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To Jack










Sometimes, all you need to do is ask the questions.










Prologue


The Bench


Who said: Knowing yourself is the beginning of all wisdom?


Jay’s Virtual Pub Quiz No 13, April 2020


 


I was compiling a quiz a few years ago when I came across a saying that really struck me: We each lead two lives. The one we learn with and the one we live after that.


It hit a nerve, mainly because it sounded so wise and truthful, but also because I got the feeling that, maybe, it applied to me.


I filed it away with all the other random information that’s stored in my brain, then forgot about it. I hadn’t expected it to pop up again. But then, one day in December 2021, it did. It was the day my two lives collided. The day I realised those words definitely applied to me.


I had made a trip to London for an event on the Victoria Embankment, overlooking the Thames. It was a crisp, clear morning and the riverside looked its picture-postcard best. The sky was a flawless blue. The golds and silvers of Big Ben, the London Eye, St Paul’s and the Shard glimmered and glinted in the wintry sun. The grey-green waters of the Thames were alive with working boats and dredgers, their backwash slapping noisily against the river wall.


I hadn’t been back for a while, but I knew this corner of the city well. Being here quickly stirred up old memories and emotions. They were mixed up with a more immediate, uneasy feeling. And a question that was whirring around in my head: Why am I here?


I’d been asked to unveil a plaque on one of the benches that line this stretch of the riverfront. I was also due to give a little speech to thank the fundraisers and supporters who had come up with the idea for the brass memorial. On the rail journey down to London from my adopted home in Darwen, Lancashire, all sorts of other questions had been swirling around. They were coming so fast, at times I felt like they were outrunning the train. That wasn’t unusual for me. I have an overactive brain. I tend to overthink things. Overdramatise, often.


My first concern was whether I should even have made the trip. There were still COVID restrictions in place and, with the spread of the new Omicron strain, there was talk of a new national lockdown in the UK around Christmas. Who’d risk travelling here to central London just for this? Wasn’t it endangering people’s health? And what about my wife and young son back home, was I putting them at risk?


Subconsciously, I suspect I was preparing myself. Protecting myself, too. I didn’t really expect many people to turn up. Who was going to attend a ceremony where I was the guest of honour? My imposter syndrome was on steroids.


I should have been used to it – my life had been like this for a while. Ever since the private little online quiz night I’d started for my friends in Darwen at the beginning of the UK’s first coronavirus lockdown in 2020 had turned into something beyond even my wildest imagination. But I’d never quite got my head around it. Hundreds of thousands of people had taken part in my quizzes each week. Somehow, I had transformed from an ordinary guy struggling to put food on the table for his family into, well . . . I didn’t even like using the word . . . a celebrity. One who unveiled plaques. How had I managed to connect with so many where others hadn’t?


Fortunately, I arrived at the riverside bench to see that the small crowd that had gathered contained some friendly and familiar faces. They immediately put me at ease. I made my speech, performed the unveiling, then posed for photographs and spoke to the handful of journalists who had turned up. It was a lovely occasion. I felt proud to have been part of it. To have supported the charities and the people involved. As the ceremony drew to a close and everyone drifted away, I hung back. I wanted to spend a moment sitting on the bench, decompressing, taking stock.


There was a good reason I’d been invited to the occasion. It was why I’d agreed to travel down to attend but also why I’d been most anxious about coming back here to the Embankment. I knew I’d have to confront my past.


A decade earlier, I’d been homeless. For two years, I’d spent my days wandering the streets of London and my nights sleeping rough. This bench had been my home for most of that time. I’d slept here almost every night. So it was no surprise that the memories began to flood back. The good and the bad, mostly the bad.


I’d spent long, lonely, vulnerable nights on this bench, wrapped up in a sleeping bag, barely a penny to my name, a million thoughts exploding in my head, many of them of the darkest kind imaginable. I’d endured all weathers, watched the river rise and fall in all seasons. I’d felt my own emotions ebb and flow, dramatically at times. At my lowest, my mental health had been so fragile that I’d tried to end it all. And not just once.


Looking out on to the river today, I shook my head quietly. Had all that really happened to me? In all honesty, I wasn’t sure how I’d survived.


