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Introduction



Accidents are nearly always idiotic, and sometimes positively bizarre. Normally unavoidable, they catch even the wariest of us at the most unlikely moments. However sensibly, or intelligently, or carefully we pick our way through the hither and yon of daily life, something is often waiting to bring us up in our tracks – be it the lamp-post one walks into while looking the other way, the garden rake that lies upright, waiting for the misplaced boot, or the panic attack that induces the normally level-headed men to curtsey to the Duke of Edinburgh.


P. G. Wodehouse put it down to pure fate, which, ‘if it slips us a bit of goose with one hand, is pretty sure to give us the sleeve across the windpipe with the other.’


The English middle classes are, on the whole, treated to more good luck than most. Indeed, they often feel it to be their entitlement; so that when something unexpected happens to shake them out of their routine of complacency, it comes as a much greater shock than it might to those for whom life is altogether more grim and earnest.


I have still to recover from the moment in March 2010 when, having eased myself out of a chair lift in a Swiss ski resort – something I had been doing man and boy without any problems for over sixty years – I stumbled, fell sideways into a pile of snow and broke my hip.


Undergoing the operation (while awake, I might say), spending weeks with crutches, a walking stick and physiotherapy wasn’t half as much fun as telling people about it. The more I told the story, the more I embellished it, until it began to take on the semblance – not to say the length – of a stand-up routine at the Hammersmith Apollo.


People enjoy hearing about other people’s accidents – the more exotic and idiotic the better. Those who have had a similar experience are relieved to know they are not alone; those who have not are happy in their mistaken assumption that nothing as silly as that can happen to them.


I myself experienced this blissful sense of schadenfreude when describing my hip adventures to my editor, Richard Beswick, and he, having listened sympathetically, announced that he had recently dropped a Le Creuset casserole on his toe.


I didn’t mean to laugh. In fact, my first reaction was to wince. However, the name Le Creuset added unexpected humour to the story – quite undeserved on Richard’s part, since his toe was beginning to turn black and he would probably lose the nail, if not the entire toe.


On the other hand, the inclusion of the brand name immediately summed up the world in which cast-iron casseroles and other expensive kitchenware are part of the everyday landscape, and their owners should know better than to drop them on their toes. It was a classic bourgeois mishap, or middle-class disaster.


So too, I hope, are the cock-ups, catastrophes, calamities and cataclysms described in the collection of comic, if at times wince-making, verses contained in this slim volume.


Some really happened to people I know, others to people who know the people they happened to, and some are just plain made up.


And, since you ask, my hip is better than it was, but still a bit stiff after I’ve been sitting. Like now, for example.


Christopher Matthew
London, November 2013






Trolleyed



Grizelda was a happy soul,


As kind as she was jolly,


Until the day she lost control,


Pushing a Waitrose trolley.


She shot between the fruit and veg,


Like someone on the Cresta


Aboard a disobedient sledge.


This all took place in Leicester.
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Competitive Dad



A prat-in-chief was Charlie Plank –


A fellow born to brag and swank.


But worse still was his urge to win


Against his junior kith and kin.


Whatever any child could do,


He’d prove that he could do it, too –


And not just do it, do it better


In Lycra shorts or chunky sweater.
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By his account, he was a man


Who’d been a true Olympian.


In his time he had faced the best


(Including Seb Coe in a vest).


He’d fenced at Cambridge, boxed there too,


And would have got a rowing blue,


But caught a crab just near Barnes Bridge


When bitten by a giant midge,


And lost his place to dear old Hugh


(That friend of Stephen You Know Who),


A story he was very fond


Of telling at the boating pond,


Where not one child could win a race


With Daddy rowing at full pace.


He’d make his youngest look a fool


In swimming galas at the pool


By seemingly to be all heart


And giving him a ten-yard start,


Then underlining adult strength


By thrashing him by half a length.


He really was a frightful pill;


He’d beat all three by thirty nil


In soccer contests in the park


That dragged on well into the dark.


His batting skills were in no doubt;


He once made two-two-eight not out.


