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We was in the Tamarind Bar last night, drinking Ankle Breakers and waiting for Mary and Scouser to get back from the Jolly Roger Cruise. He said, ‘Ba, we’ve not done bad, have we? Twenty-nine years and still going strong?’

I knew where that was leading. He’s got this idea about selling up and getting a smaller place after Melody’s gone. He keeps doing this. Bringing it up and then letting it rest till I’ve calmed down. Then he has another try. I knew he’d been thinking about it. He’s been in another world ever since we got here. I said, ‘Bobs, I’m not moving to no bungalow, so save your breath. Don’t even think about it.’

He said, ‘I wasn’t.’ But he don’t fool me. He’s thinking, if we sold Muy Linda and got some poky little place with two bathrooms, there’d be money to spend on horses. I knew this’d happen if they ever raced Nice Little Runner and he saw daylight. Three years old and all he does is eat twenty-pound notes.

First he was backward. Mack said it was because he was an April colt. Then he played up in the starting gate at Pontefract and cut himself, and then they ran him at Yarmouth and he finished after everybody had gone home. It was getting on for September then, and Mack said he’d like to try him over a mile one or a mile two. Bobs kept saying to me, ‘You’ll change your tune when you’re in the Winners’ Enclosure, rubbing shoulders with the Aga Khan,’ but I’ve never seen the Aga Khan at Pontefract. Anyhow, little Davy Kinsella rode him for us in the Lynx Refrigeration Selling Stakes and he won by a length.

Davy said, ‘He was never troubled, sir,’ and I could tell Bobs liked that ‘sir’. Melody was with us that afternoon. She said, ‘Dad, you’re not going to sell him. Not after he’s won for you?’ And that was that. They started the bidding and it was all over in a minute. The auctioneer said, ‘Sold in’ and that blummin’ donkey went back home with Mack for another troughful of our hard-earned lolly. And now of course, Bobs is thinking bigger. He wants to tell Mack to look out for something in the October sales. I see him sometimes with a silly smile on his face, and I know he’s just won the Derby.

I said, ‘Bradshaw, you must think I was born yesterday.’

Scouser came down ahead of Mary. She was changing her shoes. He ordered two Shanghais, and when Mary saw them she said, ‘Douglas! You were being poorly over the side of the boat half an hour ago.’ We’re all supposed to call him Douglas now, but he’s been Scouser to us ever since we was in 4c and he swore the Swinging Blue Jeans’ drummer was his cousin and he started talking Liverpule overnight. He didn’t really change till The Move got to number two in 1967. He went back to his roots after that.

Bobs said, ‘It wasn’t rough, was it? We was out on our balcony and there wasn’t a breath of air.’

Mary said, ‘It just rolled a bit. He’d get sick on a pedalo.’

Scouser said he hadn’t been sick. He said he’d been leaning over the side looking at a shark. But Mary said she hadn’t seen it, and neither had anyone else.

Bobs said, ‘They do get little barracudas round here sometimes, but they don’t hurt.’

Makes no difference. You wouldn’t get me in the sea. Why pay good money for a heated lagoon with swim-up bar and poolside snackery and then risk the sea? Anyway, Scouser said it hadn’t been no barracuda, it was eight feet long if it was an inch, and it wasn’t his fault if everybody’d been looking the other way.

We had Kingfish steaks and key-lime pie and then went down to watch the limbo dancing.

Bobs said, ‘Why don’t you ladies do a bit of shopping in the morning? Give us poor blokes time to talk shop?’

We were going to anyway. Have a massage and a wash and blowdry and then get a taxi down to the craft market. We’re looking for an ornament for their new conservatory.

Mary said, ‘Suits us, don’t it, Ba? You can talk all the shop you like, Douglas, but don’t you think for one minute we’re going halves on a racehorse because we’re not.’

Mary and Scouser never bother with breakfast, so I said I’d see her in the salon about ten. I can never do anything with my hair when we’re at the seaside. Antoine suggested a turban from the cruise-wear range at Debenhams, but Bobs said, ‘Strike a light, Ba, you look like Norma Desmond on a bad day,’ so that went in the Oxfam bag.

There was only us two and a woman from Chicago having her nails done. Nearly the end of the season. So the girl gave us both a coconut oil treatment and that means sitting with a towel round your head for half an hour, so we thought we might as well get our nails done as well.

Mary said, ‘It’s not about the money, Ba. It’s not that we haven’t got it.’

I said, ‘You don’t have to convince me. I’m with you, hundred per cent. It’s money down the drain.’

She said, ‘A day at the races, that’s one thing. I’m not against that.’