All I knew was that I had made it. And with the help of some remarkable people – some of whom had been with me at the unveiling today – I’d rebuilt myself. I’d learned an awful lot about myself during that rehabilitation process. I’d begun to understand a fair bit about other people too. What connects and drives us. What we all need to survive. That knowledge had allowed me to re-enter society. As a stronger, better person. More capable of handling all that life threw at me.


A lot of water had flowed down the river past Waterloo Bridge and beyond since that desperate period. Not just for me. For everyone. The world had turned.


A lone tourist river cruiser was ploughing its way down the Thames. Not so long ago there would have been a flotilla of them, filled with visitors from around the globe on Christmas shopping breaks to London. A year and a half since the coronavirus outbreak, the vessel’s decks were all but deserted. I glimpsed a few brave souls standing well apart, wearing face masks, taking in the iconic views. How different our world had become. We’d become. We’d all adapted and changed, learned new ways of living that we’d never have imagined. We’d had plenty of time to reflect, all of us. I suspected the pandemic would shape people for the rest of their lives.


It was then that it popped back into my head. That saying.


We each lead two lives. The one we learn with and the one we live after that.


I was much more open about it these days, but for a long time I’d been ashamed of my experience on the streets. I’d wished it away, denied it had even happened. It had been my dark secret. I had told very few people about my struggles and my homelessness. Why would I? What good would it do me? And what would people think of me once they knew? For a decade or so, I had basically persuaded myself it had happened to someone else. Another me, someone unconnected to the person I was today. I’d put it in a box and hidden it away.


Of course, I saw now that I’d been kidding myself.


The truth was, it had happened to me. My past had never gone away. But neither had the lessons I’d learned. They were a part of me too. We’re all shaped and moulded by our experiences. The lives with which we learn. I was no different.


It was as if a light switch had been tripped. I began to see how important those lessons had been during these last, tumultuous, life-changing eighteen months. In truth, they’d been central to everything that had happened to me. The more I thought about it, the more sense it made. It explained so much. Answered so many of the questions I’d been wrestling with since my life had been upended the previous year. How had I connected with so many people? Why me? What had driven me to make certain choices along the way?


For a moment or two, I scolded myself. How had it taken me so long to see the wood for the trees? Why hadn’t I seen how my first life had shaped and influenced my second? But then I laughed and shook my head again. My mind scrolled back to that time. To the beginning of the pandemic. And the uncertainty, fear and near panic that almost everyone had felt. How could I have been expected to see anything clearly in the midst of all that? It would have been impossible. Back then, in the early weeks of 2020, I had been like everyone else. I hadn’t been giving the past much thought at all. I’d been too busy worrying about whether I had a future . . .










ROUND ONE
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Closing Time


Which motor company was previously known as Swallow Sidecar Company?


Quiz 12, Jay’s Virtual Pub Quiz Book 2


 


Karaoke is a Japanese word that translates to what in English?


Quiz 10, Jay’s Virtual Pub Quiz Book 2


 


Who led the non-violent campaign for India’s independence?


Jay’s Virtual Pub Quiz No 10, March 2020


 


Looking back on it, I suppose I should laugh at the irony. At the beginning of 2020, the whole world was asking questions. Lots of them. Even though no one had any clear answers.


I, on the other hand, was completely obsessed with just one question. I couldn’t get beyond it. It was dominating my life. It boiled down to a life-changing choice. Whether to cling on to my struggling business or to accept defeat and kiss goodbye to a dream?


The answer was staring me in the face.


*


Mahatma Gandhi once visited my adopted home of Darwen. He was given a tour of one of the town’s textile factories in 1931, as part of his visit to the UK during his campaign for Indian independence.


Darwen is set in a picturesque river valley on the edge of the West Pennine Moors, twenty miles north-west of Manchester. During the Industrial Revolution of the mid-nineteenth century, the town was an industrial powerhouse, a centre for textile manufacturing. Samuel Crompton, the pioneering inventor of the spinning jenny, lived in the town for a while. But by the time of Gandhi’s visit – ironically, in part because of his government’s boycott of British cotton goods – the industry and its biggest factory, India Mill, had begun a slow decline.


