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      For my brother, Steve.
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      If it’s a sleeping policeman, it threatens to put our heads through the roof of the car. If it’s a bit of extended pavement
         it threatens to put our heads through the wind-screen. So don’t do it. Huh?
      

      
      What all this brings us back to is this – and here we are in familiar Grumpy territory – the world is divided into two categories.
         One category contains those of us who are trying our best to live our lives, do a decent day’s work, earn a reasonable living,
         pay the mortgage, feed the family, have an occasional holiday, go out for the odd visit to the cinema or meal. The other category
         is the people who are trying to mess us up. In this second category are the people who spend some or all of every day sitting
         around thinking about new ways to make our lives a bit more difficult.
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      Introduction

      
      I know, I know, we’ve cried wolf before.
      

      
      In the past we’ve said that automated call centres are the worst thing.

      
      We’ve said that Christmas is the worst thing.

      
      We’ve said that working for wankers is the worst thing.

      
      We’ve said that holidays are the worst thing. New Year. Kids. Relationships. Lift music. Call centres. John McCrirrick …

      
      But actually it’s driving. No, really, it is. It’s driving.

      
      Driving is the worst thing of all because it brings together so many of the multitude of individual elements which combine
         to make Grumpy Old Men and Grumpy Old Women grumpy. Just think about it for a minute. It’s got the lot.
      

      
      It’s got queuing – at petrol stations, on side roads, on A-roads, on slip-roads, on motorways, at car parks, for ferries,
         and even at the ‘drive through’. Very few things make Grumpies more grumpy than queuing.
      

      
      It’s got being ripped off – when you buy it, when you have it serviced, when you buy anything for it, when anything goes wrong, when you put petrol in it, when you wash it, when you park it, when it gets towed away and when some arsehole you’ve
         never met bumps into it. Yes, we Grumpies hate being ripped off.
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      It’s got being pissed about – again, when you buy it, when you want to book it in for a service, and when you get to tax it,
         insure it and get the MOT for it, when it gets ticketed or towed away, and again when you want to sell it. Driving has an
         entire arsenal of ways to have us pissed about, and Grumpies are positively allergic to being pissed about.
      

      
      And last but not least, it’s got that most essential ingredient of our Grumpiness: driving is a triumph of disappointment
         over expectation. When we were kids we thought driving would be wonderful, the ultimate freedom, the keys to the highway, and all it has turned out to be is a total and colossal pain
         in the tushkin.
      

      
      And all that is not to mention Top fucking Gear.
      

      
      So driving. That’s what this book is about. And sure, sure, plenty has already been written about driving. God knows there
         is a supplement in practically every weekend newspaper, there are countless magazines, books, reviews, endless websites, and
         loads of TV programmes – I believe that until fairly recently even an entire channel called Men and Motors. However, none of them, I do assure you, has looked at driving from quite our perspective.
      

      
      No, not quite our perspective.

   
      
      1 ‘Where do you bloody well start …?’

      
      I live in Kingston upon Thames, just about a mile up the hill from Kingston Hospital. You probably don’t know it, but Kingston
         Hospital is a busy general hospital with a large accident and emergency department serving a very wide surrounding area. Not
         unlike the general hospital somewhere near you, I daresay.
      

      
      So one of the things you would probably expect about a hospital with a busy accident and emergency department is that there
         will be quite a few ambulances coming and going, at all hours of the day and night. And one of the things that we know about
         ambulances is that they are quite often in a bit of a hurry. Indeed, when they are in a bit of a hurry, it’s not infrequently
         a matter of life and death. I’m not talking about the usual irritating but essentially trivial old bollocks that most of us
         choose to exaggerate about. I mean the real thing.
      

      
      Indeed, inside any one of those big white vehicles with a red cross on the side it could easily be you, or it could easily
         be me, or it could easily be someone that you or I love or care about. So important stuff then. We all take it seriously.
      

      
      Mostly when we hear one coming up behind us we go to some trouble to veer out of the way (of which more later). We want to
         let the ambulance speed by. At some level, we all have a sense of ‘there but for the grace of God go I’, and we don’t want
         to be the person responsible for holding up the mission of mercy for just that vital few seconds which could be the difference
         between miracle and tragedy.
      

