

[image: Cover Image]




Copyright


Published by Hachette Digital


ISBN: 978-1-4055-1609-9


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Copyright © 2012 Bruno Vicent


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.


Hachette Digital


Little, Brown Book Group


100 Victoria Embankment


London, EC4Y 0DY


www.hachette.co.uk





Translator’s note



This purports to be the secret diary of a well-known Premiership footballer. It was discovered by a member of the public (on the ground beside an apparently abandoned Maserati) and handed to the publishers, who approached me to translate it. Whether it is the famous Mario Balotelli’s real journal or, in fact, a fake, I am not in a position to judge. Let us just say that we hope that it amuses you. I can only apologise to Signor Balotelli that, not being a professional and with this being my first translating job, I’ve rendered his voice in my own slightly old-fashioned, middle-class Radio 4 English, which may or may not be particularly convincing to people who know him personally. Couldn’t tell you myself, never met the fellow – but after reading what follows, I feel rather as though I would like to.
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31 August



It has been a difficult few weeks, with the newspapers commenting on everything I do and lots of trouble generally. Mino, my football agent, has told me I need a ‘crisis manager’ and public-relations expert on board for a short time, at least until things calm down. He introduced me to one called Gerry, who will deal with all my non-sport business in England – TV, adverts and other such offers. Suddenly there have been a lot of these, I suppose because I have been in the papers so much.


Gerry phoned first thing this morning, when I had hardly had a chance to wake up and was walking around my kitchen. He sounded friendly enough, but there was something odd about his tone, he sounded kind of … stressed out.


‘Mario!’ he said. ‘How are you?’


‘I’m fine,’ I replied. ‘Er, how are you?’


‘Yeah, I’m, uh, I’m fine. Listen, Mario, I got a tip-off from a newspaper friend of mine. It seems like we have another stupid story about to break. I’m sorry to have to tell you this.’


I sighed. ‘What is it this time?’


‘Oh, it’s even more crazy than usual! Apparently one of your teammates says there was a big party round at yours last night and together you tied a – what would you call it? – an inflatable castle to your roof. You know, like the ones they have at children’s parties.’


‘Oh my God,’ I said, laughing. I couldn’t believe the nonsense these English newspapers were allowed to publish. I opened the kitchen door and walked outside.


‘Yes,’ he sighed. ‘And get this. He says apparently it’s a “special” bouncy castle for adult parties. It’s in the shape of a pair of giant butt cheeks. Stupid, eh? Anyway, it seems the paparazzi are all heading round to your house right now to take photos. One of them might even have hired a helicopter, I think. I wanted to warn you that they would be coming. Obviously when they get there they’ll see that it’s not true and they’ll all go away. What a waste of time, eh?’ He laughed, but it was a weird, high-pitched sound.


‘Yes,’ I said, quietly, looking up at the roof. ‘It is indeed very funny. Thank you, Gerry, for warning me. See you late—’


‘Because, Mario, this is obviously the sort of behaviour we’re avoiding right now.’


‘Yes, yes,’ I said impatiently. ‘I have to go now. The … milkman is ringing the doorbell.’


‘I can’t hear anyth—’


‘Goodbye,’ I said, terminating the call. ‘RAFFAELLA!’


She came bleary-eyed to the bedroom window. ‘What is it? Why are you shouting?’


‘Can you hear the sound of a helicopter?’


‘I can’t hear anything with you shouting like that!’


‘Come down here quickly,’ I said. ‘We’ve got work to do!’


I ran back into the kitchen for a carving knife and grabbed the ladder from the garage. I could only reach the roof from the front of the house, balancing the ladder on top of the porch. I kept turning to glance at the road on the other side of the hedge, waiting for the paparazzi to appear. Every time I turned, the ladder wobbled dangerously. It didn’t help that Raffaella was peppering me with questions from below.


‘I don’t know!’ I kept saying, struggling to retain my balance. ‘I don’t remember! Stop asking me! My head hurts!’


