I 

stepped back as he produced a pair of crutches from the luggage compartment and heaved himself up out of 
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his seat. As he swung his body out of the cab I saw that his left leg was encased in plaster from knee to 
ankle.  

 “What happened?” 
“Don't ask - I only broke my leg on the piste!” 
“Well, that was hardly my fault, Martin! I wasn't even there!” 
“That's all very well, but it was your idea in the first place wasn't it? Go and practise on the dry slopes, 

you said.” He huffed and puffed for a bit longer before climbing back into his cab. “And another thing, I 
haven't been able to see Carla 'cos of this!” 

“Why not? - an accident's an accident!” 
“Yeah, but this wasn't even a proper accident was it! It's not like it was on real snow is it?  What 

would Carla think of me if she knew I’d had an accident on a bit of coconut matting?”  
Business was slow outside Fortnum's that day so I had time to talk him round. In the end he had to 

agree that it wasn't my fault. 
“Only another couple of weeks before the plaster comes off my leg,” he said, brightening. “Then I’ll 

start on my exercising.” 
“You're having physiotherapy then?” 
“No - not really,” said Martin, “I've joined Beautiful Bodies!” 
“What's that? An undertakers?” 
“No, it's a health and sports club in Tooley Street, down by The Tower. They've got all sorts of 

apparatus there, for bending the biceps and stretching the body and things.” 
“Oh! You mean The London Dungeon where they have all those torturing machines?” 
“No - that’s the other end of Tooley Street. The stretching and bending is for toning up your body. It 

teaches you to breathe properly.” He drew air in through his mouth and then exhaled slowly through his 
nostrils, sounding like a prize pig in rut. “I’m really going to build up my body. I'll get rid of all this lard.” 
He waggled his body sending his blubber into wobbling waves. 

“I hope you're not going to start taking drugs, Martin!” 
“No – my body is a temple! I shall get where I’m going by sensible exercise and a healthy diet.” He 

reached into his glove compartment and pulled out a large foil covered package. “Fancy a dripping 
sandwich?' 

I bumped into Martin again a month or so later as I was going into The Fat Owl. He was on his way 
out and I didn't recognise him for a moment. He had lost a bit of weight and he was wearing a tailored sports 
jacket nipped in at the waist and grey flannel trousers. His gleaming white shirt was nicely set off by a blue 
and red striped silk tie. The plaster was gone from his leg and he was looking healthy, but worried. 

“Martin!” I said. “You look like a new man! But I can see something’s bothering you.” 
“Thanks, Benny! You're right – I’ve got pressin' problems. It's Carla. She's been really impressed by 

all my body building and exercising. She's going out with me now, though. We're an item!” 
“So where's the problem?” I was puzzled. He had achieved his heart's desire and he still had 

problems? There was no pleasing some people.  
“No, you don't understand. She's a lovely girl is Carla, but she's a bit demanding!” 
“So what's new, Martin? She's a woman.” 
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“I've bent over backwards trying to please her. I’ve been on the apparatus for hours and I've lifted 
weights for her and practically brained myself putting the shot and chuckin' the javelin, but is that enough? I 
ask you - is a beigle holey?” 

“What do you mean is a beigle holey?” 
“Like I say, is a beigle holey? Of course a beigle's holey! It's got a dirty great hole right through the 

middle of it. And of course, what I’m doing is not enough for Carla. The minute I do something - like taking 
off half a stone in weight or putting massive muscles on my biceps where there used to be ping pong balls - 
the minute I do that, that's the minute Carla dreams up something else for me to do. She’s never satisfied, 
she’s always wanting something extra.” 

“Like what?” 
Martin groaned. “Like The London Marathon, that’s what.” 
“She wants you to drive round the marathon course in your cab?” 
“No - she wants me to run it!” 
“Run it! It's more than twenty-six miles long! It'll kill you!” 
“I know that and you know that, but does Carla know that? She says it'll do me good. It'll do me good 

to get out there and teach my body whose boss. That's what she says.” 
“But does she really mean it?” 
“Yeah,” said Martin gloomily, “she means it alright. In fact she's going to run it herself.” 
“That's not so bad, then.” 
“Yes it is, it's worse. She's in much better shape than I am.” 
“I’ll go along with that. But you can practise running together can't you?” It was quite a romantic 

thought really, a young man and his sweetheart running and sweating together. “Think of the fun you could 
have afterwards, in the shower!” 

He looked hurt. “Carla's not like that! Anyway, you haven't seen the way her legs go - she's much too 
fast for me! I’d never keep up with her.” 

I was determined to cheer him up. “Rubbish! All you need is a bit of training, Martin, and you'll be 
streets ahead of Carla. Don't kill yourself. Take it easy. Start off with a few hundred yards every morning 
and add a little bit each week. You've got over eight months before the next Marathon. You'll do it easy 
peasy!” 

“Do you think so?” He still looked doubtful. “Just a few hundreds yards to start with?” He groaned. “I 
dunno. I get into a sweat just walking up and down the stairs to my ground floor flat.” 

“Well, it's either the Marathon or no Carla,” I said, brutally. “Sometimes in this life you have to make 
sacrifices!” 

“I suppose so.” But his shoulders were still slumped. “Here, I don't suppose you'd help me would 
you?” 

“Anything I can do,” I told him magnanimously, knowing I would soon regret it. 
“Give me a hand with my training.” 
“What? You've got to be joking! I’m not running twenty six ruddy miles.” 
“Twenty six miles and three hundred and eight five yards,” corrected Martin. 
“Listen, I couldn’t even manage the three hundred and eighty five yards! I'm not running the blooming 

marathon for you, Martin, or for anyone else. I’m too young to die.” 
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“But you just said you'd do anything!” 
“I know I did and I meant it. But that excludes giving myself a heart attack. I'm twice your age! I 

haven't run anywhere for years except from the tax collector. You know the old saying 'Exercise can 
seriously damage your health'.” 

“Well, you don't have to actually run it,” said Martin. “You could ride along next to me on a bike 
couldn't you? Shouting encouragement and instructions. You know, like you see the trainers and boxers 
doing in the movies.” 

I thought about it. Back in the old days I used to enjoy cycling with my son Lambert and I still had his 
bike stuck away in the garden shed. It was a sports mountain model with about six hundred gears and it was 
still in reasonable condition. I didn't really know how the gears worked, but I thought I could probably get 
along with it. And I've always been a sucker for a good deed. “All right,” I told Martin reluctantly, “I’ll do it 
as a favour to you, but only while you're running a few miles - no long distances. When it gets to be a long 
way you'll have to find somebody else to help you.” 

He was filled with enthusiasm again, like a rottweiler with a new postman. “OK.  I'll see you at six 
o'clock tomorrow then, Benny. We'll go from your place.” 

“That might be a bit early for me, Martin. I sometimes don't get home until after seven. Debra makes 
dinner for seven o'clock.” 

“No, six o'clock,” he said starting off towards his cab. “In the morning.” 
 
“You're not a teenager any more, Benny,” Debra reminded me when I told her I had to set the alarm 

clock for five thirty the following morning. “You work a hard enough day as it is without peddling a push 
bike about at six o'clock in the morning. And all for some lovesick schmaerel who wouldn't know a 
marathon from a Mars bar! You'd be better off getting a paper round - at least you'd earn yourself a bit of 
pocket money.” 

When the alarm clock buzzed at half past five the following morning, rousing me from a romantic 
dream starring Julia Roberts, with myself as Tom Cruse, I couldn't help but agree with her. Cool as a 
cucumber Cruse was just about to force his way into gorgeous Julia's bedroom, where she lay semi naked 
with the windows open and the net curtains blowing in the sultry sirocco wind. Silent as the night Courtesan 
Cruse turned the handle and braced himself to fling the door open when coming out of nowhere, the bad guy 
started spraying him with bullets. At least, they sounded like bullets, until I realised it was just the alarm 
going off. 

I crawled out of bed and cursed Martin. I washed and had a quick shave and I cursed Martin. I went 
downstairs and cut two thick slices of bread, buttered them and made a heavy cheese sandwich and I cursed 
Martin. When the doorbell rang I opened it and cursed Martin. 

It was the milkman. “Sorry, Guv'nor, but I saw there was a light on, so I thought I’d stop by and 
collect my money. I've been missing your missus over the last couple of weeks.” 

I thought that was just as well, paid him and sat down in the lounge to curse Martin. 
In the end, though, it didn't work out too badly. For the first few weeks Martin could only last out for 

about a quarter of a mile before he fell to the ground wheezing and snorting. This made it easy for me 
because it was all downhill so I could just hop on the bike and freewheel. As day followed day and he 
extended his run I spent most of my time shouting encouraging comments at him and when he begged me to 
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let him give up because his legs hurt and his feet were covered in blisters I shouted at him even louder and 
reminded him what was at stake. 

“Yeah! I've gotta do it for Carla!," he wheezed. “She's worth it! She's really worth it!” 
Time went on and I was astonished at the progress young Martin was making. I would never have 

thought he had it in him. By the end of July he was running nearly five miles before he collapsed in an 
agonised, pain-wracked heap. He was forcing his body through the pain threshold every day and becoming 
lean and very hungry - often stopping at a small all-night cafe en-route where he rapidly consumed three or 
four cheese and egg sandwiches and a few pints of orange juice. And all the while I pedalled along beside 
him, encouraging him to even greater heights. The exercise was doing me good too. I lost nearly a stone off 
my avoir dupois. 

One morning in September, just after six o'clock, when the dew was still on the lawn, Martin came 
jogging into my front garden where I was pumping up one of the tyres of my bike. I'd had a slow puncture 
the day before and I'd mended it when I got in from work, apparently unsuccessfully. 

“I’ll have to have another go at it this evening,” I said. “It's still going flat.” 
Martin frowned. “If you think you’ve got problems, take a look at this,” he said, lifting up his 

sweatshirt to display his body. 
“What?” 
“Can't you see the difference?” 
I went as close as I dared in deference to my nostrils and the fact that he had just jogged over from his 

flat, which was a quarter of a mile away. It was going to be a very hot day. 
'Difference to what?” 
“To what it was before.” 
His chest was different. It had changed. He had lost a lot of fat so that it was more athletic looking, 

more of an Arnold Schwarzenegger than a Dolly Parton, but I couldn't see that that was such a bad thing. 
“My chest hair!” cried Martin. “Can't you see, Benny, I'm losing my chest hair!” 
He was right. There was noticeably less undergrowth on his chest than before. 
“I'm in trouble,” he said. “I can't do anything right can I? I make my body more muscular and I start 

losing me chest hair! What's Carla going to say? It's the chest hair that turns her on!” 
I consoled him. “She won't mind. It's much more important for you to be fit and muscular than to walk 

about like a gorilla in a bearskin rug! I don't know what you're worried about!” 
“I suppose you're right,” said Martin, unconvinced. “At least I’m not fat and pasty any more!” 
“That's right, Martin, let's have some positive thinking here!” I told him. “I haven't spent all these 

months helping you train so that you can give up because you're not hairy enough! So come on now, you're 
going to do ten miles today before you collapse in a heap, and both of us have to go to work afterwards, so 
you'd better jump to it!” 

Martin managed his ten miles that day, but I nearly didn't make it. Winter would be coming on soon 
and I wasn't looking forward to getting up early on those dark, cold mornings, so I decided enough was 
enough. I reminded him that I had promised to pace him through his first few miles and that after that he 
would have to find someone else to help him. 

“Yeah, I understand, Benny,” he said. “You're old, you’re past it and you can't take it any more!” 
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He soon found another health and exercise nut to run with him. Sven was a young red-haired 
Norwegian architectural student over here to study the Design and Application of the English Public 
Convenience System. He had been given a special Government Grant to finance an inquiry into the 
optimum height for men's urinals, but so far as I could see he was sitting down on the job. He seemed to 
spend most of his time training to run in the Marathon. Not that Nature hadn't kitted him out as an athlete - 
he was nearly seven feet tall, skinny as a bean-pole and his legs were so long that when he ran about the 
streets he looked like a pair of ginger-haired scissors cutting a dash through the paving stones. He was 
boarding with the old widow who lived next door to Martin, so the two of them running together was a 
convenient arrangement. Each morning, all through the winter, Martin and Sven rose with the lark and 
pounded the streets of Ilford, Leytonstone and Hackney with their air-assisted pump-action trainers and each 
evening they pumped iron together, getting fitter by the day. Me, I went back to my early afternoon rising, 
my cooked breakfasts and my thirteen stone six. 

They say the tide of the true Marathon Runner never runs smooth and when I bumped into Martin 
again just after the New Year I realised how true that saying was. Carla had long since abandoned her 
waitressing duties at The Fat Owl for a small dancing part in a musical comedy revival of Wuthering 
Heights at The Colonial Theatre and Bella, returned from her long lounge under the coconut trees on her 
exotic Tahitian beach, was rapidly losing her tanned look under the combined attacks of the English Winter 
and carbon monoxide fumes. Things in The Owl were more or less back to normal, but Martin - now a new 
Martin, fit, muscular and bronzed from hours spent under the sun-ray lamps at Beautiful Bodies - was 
despondent again. Carla's amorous attentions were diminishing in direct proportion to his loss of chest hair - 
and that, apparently, was moving on apace. He was now almost bald in the thoracic regions. 

“She's obsessed with hairy chests!” He complained. “I'd do better with her if I was a were-wolf!” 
I told him not to worry. “Believe me, when you've got that London Marathon medal dangling round 

your neck she'll be so proud of you she won't so much as look at another man!” 
 
There were more than thirty five thousand of them running in The London Marathon that year. Thirty 

five thousand human beings in various degrees of readiness, from the absolutely tip -top -fit- it'll -be -a 
-doddle group to the much larger I’ll-just-about-make the -twenty-
six-miles-but-I’m-scared-shitless-about-the-last-three-hundred-and-eighty-five-yards merchants. They 
had spent the previous year training for what was, for most of them, the most energetic morning of their 
lives and now they were about to find out if it had all been worthwhile. 

Martin and Sven were in the second group, amongst the fun-runners and I had agreed to drive them to 
the start and pick them up again near Westminster Bridge after they had finished. There were so many 
runners there, not to mention the disabled participants who would shortly be haring along in their 
streamlined wheelchairs, that they were starting from three different places in Greenwich and I wondered 
how on earth Martin and Sven would be able to find the right group. But the event was so well organised 
that even they couldn't go wrong and I left them mingling with thousands of other runners, limbering up for 
the big event. 

Seven foot Sven was easy to pick out from a distance, but Martin was soon lost amongst the other 
runners, some of them in fun costumes more suited to a fancy dress party than a marathon run. There were 
the usual waiters running with bottles of champagne balanced precariously on silver trays, big-trousered 
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clowns of many colours, flunkeys carrying letter trays, policemen with overgrown truncheons and red noses, 
a few grizzly bears, an unusual pair of legs topped by a gigantic papier mache nose with daffodils sprouting 
from its nostrils; two people running together made up the front and back parts of a bison and two others 
made a hippopotamus; then there was a Red Indian running inside his wigwam, a human space ship topped 
by a red-painted pointed head, a few vicars and tarts in drag, an Archbishop in a mitre and a red-capped 
Cardinal, a group of hairy gorillas and a were-wolf, not to mention a division of American Cavalry officers 
on “horses” and a pantomime zebra; in the ladies fun-run group, which was starting from a separate place in 
the park, I spotted a handful of can-can dancers, a few Carmen Mirandas (with heavy fruit-hats), 
mini-skirted nurses and nuns sporting black silk net stockings, two ostriches and a handful of chickens 
decked out in colourful feathers. Thinking what good fun it was all going to be I set off for Westminster 
where I parked just off Smith Square and switched on my little portable TV to watch the race. 