Darwen was still a busy place, with a large paint factory and other successful businesses, but by January 2020 the boarded-up premises and streets lined with charity shops told their own story. It was another post-industrial northern town continuing the slow slide from its glory days. My own fading fortunes were tied up in another throwback to Darwen’s once prosperous past – a pub, The Crown, a short walk from my home.


I’d taken over the premises as landlord the previous year. It had been a huge moment for me. I’d always been something of a Walter Mitty. A daydreamer. I’d fantasised about being a footballer, a Formula One racing driver, a singer. They were never going to happen. My dream of running my own pub had been far more realistic. And I’d achieved it. The thought of losing it so soon was breaking my heart.


*


I moved up to Lancashire from London in 2010, when I was in my late twenties. I’d followed my heart to live with a girlfriend in Wigan and liked it there. The relationship didn’t last but my love of the area did. The old cliché about this corner of the north of England being one of the friendliest parts of the country was true.


It was meeting my wife, Sarah, in 2013 that drew me to Darwen. We had our first date in Bolton and hit it off immediately. We spent the entire night chatting and laughing together, and have been inseparable ever since. Opposites attract, they say, and in many ways we are very different characters. She’s laid back and unflustered by life, whereas I can analyse and fret about everything to the nth degree. It’s one of the reasons we work so well as a partnership, I suspect. We complement each other. Yin and yang. I can be something of an extrovert and enjoy my social life. I have never been one to sit in at night, I tend to get itchy feet. By contrast, Sarah is a real homely person, never happier than when she’s watching TV or sharing a drink with friends or relatives. She’s very close to her family, her mum, stepdad and three sisters. When I moved to Darwen, they welcomed me with open arms. In a way, Sarah gave me the family I hadn’t had for a long time. In life, sometimes you don’t realise what you want until you feel it. With Sarah, I knew I’d found something special, someone with whom I wanted to spend the rest of my life. We were married in 2016 and had our son, Jack, a year later.


Of course, my friends never missed an opportunity to remind me I was a Londoner. ‘It’s bath not baahth.’ But I felt like I belonged, that my roots were here in Darwen and that I fitted in, which wasn’t something I’d been able to say very often in my life.


Since 2014 I’d been working in the car industry, as a salesman and manager. As a bit of a ‘petrol head’ with an encyclopaedic knowledge of everything to do with cars and motor racing, it was a role that came fairly naturally to me. My sales philosophy was simple. Talk to people honestly. Leave out the BS. Focus on what they want. It had served me well, so far at least. I’d worked at a couple of big showrooms in the area selling Nissans, Peugeots and assorted other vehicles.


I’ve never been someone with a huge amount of confidence but working the forecourts and competing successfully with other salesmen and women gave me a new self-belief. A social life too. In Darwen, I forged real friendships.


With my car sales colleagues, I spent a fair bit of time in a local pub, The Greenfield, where Sarah ran the pub’s weekly quiz. We had a team, naturally, made up mostly of colleagues and friends from the motor trade. I’ve always enjoyed quizzes. My mind has always been a store of useless information, so I have a knack for them.


For a brief time, I’d taken over from Sarah as the quizmaster. Even before Jack came along, she had found it increasingly hard to juggle the quiz with her job working locally as an administrator for the NHS. I spotted that she’d started putting together her quiz nights in a rush, lifting questions or sometimes entire quizzes from online sites. That was anathema to me. I offered to start compiling original quizzes, drawing on all sorts of sources from encyclopaedias to Wikipedia. I liked the process. Pulling together fifty or so random facts each week suited my overactive brain. Sarah had happily handed me the quizmaster’s microphone. It didn’t last long – a new landlord arrived and took it over for a time – but I enjoyed it while it lasted.


The Greenfield was a small pub, but it had a real atmosphere. I watched football there, celebrated New Year’s Eve, took part in occasional, sometimes impromptu karaoke nights. But I knew from Sarah that the pub was headed on a downward slope. So, in September 2018, when Sarah’s cousin Louise and her partner, Barry, who owned the premises, approached us about taking it over when the latest in a line of unsuccessful landlords left, I was in two minds, at first anyway. On the one hand, I’d always wanted to run a pub. On the other, I had a wife and a one-year-old son and plenty of debts I’d stacked up from the past. There was no way I could pay rent or anything like that. But they agreed to take care of the business side of things if I ran the pub on a day-to-day basis, drawing a salary as well.