Once I had cut the ropes on the object on the roof, it slid to the ground and crunched onto the gravel drive. It seemed a waste of time to climb all the way down again, so I just jumped into the soft folds of the pink PVC. Unfortunately, Raffaella, who had nipped inside to get another knife, came back out of the house at that very moment and found me stuck fast in the crack, legs in the air and squeaking against the sides as I tried to get out. She pulled me out and gave me a despairing look.


‘This is no time for silly games,’ she said.


‘I was just jumping down!’ I insisted.


She rolled her eyes. ‘Sure you were.’


We set to work cutting holes in the ass-castle and slashing it down to ribbons. Then we jumped on top of it to get the air out. In the middle of our efforts, Raffaella stopped and said:


‘May I point out that any psychoanalyst would say this is a very sexually suspicious thing to be doing?’


‘Later. You can point it out later,’ I said. ‘Listen! Cars!’


We dragged the shredded inflatable round the back of the house, just as some cars appeared on the road. It was almost completely deflated, but it was still huge and hard to manoeuvre. My phone rang again. It was Gerry.


‘I just thought you sounded a bit strange,’ he said. ‘I wanted to check that you’re alright. You don’t need any help from me?’


‘No! I’m fine!’


‘You sound rather flustered, Mario.’


‘Yes, yes I am,’ I said, thinking on my feet. It’s something I’m very good at. ‘I’m eating an omelette!’


‘You’re flustered from eating an omelette?’


‘Yes! It has sixteen eggs!’


(‘I can’t believe I’m sticking a carving knife into an arsehole,’ said Raffaella behind me.)


‘Did someone just say “arsehole”?’


‘She was speaking in Italian! Do you speak Italian?’ I would have to be more careful if that was the case.


‘She was speaking in English, Mario.’


‘This is getting very personal, Gerry. Why do you suspect me?’ Honestly, I was a little hurt that he didn’t trust me.


‘Because it’s my job to look after you and, to be honest, you sound as guilty as a schoolboy. But then you always do, I suppose. I just need to know if a disaster is coming my way.’


‘No disaster, Gerry. I’m a clever man, you see? The inflatable buttcrack castle is in pieces and we’re going to hide it, so there’s nothing for you to worry about.’


‘Sweet Jesus in the cradle,’ he said, and rang off.


By now there were definite sounds of activity at the front of the house. We dragged the brightly coloured material to the edge of the pool and threw it in. There it floated, bright as a beacon. It would be visible from outer space, let alone a low-flying helicopter. Then I had another brainwave. I grabbed some sheets that were drying on the line (Raffaella doesn’t like having laundry in the grounds, but Mamma only dries her washing outside and she is always right in these matters) and threw them over the deflated castle.


‘Great,’ said Raffaella. ‘Now it looks like we have a giant arse-shaped pavlova floating in our pool. That’s not weird.’


So we fetched heavy objects from the shed: garden shears, plant pots, an axe and boxes of spare roof tiles. But they just made little dents in the fabric while it stayed perfectly buoyant. At last, exhausted, I came up with another plan. I walked our motorised lawnmower to the end of the diving board and pushed it off, very nearly falling in myself. It sank slowly and with satisfying gurgles as I held on to the board above.


We wandered back into the house, needing a big breakfast very badly. My chef, Arturo, was happy to oblige.


‘They are shit,’ said Arturo, looking out of the window at the assembled journalists and photographers. He always seems to think it is appropriate to give me his opinions.


‘Animals,’ he said, and spat.


‘Don’t spit, Arturo,’ I said. ‘And three more eggs in the omelette.’


My phone rang.


‘Nice one,’ I heard Gerry say. ‘Turn on the telly.’ And then he hung up.


We switched on the television and turned it to the 24-hour news channels. One every single one there was a picture of a house. My house. On the roof, sprayed in twenty-foot-high letters, were two words: NOB JOCKEY.


‘What does this mean?’ Arturo asked us.


Raffaella and I looked at each other and shrugged.