Of course, I didn't expect any of the contestants I knew to actually win the race, or even to finish in the 
first five thousand. They were all amateur runners, doing it as a character-building exercise (except for 
Martin, of course, who was doing it for sex) so I didn't really expect to see any of them on the telly. But as it 
turned out the camera did pick out young Carla as she jogged steadily along. She was the only thing 
recognisable as human in a group of assorted gorillas, ostriches and Chinese serpents. They were just 
coming over Tower Bridge making good time and well ahead of Martin and Sven, whom I spotted some 
time later. I picked out the red head of the young Norwegian as it bobbed up and down seven feet in the air 
against a background of The Tower of London and HMS Belfast. Martin was there beside him, looking a 
little the worse for wear, but puffing along heroically. Alongside them were a couple of the Can-Can 
dancers and a group of the brightly feathered female chickens, trailed closely by a big bushy-tailed fox 
wearing a bib and carrying a knife and fork. They were all in very good humour even though the race was 
less than half run. 

I went up to Westminster Bridge and watched the leaders come running in, looking almost as fresh as 
when they had set out twenty-six miles and three hundred and eighty five yards before. A good time was 
being had by all and I clapped and cheered with the rest of the onlookers, then took up my post by the 
railings alongside the finishing line, to wait for Martin and Sven. 

It was a good long wait, but there was a lot going on and I was far from bored. I was just watching a 
top-hatted, bearded student type ride by on a unicycle, upside down without a crash-helmet, when I saw 
Carla on the other side of the road with a group of gorillas. She looked flushed and happy having just 
received her Marathon medal and I felt pleased for her. I was just about to go over and offer my 
congratulations when she threw her arms around one of the gorillas, resting her head affectionately against 
his hairy chest. My heart sank. Had she forgotten about poor old Martin who would never have run the 
Marathon if it hadn't been for her? Now it looked as if she had thrown him over for a hairier rival. I dashed 
over the road, determined to give her a well-earned piece of my mind, but by the time I got there she and her 
simian escort had disappeared into the crowd. 

I went sadly back to my vigil at the railings, debating with myself whether or not I should tell Martin 
as soon as I saw him or wait until later when the excitement was over. Always assuming he hadn't conked 
out en-route and that he would eventually appear alive and well at the finishing line, was it fair on the 
unfortunate lad to pour cold water all over him at the moment of his greatest triumph? 
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I need not have worried about him finishing the course. In fact, he and the red-haired Norwegian 
telegraph pole had made up a few minutes on Carla and her gorilla group and they tottered over the 
finishing line just a few minutes later, falling into each other's arms with whoops of joy. Then they joined up 
with the Can-Can girls and the colourful chickens and danced around in a victorious circle, whooping and 
kicking their legs high in the air. 

When the making merry was temporarily over and they all realised how tired they really were Martin 
saw me waiting on the sidelines and rushed over to wave his medal under my nose. 

“What do you think of that?” he wheezed. “I did it! I ran the Marathon! I must tell Carla! Have you 
seen her?” Like George Washington I cannot tell a lie and he must have seen something was wrong from the 
look on my face. “You've seen her haven't you!” 

I groaned. I would have to tell him. If I didn't he would only drag it out of me. 
“Yeah, I've seen her!” I told him. “But I didn't get a chance to speak to her, so maybe it's not as bad as 

it looks.” 
“What's not as bad as it looks?” 
I put my arm around his shoulders to brace him for the bad news. “I'm sorry, Martin, but she's gone off 

with one of the gorillas!” 
To my surprise he didn't look at all put out. “Oh, I expected that, Benny! The moment I saw those 

great hairy monsters I said to myself Carla’ll be after one of them!” 
“You mean you don't care?” 
“Care? Why should I care? I've just run the London Marathon! I feel like I can do anything now! 

Swim the Channel, climb Mount Everest, go over Niagara Falls in a barrel - just bring 'em on!” 
“Well, I’m glad you're not upset about Carla!” 
“No way, Jose! Besides, I've got myself a red-hot date with one of the chickens! It’s back to eggs and 

bacon in the morning!” 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 
 

THICKENING THE PLOT 
 
Maisie wanted to know what I was doing to help her plan to oust Radical Greenbaum from Natalie’s 

affections.  
“Manny Goldberg’s on the case,” I told her. “You don’t have to worry.” 
“Now I am worried. The man’s not right in the head. I don’t know what it is, but there’s something 

missing.” 
“It could be his brain,” suggested Debra. 
“What’s to worry about?” I asked. “You don’t need an Einstein. All Manny has to do is ring Natalie 

up, pretend to be this Digby Fleming character, invite her to a business dinner and Bob’s your uncle. A kid 
of five could do it.”  

“For sure a kid of five could do it,” Maisie retorted. “but we’re talking Manny Goldberg here. He’s 
had juvenile dementia for as long as I can remember.” 

“Look, he’s not so bad. Didn’t he almost get onto Master Mind that time?” 
Maisie sniffed disdainfully. “He couldn’t even remember his own name, the schmeral!” 
“That was nerves,” I told her. “He’ll be all right for this job. Besides, I’m going to write it all down for 

him.” I remembered Manny’s comments on the food they served at the Flying Pig. “Have you thought about 
the food though? What happens if Digby doesn’t eat meat? – that’s practically all they serve at The Pig.” 

“You know, Benny, you’re right,” said Debra. This was a first – I would have to re-think my opinion 
of Manny’s intellect. “Maybe we should change the restaurant. Anyway, Mummy and me were just talking 
about it and we don’t think the Flying Pig’s romantic enough.” 

 “Where is it to be then? And when?” 
“The Mafioso,” said Debra. “I’ll make the appointment for seven thirty next Thursday.” The Mafioso 

was a local Italian restaurant where, as you worked your way through your gnocchi and garlic, you could be 
serenaded by a group of merry out of work singers rendering arias from the famous operas, most of them 
involving torture and violent death. “They’re doing Puccini that evening and there’s a special offer on 
Spaghetti dumplings.” 

“Should be delicious,” I agreed. “Let’s hope this Digby fellow swallows it.” 
As it turned out it wasn’t so much Digby Fleming who had to swallow it as Manny Goldberg. 
“They wanna go where? The Mafioso? Haven’t you heard about the food?” 
“What about it? I understood it was good quality Italian nosh.” 
“Well, yes, it’s not so much the food, though, as the music.” 
“So what’s wrong with the music?” 
“It affects the food. All that tonsil wobbling sets up vibrations in the air that jostle the molecules in the 

food, just like a microwave. It mucks them all up; upsets their equal libriums.” 
“You mean the food gets overcooked?” I looked at Manny like he was mad. Perhaps he was. “Don’t 

be daft, I’ve never heard that one before. Besides, if it was true Pavarotti would never have eaten anything 
and he obviously did!” 
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“Straight up, Benny,” Manny assured me. “I don’t know about Pavarotti but it was in ‘Nibblers and 
Noshers’, the restaurants’ trade paper, just a few months ago. I read the article while I was in the doctor’s 
waiting room the other week, waiting for a discharge from my ears and that’s what it said; singing upsets the 
molecules in the food. Anyway besides that, I’ve heard that The Mafioso is bad news. Morry Gluckman had 
a meal there in 1984 and he swore he’d never go back.” 

At the mention of Morry Gluckman I wasn’t sure where the conversation was leading, but I pursued it 
nonetheless. “Why? What happened to him?” 

“The food made him ill. It went straight to his stomach. He spent two and half hours scoffing gnocchi 
and pasta bolognese in The Mafioso and then three and a half days crouched over the crap processor in his 
bathroom trying to get rid of it. And then after that he had another three weeks in bed under the doctor.” 

I was inclined so see what Manny meant. So far as doctors and medical matters were concerned Morry 
Gluckman had always been a glutton for punishment … 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 
 

MORRY CRIES WOLF 
 

 
Morry Gluckman was a hypochondriac. How else can I describe a bloke who acted like a pimple was 

the first stage of leprosy? I remember him looking into the mirror over one of the wash-basins at Waterloo 
Station one morning and discovering a new spot on his chin. 

"Oh my Gawd,” he shrieked, "it's come back! I told Hannah it would, but she just laughed at me and 
said it would go away if I didn't pick it!" He sighed, "I've definitely got it this time, Benny." 

"Got what?" I asked wearily. 
“The galloping decomposition. I read about it in a medical book once. This is an early warning sign - 

telling me my whole corporeal being is falling apart!" 
Of course it wasn't anything of the sort. It was just an ordinary spot or pimple like you or I or anybody 

else might get from time to time. I suppose Morry wouldn't have been so bad if he hadn’t always been 
competing with other people in displaying the most revolting and terrifying symptoms. If someone else had 
a toothache then Morry had a dislocated jaw; if they had a pain in their left hand little finger then Morry had 
the same thing, only worse. His pain reached from his little finger right up his hand, wrist, arm and elbow, 
all the way through to his shoulder - on both sides of his body! 

I well remember another occasion when I was sitting in The Fat Owl Café unravelling a plate of 
spaghetti Bolognese, to maybe knit a jumper, when Morry walked in with Sid Blank. Now Sid was also a 
hypochondriac, not quite so bad as Morry, but learning fast; for instance he would rather have gone to bed 
with Gray's Anatomy than Nicole Kidman's. So it was no surprise to see they were arguing heatedly about 
their respective aches and pains. I say they 'walked' in, but they didn't so much 'walk' as hobble, as if their 
legs were broken in seven or eight different places. 

"Ah! Somewhere to sit at last," wheezed Morry; the fact that he had just spent the last three or four 
hours sitting in his taxi-cab didn’t seem to count. 

"Somewhere to rest my weary legs!" exclaimed Sid with an equally loud groan. “I tell you, Benny, 
these rheumatic attacks are getting beyond a joke.” 

Morry was not to be outdone. "What you've got, Sidney," he said contemptuously, “are just common 
or garden rheumatics. Now if you had sciatical rheaumaticals like I've got then you'd really know about it!" 
He wheezed and groaned loudly to make his point. "Right up one leg and straight down the other. Not to 
mention the bit in the middle. Excruciating!" Morry leaned across the table towards Sid and crooked his 
finger at him as if it, too, was bent double with whatever exotic disease his lower portions were about to lay 
claim to. "Sciatical rheumaticals, by itself, of course, isn't worth having unless you've got the lumbago to 
go with it. I have, of course, it goes without saying - dyspeptic lumbago with sciatical contortions and 
cataractical knees into the bargain, that's what I've got - you shouldn't know of it!" 

To tell the truth Morry was pretty embarrassing to be with, especially in female company. He had had 
his appendix taken out when he was a young lad and he loved showing off his scar at every possible 
opportunity. One occasion that sticks in the mind was when we were in the Queen's Head Pub in Dalston 
Lane one evening enjoying a quiet packet of tripe and onion crisps washed down with a half pint of 
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Muggins best stout and a plate of lutka rissoles. Somehow Morry got into conversation with two housewives 
discussing their husbands' medical histories. As soon as he heard the word "doctor" his ears had pricked up. 

"My Fred had stones as big as golf balls," the lady with the pink hair and shoulders like drop 
handlebars was telling her friend, "only he's given up golf now, of course, on account of his feet dropping 
too close to the ground. Mr Ductbile, the doctor what done the operation, he said he'd never seen anything 
like it before - not in a living person like my Fred. Leastways, Edie, I think he said he was living!" 

 Edie, who was downing a pint of Guinness through one side of her mouth whilst drawing on a 
cigarette with the other and knitting a scarf between the two of them, nodded and clucked like a sympathetic 
old hen with feather wort. "Just what they said about my poor old Albert, rest his soul. I'm not kidding you, 
Vera, but he had a scar from 'ere across to 'ere then right down there and up ‘ere. " She traced a zig-zag line 
from her belly-button up to her brisket bone. 

To Morry, talk like that was like showing a red rag to a bull. "Excuse me, ladies, but that ain't 
nothing" he said, undoing his trouser belt, leaning forward and opening his shirtfront to display a scar, 
which ran higgledy-piggledy across his belly as if the surgeon had been playing Three Little Piggies Went 
To Market when he stitched him up. "Look at this - when they opened ME up to do this it looked like I had 
the Grand Canyon running right across me stomach! Now that was a real operation!" 

Showing off your anatomical trophies in the saloon bar of an East End Public House is rarely very 
wise, especially when your trousers are loose and the call of gravity is loud. Vera and Edie, ladies of 
obvious refinement and genteel breeding, were taken completely by surprise as Morry's far from slender 
form emerged from its outer wrappings. Screaming "Flasher!" they retreated hysterically across the bar. 
Thus it was that, with the kindly assistance of a group of burly and not very friendly onlookers, Morry and I 
found ourselves on intimate terms with the paving stones of Dalston Lane. 

So you can see it could be pretty embarrassing being with Morry in a public place, or any other place 
for that matter. The thing was, though, that he genuinely believed he had the diseases, ailments and 
anatomical aberrations he thought he had. If his head ached it was a brain tumour; if his nose itched it was 
some kind of fatal schnozz-pox; and if he burped he was turning into a human zeppelin that would suddenly 
puff up and explode like Harry Hindenburg, who was named after the famous hot air balloon and suffered a 
similar fate when he spontaneously combusted in his thirty second year at the Paris International 
Symposium.  

After treating him for terminal illnesses for over thirty years Morry's GP, Dr Zachariah Zapper, was 
fed up with him. Not that the good doctor confided in me, of course, but you could tell from the way Morry 
talked about him. 

“He told me he couldn't find nothing wrong with me," said Morry on one occasion. "Why do doctors 
always think they know more about my body than I do?” 

“Maybe because they’re qualified doctors,” I ventured to suggest. 
“Doctor, Schmoctor!” retorted Morry. “How can he know more about me than I do? - I've got insider 

information!" 
Every time Morry went to see the venerable Zapper he diagnosed the same thing – nothing! Or maybe 

he used the Latin term “Zilch!” But Morry persisted. He went to the surgery every morning - regularly, each 
day with some different complaint, but to no effect. Dr Zapper would not agree that there was anything 
wrong with him that couldn’t be cured by giving him a brain transplant. 
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“I can't seem to get through to him!" Morry complained as he scoffed his second portion of sausages, 
eggs and chips at The Fat Owl one afternoon. "F'rinstance, the other day I goes into him with a really 
splitting headache and he asks me 'is it a big headache?' So I says of course it's a big headache so he says 
‘What do you expect with such a big head?' 

“And if I go to him with my lumbago," Morry went on, "he makes me strip down to me underpants 
and he pokes me all over with all his fingers and then he asks me if I believe in God. Naturally I say I do 
believe in God, so he says ‘Listen Mr Gluckman, if he chose to give you a body like that then who am I to 
argue?’” 

Morry was still going on when I met him again a week later. This time it was his belly Dr Zapper was 
ignoring. “I told him, Benny," said Morry, "there's this pain right through my belly-button. Excruciating - 
like I swallowed a leprechaun and he’s been inside ever since, sticking in a red-hot needle. And you know 
what Zapper says? - He says he can't find nothing.” 

Two weeks later Morry was still complaining about that same pain and, to tell the truth that did bother 
me just a bit. It wasn't like Morry to have the same complaint for more than two days running. A new 
complaint every day (excluding Sundays, Bank Holidays and the High Holy days) was Morry's usual form 
and, bearing in mind he was a hypochondriac that made him very healthy indeed. But the same pain for 
three weeks or more? That didn't sound too good. Maybe he really was ill? 