I was told I’d be given a budget and free rein to do my own thing. The hope was that I’d be able to restore it to its former, thriving self.


The more I mulled over the offer, the more attractive it became. The economic outlook in the north of England wasn’t great and selling cars had become tough. I’d begun to feel the pressure. It hadn’t helped my mental health, something I’d learned I had to watch carefully. On top of this, a lot of the people with whom I’d enjoyed working had moved on, to be replaced by colleagues with whom I didn’t get on so well. So, after a lot of agonising, I finally said yes. I applied for – and got – a licence to be a landlord. I was in business.


I knew that I’d need to come up with a few events and promotions to draw people back into The Greenfield. I introduced regular karaoke nights but also live music. I had local singers queuing up to do solo gigs on Saturday nights. It worked. People began to come back. I even got the local MP to come along and pose for photographs, which got us into the local newspaper. Things were soon going so well that Louise and Barry converted the upstairs into a restaurant.


I also took over the pub’s weekly quiz again. It was all part of the job of being a pub landlord as far as I was concerned.


Despite this upturn in fortunes, I knew there wasn’t much more room for expansion. It was a small pub. I’d probably taken it as far as I could. So when one of the bar staff, Paige, mentioned that another pub in the town was coming up for rent, my ears pricked up.


To be honest, I was surprised that The Crown was available. It was one of the oldest and best-established pubs in town, well known for its live music in particular. But I knew it had been closed for a few months. I was intrigued.


Paige and I arranged a discreet meeting with the area manager for the pub chain that owned The Crown. They provided us with some recent sales and profit figures and invited us to make a proposal. Paige said she could raise the money needed for the rent and the deposit and setting-up fees. It was a family loan, so I insisted that we would pay it back via the pub’s profits from the get-go. I still wasn’t in a position to put money in myself. What I did have, though, was a licence. I also did my bit by preparing a cash flow and business plan. I’m a numbers nerd, and I burned the midnight oil coming up with so many tables and projections you’d have thought I was launching a takeover of Tesco. My proposal was that we kept it as a music venue but introduced some new elements. Food was one option, but so too were more events like karaoke, bingo and quiz nights. To our mild amazement, the area manager went for it.


Fortunately, Louise and Barry weren’t too disappointed at my departure. I’d turned the place around to such an extent they could run it themselves. The restaurant in particular was doing well for them. I was glad to part amicably.


We kept our plans for The Crown under wraps, which provided some fun. In a small town like Darwen, news spreads in minutes, so there was endless speculation about who had taken over. Someone mentioned a rumour that it was a Premier League footballer. Why a millionaire sportsman would take over a small-town pub was anyone’s guess. Some of the theories were hilarious, others way off the mark. No one suspected us.


We got the keys on my thirty-seventh birthday, on Tuesday 9 April 2019. There was a small flat above the pub, which Paige moved into. It seemed only fair. She needed somewhere to live, and she’d raised the capital we needed. It also meant there was someone on the premises around the clock.


Our first job was to clear the place up. It was no small task – the pub was filthy inside, thick with dust and in need of deep, industrial-scale cleaning. It was all hands on deck, with friends and family joining Sarah, Paige and me in donning their rubber gloves. It was a tall order. We had ten days until we opened the following Friday night.


We managed it. I booked a singer I’d got to know from The Greenfield, set up a couple of free drink promotions and opened our doors. The novelty factor drew a few people in and one or two of the pub’s old regulars reappeared. Business wasn’t spectacular, but it was steady. For a short while at least, I felt we had a sporting chance of making it a success.


In many ways, running a pub is no different to running an airline or a restaurant, a fashion brand or a hotel. The key lies in generating some kind of loyalty. Getting a group of regulars that come in and spend money. I knew if I got that right, the pub would look after itself.


So I set to work in the late spring and summer of 2019, trying to do just that.


It saddens me that so many community pubs are closing across the country. As I knew myself, they are not just places to go and have a pint or a glass of wine or a gin and tonic. They are social centres, well-being hubs. People need them. So I was always attentive to our customers, as was Paige. Like me, she had a complicated family history and was attuned to people’s frailties. Some people, of course, liked to just come in and sit in the corner, doing a crossword or reading the racing pages in the newspaper over a quiet pint. I left them to it. But for those who were looking for a convivial, open and friendly place to while away an hour or two, I was a visible and friendly landlord.