5 September


England has weather that makes no sense: we had rain all summer (when I was away as much as possible) and now when it should be autumn, we have an incredible heatwave. It’s hard to sleep in such temperatures and this afternoon I was trying to relax in front of Midsomer Murders when the doorbell rang.


I answered it and found myself looking at an Englishman who I don’t recognise.


‘Mario!’ he said. ‘I’ve come to take you up on your offer.’


I didn’t want to be rude, but I had to stare at him for a second to remind myself what he was talking about. He had a little girl hanging off his arm, about six years old, dressed in a swimming costume. Holding her hand was a boy, a little bit younger, and attached to him was an even smaller girl. They were all in bathing clothes.


‘I’m David, your neighbour,’ the man said, immediately looking rather angry. ‘In the summer you said that the children could come over any time and play in the pool …’


‘Ah, of course …’


‘It was after I returned that hand grenade which you chipped into my garden with a pitching wedge.’


‘It was just a replica …’


‘And after I found you asleep in the middle of our lawn, after you’d driven a motorised lawnmower through my topiary tableau of Da Vinci’s The Last Supper.’


‘That’s right.’


‘Which I had been working on for seven years.’


‘Yes.’


‘The day before a camera crew arrived from Salzburg to film it for an hour-long documentary for Austrian television.’


‘How could I forget.’


‘And that was when you said the children could come over any time to use the pool.’


‘But you see, I was just going to go out,’ I said. David looked at me, sceptically. I followed his gaze and realised I was dressed in a monogrammed bathrobe, pyjamas, fluffy Kermit slippers and was holding the TV remote. ‘I mean, you really have to phone ahead to check it’s convenient.’


‘I telephoned earlier and spoke to Raffaella. She said it was fine.’


‘Well, she really didn’t think that through,’ I said through gritted teeth, as much to myself as to anyone else. I could see that this David was getting really angry now and the children were starting to make gentle weeping noises.


David stared at me for a moment and then started walking round the side of the house.


‘I don’t think you should go back there …’ I shouted, running after him.


‘I don’t care,’ he said, without looking back. ‘I’ve promised my children a swim, and so have you, and that’s what they’ll have.’


‘What I meant was, the pool is out of order!’


‘I don’t believe you,’ he said, without stopping. But without me to lead the way, he couldn’t find his way among the many outhouses and that caused him to properly lose his temper.


‘Why do you need so many cars?’ he shouted, turning a funny shade of purple.


I shrugged. ‘For fun. Eh, kids?’


They nodded at me, mutely. I think they were a bit afraid of their father’s rage. Bits of spittle were beginning to collect at the corners of his mouth.


‘Is that really your tractor?’ the smallest one asked.


‘Yes,’ I said. ‘And you can have a ride on it.’


‘They’re not going on a tractor,’ said their father. ‘They’re not dressed for it. They are dressed for a swim …’ Finally he found the right path and made his way into the garden. He surprised Raffaella, who was in the act of setting out the lounge chairs.


‘There you are!’ she said, smiling. ‘You’re earlier than I expected!’


Then she looked down into the pool. So did David.


‘What’s that, Daddy?’ asked the older of the two girls.


‘Yes Daddy, what’s that?’ asked the boy.


David stared into the pool for moment, and then cleared his throat. Anticipating his questions, I was about to tell him that what he was looking at was a giant inflatable asshole that had been deflated and sunk to the bottom of the pool with garden shears, an axe and a lawnmower – the mechanical one which David had last seen idling in the middle of his lawn.


‘Don’t look, darling,’ he said to his elder daughter, holding his hand over her eyes and scooping up the other two children under one arm.


‘But what is it though?’ she asked.


‘It’s true what they say about you lot,’ he said. ‘God knows what you get up to in this place.’ Apparently that was all that he could bring himself to say. He was trembling with rage as he led the children away. Raffaella came and stood next to me as we watched them disappear around the side of the house.


‘I forgot,’ she said. ‘Oops.’