So when I met him one afternoon outside the Dorchester Hotel and he told me his stomach pain was 
still troubling him I was almost sympathetic. 

"You're not just imagining it are you?" 
"Of course I'm not just imagining it!" he retorted. "You’re as bad as my doctor.” 
“Well, what are you going to do about it?" 
He lifted his hair out of the way and scratched his head. I could see he was worried. “Dunno. What do 

you think I should do?" 
"See your doctor again,” I told him. "If necessary insist on a second opinion - after all, Dr Zapper 

could be wrong."  
"See him again!" Exclaimed Morry. "I've been seeing him practically every day for the last thirty 

years. Between nine and nine-thirty every morning (except Sundays, Bank Holidays and the High Holy 
days, of course) - I'm his. I don't do anything else. I go to his waiting-room, I sit there until he calls me, I go 
in, he makes some wisecrack about the shape of my body or which side do I dress, he examines me, I come 
out, I go home - and the following morning I'm back there again, regular as clockwork. I'm the only man in 
the world who commutes to his doctor's surgery every morning.” 

"But surely he should be doing something about the pain," I said," I mean, after all this time the least 
he could do is listen to you!" 

"Listen to me, Benny? Listen to me? Believe me he's listened to me! He's heard every part of my body 
through his stethoscopy thingy. He's even heard some parts I haven't heard - you could make a hit CD from 
the parts he's listened to!" 

Morry eyed me for a moment, as if weighing me up. "I've got an idea,” he said. "If Zapper won't listen 
to me then maybe somebody else will!" 
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And with that he clutched his stomach, shrieked like one of the victims of the great chainsaw massacre 
and pitched forward onto the pavement next to his parked taxi-cab. He lay there rolling about, moaning and 
groaning, squealing like a stuck pig. 

Alarmed, I knelt down beside him. “What is it, Morry? Are you all right?" 
He stopped moaning long enough to whimper, "Of course I'm alright - call an ambulance." 
"What?" 
"Call an ambulance.” 
"But you said you were all right.” 
He sat up again, exasperated. "What I mean is, I'm alright now, but I won't be all right later on - not if 

you don't call an ambulance I won’t be. At least in hospital I'll see a real doctor. So what are you waiting 
for? Call an ambulance already!" 

By the time he arrived at the hospital Morry was able to confirm, very happily, that the pain in his 
belly was back again. Three young doctors and two attractive nurses buzzed about him like bears around a 
honey pot. They rushed him into a side ward and started to examine him from head to toe, paying particular 
attention to his belly regions.  

 In the meantime I telephoned his wife, Hannah. She came rushing over, accompanied by Morry's 
younger brother, Alf. He was a bit on the short size so they called him ‘Half’. 

 "What's wrong with my Morry?" Hannah wanted to know as soon as she arrived. "What bit's let him 
down this time?" When I told her it was his belly she nodded knowingly. "When I first met him I knew it 
would be his belly. He never did have any guts.”  

One of the doctors came out from examining Morry. 
 “Tell me the worst, doctor," said Hannah. “I want to know the worst. I’ll be brave I promise you - 

all the way down in the car I was bracing myself for the worst, wasn't I Half.  I was trying to think of all the 
happy times we had together, all the good times Morry and me have had over the years paraded before my 
inner eye like some great and mystical elevation. It wasn't easy I can tell you! I thought of all those 
moments of sadness and all those moments of laughter – and all those happy bright, bittersweet years, 
melted like milk chocolate on the tongue of my memory. I've prepared myself for the worst doctor – I mean, 
I’ve prepared myself for the worst, doctor - I'm strong - I can take it! " 

 "But you're husband's going to be all right, Mrs Gluckman," said the doctor.  “There’s nothing 
wrong with him." 

 "What?" 
 “He's going to be alright. We can't find anything wrong with him." 
"What? You drag me all the way down here to tell me he's going to be all right? What kind of a 

meshuggenna are you? What about his pain? A great big pain like this and you can't find it? Did you look in 
all the likely places? Did you lift everything up and look underneath it, where it might be lurking?” 

"We've looked everywhere," the doctor assured her. "We've listened to his heart, his lungs, his bowels. 
We've tested his respiratory system, his circulatory system, his lymphatic system..." 

"What about his lavatory system?" 
"That as well," said the doctor. "There seems to be no logical reason for your husband to be in pain." 
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"Logical!" hooted Hannah. "From where do you expect logical when you're dealing with my Morry? 
He's never been near logical, he’s never touched it in his life so far as I know and he'd have me to answer to 
if he did!" 

"Yes, quite," said the doctor with a puzzled glance at me. I shrugged my shoulders and pretended to be 
waiting for a bus. "But we've also been in touch with your husband's GP, Dr Zapper, and he tells us that he's 
never been able to trace the cause of the pain. In fact, he hinted that it might be psychosomatic." 

"Then he's a shmerel! My Morry doesn't believe in exercise.” 
I could see that the combined intellect of the two Gluckmans was bringing the young doctor very 

rapidly towards the limit of his medical knowledge. 
"Pardon?'  
“Granted. But he ain't got no bicycle and even if he did have one he wouldn't keep it up in the attic. 

We haven't got an attic.” 
Light dawned in the eyes of the ignorant. “Ah! Yes! No, no, not cycles in the attic, Mrs Gluckman, 

Psychosomatic! I mean your husband might be imagining his pain.” 
Hannah looked even more indignant. "What? Imagining it? My Morry? Do me a favour, he couldn't 

imagine a goose pimple on an eskimo's bum.” 
"Anyway, we're going to keep Mr Gluckman under observation for a day or two, Mrs Gluckman. Our 

Consultant will give him a good going over. If there's anything there he’ll find it." 
Two days later I received a telephone call from Morry's brother, Alf. 
"It's about Morry," he said, "we need your advice. The doctors want to cut him up.” 
“What? You mean butcher him? Is that legal?” 
“No, they want to operate.” 
"They have found something wrong with him then?" 
“No, that's just the trouble. The hospital says there's nothing at all wrong with him, but he still says 

he's got this terrible pain. So they want to open him up and take a good look inside, just to make sure. What 
shall we do, Benny?" 

"That's up to Morry and the hospital, isn't it?" I said. "I'm not a doctor. And it's his body not mine - if 
he wants to make a public spectacle of himself then good luck to him!” 

"But it could be dangerous," protested Alf. "All those people poking around inside him with their 
rubber boots on, like he's a Roman ruin or something. Can't you come along to the hospital this evening and 
help us to talk him out of it? He listens to you!" 

So far as aches and pains were concerned I was pretty sure Morry didn't listen to anybody, but in the 
end Hannah and Alf talked me into it and I went along to the hospital with them. 

Morry was his usual chirpy self. "That pain's still there - I can feel it right inside me and they've got 
the cheek to say it's nothing! But they don't really care do they! Do you know they woke me up at six 
o'clock this morning! Me - who’s a very sick person! I need my sleep and all they do is bang around and 
wake me up at the crack of dawn!" 

Hannah nodded her agreement. "They was just like that twenty seven years ago when I was in here 
having my Daryl. I’m telling you, they make enough noise to raise the dead. Mind you, it was just as well 
for old Mrs Mazola!” 

"Why?' I asked innocently. 
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"Cos they thought she was dead didn't they! Old Mordechai Schleck sat by her all night to ward off the 
evil spirits - mind you he was a pretty evil old spirit himself, drunk most of the time. Anyway if all that 
noise hadn't woken the old lady up they'd have buried her alive, after her breakfast of course." 

"Thanks a lot, you're a real comfort you are!" said Morry. "You're supposed to come in here and cheer 
me up seeing as I'm at death's door and all you can talk about is burying dead people alive." 

"But Mrs Mazola wasn't dead," said Hannah. "That was the whole point of what I was saying - she 
wasn't dead!" 

"Well she is now," said Morry. "The breakfast probably killed her! Now for Gawd's sake change the 
subject - you're making me feel bad." 

"So what's all this about an operation then, Morry?” I asked, doing just that. “Alf tells me they think 
there's nothing wrong with you - but they're going to operate anyway.” 

“I'm insisting," said Morry imperiously. "They've got to realise that when I say I've got a pain I've got 
a pain. It's no use them denying it and carrying out all their tests and things then saying they can't find 
anything. Do you know, they tried to tell me I was making it up!” 

"Oh, I'm sure you're not making it up, Morry," I said although, even then, I wasn't too sure. Perhaps 
his pride wouldn't let him admit it. "But an operation's a pretty drastic thing. Are you sure you know what 
you're doing?" 

"Why should I need to know what I’m doing?” Morry asked indignantly, 'It's them what needs to 
know what they’re doing. This isn't going to be a Do-lt-Yourself-Belly-job you know! Do you think I'm 
going to be sitting there giving instructions while they're up to their elbows in my intestines? I'm going to be 
asleep, mate - unless of course they wake me up with all their hoovering and plate clattering!" He pulled 
himself up against his cushions. "Mind you, it's right what you say. It is a bit of a liberty them strangers 
fiddling about inside you. What with all this spare parts surgery that's going on nowadays you never know 
when they might take a fancy to one of your titbits and whip ‘em out while you’re under the influence.” 

“I shouldn't think they'd fancy any of your parts," said Hannah. “And don't you go having one of them 
out of the body experiences I was reading about in Womans’ Weekly while I was in the dentist’s last week, 
having my teeth rattled. You know, where your immoral soul floats up in the air and you look down on your 
own body. It’s dangerous – you might not want to get back in your body again, not if you see what it’s 
really like!” 

The man in the next bed had been following the conversation. He was a big coloured gentleman with 
red hair and bright blue eyes. His right leg was suspended in mid-air on a series of pulleys and his body and 
both his arms were encased in plaster. At least, it looked like plaster, but it might have been concrete. 

"Do me a favour, Morry," he called across, “I want to get a little kip, so watch out for Matron when 
she comes. I don't want to miss out on that liver and kidneys she was telling me about." 

"O.K., Joey," said Morry. "You relax - I'll make sure you don't miss them." 
Hannah looked a little sick. "Ugh! Liver and kidneys! Isn't that a bit greasy for a man in his condition - 

he ought to be on a fat-free diet!" 
“He is,” Morry assured her, “He's talking about his transplants!” 
They operated on Morry the following morning. According to him Mr Prodgland, the eminent belly 

surgeon, spent over three hours foraging about in his stomach looking for a way out.  
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"Sister told me about it afterwards," Morry told me. "Old Prodgland was in me clean up to his armpits. 
If he'd gone in any deeper he'd have wanted a loan of my oxygen mask. Not that it did any good..." 

"Why, what happened?” 
"Nothing!” said Morry, "or as my daughter would say, 'sweet pilchard'. He didn't find a thing. He 

didn’t find nothing to explain why I'm getting this terrible pain. I expected him to find out I’d swallowed a 
knife and fork, or at least some of my mother-in-law's meat balls - like cannonballs they are - Heavy? They 
could've sunk the Bismark with ‘em! In fact, I think they did sink the Bismark with ‘em!” 

"But is the pain gone? I mean, maybe all that fiddling about disturbed whatever it was that's been 
hurting." 

“Gone?” cried Morry. "It's ten times worse! A hundred times worse! They gave me another X-ray this 
morning and ever since then I've been on these extra-strong pain-killers. Strong enough to knock out an 
adult hippopotamus at twenty-three paces it says on the packet, but they’re useless on me. And why all of a 
sudden pain-killers?  What did they find this morning that didn't show up on the first X-ray?' 

Just then the Staff Nurse came bustling in. Smiling cheerfully for England she floated straight over to 
Morry's bed. “Well now, Mr Gluckman," she said looking down at him and rubbing her plump little hands 
together. "How are we this evening? Your Consultant, Mr Prodgland, is coming in to see you again in a few 
minutes - to tell you about your operation." 

"Oh no, he's told me about that already," said Morry. "He said he couldn't find anything. All I can say 
is he must be blind as a bat!" 

"Oh no, not that operation," she replied, smiling sweetly and showing her sharp little teeth. "The one 
you're going to be having tomorrow morning!” 

"Tomorrow morning? Here, what's going on? First everyone tells me there's nothing the matter even 
though I keep telling them I've got this terrible pain in my belly and then I have an operation and you can't 
find nothing wrong, and then the pain's a thousand times worse and you take another X-ray and then you 
start giving me enormous great pain-killers like you suddenly believe I'm telling the truth – and then, after 
all that, you want to open me up all over again. What was on that second X-ray, that's what I'd like to know! 
What was on that second X-ray?” 

Matron smiled, a little nervously I thought, as though she might have been hiding something. "Mr 
Prodgland will explain everything to you, Mr Gluckman, I'm sure. Ah! Here he comes now, that’s a mercy." 
Relieved she rushed over to intercept the tall, distinguished surgeon as he came in through the swing doors. 

"Ah, Matron," he said. "Here you are. I couldn't find Dr Liverish so I haven't seen the latest X-rays, 
but I understand he wants me to have another dip into Mr Gluckman early tomorrow morning. Sort of a 
lucky dip he said". He nodded towards Morry and started to lead the Matron out of the ward. "By the way, 
Matron, I seem to have mislaid my wristwatch. I had it yesterday morning just before we dived into Mr 
Gluckman's dinner department, but since then it seems to have vanished. I can't think what could have 
happened to it…” 
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CHAPTER  SIXTEEN 
 

The Wedding 
 
They say there’s always one and I’d just found it. There were four nuts to undo to get at the oil 

chamber under the cab’s engine and the first three had unscrewed without any problem at all. They dropped 
into my hand sweet as nuts (which is understandable, I suppose, as they were nuts), but nut number four was 
being especially difficult. For some reason or other the spanner I’d used on the other three didn’t fit and I 
had to scrabble about in my toolbox to find a larger one. I wondered what was going on – why was this nut 
different to all other nuts? Then I remembered that a car mechanic friend of Manny Goldberg had carried 
out the last oil change about six months before; he’d obviously lost the original nut. He was the original nut. 

“You don’t wanna do them jobs yourself, Benny,” Manny had told me, peering down at my legs 
protruding from the underside of the cab. “It’s cold down there on the ground and a man your age should be 
leaving them things to those what knows what they’re doing.” 

I didn’t much like being reminded of my age, but he wasn’t far wrong about the ground being cold 
and, having just got over the ‘flu, I had to admit I wasn’t really feeling up to it. “That’s all very well, 
Manny, but every time a mechanic goes near this cab it ends up worse than it was before. They never do it 
right.” 

“True for most mechanics, but I guarantee you won’t have any trouble if you put it in the hands of my 
mate, Frankie Doodle,” said Manny. “So far as engines are concerned he’s got green fingers right up to his 
elbows. Down at The Big End, where he does his drinking, they reckon he came out of his mother’s womb 
clutching a box spanner. I don’t know if that’s true, of course, I wasn’t there at the time, but he is a brilliant 
mechanic and he’s very reasonable. I have him do all the servicing on my cab and he’s always comes up 
trumps.” Manny nodded his head sagely. “You won’t go wrong if you leave it to Frankie, not so long as you 
catch him when he’s sober.” 