It seemed to pay off. As our customer base grew, we even became something of a refuge for local waifs and strays. One regular, a youngish lad who worked for the supermarket across the road, was painfully shy and anxious around other people. I befriended him and put him at ease. Slowly but surely, he found his feet and began to come out of himself. And a lady from Blackburn used to travel to The Crown just to take part in our Friday night karaoke session. She was a good singer and enjoyed herself. She always came on her own, but we kept an eye on her. On more than one occasion, we stepped in when she was receiving unwanted attention. I loved the idea that we were a safe haven. We even had a couple of lost souls who struck up a romance that eventually led to marriage. It fitted into my philosophy of wanting to build a real community. We’d soon grown close enough to some of our regulars that I’d occasionally give them a lift home at the end of the night.


The honeymoon period lasted a few months; it wasn’t long before we ran into some headwinds.


The previous landlords still lived in the town, and I bumped into them a few weeks after taking over. They asked how I was getting on and wished me luck. The implication was that I’d need it. The figures we’d been given by the area manager had shown the pub had been through its peaks and troughs. I’d hoped I could arrest the downward curve of recent years, but it was proving harder than I had anticipated.


It wasn’t hard for me to work out why we were struggling.


The Crown had been closed for four months. That’s a long time for a pub to be out of the game. A new pub – a Wetherspoons, which specialised in selling cheap drinks and was also nearer the centre of town – had taken away a lot of the regulars. Added to this, the old Facebook page for the pub had been deleted. It had been quite popular, with a few thousand followers. I’d had to start from scratch with a new page. Building its following was tough. Every new follower and ‘like’ was hard won.


I’d also been frustrated by red tape and regulations at the pub. I’d had an idea to use a large, airy room upstairs for food or private functions, but that had been quickly scuppered. There was no fire escape so – according to health and safety rules – the most people we could have in there at any one time was six. That wasn’t going to work at all.


Last but not least, when it came to the drinks we could stock, our hands were tied, quite literally. We were ‘tied’ to the company and had to buy all our stock through them. That limited the range of drinks we could sell, but more importantly it meant we couldn’t buy alternative – cheaper – drinks, beers in particular. It was my first proper attempt at running a pub single-handed and the learning curve was steep. Still, we persevered. We put everything we had into it. And as things settled down, a pattern began to emerge. Our weekends were fairly busy, but it was Thursday nights that became our biggest money-spinner of the week. Thursday night was quiz night.


*


I read a quote somewhere a while back that there are two reasons British people love a pub quiz. We love a drink. And we love to be right.


That may or may not be true, but what’s in no doubt is the fact that hundreds of thousands of people compete in pub quizzes each week. And if we’re not in the pub pitting ourselves against each other, we’re watching TV quizzes like The Chase and Pointless, Mastermind and Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? Famous quiz catchphrases – ‘I’ve started so I’ll finish’, ‘We don’t want to give you that’, ‘Here’s your starter for ten’ – have become part of our day-to-day language.


I’d been competing in quizzes myself since I was eighteen so I knew how lucrative and important they could be to a pub. I’d had a glimpse of it at The Greenfield when Sarah and I were running their quiz. So I had put a lot of thought into the one I was now running at The Crown.


I’d developed my own personal quizmaster style at The Greenfield. I didn’t turn up in a spangly jacket or with a chip on my shoulder. I didn’t try to imitate whoever was popular on the TV at the time, whether it was Chris Tarrant from Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? or Anne Robinson from The Weakest Link. I was just Jay. With all my quirks and flaws, of which there were plenty. I frequently fluffed lines, mispronounced things and made other howling errors. But that was my natural style. It seemed to go down well.


As someone who had played a lot of pub quizzes over the years, I knew a few things were key. The first was that familiar holy grail – loyalty. I needed to get the same people coming back week in, week out. There was a good reason for this. I knew that teams enjoy playing against the same opposition. They enjoy pitting their wits against people they know and engage with. It leads to a rivalry but, more importantly, to a sense of community. It helps make sure people have a good time. Which was the other important ingredient.