‘I don’t know what he thinks happened,’ I said. ‘But I suppose it does look a bit strange.’


We both looked down into the pool.


‘I promised the kids a ride in the tractor,’ I said.


‘Good idea,’ Raffaella agreed. ‘But for God’s sake, don’t just drive it over there unannounced. I’ll phone his wife and say it was a big misunderstanding and we’ll make it up to them.’


I gave her a kiss and went off to find someone who could deal with the pool situation. Gerry must know someone who’d do it on the quiet. It never ceases to amaze me how quickly simple situations turn into catastrophes. If everyone had as much money as me, it would happen to us all, all the time.




15 September


Dear Mario,


I love your letter, I love your ideas, I love you. In many ways. I want to work with you. I want to make us work together! To make it happen. I speak to my producer, see if I can make it happen, yes? But for me now these days, they don’t want me to make movies any more. Perhaps we can change this.


This is what I like: your idea is that I am a ski instructor, fallen on hard times. A handsome ski instructor who also has a lot of attraction for ladies. Then an important spy dies on the slopes (gets his tongue caught on freezing pole while practising kissing perhaps – happens often!) and leaves an important message in my hands. Then I discover I must come to North Pole to kick your ass! Or your character’s ass.


I’m not entirely sure why the international villain (played by you) also has an identical twin who has an international football career. And also, why my character gets beaten up both by Mario Balotelli the footballer and Mario Balotelli the evil international millionaire who lives at the North Pole. From my experience I would say that those characters (even though they are twins, and identical twins, and identical evil twins) should have different names. And also that those names should not be your actual name in real life. In FACT, perhaps my character should beat them up and win the day for peace?!???


Let me know what you think.






Jean-Claude Van Damme


Limoges (Usually Brussels, but I’m on holiday – the letter got forwarded to me. If you reply again, send to Brussels. Not Limoges.)











20 September



This afternoon, Gerry called again.


‘Mario!’ he said, cheerfully. ‘How are you?’


‘I’m quite busy,’ I said. ‘I’m assembling a large firework.’


He burst out laughing. ‘Of course you are, of course you are. A great big one, I daresay?’


Realising he wasn’t going to leave me alone, I brushed the gunpowder from my hands and sat down. ‘What’s up?’ I asked.


‘It’s Nintendo. They’d like you to do a TV advert for the new version of Mario Kart. Ha!’


‘Ha,’ I said, not sure why this was funny. ‘What do I have to do?’


‘Well, I’m not sure you should really do it,’ he said. ‘After all, Mario, you’re …’


‘What?’


‘Well, you’re …’


‘What are you getting at? I love Mario Kart.’


‘Yes, I know that …’


‘And my nickname is Super Mario.’


‘Yes, Mario my son, but (sweet infant Christ, you don’t make this easy for me, do you?) I was thinking that with your record you’re perhaps not the best example in the whole entire world of a brilliant driver.’


‘Gerry! I’m offended!’


‘Oh come on, Mario. Where’s your car right now?’


‘Which one?’


‘The one you most recently got out of?’


I went to the window and looked out. I wasn’t sure what to say.


‘Can you actually see your car?’


‘Of course I can,’ I said, stiffly.


‘Right. So fifty quid says you’ve either stuffed it through one of your posh hedges or you’ve carved up a new flower bed with it.’


To be completely honest, I couldn’t see from the window whether the huge gash in the centre of the lawn had been caused by the wheels of my car during my sliding handbrake stop, or whether I had accidentally parked the car on top of a new eyebrow-shaped flower bed created by the pretentious landscape architect Raffaella recently hired. So I decided to change the subject.


‘How much are they offering?’


‘Fifty grand, for a two-day shoot.’


‘Okay,’ I said, noticing some superficial damage to the Maserati. ‘So long as I get my own special Mario Kart to drive around town. That sounds like fun.’


‘All right, but you’ll need half a dozen of them if they’re to get more than a day’s advertising out of you driving them. They’ll just get towed. You sure about this?’