      
      So right then. If, by any accident of chance or happenstance, you found yourself responsible for the road system or the management
         of traffic around the area of this or any other hospital, I wonder what would be among your priorities? We’re assuming, just
         for the sake of this little exercise, that you have more than one brain cell, which you aren’t sharing between 15 or 20 other
         people, and that you don’t have a specific agenda born out of sadism or general misanthropy.
      

      
      Yes, you got there. One of the things you would regard as a priority in the roads leading to and from a general hospital is
         that the ambulances could get in and out. Quickly!

      
      What then, would you imagine, have the people responsible for planning the roads around Kingston Hospital done? How have they
         responded, do you suppose, to this little facet of everyday life, this self-evidently basic requirement arising from loads
         of people all living close together in a communal space? Go on, you can play this one at home. See if you can guess.
      

      
      Well, the answer is of course that the highways agency, or the local council, or the traffic management wonks, or whoever
         they are, have taken this opportunity to have enormous fun. No no, on reflection that doesn’t quite state it. Doesn’t quite
         do justice to it. It’s more than that. More than fun, they’ve taken this as an invitation to have an absolute bloody field
         day. The equivalent of the works outing, the annual paint-balling jaunt or trip to Alton Towers.
      

      
      These bloody people have delved into the thick and comprehensive catalogue from which they presumably usually choose their
         Christmas presents, and have come up with a unique medley of stationary obelisks, speed bumps, road signs, road narrowing
         and road blocks. Yes, these excellent public servants, every one of them in the pay of you and me, have selected this particular
         little area to install the widest possible selection from their arsenal of resources designed to make life more difficult
         for the rest of us. Oh yes, they have really managed to get their rocks off.
      

      
      All along Gloucester Road, a main route for traffic coming to and from Kingston Hospital, there has been installed a positive
         commando course of strategically placed speed bumps. Some in pairs on either side of the road, and some singles smack in the
         middle of the road. Whether in singles or in pairs, these obstacles have undoubtedly been designed to force drivers to select
         from among three options.
      

      
      Option one, you can choose to steer the car so that you bump over these mounds in the road with two wheels, which has the
         effect of raising one side of the vehicle so high that there is an imminent risk of cracking your head on the car roof. Not
         an attractive choice, this, but it does at least have the virtue of keeping you on your side of the road, and therefore minimising
         the risk of collision with an oncoming vehicle. That’s option one.
      

      
      Option two is that you can try to manoeuvre the car so that the wheels fall on the edges of the obstacles. Helpfully the bumps are just a bit wider than the gap between the wheels on the left side of your car and the wheels on the right side of
         your car, so there is no chance that you can get away without any bump whatever, but at least you can minimise the impact.
         However, the downside is that this course of action involves swerving violently into the middle of the road, and directly
         into the path of any approaching cars.
      

      
      Option three is that you can slow down to the speed of a one-legged penguin trying to cross the Gobi desert, edge over the
         speed bumps, and only thereby avoid significant damage to self or car or other occupants.
      

      
      There is no fourth alternative.

      
      However, obviously the installation of half a dozen speed bumps in the course of a few hundred yards may not cause quite enough
         inconvenience and bloody stupidity to satisfy these aforementioned wonks. No, not nearly enough. So, from time to time along
         this same route to and from the hospital with the A & E department, the geniuses responsible for this little area have widened
         the pavement on both sides, leaving just one lane open on the existing carriageway. This has the effect of causing traffic
         coming from both directions to play a continuous game of Mexican stand-off, as everyone tries to determine whether you were
         approaching the road narrows first, and therefore have the right of way, or they were approaching the road narrows first and
         have the right of way.
      

      
      Frequently it is by no means clear, and there is no ‘give way to oncoming traffic’ sign facing either direction, so this in
         turn means that everyone gets irritated at everyone else, and everybody mouths or shouts ‘bastard’ at anyone who barrels through,
         or who doesn’t acknowledge the fact that you have waited. In either eventuality, the overall effect is a further delay for all concerned. Good job the A & E department is handy.
      