Frankie Doodle was as tall and thin as a rake, which had the advantage that he could get under a car 
without having to jack it up; come to think of it, he could have got into the combustion chamber by climbing 
in through the exhaust pipe. He looked like a pipe cleaner with a melon stuck on top, the melon being his 
head. The lenses on his glasses were probably one and a half inches thick and he squinted through them 
inquisitively as though he was surprised to find you there and didn’t know who you were, even though you 
had just introduced yourself. On top of the melon was a thatch of bright red hair styled in the fashion of a 
chimney sweep’s brush. He added to this strangeness by carrying a banana in his left hand. I never saw him 
eating it, but as there was a fresh one every day it’s a fair assumption that that is what he did with it.  

I should have known what to expect, of course, when Frankie gave me his quote. 
“I’ll give you the complete service for seventy five quid,” he told me. 
“That’s pretty good for a cab like yours,” said Manny. “Gary Gasket charges twice that.” 
“That’s not for doing the cab, that’s for doing him,” said Frankie staring at me as if he couldn’t believe 

his eyes. 
“Oh! So now you’re a doctor as well as a mechanic?” 
“Nah, didn’t I tell you? I’m into aromatherapy now, it seemed a pity to waste all that oil I gets on me 

‘ands, so now I splodge it all over me patients and give them a good work out. Some of them come up a 
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treat, especially the black ones!” Frankie prodded me in the ribs. “But on second thoughts I’d have to be a 
bleeding undertaker to be interested in him. Just look at the state of him.” 

Manny stood back and squinted at me. “All right, he’s no oil painting, but he doesn’t look so bad.” 
“Look,” I protested, “I’ve just got over the ‘flu! Anyway, when you’ve finished talking about my state 

of health perhaps you’ll tell me whether you want the servicing job on my cab or not. Gary Gasket might 
charge a lot more, but at least he knows a big end from a feeler gauge.” 

“All right, keep your hair on,” said Frankie, doing something odd with his banana. “Seventy five quid 
including VAT and I can’t say fairer than that.” 

“You could,” said Manny, “You could say thirty quid.” 
“I’ll take it at seventy five,” I told Frankie, wondering if I was doing the right thing. That banana had 

me worried. “And that’s’ for the full service, including oil-change. Right?” 
“Done!” said Frankie. “Leave your motor here now and I’ll have it back to you by tomorrow night.” 
He rang me the following evening. “Sorry, Guv’nor, but I won’t be able to get the cab back to you 

tonight. Something’s cropped up.” 
“Like what?” I had that sinking feeling, you know, the sort you get when you’ve been worried about a 

banana. 
“Like it’s broken down.” 
“Broken down? But you were supposed to service it.” 
“I did. Then I took it for a test drive and it broke down.” 
“So what’s happened?” 
“The fan belt’s gone. Maybe I should have used two hands to tighten it.” 
“What do you mean, maybe you should’ve used two hands? You’ve got two hands haven’t you? Why 

didn’t you use them?” 
“I had a banana in one of them.” 
The man was a horticultural lunatic. “But I’m supposed to be using my cab tonight,” I shrieked. “How 

am I supposed to go to work?” 
“You can take the bus.” 
“What do you mean I can take the bus? It’s a taxi cab. I need it for my work. I can’t ply for hire from 

the seat of a number 36 bus!” 
“You’d pack in more passengers!” 
“I’m coming round to collect it,” I told him. 
“You can’t. It’s in Clacton.” 
This was too much. “What’s it doing in Clacton, for Pete’s sake?” 
“It was a nice day. The missus and me fancied a day by the seaside.” 
So this year I was doing my own service and oil change. At least I could rely on myself to get it right. 

The fourth nut finally loosened and I unscrewed it and put it with the others. Now to remove the cover and 
gasket and let the old oil run out. I twisted around beneath the cab and felt behind me for the plastic bowl to 
catch it in. It wasn’t there. 

“If you’re looking for the bowl, Benny, I’ve got it.” It was Maisie’s voice. “It’s Debra’s best washing 
up bowl. What are you doing under the cab? Have you forgotten we’ve got a wedding to go to?” 
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“No – I hadn’t forgotten,” I told her,” I’m just running a bit behind, that’s all.” I emerged into the 
daylight, reeking of grease and dirt and looked up at her. She was wearing a long ball gown and that big 
turquoise hat she’d been carrying in the hatbox when she arrived.  

She looked at her watch. “Where is that man? He said he’d be here at quarter to three to pick me up.” 
“Who?” 
“Joe.” 
“Your husband Joe? But I thought you were never going to speak to him again.” 
“I’ll speak to him when it suits me. He’s supposed to be taking me to the wedding.” 
Hope soared in my heart. “You’re actually going back to him then?” 
“Don’t look so pleased. Anyway, I didn’t say that. There’s no need for the whole world to know that 

at his age he’s leching after young women that don’t belong to him, so we agreed we would go to the 
wedding together. To make it look good.” 

 “I suppose I’d better get ready.” I stood up. “The wedding’s at The Sandringham Hotel isn’t it?” 
“Yes, it’s a big affair. Our family doesn’t do small weddings.” 
The Sandringham Palace hotel was a massive place, over twenty floors high, although they usually 

held the summer weddings in a marquee in the grounds. This was going to be some wedding. 
A shadow fell across my face and I looked up to see Debra. She was dressed up to the nines for the 

wedding. 
“Why aren’t you ready, Benny?  I can’t believe this, I can’t believe you’re still under that cab! Why 

don’t you get a move on?” 
 She turned to her mother. “Hasn’t Daddy arrived yet? He’s late, isn’t he!” 
“Late? He’s always late, the schmerel! He’s probably still in bed with his bit of stuff from the building 

site.” 
“Oh, I don’t think so, mummy,” Debra still had a soft spot for her father, probably situated inside her 

head. “It’s the middle of the afternoon.” 
Maisie forced a tear to her eye, I forget which one. “Time doesn’t come into it darling, not with that 

man, it’s lust; lust is all he thinks about nowadays.” She wiped her eye, the wet one, whichever one it was. 
“But I don’t understand it, how could any young woman be interested in him, with his grumbling bowels 
and thundering piles?” 

“People can be interested in the weirdest things,” said Debra. They started walking back into the 
house. “You’ve only got five minutes to get ready, Benny so for goodness sake get on with it!” 

Those nuts went back on a hundred times faster than they had come off and I raced into the house. I 
hadn’t really been looking forward to this wedding. Family get togethers are not really my cup of tea. So far 
as I’m concerned wedding receptions are occasions when people who can’t stand the sight of each other 
pretend to like one another just for the sake of the happy couple; and that includes the happy couple.  We’d 
had so many of these affairs in the last few weeks that I was genuinely fed up with them; but you have to go, 
you have to keep up appearances. You might even enjoy yourself. I consoled myself with the thought that at 
least there would be a free bar – not that I could drink much if I was driving. I sighed and supposed I could 
have pretended to forget the wedding and gone off to work early before Debra and Maisie woke up, that 
would have got me out of it.  
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In my experience weddings are usually boring. Little did I know that this afternoon’s performance 
would be anything but … 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Joe arrived a few minutes after I was ready and somehow we got to the synagogue just before the 

Groom broke the wine glass in the traditional manner, by stamping on it with his foot. This ritual has been 
practised from time immemorial at Jewish weddings, and is meant to signify the fragility of human life. We 
all joined in with the hearty cry of ‘mazeltov’, meaning ‘good luck!’ (also traditional)  and then with the 
cries of alarm as the poor fellow trod on a shard of glass and severed an artery. He had to be carted off to 
hospital in the Rabbi’s Lamborghini. It wasn’t so bad as it might have been, of course, because there were 
plenty of doctors on the synagogue premises, so many in fact that there was nearly a fist fight to decide who 
was the most senior medical man and who was to have the singular honour of riding shotgun in the car on 
the way to the hospital, and applying the tourniquet to the injured groom’s foot. In the end the warden of the 
synagogue stepped in to decide between an eighty two year old retired gynaecologist and a forty six year old 
dermatologist with acne. The gynaecologist won by offering the warden a ten percent discount on a 
vasectomy, together with a Marks and Spencer voucher for the groom, so he could buy himself a new pair 
of socks.  

After that the smartly dressed lawyers in evening suits started in, taking sides as to whose firm should 
represent the parents of the groom in an action for criminal negligence against the synagogue. Then it was 
the turn of the psychiatrists’ to offer cut-price counselling for all those who had been traumatised by the 
dreadful experience. 

“What a thing to happen at my daughter’s wedding!” Wailed Debra’s second cousin Polly, the mother 
of the bride and one of the chief candidates for the Trauma Clinic. 

“What do you mean ‘what a thing to happen?” retorted Muriel, the groom’s mother. “Your daughter’s 
going to come out from all this very well. But what about my poor son, Mikey? He could bleed to death 
from such a disaster!” 

Holly grimaced as a drip of water splashed down onto her nose from the flowers woven into the 
wedding canopy. “What do you mean my daughter’s come out of it well? She might be a widow before 
she’s so much as consummated.” 

Muriel let out a high-pitched laugh. “That’s a joke. By the look of your Holly she’s been 
consummated more times than she’s had hot dinners and she’s not exactly a stick insect is she! There’s 
enough lard on her to keep McDonalds in cooking fat for a year! ” 

“How dare you!” cried Polly looking around for something to hit the other woman with. Her eyes lit 
on the massive marriage register. “Your son’s no oil painting and as for consummations I hear he’s no 
slouch at dipping his dong in the dung!” 

Muriel had also seen the marriage register and, slinging abuse at each other, they fought to gain 
control of the heavy book, each hanging on to a side of it and pulling it towards them. 
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“Ladies! Ladies!” The Shamas, or beadle, Able Yokala, appeared at their side. “Please, let us have 
some decorum. This is a house of worship!” 

“Who are you?” Muriel demanded, allowing one hand to disengage from the register so that she could 
take a swipe at him with her hat. 

“You’re the beadle aren’t you?” said Polly. She aimed a kick at Yokala, missing and almost toppling 
over. “You’re the cretin that made such a bad job of wrapping up that ‘mazeltov’glass, aren’t you.” 

“Bad job? What do you mean bad job?” said the beadle, deftly sidestepping the blow. “I’ve wrapped 
hundred of ‘mazeltov’ glasses and I’ve never had an accident before. Maybe if this ladies’ son had been 
wearing a decent pair of shoes instead of those stupid sandals…” 

Both women turned on him, raising the register between them and bringing it down on his head with a 
resounding crash. 

“Don’t you complain about her son’s sandals,” said Polly. “The poor boy has funny feet. He can’t help 
having funny feet.” 

“They’re not funny feet.” Protested Muriel. 
“Well, they make me laugh.” Said Yokala. 
 The two ladies hit Yokala again and he went down with a loud ‘yowl!’ and a crash, his feet kicking 

out and knocking over one of the flowerpots into which, for stability, the thin columns of the canopy had 
been placed. The entire façade tumbled over, crashing into the reading desk and showering the goggling 
guests with flower petals and crawling insects.   

“Hold it!” cried the photographer and his mate, interrupting their sly groping of the bridesmaids for a 
quick flash.  

Just then Great Grandfather Mordechai, released for the day from his sheltered accommodation, came 
charging down the aisle in his motor driven invalid car, swigging at a half empty bottle of whisky and 
whacking everyone within reach with his lead-tipped walking stick.  

 
On account of all this kafuffle it wasn’t until we arrived in the marquee at the Sandringham Palace 

Hotel for the champagne wedding reception that we caught up with the rest of our family and discovered 
who Natalie had actually brought to the wedding as her partner. There had been a lot of speculation between 
Debra and her mother as to the success of their ‘oust Radical’ campaign. They had both been disappointed 
when Natalie’s rendezvous with Digby Fleming had come and gone without so much as a word from her.  

“I spoke to her on the phone and she didn’t say a word about it,” Debra complained. “Of course, I 
couldn’t ask.” 

“Precisely. Why should she tell you how the meeting went?” I retorted. “So far as Natalie’s concerned 
it was supposed to be a business meeting. She doesn’t even know you had anything to do with it.” 

“I know that,” said Debra, “but Digby is so handsome I don’t see how she could resist him and you 
would think she would have told her own mother that she’d fallen in love!” 

“And her own Grandmother,” chipped in Maisie. “Honestly, they think because you’re approaching 
forty they can ignore you.” 

I think Debra and Maisie fully expected to see Digby standing next to our daughter when we arrived at 
the reception, but they were sadly disappointed. Evidently, Radical still ruled.  
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“Hallo, Mum, Dad, Nan, Granddad,” said Natalie. For what seemed like the next twenty minutes 
kisses were exchanged all round and then she pushed a young man towards us. “This is Radical, Mum, Dad, 
etc., etc. I don’t think you’ve met.” 

Radical was tall and broad and wore an evening suit that, when you looked closely, seemed curiously 
lumpy and bumpy. In my estimation he was not very good looking, but there was a broad smile on his face 
and he had a lot of teeth, nearly all of them in his mouth. He seemed a friendly enough chap and I couldn’t 
help liking him, especially when he shook my hand and a hard boiled egg rolled out of his sleeve and into 
my palm.  

My first thought was that this might have some deep Masonic significance, but he caught the egg in 
his hand and leaned forward to whisper. “I’m really sorry about the egg, Mr Wood, only I had an accident 
with my other suit so I had to wear the one I use on the stage. I didn’t have time to empty it.” 

 I remembered he was a conjurer. 
“You’re the Greenbaum person who thinks he’s going to marry my grand daughter are you?” 

interrupted Maisie. She declined to take Radical’s hand, but instead knocked back her fourth champagne 
cocktail and grabbed a fifth from a passing waitress. “What makes you think you’re good enough for my 
Grand daughter?”  

 I don’t think Natalie could have warned Radical that, on account of his Great Grandfather Zachariah’s 
misdoings of over fifty years before, he might get a poor reception from the Moxom family. His mouth 
dropped open in astonishment and he almost forgot to catch the egg that dropped out of it. “Huh!” Maisie 
retorted, “You’re just like my son-in-law, Benny - who, by the way never should have married my 
daughter– he always talks with his mouth open – such a dirty habit!” 

Radical, of course, had not had time to utter a word. 
“Oh, Nan! You’re not going to start all that again!” complained Natalie. 
There might have been a few unpleasant moments then had it not been for Great-Grandfather 

Mordechai entering the hall in his motor driven disabled carriage. Travelling at top speed he bowled the 
photographer over, bumped his way through the guests, knocked Joe off his feet and flattened Debra’s toes. 
Then he headed straight through the video man’s legs and made for the refreshments table. He hit it with a 
resounding crash sending an assortment of bagels, bridge rolls, salmon appetizers and a variety of finger 
food nibbles high up into the air. Most of this produce landed on his lap and he chortled like a five year old 
and sped away to a corner of the room frantically stuffing stacks of snacks into his mouth and burping 
loudly. Chasing him, his minder for the day, an out of breath Sheldon Moxom, pushed his way into the 
room. 

“Sorry, sorry, the old gentleman slipped away when I wasn’t looking! Sorry!” Sheldon vanished into 
the merry crowd, yelling desperately, “Where are you, you silly old buggar?” 

“Wasn’t that old man in the wheelchair your Great-Grandfather Mordechai, Natalie?” asked Radical in 
a conversational tone, unravelling six or seven feet of coloured handkerchiefs from one of the seemingly 
hundreds of pocket secreted in various parts of his suit. He was obviously trying to make light of Maisie’s 
earlier remark. “I’ve met him at the old age home. He and my Great-Grandfather Zak are always arguing 
with each other – sometimes they even come to blows.”  