I said, ‘I agree. There’s nobody likes a day at the races more than I do. Fair enough. Same as I’d enjoy going to Caesar’s Palace to see Tom Jones. But I wouldn’t want him on the payroll. Anyway, it’s all talk. I’ve had this out with Bobs over and over and he knows we’re not getting another horse.’

She said, ‘Well, Douglas seems to think Bobs is dead set on it.’

Bobs told me it was Scouser begging him to do it, but I never told Mary that. She likes to think she wears the trousers. Fact is, we’ve got enough on our plate with this wedding, and the new yard opening at Rowley Regis. I know it’s on his mind because he’s not sleeping. Even since we’ve been here and he’s been out on the golf course with Scouser, he’s still not properly relaxed. He was up last night, out on the balcony with the Bacardi bottle, pacing up and down. Then he come back to bed, sound asleep as soon as his head hit the pillow and I lay there wide awake.

Mary said, ‘I’d have to put a stop to that. It’s bad enough with twin beds. At the end of a holiday that’s the main thing I look forward to. Getting back to my own room. Own bed, own bathroom.’

Scouser and Mary have had separate rooms for a year or two now. Mary said it was because of his snoring and farting and scratching, and Scouser said it was because of her night sweats and reading till all hours. I can’t imagine not sleeping with my Bobs.

I said, ‘We’re busy with Melody’s wedding anyway. We haven’t got time for buying horses.’

Mary said, ‘I should have thought you’d have got an arranger to do it. You just tell them the date you want and they’ll do everything for you.’

I wouldn’t say this to her face, but Mary knows the thin end of beggar all about weddings. I mean, their Fleur is the same age as our Jason, and he’s been married seven years and got two kiddies. Fleur’s the big career woman, according to Mary, living in Seattle and supposed to be engaged, only nothing ever seems to come of it. I sometimes think Mary’s a little bit jealous of me.

I had a word with Roland on the front desk about Bobs’ cake. He said his Mum could have made me a nice cake, full of rum and pineapple, but I wasn’t to know that, and at least when you buy a British cake, as enjoyed by royalty and Hollywood stars, you know what you’re getting. I’d brought candles, too. I wasn’t sure if they’d know about cake candles in Jamaica.

I’d got him a half-sovereign ring, so he’d have something to open on the day, but his actual real present is to have his portrait painted. There’s a woman in Alvechurch who’ll do it from a photo. Scouser and Mary got him Dentufix and corn plasters and a magnifying glass, and all stuff like that, for a joke.

I’d told Melody and Jason to call him, but nothing happened till bedtime, and then Jason phoned and put Roxy on to sing ‘Happy Birthday dear Grandad, Happy Birthday to You.’ You should have seen his face.

I had a word with Jason. I said, ‘Your Dad’s had a lovely day.’

He said, ‘I don’t know what all the bloody fuss is about. I should have thought turning fifty’d be something to keep quiet about.’

Being fifty don’t bother my Bobs. He looks after himself. He goes on the treadmill every morning. He goes under the sun bed. And everybody remarks on his hair. Little Roxy always says, ‘My grandad’s got Sindy hair.’ Not like Scouser; he’s hardly got anything left on top. It’s hard to remember what he looked like with hair.


We all started at Forest Road County Primary the same day. Robert Bradshaw, Douglas Vickery, and Barbara Drake. Not Mary. She didn’t come on the scene till much later. But we were together all the way through. Bobs and Scouser left at Easter and went as apprentices, doing car engines, and I stayed on till July to do College of Preceptors Shorthand, Typing and Book-keeping, but I was already wearing Bobs’ ring. There was never anybody else. Scouser used to try his luck sometimes, if he knew me and Bobs had had words, but I wasn’t interested.

Then he turned up with Mary one Saturday night. She was the invoice typist at the garage where he worked, and she’d been at The Lady Redman Girls’ School while we were all at Alfred Harris Memorial Secondary, which made her a better class of person altogether. After that, Scouser stopped mooning around after me, except when he’s had a few on New Year’s Eve. We’ve all been together ever since.

Me and Bobs got properly engaged and so did Scouser and Mary. Then we got married in the July, and they got married in the August, and we had Jason the following May and three weeks later they had Fleur. We’ve had some great times together, even when we were all getting started with the businesses and we didn’t have a brass farthing between us. We’ve always had a laugh. I didn’t take to Mary straight off, but she’s my best friend now.
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‘A gift for timing, an impeccable ear for dialogue and

an eye for detail . . . skilled and highly engaging’
THE TIMES
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