      
      If you didn’t know anything about what motivates the particular arse-heads we are talking about – about what makes them get
         up in the morning and jog to work with that special spring in their step – you might easily think that a combination of road
         narrows and sleeping policemen would be enough fun for one day. This would be an important misunderstanding. These chaps have
         by no means finished yet. Because, extraordinarily, this road is one of the few already narrow roads locally in which residents
         are allowed to park their cars on both sides of the road.
      

      
      What this in turn means is that, more often than not, there is nowhere for the driver who has decided or been obliged to wait
         for the oncoming car to come through, to pull out of the way of oncoming traffic. Are you getting this? Sound familiar?
      

      
      All this has the result that a thoroughfare which would anyway be constantly busy simply due to the weight of traffic, but
         which could at least have free-flowing lanes in both directions, has intermittent hold-ups all the way along the route, day
         and night, night and day.
      

      
      And this, to remind ourselves, is on one of the major routes taken by ambulances, or indeed any other vehicle which may need
         to get to the casualty department on a matter of life and death. Any vehicle approaching the hospital from this direction
         has to swerve, and stop, and indicate, and wait, and crash their suspension, and wait some more. And since a proportion of
         the emergency cases in the back of ambulances are likely to involve spinal injuries, the inevitable bump delivered into the
         vehicle as a result of negotiating this series of speed bumps, must frequently cause pain and suffering. Pain and suffering,
         which are even more excruciating than those suffered routinely by Grumpy Old Men such as ourselves when travelling up and down this road, and the tens of thousands of other roads
         like it, the length and breadth of the country.
      

      
      All of which is not to mention the deaths or irretrievably worsened conditions that must have been caused by the additional
         delays which are the result of these so-called ‘traffic-calming’ measures. Traffic calming. Is that the effect it has on you?
         Calming? Calming? All I want to do is to reach for the twelve bore.
      

      
      So here is the thing, and this is obvious to me, and it’s obvious to you, and it’s obvious to every rational person in the
         country who doesn’t have some sort of vested interest in making all of our lives more difficult. By all means, if these bastards
         want to, impose speed restrictions. By all means, if they must, install ever more sodding cameras designed to monitor our
         every move and fart and incident of aggravated nose-picking from the moment we open our eyes in the morning to the moment
         we close them at night. By all means increase the penalties, if they must, for reckless driving, or careless driving, or driving
         while thinking about which of Pan’s People we most would have liked to have slept with.
      

      
      But don’t put sodding obstacles in the road! Geddit? Sometimes – not very often, thank God – but sometimes we may all have
         occasion to need to speed to hospital when there is an emergency. Or maybe sometimes we won’t have a good reason, but our
         attention has wandered, or there is a thick fog, or maybe something has happened which makes haste unavoidable. In such circumstances,
         the potential consequences of excess speed are bad enough without some dumb, stupid, malevolent ignoramus putting a bloody
         great piece of kerb right in the middle of the carriageway.
      

      
      If it’s a sleeping policeman, it threatens to put our heads through the roof of the car. If it’s a bit of extended pavement
         it threatens to put our heads through the windscreen. So don’t do it. Huh?
      

      
      What all this brings us back to is this – and here we are in familiar Grumpy territory – the world is divided into two categories.
         One category contains those of us who are trying our best to live our lives, do a decent day’s work, earn a reasonable living,
         pay the mortgage, feed the family, have an occasional holiday, go out for the odd visit to the cinema or meal. The other category
         is the people who are trying to mess us up. In this second category are the people who spend some or all of every day sitting
         around thinking about new ways to make our lives a bit more difficult.
      

      
      These chaps turn up to work in the morning, have a cup of tea, scratch their privates, and then reach for a plan of a road
         lay-out somewhere in the neighbourhood which may be working reasonably well, and consider what options are available to them
         to make it all a bit more difficult.
      