From my own days as a quiz participant, I knew that pub quizzes can actually be dull. I’ve been to several that were repetitive and basically not a lot of fun. They weren’t helped by quizmasters whose hearts simply weren’t in it. They’d read the questions out as if they were reading a shopping list or placing a takeaway order on the phone.


So I mixed things up from the beginning. At the end of each Thursday night, for instance, I introduced a one-off ‘snowball’ question in which a jackpot was accumulated each week. If someone got it right, they won the cash prize; if no one got it right, the money would roll forward and be added to the following week’s prize. I didn’t want people to win the snowball when it was a relatively small amount, so I made the questions pretty much impossible to begin with. What’s the distance from Pluto to Neptune? That kind of thing. Professor Brian Cox didn’t generally bring a team of astrophysicists into Darwen on Thursdays. But as the weeks went by and the money accumulated, I eased up. How many people died when the Titanic sank? There were people who knew that kind of thing. At one point, the snowball had grown to almost £500 – a lot of money.


I also mixed it up by introducing game-show-style elements into the quiz. This was something I’d done back at The Greenfield as well. I’d introduced a kind of Deal or No Deal element where the winning team was able to gamble their winnings at the end of the night by choosing from a number of boxes. Some contained booby prizes, but one contained a jackpot. It had worked well.


At The Crown, I’d invite a member of each team up to try solo rounds, say five questions on geography. It kept teams on their toes but also generated a lot of excitement – and fun.


That was something that was really important to me. The Thursday quiz was a big part of some people’s social life. There were teams who, just like my old friends from the motor trade, used the quiz as a way of ensuring they got together regularly. There were other players who, I knew, only came out that one night of the week. It was their outlet, their escape from the stresses and strains of their domestic or work life. There were those who simply loved the challenge of the quiz. And that idea of being right, at least for an hour or two each week. It really was quite a diverse crowd, for Darwen at least. I wasn’t there to psychoanalyse or judge them. I was there to give them an entertaining evening. And to make them feel welcome.


With that in mind, I tried my best to establish a rapport. I always made sure to mingle during the half-time break, for instance. I’d chat with the teams, especially the new arrivals or the ‘floating voters’ who turned up sporadically, repeating questions if they were having trouble. If it was a team that wasn’t in serious contention for winning the quiz, I might even give them a hint as to the answer. It didn’t do any harm. Similarly, if there were people in the pub who were playing the quiz alone, I’d get them to join other teams. No one minded.


Crucially, I also engaged with the teams that gave me a hard time. Hecklers are part and parcel of pub quizzes and I didn’t mind them at all. People are always going to argue that their answers were close enough to merit a point or that, in fact, my answer was completely wrong. The key thing was to engage with them in a light-hearted and fair way. Turn it into a joke, even better a running gag if you could. It all helped to generate that all-important fun factor.


My frequent faux pas actually helped in that respect. I was never allowed to forget one of them, a blunder I made during an audio round. I’d recorded a series of famous voices, which the quizzers would have to identify. I’d been distracted by something or other and played the final voice in the round. I’d then said: ‘BBC Radio 1 DJ Andi Peters there. So whose voice was that?’ The place erupted into howls of laughter. I never lived that one down. My friends Haydn, Gareth, Roy, Ryan, Ste and Sal even renamed their team ‘The Return of Andi Peters’. Someone told me later that I’d become known as the least professional quizmaster in Darwen. It was a badge of honour as far as I was concerned. It meant I’d connected with people. And I’d stood out from the crowd.


It all paid dividends. The number of teams playing our quiz grew and grew. At one point we had close to a dozen teams of four or five people competing each Thursday. On a few occasions, we were so full we had to pack people into the adjacent pool room or ask teams to stand at the bar. Quiz players began to appear in the pub on other nights of the week as well. So, like my jackpot question, it snowballed. What was particularly gratifying for me was that I became friendly with many of the players. I recall one team were off on holiday to the United States. It had always been a dream of mine to visit America, New York in particular. As an aside, I’d said: ‘Bring me back a one-dollar note to prove you were there.’ Sure enough, when they returned from their holiday, they handed me a crisp note. I was really touched. It meant a lot to me.