“That’s him all right,” said Joe as he picked himself up. “Bleeding lunatic he is too. Do you know, he 
actually supports The Arsenal!” 
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“Don’t you call my father a lunatic!” said Maisie, kicking Joe’s legs out from under him again. 
“I hope it’s going to be all right,” continued Radical, flicking the coloured hankies in the air and 

making them disappear in a puff of smoke. “The thing is, you see, Great-Grandfather Zak is also here, in 
this hotel. I hope they don’t meet up and start a fight.” 

“What? Zachariah Greenbaum?” Maisie shrieked, hardly able to believe her ears. “That – that 
desecrator of photographs is here? In this hotel?” She danced about in agitation; her head waving up and 
down like a Red Indian Warrior. “In the very same hotel as we Moxoms? Why? What? Where? How?” 
Each question came out as a strangled sob and I was terribly afraid the situation might bring on a serious 
attack of the wobblies. 

“It’s okay,” said Radical, distinctly alarmed at her reaction and not looking in the least bit like it was 
okay. “There’s a Greenbaum family function up on the third floor banqueting suite today – Natalie and me 
weren’t invited, but Grandfather Zak obviously was – it’s nobody I know, you see, the Greenbaums are a 
very big family and we’ve lost touch.” A telescopic stuffed parrot appeared suddenly on his shoulder and he 
batted it away with his hand. “Do you know the Greenbaums once lived in a tenement block in Shackleton 
Street, London, E1 and that there were more than thirty of them in the same house?” 

“Yes, darling,” said Natalie, “I think everyone knows about Shackleton Street, London, E1.” 
I thought I’d help her out by steering the conversation away from that particular neck of the 

Greenbaum/Moxom woods. “So, how’s business at work?” I asked her. 
“Good. Booming,” replied Natalie. “There are lots of opportunities opening up. Do you know I met 

the most charming little man for dinner on Thursday evening. He offered me a fabulous deal.” 
I could see Maisie’s and Debra’s ears pricking up. 
“You met a young man for dinner?” asked Debra innocently, trying to keep her voice casual. She shot 

a poisonous look of triumph towards Radical, but he was too busy to notice, being preoccupied in gluing 
invisible knots to a piece of string that had just popped out of his flies. “Was he nice? Did you get on?”  

“Oh, he was a lovely little feller,” said Natalie. “And he had the most fabulous business proposition to 
put to me. We got on like a house on fire. He’s in ladies underwear.” 

“I wonder if he’s got any jobs for an experienced ex-tailor,” said Joe. “I used to be in men’s suits, but I 
always preferred brassieres and leather thongs.” 

“Pardon, Natalie?” Maisie’s jaw had dropped so far she obviously hadn’t heard what Joe had said. 
“Digby doesn’t wear ladies underwear, Nana,” said Natalie, “he designs it. It’s bridal wear, actually. 

He was very interested when I told him we’d be at a wedding today. He said he likes to see his designs in 
action and he might come on the off chance.” 

 “You’re going to see him again, of course.” A reassured Maisie, rubbed her hands together and 
glanced maliciously at Radical who was now frantically trying to flatten an inflatable dove that had fluttered 
out of one of his breast pockets.  

“Oh yes, definitely,” said Natalie. “He had some really good ideas my firm might be able to use.” 
A flock of doves were getting boisterous in Radical’s pockets and he was trying frantically to slap 

them down. I hoped there were no members of the RSPB present. 
“Do you think you might go out with this man socially then, darling?” Debra asked Natalie. “You 

seem to like him a lot.” 
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Natalie laughed. “Mum that would be a hoot. We caused quite a sensation in the restaurant, me and 
Digby – that was his name, Digby, Digby Fleming – but I don’t think I’d like to make a habit of it. We must 
have looked really peculiar.” 

Debra began to look a little uncomfortable. What hadn’t Digby disclosed in his Internet details?  
“What exactly was so peculiar, darling?” 

“Well, look at me,” said Natalie. She was looking good, tall and slim and wearing a powder blue party 
dress that set off her complexion perfectly. “I’m nearly six feet tall in my heels, but Digby is only…” she 
looked a little embarrassed. “Well, he’s really nice and well built in many ways and he’s very good looking, 
but he’s only…” she knelt down and indicated with her hand, “…about this high.” 

“You mean he’s small?” said Maisie. 
“No, Nan, he’s not just small - he’s a dwarf!” She filled the silence that followed by adding, “He’s 

really brave though, you have to admire him  – you know, in spite of the fact that he’s altitudinally 
challenged he’s built up a very good fashion business. And he runs a marching band too, for small people 
like himself. He plays the trombone and the Saxon Horn.” 

“But he can’t be that small!” Maisie protested incredulously. “Nobody’s that small!” 
Natalie laughed. “Let’s just say, Nana, that when he sat in one of the normal seats in the restaurant he 

was too small to see over the top of the table.” 
“So how did he eat?” 
“With a knife and fork.” Natalie turned to Radical who had flattened the doves and was now stuffing a 

fluffy tailed white rabbit back into his trousers. “I was saying to Radical that he and Digby really ought to 
get together – Digby would make a fabulous ventriloquist’s dummy, darling! He’d be a real hit in the night 
clubs.” 

Nobody knew quite what to say for a moment and then Joe broke the embarrassed silence by 
exclaiming enthusiastically – “Ah! She’s here at last! My favourite grand daughter in law.” 

Lambert and Corrina were approaching across the floor. Corrina’s bust, erupting from the strapless 
off-the-body dress she was almost wearing, led the way by a good hand’s breadth. Joe flexed his fingers and 
leaned forward expectantly. 

“Don’t even think about it,” hissed Maisie. 
After we had exchanged handshakes and kisses it took Radical, Lambert and me three and a half 

minutes to prise Joe off Corrina’s chest. 
“Me jacket buttons got caught up in her zipper when I kissed her,” explained Joe. “If I’d have moved 

away too quickly I’d have taken off the tip of her top! I mean the top off her tip!”  
“You two took your time getting here, Lambert,” said Maisie landing a hefty kick on her husband’s 

shin. “Oh look, the Groom’s back from the hospital. Maybe now we can eat.”  
We all watched sympathetically as a group of eager young ushers carried the groom by on a litter. He 

lay there with his eyes glazed, his right leg in a plaster cast stretching from ankle to groin. 
 “I reckon he’ll have trouble getting his leg over tonight,” said Joe. He caught Maisie’s eye and hastily 

changed the subject. “It must be nearly time for dinner. I’m starving.” 
“I’m hungry too,” agreed Radical looking astonished at suddenly finding his wrists handcuffed 

together. “That was a pretty long wedding service. Orthodox I suppose. I go for the Reform myself, they use 
a plastic glass for the mazeltov.” 
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“We missed all the excitement at the service,” said Lambert sadly “That was on account of Corrina 
having to pack two suitcases and a large trunk. I managed with an overnight bag myself.” 

“Well we are staying overnight at the hotel, dar-ling,” protested Corrina. She looked around at us with 
her big come-to-bed eyes that, rumour had it, had launched a thousand zips. “We thought we’d make a sort 
of mini-holiday out of it.” She giggled, her bosom wobbled and all the males within naked eye range caught 
their breath, including the stuffed parrot. 

 “It’s like a second honeymoon,” explained Lambert. 
“Do you really need two suitcases and a trunk for one night away?” asked Wally Dralon, one of the 

men drawn inexorably towards Corrina by her pheromones. 
“Corrina’s a bit of a picky dresser,” explained Lambert, “Everything has to be just right for her. I told 

her she doesn’t have to wear anything special tomorrow though.” 
“She doesn’t have to wear anything at all so far as I’m concerned,” grinned Wally, showing a tooth. 

His wife, Spatula, kneed him in the groin. 
“But I do so need two suitcases, Lambert dar-ling,” Corrina purred. “I like to have a bit of choice.” 
“I know, dar-ling, but I still don’t see why you had to pack all your jewellery.”  
“I can’t wear it if it’s at home, can I, you silly boy,” Corrina replied, patting Lambert on the head like 

a pet dog. “Now you take my arm, Lambert, darling and all these lovely men can ogle my bazookas as we 
go into dinner.” 

Lambert proudly linked arms with Corrina and they made their way towards the banqueting area 
looking for all the world like a happily married couple, never troubled by the trials of the eternal triangle. 
Could it be, I wondered, that Corrina’s alleged lover, the dreaded balloonist, had finally flown the coop? 

We had finished the meal and heard the speeches and now the host, the bride’s proud father, was busy 
arguing with his guests about where they were sitting – they were either too close to the band, which was 
raucous and loud, or too far from the top table; or they were too close to someone they didn’t like, but not 
close enough to a group of people they did like; or they were too far from the kitchen for the food to be hot 
when it reached them, or too close, so they could smell the kitchen smells; or it was too draughty 
immediately under the air-conditioning outlets, but too hot and stuffy away from them. 

Suddenly Holly, the beautiful bride, shrieked loudly. She was at the top table, sitting next to Mikey, 
the proud, inebriated groom, whose plaster-encased leg had been carefully placed to rest on the table in front 
of him. All around the happy couple were the remains of the seven course meal; dirty plates not yet cleared 
away by the waiting staff, dreg-filled drinking glasses, empty wine bottles and, in the midst of them all, a 
frightened Holly, sat holding herself rigid, her mouth open as though she was in diabolical pain. 

“What’s the matter, Tootella?” asked Polly, her mother, using a term of endearment she had rarely 
uttered since her daughter was out of gymslips.  

We all leaned forward to catch Holly’s whispered answer. 
“There’s something under my dress.” 
Mikey, her fresh new husband aroused himself from his drunken stupor and smiled as though at some 

recent memory. “I know, Doll, keep it hot for me!” 
“No – it – it’s something else,” said Holly, her voice close to hysterical. “And it – it’s moving around. 

I can feel it.” When she screamed she had pushed her chair back from the table and now all eyes moved to 
the wide expanse of white silk that ballooned out from below her waist. As we watched a section of the 
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dress material shot upwards as though pushed out by a long, narrow pole and a loud, musical, trumpeting 
sound rumbled out. 

“Manners, darling,” said Mikey. “Say manners!” 
“It wasn’t me!” declared Holly, almost sobbing. “It was – the thing! The thing under my dress.” 
“Do something, Arnold,” hissed Polly to her husband. “Get under there and find out what’s going on!” 
Arnold blushed. “Do me a favour, Polly, I can’t get under her dress – she’s a grown woman. I haven’t 

been under there since she was in her cot!” He wiped his brow. This had been something of a memorable 
afternoon for him. “If anyone’s going to go under that dress it should be her husband, Mikey.” 

Again there was a trumpeting note from beneath the bride’s dress, accompanied by a sudden lifting of 
the material. 

“I’m not going under there,” said Mikey, “Whatever it is, it keeps farting!” 
Holly screamed for the second time. “It’s moving about again, mummy!” 
“Don’t worry, Tootella,” said her mother, with an attempt at bravery, “We’ll put a stop to it, whatever 

it is. But in the meantime, whatever you do, keep your legs closed.” She looked around the assembled 
guests, most of whom were watching the events in open-mouthed amazement. This had been a wedding and 
a half so far and they couldn’t wait to see what might happen next. “Would any of you doctors out there like 
to find out what’s going on under Holly’s dress?” 

There were no doctors out there willing to sacrifice themselves, trust me, and for the next few 
moments nothing happened. Then the phantom farting started up again, loud, rapid notes issuing from under 
the dress to the accompaniment of frenzied billowings of the material first from one side and then from the 
other, as though whatever it was under there was moving about rapidly and punching upwards through the 
fabric.  

“Help me!” shrieked Holly. Then, finding untapped reserves of courage she whipped her dress up and 
over her face exposing the beaches only parts of her anatomy, barely covered by scanty red underwear, and 
leaped up out of her chair. A tiny figure dressed in a gold and red tunic, a purple kilt and blue riding 
jodhpurs and carrying a trombone tumbled out from beneath the folds of her dress and jumped up onto the 
table. He lifted the trombone to his mouth and blew a few mournful notes before turning and scurrying 
away, leaping over empty bottles and glasses and negotiating half full fruit bowls with remarkable agility. 

My party were standing at the end of the table and as the little man rushed by he waved his instrument 
in the air and called out. 

“Hi Natalie! Mazeltov! I told you she’d be wearing Janet Jaeger knickers, didn’t I! You owe me ten 
quid!” 

Then he was off the end of the table, between the legs of two or three struck dumb and speechless 
wedding guests, under the flap of the marquee and out of sight.  

“Friend of yours?” I asked Natalie as soon as I was able to speak again. 
She nodded. “That was my little friend, Digby Fleming. See Nana, he really is that small.” 
A few seconds later the whole place was in uproar. Holly had fainted and the bridesmaids were 

flapping about over her inert body trying to get her dress to lay flat.  Polly was rushing around looking for a 
glass of water amongst the umpteen empty bottles of wine. Muriel, the groom’s mother was screaming 
hysterically about her son marrying a harlot who had exposed herself and her red knickers at her own 
wedding party and Arnold, host and father of the bride was demanding to see the manager of the hotel. 
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Meanwhile, some of the more enterprising ushers, Mikey and Holly’s young friends, were rushing about 
organising a posse to pursue the villainous midget who had so unexpectedly interrupted the wedding 
proceedings. But they had left it too late and little Digby, conjured up from the Internet by Debra and 
Maisie, was nowhere to be seen.  

 We were finally back at our table, sitting quietly and thinking about what had happened, the more 
imaginative of us wondering what might happen next, when Cousin Sheldon Moxom, his face creased with 
alarm, went rushing by waving his arms in the air and shrieking. 

“Where are you, you old buggar?” 
“You’ve lost daddy again, haven’t you, Sheldon?” declared Maisie. “You really are useless as a 

minder.” 
“Sorry,” Sheldon apologised, blushing, “he’s given me the slip again. One minute he was right there 

next to me, farting and sucking at his chicken soup and watching that midget bloke in the cabaret and then, 
before I knew it, he was gone, roaring away in his wheelchair. I told my brother, Spencer, we should never 
have let him get his wheelchair engine souped up.” 

“You didn’t ask me, did you?” said Maisie pointedly. “I’d have told you a thing or two about my 
father and wheelchairs!” 

“Maisie’s right, Sheldon,” I agreed. “Those wheelchairs are fast enough anyway, aren’t they? What do 
they normally do? Four or five miles an hour?” 

“Some of ‘em’ll do six or even seven if they’re properly tuned,” said Sheldon. “But it was that 
Zachariah Greenbaum that did it, wasn’t it? He got one of his grandsons to fit an old Ferrari engine to his 
chair and then old Mordechai made our life a misery until we fitted his up with a Mazerati motor. Now 
they’re both roaring around that home whacking each other with sticks and knocking everybody over; 
they’ll put them all in wheelchairs, you mark my words – including the staff!” He sighed. “I’m supposed to 
be supervising him today, keeping him under control, but you can’t let up for a second without the old 
buzzard shooting off somewhere at an ‘undred miles an hour!” 

“Don’t you call my father an old buzzard, you reprobated family throwback!” protested Maisie. “And 
you be sure to find him before he does himself some damage!” 

I pushed back my seat. “I’ll give you a hand looking for him if you like, Sheldon.” 
Across the other side of the table Corrina, fully loaded and a little bit tipsy, stood up and sighed. “I’m 

just going to the ladies,” she announced. She turned and followed the major part of her body out of the 
marquee. 

Sheldon and me, joined by Radical and Lambert, who said they would be pleased to help, looked all 
around the banqueting marquee, but couldn’t find the old gentleman, so we went out across the grass to the 
main part of the hotel. Once inside we could hear a great deal of noise coming from the reception area, 
people shouting and screaming, loud crashes and bangs and the unmistakeable roar of motor engines. 