      
      How much inconvenience would it cause, for example, if we were to make this a ‘no right turn’? Yes, tempting; people have
         been turning right here for a hundred years, and seem to have been causing no problem to anyone, so perhaps a ‘no right turn’
         might be quite appropriate. On the other hand, since not all that many people want to turn right, what about introducing a
         filter light so that the rest of the drivers who don’t want to turn right have to sit waiting even longer while no-one turns
         right on the green arrow? Yes, it has its merits. Or we could just further extend the time when everyone is waiting on the
         red light and no-one is crossing the road. Or indeed we could widen the traffic island. Or put some new railings around the traffic island. Or change the speed limit every three hundred yards or so, with the effect that drivers
         of cars will feel like the shiny metal ball in a pinball machine, being bounced and buffeted and re-directed and abruptly
         stopped, all on their journey to eventually falling down the drain. Or change the texture of the pavement so that the partially
         sighted, who never use this junction but one day might, can feel underfoot that they are coming to the end of the kerb. Or
         we can put in a ramp because, although no wheelchair user has used this crossing for a decade, who knows, one day one might.
      

      
      Dozens of options, and hundreds and thousands of junctions and crossroads and corners and bends and roundabouts to choose
         from. An endless range of opportunities, all of them promising new chances to create mayhem for each and every one of us from
         now ’til retirement and beyond. And all that public money to spend! All those drivers sitting, waiting even longer while the
         work is being carried out, and longer still once it has been completed. Oh joy. Oh bliss.
      

      
      And it’s not as though these people are doing this unbidden. Not as though some unseen enemy is paying them to make our lives
         tougher day by day. We’re paying them ourselves! Each and every one of us sits in our cars, day after day, head in hands,
         fingers drumming on the steering wheel, quietly losing our minds and contemplating the routine idiocy that these people perpetrate
         – at our expense.
      

      
      Does anyone see the sense of it? Can anyone understand why on earth we would put up with it? Why we don’t rise up, as one,
         and say ‘we’re as mad as hell, and we ain’t going to take it any more’? Does anyone get it? I’m perfectly sure that I bloody
         don’t.
      

      
      And the ambulances trying to get to Kingston Hospital? Well as a rule, Grumpy Old Men and Grumpy Old Women try not to wish
         actual harm to other people. It’s not good for the soul. Not good for the karma. But which of us has not fantasised about
         one of the twots who has dreamed up this jerk-off idea suffering a minor but extremely painful back injury, and being carried
         in an ambulance over the very bumps and obstacles which he has caused to be installed? And which of us has not envisioned
         the resulting increased agony, or extended delay in receiving palliative treatment?
      

      
      Or is that just me?

   
      
      2 From the word ‘go’

      
      There is no individual area of our lives where the contrast between the expectation and the delivery is so great.
      

      
      I know. I acknowledged earlier that it’s a big claim. God knows there are enough areas where as kids we Grumpies thought life
         was going to be wonderful and it has turned out to be shit, but I genuinely believe that we’re going to be able to justify
         this lofty statement for the whole business of driving.
      

      
      I think that for boys in particular it is part of our DNA. We are preoccupied with cars and driving them from the word go.
         That’s probably why the word ‘go’ is the word ‘go’. As kids we always just want to ‘go’ and cars were what our ‘going’ dreams
         were made of.
      

      
      Just about ten seconds after we can say ‘mumma’ or whatever, boys are charging about the place and making the noise of screaming
         tyres as they go around corners, arms contorting as they grapple with the virtual steering wheel, just barely coping with
         the centrifugal force produced by swerving, and adjusting their voice boxes to differentiate the squealing sounds of going around a sharp bend from the related but obviously distinctive squealing sound of skidding to a halt.
      

      
      Even as I start to think about it I can feel my mind racing back over the best part of about 50 years, and in an instant I
         am lying on my stomach in the front room of our flat in West Norwood, eyelevel with a Ford Thunderbird belonging to Glyn Whitcomb.
      

      
      Nothing was ever so coveted before or since. Also hard to believe but I mean it. Of all the things I have ever wanted, including
         any particular girl, guitar, holiday, job, motorbike, win on the pools or house, I think I can honestly say that I never wanted
         anything as badly as I wanted – as a 7-year-old – Glyn Whitcomb’s scale model of a Ford Thunderbird with a built-in motor.
      

      
      We’re talking before Skalextric, and even before you could open the bonnet to see a shiny silver-painted representative moulding
         of the engine. We’re talking before you could lift off the roof to examine the miniature seats and steering wheel, which in
         some cases might even turn. Better yet, it might even turn and be connected so as to steer the front wheels, and just how
         exciting is that?
      