*


The summer of 2019 was fairly successful, boosted by the town’s annual music festival, which I made sure we were plugged into. The pub was packed for some of the gigs we staged that summer. I also came up with a few other attractions. We had movie nights, put on a special night to watch the final episode of Game of Thrones on the big projector screen. But our takings just weren’t at the level we needed to keep us afloat. As we headed towards the all-important Christmas and New Year period, I knew it was make or break. Our Christmas was a relative success. But as we moved through December, I knew that New Year’s Eve 2019 was the big turning point for me. We had to have an absolutely bumper night if we were going to survive. It was one of the biggest nights – if not the biggest – of the year for pubs and was made all the more important by the fact that the rest of January was always dead.


Sarah had joined me to give a helping hand. Her mum was more than happy to babysit Jack. Sarah knew what was riding on the night. We’d made the decision not to charge an entry fee, which was unusual. Most pubs in town charged a sometimes hefty fee. We drew a big crowd, most of whom stayed for the midnight celebrations and beyond. I had some live music and provided a bit of food. People had a good time.


Sarah, Paige and I stayed on after we’d cleared up and had a few drinks with some close friends. I’d done a quick check of the till and run the numbers. We’d done well but not well enough to make up for all those days and nights when the pub was empty. New Year’s Eve and especially the following day is a time when everyone naturally takes stock. When you project forward to the future. As hard as I tried, I couldn’t see much of one at The Crown. I had a feeling the writing was on the wall.


In early January I made one last attempt to change things, suggesting to our area manager that we be freed from our ‘tied’ obligations in return for a higher rent. By now, I’d worked out that I could save massive amounts by buying in beer and other alcohol from other sources. I could buy barrels of lager at less than half what I was currently paying. It would be worth paying a higher rent to have that freedom. But I was told it was a non-starter.


I knew there was a clause that allowed us to break the three-year contract we’d signed at the end of the first twelve months. Sarah, Paige and I discussed it and we were in agreement. We told the management company to look for an alternative landlord. If nothing had changed by April, we’d have to activate the break clause and hand back the keys.


A part of me still clung to the hope that I could find a solution. Pull off some magic trick that would transform everything. I still had one mad idea up my sleeve.


The fact that we couldn’t use the upstairs room had always gnawed away at me. It seemed such a waste of a great space. But then I had a brainwave. Escape rooms were gaining in popularity around the country. I knew for a fact that Darwen didn’t have one. So I began revamping the room and working on puzzles and games that people would need to solve in order to find the keys secreted in the locked room and escape.


I was excited. If it took off . . . who knew? I might just pull the rabbit out of the hat.


I tried to get the local press interested but they wouldn’t bite. I even enlisted our MP again, but he couldn’t really help this time. Early on we had a couple of bookings, one from some friends and another one from some locals looking for a different way to celebrate a birthday. But without any options to give it serious promotion, it didn’t take off.


I wasn’t going to be defeated easily. So in an attempt to build some excitement – and more sales – I had another brilliant idea. The pub was fitted with CCTV cameras, one of which was trained on our stage for some unknown reason. I moved it up to the escape room so that people in the main bar downstairs could watch what was going on upstairs on a monitor. It would provide some entertainment – and more importantly, encourage others to have a go in the escape room.


I’d always been a little bit accident prone. Somehow, in the act of removing the camera, I managed to stab myself in the hand with a pair of scissors. It wasn’t just a nick – the scissors penetrated right through my hand. Only the bone stopped the blade coming out the other side. It really hurt and I lost a lot of blood. The local A & E told me I’d severed tendons and nerves and that I might not get feeling back in my hand, which turned out to be true.


The accident put me out of action for a while. I was forced to sit at home on the sofa, watching TV and stewing on the fate of the pub. Not that it was in much doubt. My escape plan had failed. As we approached the end of January 2020, I had begun to accept the inevitable. Something extraordinary would have to happen if I was going to remain the landlord of The Crown. As it happens, something extraordinary did happen. And it proved decisive in a way I could never have predicted.


*


The first we’d heard of the coronavirus had been in the middle of the month, when there had been a couple of news items on the TV. The Foreign Office had issued a warning against British people travelling to the city of Wuhan, where the outbreak seemed to have started. Then British Airways suspended all flights to China.