“That sounds like his chair,” said Sheldon “What do you suppose he’s up to?” We rounded a corner. 
“There he is! Bloody hell, he’s chasing Zachary Greenbaum – where the bleeding ‘ell did he come from?” 

We joined a dozen or so hotel staff and a few guests and watched open mouthed as Great Grandfather 
Mordechai revved up his wheelchair and shot after Zacharia Greenbaum, a wizened old man steering his 
own wheelchair between a maze of coffee tables and chairs. They were both screaming murderously at each 
other at the tops of their voices and waving their walking sticks threateningly in the air. Suddenly Zachariah 
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jammed on his brakes and swung his chair through one hundred and eighty degrees, coming to rest directly 
facing Mordechai, who was rushing pell mell towards him. 

“Arse wiper!” cried Mordechai, waving his stick. 
 “Arse- anal supporter!” Zachariah roared back, his grey hair flapping wildly in the wind. 
“Haemorrhoid brain!” 
“Suppository sucker!”  
 They came together with a crash of metal and a grinding of gears, lashing out at each other with their 

sticks. 
The manager of the hotel, a small man in evening dress and Germanic monocle, rushed towards the 

two old gentlemen, waving his arms in the air. 
“Zees ees imposseeblay!” he yelled in English so broken even its mother wouldn’t have recognised it. 

“Stop! I insist zet you stop! You have break into pieces ze speeding limits. I vill not heff zis in my ‘otel! 
You hear me I vill not heff it!”  

Mordechai and Zachariah looked at each other and grinned evilly. They turned their wheelchairs 
towards him. They revved their engines and held the brakes until the wheels spun and then they raced 
forward, waving their sticks in the air. 

“Bleeding Krauts!” Yelled Mordechai. “Let’s get the buggar!” 
“Geronimo!” Yelled Zacharia. “Death to all Krauts!” 
His monocle hanging limply from his cheek the little man shrieked with alarm and ran rapidly 

backwards, tripping over a small dog who lay asleep and dreaming of bitches beside one of the coffee 
tables. He crashed into the table and sat on a coffee pot. I don’t know where it went, but the spout vanished 
entirely and the little man leapt up into the air screaming blau murder and heaping terrible Teutonic curses 
on his ancient attackers. 

Then Mordechai saw Sheldon and me. He put the end of his walking stick to his lips and trumpeted 
like an elephant before revving up his vehicle, dodging between the tables and heading for the lifts. 
Zachariah let out a blood-curdling yell and went after him. We gave chase, but we were a good twenty yards 
away across the reception area. As the two nonagenarians approached the row of lifts one of them opened 
and Mordechai charged straight for the open doors, shooting through them and crashing into the mirror at 
the rear of the lift car. Then he whipped his chair around and banged at the control panel with his stick. The 
doors had just started to close when Zachariah shot between them into the car, wielding his stick to left and 
right and shattering the side mirrors. Then the doors closed and we lost sight of them. 

“What’s going on? Where’s daddy?” yelled Maisie, charging around the corner from the reception 
area, followed by Debra and Natalie, with Joe bringing up the rear. They screeched to a stop in front of the 
hotel manager who was just pulling himself up from the coffee table. “What have you done with my poor 
father?” 

“You are all a pain in ze arse!” cried the manager. The coffee pot dropped back onto the table, minus 
its spout and he burst into tears. “Mein Gott! Pliss removen meinen trouser hosen und remove ze spouten!” 

“They’ve both gone up in the lift,” said Sheldon, ignoring him. 
“Who’s ‘they’?” Maisie demanded suspiciously and when we told her the identity of Mordechai’s lift 

companion. “W-h-a-t? Zachariah bleeding Greenbaum! What is he doing here, the perverted bum wiper?” 
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“Er – I told you, he’s a guest at a Greenbaum family party on the third floor,” explained Radical. “And 
you shouldn’t call him names like that, after all he is my Great-Grandfather!” 

“Sod him being your Great Grandfather, you miserable little Greenbaum worm! I’ll murder him when 
I get my hands on him!” Maisie yelled. “Which floor have they gone to?” 

We all looked up at the indicator. Mordechai’s and Zachariah’s lift was now past the eighteenth floor 
and heading towards the roof. Just then another lift door opened and we all rushed to get into it. 

“They’re going for the roof!” said Sheldon, poking his finger towards the control board. 
“What are you doing with your hands, you filthy beast?” cried Maisie, elbowing him in the stomach. 

“You deliberately poked at my bottom!” 
“You bleeding reprobate!” yelled Joe, staggering into the lift and aiming a punch. It connected 

squarely with Sheldon’s nose, “There ain’t nobody going to poke my wife except me – and then only in 
exceptional circumstances!” 

“You’ve broken my doze!” yelled Sheldon, falling backwards, his arms flailing and his eyes closed in 
agony. He grabbed blindly for a handhold. 

“Get your filthy hands off my bosom!” shrieked Natalie. 
Radical lashed out and broke a box of eggs over Sheldon’s head. “Keep away from my fiancee’s jugs 

you pervert or I’ll make you into an omelette filling!” 
Someone managed to press one of the floor buttons and the lift started upwards. We waited anxiously, 

Sheldon blubbering in the corner, Joe rubbing Maisie’s bottom and Radical comforting Natalie’s bruised 
breast.  The floor numbers crept slowly upwards. Suddenly, on the twelfth floor, the lift stopped and the 
doors started to open. 

“Who pushed twelve?” shrieked Maisie. “What idiot pushed twelve? We need to get to the roof. God 
knows what might have happened to Daddy by now!” 

“Maybe somebody wants to get in?” suggested Natalie. 
The doors opened on a hotel trolley waiting in the corridor. There were two suitcases and a massive 

trunk piled on to it. 
“That’s Corrina’s luggage!” gasped Lambert. “Somebody’s trying to steal Corrina’s luggage!” 
At the sound of his voice there was a frightened squeak from the other side of the trolley and a head 

poked around the cases. 
“Lambert!” said Corrina. “It’s me.” 
“Corrina!” said Lambert. “It’s you!” He was at the back of the lift and he started forward, putting his 

hand out to stop the lift doors from closing. “Corrina! Where are you going with your luggage?”  
“She’s leaving you – she’s running away!” squawked a small figure, popping up on Radical’s 

shoulder. It was Digby. 
“Where did you come from?” asked Natalie. 
“I was hiding in Radical’s suit,” said the dwarf. “It’s the ideal place to escape to. Bloody hell, that lot 

downstairs don’t know how to take a joke, do they?” 
Lambert ignored him. “Oh! No Corrina, no!”  He cried. “It’s Aerial, that balloonist isn’t it! You’re 

running away with Aerial the balloonist. You lied to me – you told me you were going to the loo and that it 
had all blown over you – I mean blown over between you! Hell - I don’t know what I mean! Oh Corrina, 
Corrina, don’t do this to me!” He burst into tears, lunged forward, caught his foot in the coloured 
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handkerchiefs trailing from Radical’s trouser pocket and crashed to the floor between the closing doors. 
They came together, squeezing his head in a vicelike grip. 

Out in the corridor Corrina hurriedly pushed the trolley away from our lift towards the one on the 
other side. As she reached it the doors opened and she ran in to the car yanking the luggage-laden trolley 
behind her. She pressed the control panel and the doors closed. 

Lambert struggled up and ran across the corridor, trying to insert his fingers between Corrina’s lift 
doors before they were fully closed. Desperate, he hammered at them with his hands and then kicked at 
them with his feet. He looked up at the floor indicator. “She’s heading for the roof!” He cried. He ran back 
to our lift and leapt in just as the doors started to close again. “The roof,” he repeated, “she’s heading for the 
roof!” 

“Don’t be a plonker, Lambert!” I chided, “Why would she head for the roof with all that luggage? If I 
was her I’d be heading down to the car park.” 

“I always said she was no good!” said Maisie. “But of course nobody ever listens to me!” She 
remembered her father. “Why aren’t we on the roof yet? What’s going to happen to my poor daddy?” 

Lambert ignored her. “I don’t know why she’s heading for the roof, dad,” he declared, “but she is.” 
“Maybe somebody on the roof called the lift first!” suggested Digby. 
“Yes! That must be it!” said Lambert, jumping up and down in his agitation. “Good – because that’s 

where we’re headed! And when we get there I’m going down again after Corrina. I’m going everywhere she 
goes - I won’t let her get away from me. I love her!” 

“More fool you!” declared Maisie. “That girl’s been taking you for a ride ever since you first met her.” 
She turned to Digby. “Are you really that small or are you an optical illusion?” 

“I need a doctor!” groaned Sheldon, still on the floor nursing his wounds. “By doze is broken!” 
Maisie aimed a kick at his head with the toe of her platform shoe. “You’ll need more than a doctor if 

anything’s happened to my Daddy – you’ll need an undertaker!” 
While all this was going on our lift had been steadily climbing up through the floors. Now, at last, it 

went past the twenty-second floor and the indicator light reading ‘R’ for ‘roof’ lit up. The car shuddered, 
dropped a couple of inches, rose again and finally came to a rest. Lambert stood by the doors expectantly; 
ready to rush out when they opened. 

Maisie pushed him out of the way, not forgetting to give Sheldon’s head a final kick.  
“Ouch! My doze!” he blubbered. “I keep telling you it’s broken!” 
“Shut up or I’ll break the other one!” she told him. 
The doors opened and, quickly followed by Lambert, she burst through into the late evening sunlight. 

There was nothing much here on the roof, it was just a wide flat area asphalted over, dotted with a few 
potted plants and some flagpoles, its perimeter marked by a short retaining wall. The first thing we heard 
was the sound of engines and as we piled out of the lift car we spotted Mordechai and Zachariah at the far 
side of the roof, roaring around the dark structure of the hotel’s water tanks and racing towards each other. 
Running rapidly towards them, her bosoms heaving with the effort (she had her back to me so I couldn’t see 
them, but I do have some imagination) was Corrina, pushing her case-laden trolley; and beyond them all, 
beyond the murderously stick-waving, racing and raving old lunatics and beyond my fleeing, duplicitous 
daughter-in-law – on the other side of the retaining wall, its ropes rising upwards towards its red, yellow and 
blue fabric canopy – was the basket of a enormous balloon. In the basket wearing black flying goggles, what 



 124 

looked like a black rubber wet suit and for all I knew black flippers, was a gesticulating figure shouting 
encouragement to the desperately fleeing Corrina. 

“Come on, my Corrina, my Angel, run – you’re nearly there! Soon we’ll be sailing together above the 
clouds, reaching ever upwards towards those wonderful twinkling stars! Run my lovely, run!” 

“I’ll give him my lovely!” yelled Lambert pushing past the others and me and landing a quick kick on 
Sheldon’s head as he went by, “I’ll give him my Angel! I’ll give ‘em both my Angel!”  

Maisie was pushing past us at the same time. “Out of my way, Lambert,” she cried grabbing him by 
the scruff of his shirt, “haven’t you got any respect for your elders? I’ve got to rescue your poor Great 
Grandfather before that maniac Greenbaum gets to him and beats his brains out with his walking stick.” 

Lambert struggled in her grip. “And I’ve got to stop my wife running off with that dirty great rubber 
condom in his dirty great rubber condom!” 

As they were speaking the lift doors started to close. Sheldon’s head somehow got trapped between 
them. “Oh my poor doze!” he cried as they squeezed in on his ears. “It’s broken! Doesn’t anybody care that 
my poor doze is broken?” 

“Someone help me to catch father!” said Maisie picking her way across the roof in her high heels. 
“I’m going after Corrina!” said Lambert. “There’s enough of you lot to handle Great Grandfather.” 
“Count me out as well,” said Joe enthusiastically. “I’m looking forward to handling Corrina!” 
Maisie stopped running long enough to give him a hefty side kick, sending him once more to the floor. 
Radical and Natalie meanwhile were making good time across the roof towards the two disabled old 

men who had turned their wheelchairs around in wide circles and were now stationary, facing each other, 
revving up ready for the charge. Between them, still pushing her luggage trolley and now only a few yards 
from the wall and the waiting balloon basket, was a very determined Corrina. The black figure in the basket 
blew her a kiss and called words of encouragement. Lambert, in a paroxysm of fury, increased his pace. 
Then, with a roar of engines and a blast on the trombone from Digby, the two old loonies let slip their 
brakes and sped towards each other, their sticks and bloodcurdling cries rending the air. 

“Snap Crapper!” yelled Mordechai.  
“Arsenal licker!” screeched Zacharia. 
“Fart fetcher!” 
“Crap catcher!” 
The two invalid vehicles, at a combined speed of more than thirty miles an hour, came together in a 

screeching of metal and protesting engines accompanied by the ‘Thwack! Thwack! Thwack!’ of lashing 
walking sticks. Out of control they spun round and crossed the short distance between them and the running 
Corrina, catching her up and tossing her into the air above Mordechai’s head. She came down on his 
shoulders, her legs spread one on each side of his head, her long party dress falling down over his eyes. 

“I think I’ve been ‘ere before,” the old man croaked, “If only I could remember what to do next!” 
“Look out!” cried the black rubber condom in the basket, ducking as the trolley and the two vehicles, 

engines still running, spun across the remaining few feet to the shallow wall, hit it and tumbled over. They 
landed in the basket, knocking the balloonist sideways. He dangled unconscious, half over the side. The 
rope securing the basket to the side of the building slowly unravelled and the balloon started to drift slowly 
down the side of the hotel building until the basket was hidden beneath the huge inflated canopy.  
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Maisie, tottering on her high heels and complaining bitterly about her bunions, stumbled up to the 
wall. “Daddy!” she cried anxiously, peering down at the melee below. “Daddy, where are you?” The rest of 
us joined her as she picked her way alongside the wall until she could see around the canopy and down into 
the basket. Beyond that, a hundred and fifty feet below, was the white canvas banqueting marquee and we 
watched as hundreds of people came streaming out of it to gaze upwards at the curious sight above them. 

“Where are you, Daddy?” Maisie repeated. “Speak to me!” 
Mordechai pulled the material of Corrina’s ball gown to one side and peeped out from between her 

legs. “Is that you, Maisie, darlin’?” he called back, “I’m down ‘ere – and do you know what? I think I’ve 
died and gone to ‘eaven!” His head dived back beneath the material.  

Corrina, sitting astride his head and still dazed from the impact of her encounter with the invalid 
chairs, smiled contentedly, closed her eyes and sank down over his shoulders.  

Zachariah, lying on his back in the bottom of the basket, looked up at the clouds rolling by above him. 
He started to sing, tunelessly, an old melody we had not heard for years. “Those magnificent men in their 
flying machines, they go up diddly up dup they go down diddly down down…” 

“They’re blowing away!” said Natalie, looking down at the balloon as it drifted slowly away from the 
wall. 

“But they’re not getting away!” Lambert assured her. “Nobody takes my wife away from me,” he ran 
past his sister, leaped over the wall, arms and legs akimbo and fell down towards the balloon. By now, what 
with the combined weight of Aerial the balloonist, Corrina, Mordechai and Zacharia, not to mention their 
two invalid chairs plus Corrina’s two suitcases, a heavy trunk and a hotel trolley, it had drifted halfway 
down the side of the building. Lambert fell towards it, turning over and over in the air. 

 “He’s going to be killed!” shrieked Debra. “Come back, Lambert, she isn’t worth it! She’s only a pair 
of inflated air bags!” 