      
      No, this was a Dinky toy, plain and simple, with no moving parts other than spinning tyres and front-wheel suspension. But
         merely the fact that it was two-tone – pink on the bottom with a black roof – was so exotic as to take it into a different
         stratosphere from our everyday experience. Every car that I had ever seen in the flesh up until that point was black. Matt
         black.
      

      
      The Ford Thunderbird was preposterously long, extraordinarily flat, unspeakably sleek, and had the most spectacular tailfins
         with multiple red and orange lights on the back. It had spoked wheels painted silver, and no fewer than two headlights on either side at the front. The sheer extravagance of
         it in an age of post-war rationing when you needed coupons to get a lamb chop and we had never seen a banana. (I don’t think
         that either of these things is true, by the way, but at this distance it feels as though they might have been.) Anyway, the
         point is that this model car featured an entire chromium-surrounded headlight more than was absolutely necessary – on either
         side!
      

      
      I feel sure that Glyn must have realised the power of my envy because I believe that he took pity on me and, on the occasion
         I am remembering, I think he may actually have agreed to allow me to keep the car for an overnight stay at our place. This
         was a big and, rather more than he probably realised, a reckless thing to do. Little did he know that I was perfectly capable
         of packing my meagre possessions into a spotty handkerchief, attaching it to a stick over my shoulder, and leaving the country
         with his Ford Thunderbird tucked into the front right-hand pocket of my short trousers. As I pondered doing so, I was determined
         to extract the maximum out of every available moment by viewing it with one eye shut first from this angle, and then tilting
         it a few degrees round so that I could admire it from that angle. Then a little bit more and a little bit more.
      

      
      For hours upon hours I would push the object backwards and forwards, contorting my tongue towards the back of my mouth to
         produce eerily life-like throaty noises of roaring engines, cornering hard around building blocks, and thereby testing the
         in-built suspension to its limits. I found that if I lay quite flat, my head pressed down hard against the carpet with one
         eye closed, I could very easily imagine the car being full-sized, and the fact that when I stood up I felt dizzy, and sported a livid friction rash on the side of my face, was
         but a small price to pay for the joy of my fantasy.
      

      
      Nothing was going to stop me from owning a real Ford Thunderbird when I grew up. Nothing. Maybe not in pink, because even
         then I knew that pink was a girly colour. Red, probably, or maybe yellow. Certainly not black. Yes, these were the 1950s,
         and you could have a car in any colour so long as it was black.
      

      
      The Ford Thunderbird was the iconic vehicle representing a lifestyle which we could only dream of, our fantasies stimulated
         by rare glimpses of life as lived by Kookie in 77 Sunset Strip. Anyone remember that? I can’t remember the name of the bloke who played Kookie, but I think he worked for a nightclub which
         was situated next door to a private detective agency run by Stu Bailey – played by Efrem Zimbalist Jr. Honestly! Who had a
         name like Efrem Zimbalist Jr? No-one we knew. We were all Dennis, or Norman, or Alan, or Stephen. We were Potts or Draper
         or Tyler. Not a lot of Efrems round our way. Not a lot of Zimbalists. And certainly no ‘juniors’.
      

      
      Kookie was the personification of cool, just as cool was beginning to be a word which didn’t mean the opposite of warm. For
         those not old enough to remember, I guess he was a sort of precursor to The Fonz, or the John Travolta character in Saturday Night Fever. If this is still too far back for you then probably you shouldn’t be reading this book; my advice would be to put it down
         and go off and do something useful.
      

      
      Kookie used to call girls ‘chicks’, which didn’t do too much for me until I heard my mother saying that it was disrespectful,
         and so I started to do it too. Under my breath.
      

      
      Mostly what Kookie used to do was to whip out a comb at any and every opportunity to re-style his hair, sweeping it backwards in huge gestures and then patting it carefully to
         create the ‘caves’ at the front that we all wanted to cultivate. Some hope. Not with Ron the barber giving us a tuppeny all-off
         once a fortnight.
      