In the pub, the news was greeted with not much more than a shrug and a bit of politically incorrect banter. ‘Shouldn’t be eating bats, should they?’ someone said one evening as we watched the TV. It was a pub, not Twitter – we couldn’t kick someone out for off-colour humour.


But then, right at the end of the month, the first two cases of the virus in the UK were discovered in York. The mood changed. The virus had arrived in England, the north of England to be precise, just a few hours’ drive away from us. Suddenly, everyone began to take it seriously.


During my confinement to the sofa, I spent a lot of time watching the rolling news and could see the way it was heading. The virus seemed to have hit Italy particularly hard and the government there was already talking about closing down its economy and locking up its populace. It seemed to me inevitable that something similar would happen here.


So when the management company got back to me and said they’d found a new landlord to take over at the beginning of March, I was quietly relieved. It meant we only had to survive February. I didn’t envy them the task that lay ahead. The more I watched the news, the more certain I became that I’d dodged a bullet.


The number of confirmed cases of the coronavirus in the UK was slowly ticking up. The news ran stories of people being trapped on cruise liners, confined to their cabins for days, sometimes weeks. There was more and more talk of international borders being closed. Airlines grounding their planes. New words and phrases were entering the language, almost on a weekly basis. Pandemic. Contact tracing. PPE. The virus was now known as COVID-19.


I was closer to it than most. Sarah wasn’t at the front line of the NHS – she was an administrator, organising care for lymphoedema and similar blood circulation issues – but she did share her clinic with doctors, paramedics and nurses who were ramping up in readiness. She’d arrive home from work talking about the new rules, working practices and overtime schedules that were being introduced. Sarah is one of the world’s most laid-back people, but I could tell that even she was getting anxious. It was clear that things were escalating – and fast. It was no longer if but when. We were in the calm before the storm.


We began clearing out of The Crown in the first week of March. We’d been in charge for eleven months. It was a bittersweet moment. I’d shed blood, sweat and tears. Literally, in the case of my hand, which was still heavily bandaged. Part of me felt aggrieved, like I’d not been given a fair crack of the whip. But also that I’d been naive. That feeling only deepened when, to my annoyance, the new landlords turned up to prepare for their arrival before we’d even left. I’d hoped not to cross paths with them. I felt sore. A part of me felt like I’d messed up, that I was a loser. I didn’t want to see some wise guy or girl come in and tell me where I’d gone wrong. Or, even worse, boast of the new plans they had for the place. Which, as it turned out, was exactly what happened.


The owners had given the new landlords a deal that meant they weren’t ‘tied’ to the company as I’d been and were free to buy their own stock. This really irritated me. Why couldn’t they have given me that opportunity?


I tried to temper my anger by looking at the reality. They were going to be taking the pub over at a time of huge uncertainty. During that last week, the first death from COVID in the UK had been announced and the Prime Minister had hinted at what he called ‘a substantial period of disruption where we have to deal with this outbreak’. Anyone who had been paying attention knew what that meant. The signs were already there. Fewer and fewer people were going out. Within the trade, there was talk of all pubs and restaurants being closed down completely. The storm was drawing closer.


The final days of the pub were emotional. To avoid having to answer a million questions – and to protect my wounded pride a little too – we’d told our regulars that the owners had independently decided to install a new landlord. It was partially true.


My quiz regulars were the most upset about the news. For some of them, I knew, it was one of the highlights of their week. So when I ran the final Thursday night quiz, we went out in style. I made sure the jackpot question was won and was generous with spot prizes of free drinks for people who got particular questions right.


There was a hard core of quizzers with whom I’d become really friendly. The team that had christened itself The Return of Andi Peters was among them. I assured them that they’d see me around town, playing alongside them in other quizzes. I’d even heckle the quizmasters in the way they’d regularly – and light-heartedly – teased me. I also told them they’d be the first to know if and when someone let me run a new quiz in town. At the back of my mind, I had a faint hope that might happen one day, but it seemed a distant prospect that night.


I was close to tears at various points during the evening, but I really struggled to keep it together when I got to the final question. I thought it would be the last I’d ever ask as a quizmaster. It was certainly one of the easiest.
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