Lambert landed with a thump on top of the balloon. He lay there dazed for a few moments and then he 
took a long knife from under his shirt, wriggled around on to his tummy and pulled himself to the side of the 
canopy, peering down into the basket. He held the knife threateningly in the air in a ‘ready to strike’ pose. 

“Come back to me, Corrina!” He shouted, unaware that his beloved was otherwise occupied, reclining 
comfortably astride his Great Grandfather’s shoulders. “Come back to me - or I’ll cut the balloon to pieces. 
You see if I don’t! -  and then we’ll all be horribly killed!” 

“Don’t jump, Lambert, darling!” Cried Debra. “We’re here!” 
“He’s not going to jump,” said Maisie. “He’s just going to cut up the balloon!” 
“Then they’ll all be horribly killed!” cried Debra. 
We heard the wail of police cars and ambulances in the distance. 
“Maisie, from where did Lambert get the knife?” asked Joe suddenly. 
“From where do I know where he got the bloody knife?” replied Maisie. “Maybe he picked it up in the 

hotel kitchen.” 
“Impossible! He hasn’t been anywhere near the kitchen,” said Joe. “He came straight up here to the 

roof with us. Besides, how did he know he was going to need a knife when he got up here?” 
“From where should I know how he knew he was going to need a bleeding knife?” asked Maisie. 

“God in Heaven! You could die from such a man.”  
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“Maybe Lambert’s just clever like that,” offered Digby, putting the mouthpiece of his trombone to his 
lips and blowing a few quick notes. 

“Maybe he had the knife with him.” Suggested Radical. 
“You mean he always carries a knife like that?” asked Joe. “Just in case? But it’s over a foot long - 

where would he keep it?” he turned to Debra. “Debra, if your Lambert had a knife like that where would he 
keep it?” 

“How should I know where he would keep the bloody thing?” asked Debra irritably. “I’m only 
worried my son should walk around with such a weapon. He could do himself an injury.” 

“Or someone else,” said Joe.  
Lambert’s voice floated up to us from the top of the balloon. “Shut up up there about the sodding 

knife, already? I can’t hear myself think!” He turned to call downwards again. “Corrina, do you hear me? If 
you don’t come back to me I’m going to kill us all.” 

Mordechai’s voice floated up. “You can do what you like, son, just give me a few more minutes with 
this bird of yours! My memory’s coming back.”  

“I’m going to do it,” screamed Lambert raising the knife again. “You see if I don’t!” 
“Somebody do something,” yelled Debra hysterically. “Benny, you’re his father, God help him! Do 

something.” 
I looked around desperately. Nothing came to mind. “What am I supposed to do? We’re twenty-two 

stories up, on the roof and the balloon is a hundred feet below us and blowing away. What am I supposed to 
do?” 

“But they’ll all be killed!” cried Debra. “All of them – they’re all going to die.”  
“No they’re not,” said Radical. He had been sitting on the wall looking down at the balloon, but now 

he stood up and raised his arms in the air. 
“I hope you’re not going to pray,” cried Joe, looking alarmed. “I haven’t brought my yarmulke.” 
“No, of course he’s not going to pray,” said Natalie, fresh hope in her voice. “But you’ve forgotten 

who he is.” 
“I know who he is,” said Maisie, “he’s a Greenbaum and what’s worse he wants to marry my Grand 

daughter!” 
“Yes, he’s a Greenbaum,” said Natalie, “but he is also The Great Necro.” 
“He looks more like a great big booby to me,” said Maisie. “Why is he just standing there like that in 

that stupid suit? Can’t he do something useful, like rescue my father and your brother?” 
Radical put his hand down the inside of his trousers. 
“What’s he doing now?” asked Joe. 
“Checking it’s still there,” said Natalie. 
“I should bloody well hope it’s still there,” said Joe, “Or it’ll be a fine look-out when you two get 

married.” 
“Not that,” said Natalie. “The rope.” 
“What rope?” 
“This rope,” said Radical, pulling his hand out of his trousers with a great flourish. “I told Mr Wood 

that I’d had an accident with my ordinary dinner suit, so I had to wear this one. It’s the one I use for my 
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stage act - The Great Necro Performs Magic - and it’s full of wonderful props that I use in my act.” He 
proceeded to pull something long and thick out of his trousers.  

Maisie shrieked hysterically. “Not that! Not that! Half my family is hanging hundreds of feet up in a 
balloon and it’s going to crash to the ground at any moment and kill them all instantly and the Greenbaum is 
exposing itself.” She threw her hands up into the air. “Oh God! Somebody please tell me that isn’t his 
shnonsall he’s got in his hands!” 

“That isn’t his shnonsall, Nana!” yelled Natalie. “Oh! Why don’t you wear your glasses, Nana? It’s a 
rope! It’s only a rope!” 

“Radical, there must be a hundred feet of rope there,” I said, astonished. “Where in your trousers do 
you keep it all?” 

“Trade secret,” said Radical proudly. “Known only to members of the Magic Circle. And there’s more 
than a hundred feet in here. A hundred meters actually and it’s strong enough to secure that balloon even if 
there was an elephant in the basket.” 

“Oh my God!” cried Maisie, panic stricken yet again. “Not an elephant, I can’t stand elephants. 
They’re so big. When you get in a room with them you can’t move and they put their trunks in everywhere 
looking for buns. Please tell me there are no elephants!” 

“There are no elephants,” said Natalie.  
“Thank God for that!” 
“But what the heck is a shnonsall?” 
“Don’t ask,” said Joe. 
“Stand aside,” said Radical.  He stood on the wall and whirled the rope around his head. Then he let 

one end go and it snaked downwards towards the balloon. 
“What’s that?” Lambert cried out. “Here! What’s this bloody rope doing?” 
Radical called down to him. “Tie it around the ropes at the top of the balloon and we’ll pull you up.” 
Lambert waved his knife wildly in the air. “You’ve got to be joking. I’ve just told Corrina that unless 

she comes back to me I’m going to kill us all. You’ve lost the plot, haven’t you. I don’t want to be rescued, 
do you hear me! Not until she comes back to me, then you can rescue me - all right? Come back in a couple 
of hours.” 

“But my daddy will be dead in a couple of hours!” wailed Maisie. 
“You may be right,” Mordechai called back, “but what a way to die!” 
“I know what I’ll do,” said Radical. “I’ll go down there myself and secure the rope.”   
“But, darling, that’s too dangerous,” cried Natalie. ”Look,” She pointed down at the crowds of ant-like 

figures milling around at the bottom of the hotel. “The Police are here. Everything’ll be all right now.” 
“They’re too late,” Radical told her. “At any moment your lunatic brother could rip that canopy to 

shreds and the whole lot’ll go crashing to the ground. They’ll all be killed.” He pulled himself up to his full 
height and tested the rope with his hands. “I’ve got to go down – and I’ve got to go down now. It’s their 
only hope!” 

“But it’s so dangerous, Radical!” 
Radical ran the rope through his hands. “Look, Natalie darling, we’re up here on the roof, the twenty-

second floor, we must be two hundred and fifty feet up in the air. The balloon is down there, a hundred and 
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fifty feet below us. So which do you think is the most dangerous?  It’s obvious, isn’t it? It’s much more 
dangerous up here than it is down there– we’re a hundred feet higher up.” 

“He’s right,” said Joe. “A hundred feet can make a hell of a big difference. What would a centipede do 
without its hundred feet? I’ll tell you - nothing. It would just lie there doing nothing.” 

 “I suppose you’re right, Radical,” said Natalie.  
There was a flagpole a few feet away from the wall. Radical secured one end of the rope to it. 
“It’s a bit rotten at the bottom, but it should do.” 
“What are you doing?” asked Digby. 
“I’m going to shin down the rope and tie the other end to the top of the balloon’” explained Radical. 

“Then we can pull them all up,”  
“Good. I’ll accompany you on the trombone.” He blew a few trial notes.  
 “You’re a brave lad, Radical,” said Debra, admiringly, wiping away her tears. “I never thought I 

would see a Greenbaum with guts!” 
“He might be brave in your book,” said Maisie, “but he’s still a bloody Greenbaum and I’ll have those 

guts for garters if he still thinks he’s going to marry our Natalie.” 
Undeterred, Radical tied the rope around his waist and stood poised on top of the wall. Beside him 

Digby blew a few practise notes. 
From the balloon, now a good hundred and fifty foot below, Lambert’s desperate voice floated up to 

us again. “Corrina, don’t make me do this. Talk to me, please – don’t make me do this!” There was a pause, 
but no answering voice. “Right! That’s it! I’m doing it Corrina, I’m doing it.” He swung the knife upwards. 

“Quickly, Radical,” cried Debra, her tears springing once again to her cheeks. “You’ve got to get 
down there before he…before he…” 

Radical turned around smartly to start his climb down the side of the hotel towards the balloon.  
Digby, close beside him, blew mightily into the mouthpiece of his trombone and pushed out the extendable 
slide. The gleaming metal tubes darted rapidly between Radical’s legs and nipped between leg and trouser 
to catch his scrotum. 

“Ou-ou-ouch!” Radical screamed, tumbling over the wall. “Aaargh!”  
“Shit!” shrieked Digby toppling after him. 
Behind us Radical’s rope paid out. He fell towards the balloon. We watched stupefied as, below us, 

Digby landed on top of Radical and Radical landed on top of Lambert, knocking the wind out of him and 
driving his knife straight into the fabric of the balloon. With a horrendous drawn out  hiss it bucked sharply 
and then  plunged towards the marquee a hundred feet below. It hit with barely a sound, apart from the 
terrified shrieks of the wedding guests partying and drinking on the dance floor below and then settled down 
with a last gasp of escaping air. 

No longer held in mid-air by the balloon Radical, with Digby astride his shoulders, again started to 
drop rapidly downwards, the rope paying out above him until it reached its limit. It stopped with a jerk and 
behind us on the roof the flagpole snapped like a dry twig and shot across the roof towards us. 

“Duck!” I shouted, pulling Natalie and Debra down onto the flat roof. 
The pole shot over our heads and then, just as I thought it was going to fly straight over the wall, it 

twisted in the air and lodged under the lip of the concrete coping.  
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“Radical! What’s happened to Radical?” shrieked Natalie, tears streaming down her face. She leapt up 
and peered over the wall. “Radical, darling, hang on!” 

I pulled myself up and helped Debra to her feet. We staggered to the wall and looked over. A hundred 
or more feet below us Radical and Digby, still clutching his trombone, dangled at the end of the rope. Below 
them the basket of the balloon and its contents had totally flattened the wedding marquee. Bits of the red, 
yellow and blue fabric of the balloon’s canopy, lay scattered over the scene. Luckily no-one appeared to be 
badly hurt, but bemused and confused wedding guests wandered about calling for their loved ones. Beyond 
them police cars and ambulances were racing up the hotel drive and across the grass, their sirens wailing 
and their blue signs flashing. 

We all stood high up on the hotel roof looking down the side of the wall, Radical and Digby dangling 
beneath us. 

“Look, Lambert’s alright,” said Debra suddenly. She pointed. 
“Where?” 
“There! Oh My God! He’s still chasing that busty bag!” 
I couldn’t see Lambert, but I saw Corrina. Her hair blowing wildly in the wind she ran screaming 

across the field pursued by Grandfather Mordechai. Miraculously restored to his motorised invalid car, he 
raced after her waving his stick wildly in the air. His thin, weedy voice floated up to us, “Come back, 
darling! I haven’t finished yet!” 

“Isn’t anybody going to help us?” called Radical. “Is there anybody up there?” 
“Don’t worry old son," said Digby,"We all need cheering up so I’ll play you a tune on my trombone!” 

The strangely restful strains of the trombone sounded above the wail of the police sirens. 
Natalie leaned over into the precipitous void and blew Radical a kiss.  
“What shall we do about Radical and that horrible little man?” asked Debra. 
Maisie shrugged. “For my part you can leave them there,” she said. “It’s only a bloody Greenbaum 

and a half-grown midget!” 
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CHAPTER  SEVENTEEN 

 
SOME OF MY PASSENGERS ARE MISSING 

 
 
It was a week or so after the infamous wedding party and I had just driven my cab around the corner 

into Albemarle Street when I saw the old gentleman standing at the bottom of the Royal Institution steps.  
He was a funny old guy and close up he looked even more peculiar. Tall and thin and wearing a long black 
frock coat and a stovepipe top hat he looked as though he had just stepped out of an 1830’s edition of the 
Illustrated London News. Beside him on the pavement was a large box made of polished wood, with a 
bright metal top almost covered with knobs and dials. It was obviously some sort of scientific apparatus and 
I thought he was probably an eccentric Professor just leaving the Royal Institution having given a lecture on 
some weird and wonderful scientific subject.  

 He was struggling with the box, which was obviously heavy; so I got down to help him lift it into 
the back of the cab. When I took hold of it you would have thought I was about to steal the Crown Jewels.  
He glared at me. “Be careful!” he said, “this is an extremely fragile piece of equipment!” 

 Once he and the box were safely aboard he asked me to take him to an address just off the 
Bayswater Road, so I put the clock on and set off into the London traffic. It was busy that afternoon and it 
must have taken at least a quarter of an hour to drive up Piccadilly, around Hyde Park Corner and down 
Park Lane. I was busy watching the traffic so it wasn’t until we got onto the Bayswater Road that I glanced 
behind me into the cab to check that the old gentleman and his ‘extremely fragile’ box were all right.  

 But he was gone. I could not see him or the box.  Puzzled, I craned my neck round to see into the 
back of the cab, at the same time trying to keep my eyes on the traffic.  The Professor and his box seemed to 
have disappeared. I pulled over, stopped the cab and got out to have a proper look into the passenger 
compartment; but they were nowhere to be seen. I stood there for some time scratching my head, wondering 
where on earth he and the box could have got to. I tried to reason it out. The cab had stopped a few times in 
the traffic, but I couldn’t see how he could have jumped out without me seeing him. And as for the box - it 
was much too heavy for him to have taken it out without me noticing. 

 To tell the truth, I was worried, but I could not afford to hang about there in the middle of the road 
wondering how he had vanished in broad daylight. And I could see no reason to report the incident to the 
police. I could imagine the questions. “Wearing a frock coat and a stove-pipe hat you say, sir?  Would you 
mind blowing into this bag?” Any Bobby worth his salt would book me for drunken driving and that would 
have been no good to anybody, least of all me. 

 So I got back into the cab and drove off, soon forgetting about the peculiar old gentleman. And if it 
had not been for the young couple that disappeared from the cab the following day, and all the others that 
followed, I would never have thought about him again. 

 I picked up the couple in question near The Mansion House just after lunch and I remember them 
very clearly. He was tall and dressed in a dark business suit, very smart. She was also tall - perhaps a shade 
taller than him - elegantly dressed in a blue chiffon frock, with blue accessories. I am describing them in 
some detail so as to keep the record - and my memory - straight - because they too vanished. And that really 
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scared me. I was sure they could not have left the cab without me seeing them go. The traffic to Waterloo 
Station - their destination - was very light and I didn’t stop until I pulled up in the station forecourt. I looked 
round to see if they needed any help opening the doors, but they were gone, disappeared, just like the old 
professor the day before.  

 Then there was the businessman chatting on his mobile phone. He vanished somewhere between 
Soho Square and Knightsbridge.  The distinguished middle-aged man, whom I took to be a Doctor, was 
spirited away somewhere between Kings Cross and Harley Street.  A dozen or so other passengers went the 
same way - wherever that was - over the next few days. 