      
      The relevant point about Kookie in this context is that his job was what we would now call ‘valet-parking’ for the nightclub.
         Obviously we didn’t know what valet-parking was then, but it seemed like a very, very desirable job, because it meant that
         he spent all day leaping in and out of American cars. And being as how this was California, most of them were open-topped,
         which meant that leaping in and out did actually involve leaping – vaulting over the doors without opening them and landing
         on long bench seats made of lurid coloured plastic. How did we know that they were lurid coloured, since all this was obviously
         in black and white? I don’t know, but take it from me, we just did.
      

      
      Gear levers were conveniently attached to the steering column, presumably with the sole purpose of enabling girls to cuddle
         up close as you sped down the freeway. Obviously we were far too young to see any advantage in being on cuddling terms with
         girls, and far, far too young to see the other advantages of bench seats and column gearshifts that we would only realise
         many years later.
      

      
      All of the cars had impossibly exotic names, like Buicks and Chevrolets and Pontiacs and Cadillacs. Oldsmobile and Dodge,
         Lincoln and Studebaker. They came in a whole range of pastel colours, they sported acres of chromium, and seats apparently
         made from the hides of beasts from the jungle. When you sounded the horn you heard the blast on two different sounds or even,
         heaven help us, a short tune which would irritate the bejaysus out of anyone over the age of 30. The rapture!
      

      
      We looked at these American TV series and gazed upon the lifestyle they depicted with something resembling the feelings that
         post-Cold War Eastern Europeans must have had ten years ago when looking at us. Every day of their lives seemed to be filled
         with sunshine and consumer goods. Everyone seemed to be rich and (presumably because they had been chosen to be on the telly)
         everyone seemed to be beautiful. Boy oh boy how we wanted it, and boy oh boy was it all a long way off.
      

      
      For the moment, however, as close as we could get was the Dinky toy of the Ford Thunderbird, and one or two other models,
         I seem to recall, but none of them quite as irresistible as the T-bird.
      

      
      That’s not to say that real cars, comparatively modest and pedestrian though they were, were not capable of giving us a thrill.
         Any kind of car was of interest in those days: truth to tell, there were not many cars about of any kind, but we had an encyclopaedic
         knowledge of everything that was available.
      

      
      This may not be an exhaustive list, but from memory I reckon these included Rolls Royce (which we had heard about and seen
         in pictures, but absolutely never saw in the flesh), Bentley (which we also never saw), Rover (which we very occasionally
         saw), Wolseley (also very occasionally), Sunbeam (quite cool), Triumph (cooler still), Ford (a little bit more common), Morris
         (which felt just a little bit up-market from) … Austin (probably the most common) and finally Vauxhall (which in those days
         were legendarily rust-buckets).
      

      
      When we were tiny kids my Dad owned a motorbike and sidecar. The mists of time are too dense for me to recall the make with certainty, but I think that maybe if I squint back through the years I can see the word ‘Ariel’ written on the side
         of the petrol tank, at just about head height with me. I recall that it was a sort of metallic grey colour, and the sidecar
         was made of wood with a lid that lifted off to enable us all to climb in. Maybe my earliest memory is sitting on my mother’s
         lap in this bloody death trap, rain lashing down in volumes which made it impossible to see a sodding thing in front of us,
         and peering out sideways to see a profile of my Dad looking like the pilot of a Sopwith Camel, wearing an ex-army trench coat,
         First World War flying helmet, and goggles.
      

      
      Whether it was the realisation that we were living on borrowed time, or whether it was because his job as an insurance man
         began to pay a bit better, eventually the day came when my Dad came home with a proper car.
      

      
      Now a lot of old bollocks is talked about kids today not appreciating what they get and people having it too easy. I can say
         that with some certainty because of course I’ve written a lot of it myself. But it’s hard to get away from the fact that if
         you’ve got nothing, then anything you get is going to be a big kick. I don’t have any doubt that our own kids got a great
         thrill out of their first roller skates or their first new bike or whatever, but I’d have to say that I feel sure they never
         got a thrill at the level we experienced when my Dad brought home our first family car. And so one can only imagine how excited
         we would have been had it actually been possible to start the engine.
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