‘Absolutely.’


‘Okay, your funeral,’ he sighed, then just as I was about to hang up, quietly, ‘And maybe several other people’s too …’


‘I heard that, Gerry!’




22 September


Dear Mario,


Ah, I was quite disappointed to get your revised treatment for our film. I still love the idea, and I still want to work with you. And I still love you.


But I thought we were going towards a more filmable treatment where my muscly cop character gets to beat sixteen types of crapola-ass out of your weird millionaire character. All I received from you was the same treatment again, but with scenes in this one where I, Jean-Claude Van Damme, dress as a milk maid and get my face rubbed in a plate of jelly. And then another when I am trying to escape and I slip on the street and fall on my face under a street-painter sign and have yellow paint rubbed all up my back, including my ass – with the comment in the script ‘including his ass’! And then in the middle of a fight between me and some foreign agents I get a handkerchief tied over my eyes and trip and fall through a window into a class entitled ‘Under-8 Girls’ Blind Ballet Class’ and without realising I’m not fighting bad guys again I get beaten up by these little girls and then I crawl out of the back of the room begging for mercy. This scene I did not like so much at all. I would delete it. Especially as it is the final scene.


In fact, maybe if I’m being truthful, I think you are insulting me and I wouldn’t like to work with you. If I meet you in real life, I kick you!






Jean-Claude Van Damme


Brussels











27 September



About midday today, just as I was about to call Gerry about something, the doorbell goes. I answer it and there are two people standing there in suits – an ordinary-looking man and a beautiful woman. They are both carrying leaflets.


‘Wow,’ they both say. I assume this must be some sort of traditional English greeting.


‘Wow,’ I say back, out of politeness.


‘Wow,’ says the man again. ‘Are you Mario Balotelli?’


‘Wow,’ I say. ‘Yes I am. Do we have to say that each time we speak?’


‘No,’ said the beautiful woman. ‘Mario, tell us – have you been saved?’


‘Too many times!’ I said.


They looked at each other and frowned.


‘We would like to talk to you about being saved,’ the woman said.


‘You think that you can help me?’


‘We know we can,’ she said, quite seriously.


‘This is great – come in!’ I led them in and then down to the bowling alley underneath the lounge.


‘Just give me a minute,’ I said, ‘and I’ll be right with you. There are drinks over there, a fully stocked fridge, a widescreen TV, a whole DVD collection and an Xbox with games. I’ve just got to make a phone call and I’ll be back.’


‘Thanks!’ said the guy. The woman looked a little more concerned and took my hand in hers. ‘I want to talk to you about Jehovah,’ she said.


I quickly withdrew my hand in case Raffaella should come in and see me like this. I do not know this Jehovah, perhaps he is the new goalkeeper at Chelsea?


‘That’s great, that’s great,’ I said. ‘Whatever you like. I’ll be back.’


Then I sprinted back up the stairs and called Gerry.


‘You texted,’ I said. ‘What’s up?’


‘It’s Nintendo. They want to call off the sponsorship.’


‘Oh no! Why?’


‘Are you seriously asking me why?’


‘It’s because of the karts, isn’t it?’


I stood in the hallway, watching deliverymen come back and forth, dropping off what looked like boxes and boxes of towels.


‘Yes, Mario, well deduced. They won’t provide you with more Mario Karts to drive around. Apparently some documentary filmmaker has got access to the police’s car pound. It’s 90 per cent full of brightly coloured Mario Karts and she’s got footage of the place looking like a cartoon world. Obviously they’re not happy.’


‘Who, Nintendo or the police?’


‘I think I can safely speak for both parties on this issue.’


‘I don’t see why we should end it over that …’


‘Those are just the sixteen that got towed. A further twenty-four have been recovered from various public car parks and golf courses in states of disrepair following what they suspect is a sequence of, and I quote, “Jackass-style pranks”. One was found sawn in half in the shark tank at the zoo.’
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