 By then I was getting pretty jittery. I did not tell anyone. What could I tell them? And who would 
have believed it anyway? People don’t just vanish from London taxicabs in broad daylight. I kept telling 
myself there had to be a simple explanation. I worked out that they had all disappeared after they had been 
in the cab more than 15 minutes and so I reckoned they had just hopped out somewhere en route, probably 
to avoid paying their fares. I tried not to think about it. After all I had a living to make. 

 Then the famous Hollywood Starlet, Marita Marsh, got into my cab. But she never got out again - 
leastways, I didn’t see her getting out. You may have heard of Marita Marsh. She always went around 
carrying a toy poodle with pink hair. Marita was very big in the acting profession in those days - that is, 
before she disappeared from my cab. It was then that I really started to worry. With all the others I could kid 
myself that it had not really happened, that they had just hopped out of the cab to avoid paying their fares. I 
reasoned they were still alive and fare-dodging somewhere else in England. But with Marita Marsh it was 
different. She really had disappeared - along with her pink-haired poodle. The newspaper headlines 
confirmed it the following day - “FAMOUS ACTRESS VANISHES”, “WHERE IS MARITA MARSH?”, 
“MARITA MYSTERY”, “THE LADY VANISHES”. Some of the reports even said she was last seen 
getting into a taxi and that the police were becoming interested in certain other missing persons, all of whom 
had last been seen boarding taxis.  

 I was really worried by then. I could not go to the police because I was sure they would not believe 
a word I told them - and God only knew what they would accuse me of. Not that I would blame them - the 
whole thing was a bit far-fetched, even I realised that. 

 It wasn’t just the disappearing people that was bothering me. It was their money - or rather, the lack 
of it. I had lost so many fares over the last couple of weeks that my takings had plummeted. Debra was 
wondering what was going on and why I had had to cut down on her housekeeping. She could not believe 
that business had been that bad recently. And as for her mother, Maisie, she got to moaning at me every 
evening as soon as I arrived home.  

“Work shy, that’s what you are, Benjamin. You’d rather your family starved than you should do a fair 
day’s work.” 

“I am not. I work as hard as any other cab driver you could name. I’m out of this house at five o’clock 
sharp every evening and I don’t get home ‘til four o or five o’clock the following morning. I don’t call that 
work shy!” 

“What do you do with the money then?” persisted Maisie. Her eyes narrowed and I could see the 
inanimate object she thought of as her brain grinding away. “You gamble it away, don’t you. You’re down 
the betting shop every afternoon with your takings and you blow it all on your shirt.” 

“I do not. I haven’t seen the inside of a betting shop for years.” 
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“Then it must be another woman. The money that should be going to feed your family you’re 
spending on some brazen young trollop!” She laughed bitterly. “You can’t fool me! You men are all the 
same. One glimpse of a nicely turned polka sticking out of a mini skirt and you lose control of yourselves! 
You’re just like your father-in-law, an animal in sheep’s clothing.” 

 It was the day after Maisie made that accusation that Manny Goldberg and I got to chatting over a 
cup of jalapeno tea in the Fat Owl Cafe. I’ve mentioned Manny before, of course, as being an eccentric sort 
of chap, but somewhere in those grey cells of his lurked some sort of intelligence unknown to ordinary 
mortals. He was thinking of entering for the Mastermind Competition on television yet again and because of 
that he had started reading books on general knowledge and the heavy magazines. His specialist subject was 
to be “Marsupials of the Northern Hemisphere” and there was nothing he didn’t know about them, or at 
least, it seemed that way. He was turning himself into a human encyclopaedia was Manny Goldberg and so 
he was just the sort of chap to consult in a crisis. 

 I was feeling pretty fed up about my vanishing passengers, so when Manny started talking about the 
peculiar Marita Marsh vanishing trick - as he called it - I decided to tell him all about my own involvement. 
By then I felt I had to tell someone and of all the people I knew I thought Manny was best equipped brain 
wise to advise me what to do. 

 Naturally, when I first came out with the story he gave me a peculiar look. “What do you mean?”  
He asked in a funny way. “The old geezer with the metal box just wasn’t there when you looked in the cab?  
He’d just disappeared into thin air without so much as a cheerio?” 

 “Yes, and so had all the other people I’ve been telling you about.  Manny, I’ve got to admit it, it’s 
got me really worried.” 

 It took quite a while to convince him I was telling the truth, but by the time I had finished he 
seemed intrigued. 

 “There must have been something significant about that eccentric old professor, Benny,” he 
insisted. “I’m sure he’s at the back of all these disappearing capers. He’s got to be because he was the first 
to go!  Run it past me one more time” 

 I told him yet again about the old geezer and his box. 
 Manny thought hard for a few minutes. “I think I’ve got it,” he declared finally. “That box must 

have been a time machine!” 
 “A what?” 
   “A time machine.  You said yourself he looked just like he’d just stepped out of the nineteenth 

century. So that box must have been a time machine.” 
 I did not know what he was talking about, but with Manny that’s not so unusual. He was in full 

flood, his gigantic brainpower imagining all sorts of weird and frightening things. 
 “What the old geezer has done you see, Benny, is to create a time warp in the back of your taxi cab, 

so that when conditions are right anybody who’s in there gets popped straight back to the nineteenth 
century.” 

 “But we’d know about that, wouldn’t we? Wouldn’t people from the 2100s stick out like a sore 
thumb if they suddenly popped up in the 1800s? There’d be a record of it somewhere!   For a start, it would 
have been all over the newspapers.” 

 “So what if it was? When was the last time you read a nineteenth century newspaper?” 
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 I had to admit he had a point. 
 “Anyway,” he went on, “newspapers were different in those days.” 
 “How do you mean?” 
 “Well, they didn’t publish peculiar news stories, did they? I mean you didn’t have The Sunday 

Sport’s stories about Elvis being alive and well and working as a short-order cook in a chip shop somewhere 
in Surrey, did you? And, besides, people didn’t understand time travel like we do nowadays.” 

 “Oh, I don’t know about that, Manny. What about old H.G. Wells?” 
 For a home-grown genius who wanted to compete on Mastermind against the greatest brains in 

Britain, Manny looked pretty blank. “What’s H.G. Wells got to do with it?” 
 “He wrote all about time travel in his book The Time Machine and he seemed to know what he was 

talking about.” 
 “But that wasn’t for real, it was only a book!” said Manny dismissively, “this is for real  - the time 

warp in your cab is there - it’s happening now, or at least it’s happening whenever it’s happening.”  
 “But we don’t even know if this thing is a time warp - or should I say was a time warp or maybe I 

should be saying is going to be a time warp?” 
 “Well, that’s what we’ve got to find out,” said Manny in his usual determined fashion. “We’ll have 

to carry out a few experiments. Have you got any rope?” 
 “Yes, I think there’s some in the boot of the cab.” 
      “Come on then, let’s get it.” 
  I thought about it as we made our way to the taxi. “What do we need rope for?” 
 He peered into the wing mirror of the cab and reflected for a moment. “You see, I reckon that the 

time warp must be a bit like one of those worm hole things you read about - a very small one of course, but 
just big enough to warp the fabric of space-time inside your cab. It connects the present time with a hundred 
odd years ago.  So, when your passengers disappear they actually fall through that wormhole straight into 
the nineteenth century. Now, what I have in mind is for you to sit in the back of your cab, secured by the 
rope, and wait for the time warp to do its stuff.” 

 “Oh thanks very much!  I’ll send you a postcard from the nineteenth century shall I?” 
 “Don’t worry - the rope’ll stop you from falling completely out of the twentieth century. When the 

worm hole appears you’ll simply drop through it with the rope tied around your waist, have a good look 
round so you’re sure you really are in the nineteenth century and then you just give the rope a couple of tugs 
and I’ll haul you back here again, safe and sound back in the 21st century. You’ve got nothing to worry 
about. It’ll be a doddle.”  

The possibility that I might disappear forever did not seem to worry him. 
 As it turned out it was a doddle. I sat in the back of the cab for over an hour with the rope round my 

waist, filling my head with all sorts of horror stories of being trapped in the nineteenth century.  But nothing 
happened.  

 “It was a good experiment, Manny” I told him over another cup of tea, “but I don’t think there is a 
time warp in the back of my cab. It’s a nice theory, but I couldn’t feel anything different while I was in 
there.” 

 “Well, you wouldn’t would you, seeing as you didn’t even fall through the blooming worm hole!” 
he said resentfully, as if it was my fault that nothing had happened. “Think what an opportunity we’ve 
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missed, Benny. There could have been parallel worlds and expanding universes and all sorts. I could have 
been awarded the Nobel Prize for Time Travel – just like Dr Who!” Gradually he came down to earth again. 
“Still, I suppose you may be right - there may not be a time warp after all.” Frustrated, he smashed his 
clenched fist into his palm - with a little too much enthusiasm. “Ouch!  But it looked so right, Benny! I was 
so sure I was right!” He seemed more disappointed that I had found a flaw in his theory than concerned 
about my missing passengers and me. 

 “But what am I going to do about it, Manny? I’m losing half my fares - they’re disappearing from 
under my very nose. Where are they going? That’s what I want to know!“ 

 “I suppose you could sell the cab,” suggested Manny, “and buy a new one that hasn’t got this 
peculiar time machine or whatever it is stuck inside it.” 

 “I’ve been through all that,” I told him. “I advertised it and this bloke came to have a look at it, but 
when I took him out for a test drive he disappeared - just like the rest of ‘em!”  

 That determined I’m-going-to-crack-this-problem-if-it-kills-you look stole over Manny’s features. 
“Never fear! I’ve not given up yet. We’re a tenacious breed, we Goldbergs. Let’s start from the beginning 
again. Is there anything about the old bloke with the box that you might have forgotten to tell me?” 

 “I’m just thinking, Manny. I suppose it is possible there was something I saw at the time that I’ve 
forgotten. You know, some little things I may have seen, but didn’t think important at the time.” 

 Manny became excited again. A new idea had crossed his Gargantuan brain and settled behind his 
eyes. I could see it lurking there. “That’s it, Benny! That’s the answer!” 

 “What’s the answer?” 
 “What you just said, about little things. It’s obvious now I come to think about it - I could kick you 

for not thinking of it before!” 
 “What’s obvious? What are you talking about?” 
 “Suppose,” he said slowly, “suppose, all those people you think have disappeared from your cab 

have not disappeared at all, suppose they’re ALL still there ...” 
  “You can’t be serious, Manny!  Do you think I’m blind or something? Do you think I wouldn’t see 

those people if they were still there? Besides, there would be nearly two hundred people in that cab by now - 
not to mention the pink-haired poodle and dozens of suitcases and briefcases and I don’t know how many 
mobile phones!  There just isn’t that much room in there!” 

 “What I mean is - suppose that box wasn’t a time machine at all, but a sort of shrinking machine.” 
 “A what?” 
 “A shrinking machine. And suppose all those people were shrunk down to the size of pinheads. 

You’d get hundreds of them in the cab then, wouldn’t you, if not thousands!  But you wouldn’t actually be 
able to see them would you?” 

 “But there’s no such thing as a shrinking machine!” 
 “How do you know? A hundred years ago there was no such thing as a television set or a 

microwave oven. Benny, this is exciting! We’re standing at the leading edge of a whole host of new 
technologies. It’s awe-inspiring!” 

 “It’s impossible, Manny!” 
 “Nothing is impossible, Benny! Take it from a future Mastermind Champion. We’re living in an age 

of science and technology, where man’s ingenuity knows no bounds.” 
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 “But who would invent a shrinking machine? What use would it be to anyone?” 
 “There’s thousand of things you could do with it. Thousands!” 
 “Like what?” 
 The manic light of inspiration was in Manny’s eyes again. “For starters there’s the transport 

industry. Think how much you could save if you could shrink half a dozen cows and stuff them into a 
sardine tin!” 

 “Wouldn’t make much of a meal, though would it, a sardine sized cow?” 
 “No, but it would be a real delicacy - the Michel Roux Junior would go mad for it at La Gavroche. 

Anyway, you’ve got to admit that a shrinking machine is a distinct possibility.” 
 I don’t know why now, but after we had talked it through the idea did not seem quite so ridiculous. I 

suppose a shrinking machine was just as believable as the fact that more than two hundred people had 
vanished into thin air.  

So Manny borrowed a magnifying glass and a powerful microscope from one of his scientific 
acquaintances and we spent the rest of that evening on our hands and knees examining the floor of the cab 
for signs of human habitation.  It wasn’t easy, of course, because we had to make sure we didn’t tread on 
anyone. And if we suddenly felt an itch we had to be absolutely certain it was an insect before we swatted it. 

 Naturally, we found nothing - and no-one.  
 Then Manny suggested that as we had just spent three hours in the back of the cab without 

disappearing, maybe the vanishing effect - whatever it was - had worn off and things were back to normal.  
He suggested I should go on using the cab for the next few days and, in the meantime, he would make 
discrete inquiries among his intellectual friends, just to see if they could offer any helpful explanations. 

 But things didn’t get any better. If anything, the vanishing effect became stronger. I lost another 
thirty-seven passengers in the following two days. Admittedly, a lot of them went together - in threes, fours 
and fives mostly, so they had plenty of company, wherever or whenever they were - but the improvement 
Manny and me had hoped for did not seem to have materialised. 

 And that wasn’t all. My daily takings were down to almost nothing. Even Debra was beginning to 
think I was going off the rails. That mother of hers egged her on. She wouldn’t leave me alone - she had me 
drinking all the money away, as well as losing it on the horses and womanising. In her opinion I had a 
harem somewhere and was keeping half a dozen loose women. She thought I had caught the disease from 
her husband, Joe. 

 What was worse, I could not sleep at night. The whole thing was getting on top of me. I had regular 
nightmares, one of them over and over again. I’d be driving my cab along the embankment when all of a 
sudden all the two hundred and thirty seven people popped back into place at the same time so that my cab 
exploded. When I put in the insurance claim the insurers would not believe my story. They refused to pay 
up for a new cab and I was driven out onto the streets. I had no house and no money and my wife had left 
me. The only one who wouldn’t leave me was my mother-in-law, Maisie. 

By the end of the week I was driven to distraction. Debra was fretting. Maisie was accusing me of 
keeping TWO harems and a hotel for call girls and I was having nightmares during the day as well. On top 
of that I had lost another twenty-eight people from the back of the cab. I was desperate. I rang Manny in the 
hope that he had some brilliant solution to offer. 
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But he hadn’t, only the obvious one, which was really no solution at all. “It’s no good, Benny, I can’t 
think of anything. Believe me, I’ve tried. I’ve asked all my friends and acquaintances who know about time 
machines and shrinking mechanics - discreetly, of course, I didn’t mention your name - but they didn’t 
know any more than you or me.” He sighed. “I think you’d better go to the police.” 

“I know what that means, Manny!” I screamed, by now completely distraught.  “They won’t believe a 
word I tell them and they’ll accuse me of murdering all two hundred and whatever it is people and melting 
their bodies in acid, or flushing them down the waste disposal. I’ll go down in criminal history as ‘The 
Terrible Taxi Terminator’ or worse ‘The Monster From The Black Cab’.  I can see it all in the headlines 
now.” 

Manny was sympathetic. “At least you’ll get into Madame Tussauds without paying. You’d better, 
ring the police now, Benny and get it over with!” 

“No,” I told him.  “I won’t do it now, I’ll ring them this afternoon.  This morning I’m going to give 
my mother-in-law a ride in the cab...” 

 
THE END     
 
 
 
 