There was one sport where they excelled:


Their skiing was unparalleled –


The simple reason being they


Had started young in old Saas-Fee;


And being so close to the snow


They’d ski as fast as they could go.


Not having very far to fall,


They hadn’t any fear at all.


Now Charles was nearly thirty-eight


When he had learnt to ski (and skate) –


The same time as his cool young brood,


Though in a slightly grumpy mood


When relegated to a group


Of older types – a cautious troupe


Who took their time with gentle turns


And lots of cream on lots of burns.


Still, Charlie saw no reason why


He should not keep up with his fry;


So, after lunch (and full of wine)


He’d set off with the little swine.


The faster that they went, he’d go


Careering wildly through the snow,


Determined to be at the front,


Despite the odd disastrous shunt


That left him sprawling on his face –


A faller in snow’s steeplechase.


One day while heading off to lunch,


They happened on a cheerful bunch


Of local children doing jumps


On fairly simple, rough-hewn bumps,


And, dauntless in the frosty air,


Were showing off their freestyle flair


With flips and twists and spins and kicks,


Plus several ad hoc hotdog tricks.


The boys could only stand and stare;


They knew that they could never dare


To beat the locals at their game,


And Dad, of course, was far too lame …


‘Wow! That looks fun!’ they hear him cry.


‘Come on, chaps, let’s all have a try!’


They hang their heads and look away;


Next thing they know, he’s under way,


With legs spread wide and arms akimbo,


Their father’s floating by in limbo …


He broke his hip, his pelvis too,


A tibia, a rib or two,


And, helmetless, he bashed his head,


And, sad to say, he’s now stone dead.


A gravestone tells the sorry tale


Of this most tragic alpha male.


It’s written there beneath his name:


WHATE’ER THE ODDS, HE WON THE GAME.
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The Shaming of Anthea Sims



Our pub quiz team is one bod short


Since Anthea Sims was one day caught


Alone inside the ladies’ loo


In serious chat with who knows who,


With BlackBerry attached to ear


And whispering, ‘I can’t quite hear.


Was that Leif Ericson you said,


The son of whatsisname, The Red?’


When challenged by the opposition,


She claimed a mild indisposition.


‘I’ve had some trouble with my bowels,’


She said in well-bred, cut-glass vowels.


‘I wouldn’t want it spread around;


You know how things like this rebound.


Next thing I’ll hear


I’m at death’s door!


I didn’t want to be a bore;


I thought I’d ring the surgery …


I swear this isn’t perjury …


My doctor’s name is Ericson,


Which, as you know, means Eric’s son …


His father was a Communist,


A well-known gynaecologist,


Known fondly as “The Red” by mums,


And some of us have stayed good chums …


He’s ninety now and very spry,


And living on the Isle of Skye …


She rambled on, but all in vain;


She sounded more and more insane.


The game was up; she knew it, too.


There was nothing she could do


But stand there as if in a trance;


She wouldn’t get a second chance.


She had to go; she knew the rules;


She couldn’t take us all for fools.


Her eyes welled up; she shed a tear;


She didn’t stop to drink her beer;


She stumbled out, sad sight indeed –


A salted snail in oatmeal tweed.


We haven’t won a quiz night since;


Our scores would make a schoolboy wince;


While Anthea, you’ll be pleased to find,


Is doing well on Mastermind –


At home, with all her reference books,


And no one there to give dark looks.






Builders’ Last Laugh



I’ve got this foreign builder chap,


A nice young man called Fred.


I can’t tell by his accent,


But I think he’s quite well bred.
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We always have a lot of laughs;


He’s now a kind of friend.


He couldn’t be more helpful, but


He drives me round the bend.


I bought some instant Carte Noire


(From Waitrose, since you ask:


I challenge anyone to say


I cannot multi-task.)


One does one’s best to get on terms


With builders and the like,


But … well … as far as they’re concerned,


We lot can take a hike.


He never even touched the stuff,


Preferring, so I glean,


Nespresso macchiato


From our spanking new machine.


I didn’t like to mention it;


One doesn’t like to fuss.


One’s dealings with one’s builders


Are invariably thus.


Last week I came home early and


There, slumbering in our bed


Was Joachim the plasterer,


And, next to him, young Fred.
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Tragedia Toscana



The doyens of Chiantishire


Were Jill and Johnny Uthwatt-Burr.


The couple had a yen to roam,


But Tuscany’s their home from home –


To be precise, near Montalcino,


Where they enjoyed an annual beano


Of gastro outings there and here


To recommended trattorie.


The five-star choice in all the books


Was owned by Aldo – ‘Cook of Cooks’.


Il Gamberetto was its name,


And such its fast-expanding fame


That it could take three months or more


To get one’s foot inside the door.


The Uthwatt-Burrs pulled every string,


But nothing that they did could swing


A booking on their last night there.


Dear God! They simply couldn’t bear


To think of eating en famille


Instead of one last gastro spree.


But good will come to those who wait,


And shortly after ten to eight


A man called from the restaurant


To say that if they came along,


A cock-up by the maître d’


Had left a corner table free.


The couple didn’t pause to think;


They chucked the meat sauce in the sink,


And sprinted to the hired Fiat,


Triumphant that at last they’d be at


One of the great seafood joints,


Which in their foodie eyes meant POINTS.


John gave the little car full power


And got there in just half an hour …


The Soave vanished down their gullets;


The waiter brought their grilled red mullets.


John smacked his lips; he took a bite.


Jill’s eyes popped out; her face turned white.


She said, ‘Oh bollocks! What an ass!


I’ve left our pasta on the gas!’


The walls turned black, the gas stove burst.


At least they ate their dinner first.
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Boden Man



Zak’s father, hot and sweaty,


In cargo shorts and specs,


Leapt smugly off a jetty,


Displaying well-formed pecs.


They found him quite soon after;


‘Oh no!’ they heard him shout.


He couldn’t have looked dafter;


The ruddy tide was out.






Boogie Frights



Elizabeth and Rupert Gore


Were magic on the ballroom floor.


The quickstep was their claim to fame:


Unbeatable when on their game,


They’d won some prizes as a pair


At local dances here and there.


In Spain they cleaned up with a tango,


Which shows the way that these things can go.
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Once, on a cruise, they cut a rug


And triumphed with a jitterbug,


And concentrated thence on disco –


A skill they honed in San Francisco.


Their pièce de was gangnam style:


They stood out by a country mile


From amateurs who ‘did their thing’,


With all the tripe that that can bring.


At forty-five they hit their peak


In Haslemere in Easter Week


At Boo and Henry’s wedding bash,


Where, after dins, they cut a dash


So lively that the bride and groom


(And virtually half the room)


Stood there in silence, mouths ajar,


Like pop fans with a superstar.
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Two teenagers were standing near;


One said out loud, so all could hear,


‘It’s sad to see the elderly


Pretending to be you and me.


If only they would act their age.


They’re too old to take centre stage.’


They never hit the floor again


In England, France, or on the main.


These days they live in Argentina


(A much more tolerant arena),


And tango till their arches fall,


And no one laughs at them at all.






The Man Who Dropped the Le Creuset on His Toe



There was a chap whose name was Rick;


His children sometimes called him


Dick Behind his back, unlike his wife –


Mind you, she had a stressful life.


Being a perfectionist,


She drove her husband round the twist.


Their house in Bourton-on-the-Water


Was heaven on earth – a real ripsnorter.


Nicky Haslam, Tricia Guild,


Colefax, Fowler, nicely chilled,


And being such a decent egg,


It cost poor Rick an arm and leg.
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Her kitchen was her pride and joy:


Equipped with every trick and toy,


It had a cosy farmhouse look –


A rocking chair, an inglenook,


And just a hint of sex appeal


With fabrics dyed in cochineal,


And every surface clean and bare –


No sign of clutter anywhere.


Her maxim was that less means more;


Hence every cupboard, every drawer


Was filled with trendy kitchenware


Of every shape and size, I swear.


And some you wouldn’t think exist –


Not even on a wedding list.


An Eva Solo Citrus Squeezer;


Zabaglione pans from Pisa;
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