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PREFACE AND
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS


This book begins in 2002 with me promising my four-year-old son Joel that I would stay with him in a Santa costume for the rest of his life. It was, on reflection, among my more stupid acts of parenting. Still, I contend that anyone might have made the same mistake had they taken their eye off the ball for a moment. A few hours later, as I explained to Joel that I was getting a rash, and he ought to prepare himself because I was about to take the beard off, I looked at myself as if from above and realized I’d become the kind of person I’ve been writing about all these years.


For years I’ve been writing about Klansmen and paranoid militant Islamists and extreme conspiracy theorists, people who believe that the world is run by giant lizards who’ve adopted human form, and US military intelligence chiefs who attempt to kill goats just by staring at them. These people had created for themselves bubbles within which all kinds of crazy thoughts and actions made perfect sense. One thought would spiral into another thought, and before long it was obvious to them that goats could be killed with a look.


It is easy for us more settled, secular, cosmopolitan type of people to look at the goat-starers and lizard-believers and see them as lunatics with character traits that are impossible to relate to. But I too was creating one of those crazy bubbles, only in a more ordinary, domestic setting. It had begun with me attempting to provide my son with an enchanting Christmas, and then one thing spiralled into another, and before I knew it I was making an insanely ill thought-out and possibly emotionally damaging promise about staying with him, in the guise of Santa, forever.


And so I started writing stories and columns about more ordinary craziness taking place in recognizable landscapes. This is a collection of these stories. They all first appeared, in different forms, in the Guardian’s Weekend magazine, although I’ve added postscripts here and there.


In Part One I’ve gathered together the stories I’ve written about my own moments of domestic craziness. In Part Two I’ve collected some stories I’ve written about other people – how one thing led to another, and before long extraordinary acts were occurring.


There are a few stories that don’t immediately seem to fit and consequently, I think, need some explanation as to why they’ve been included.


‘The Fall of a Pop Impresario’ tells of my year with the pop mogul Jonathan King as he faced trial for a series of child-sex offences. Unlike most of the other people in the book, one would be hard pressed to see Jonathan King and his friends as basically good-hearted people gone temporarily askew. (Another exception, in terms of likeability, is Dave McKay, the leader of the Jesus Christians. On a personal level, I like Dave less than anyone I’ve ever interviewed.) But I was interested in the bubble of self-delusion Jonathan King and his friends had created for themselves. The bubble is known, I suppose, as a show-business paedophile ring. Inside it they had convinced themselves that all manner of unpleasant, exploitative, selfish behaviour was perfectly OK. And that’s exactly how they see their detractors – the police, the victims, the courts, unfriendly journalists – as a bubble filled with people who had irrationally convinced themselves that their innocent behaviour was unpleasant, exploitative and selfish.


I probably wouldn’t have included the story ‘Blood Sacrifice’ had it not been for the extraordinary events that occurred as a result of the article appearing in the Guardian. I’ve detailed what happened in a long postscript.


The other story that might seem out of place is ‘Citizen Kubrick’. This is about my months looking through the boxes Stanley Kubrick left behind at his home near St Albans. I see this as the book’s happy ending: Kubrick did build for himself a world inside his house that may seem crazy by the standards of outsiders, but as a result he created some of the most wonderful films ever produced. So these bubbles can sometimes be far from malign or silly. They can be great.


Thanks to Kath Viner, Helen Oldfield, Melissa Denes, Hannah Pool, Bob Granleese, Billy Mann, Ritchie Parrott, Merope Mills, Lisa Darnell, Justine Picardie, Nick Hornby, William Fiennes, Sarah Harvey, Stephen Gill, Ira Glass, Jonathan Bernstein, Alex Blumberg, John Hodgman, Geoff Kloske, Sarah Vowell, Ursula Doyle, Camilla Elworthy, Derek Johns, Christine Glover, and Nick Harris.


This book would be dedicated to Katie, Ed, Kellie, Shirley, Sam and the others from jonronson.com had I not dedicated it to Elaine and Joel.








 





PART ONE




 





1. A FANTASTIC LIFE


It is a Friday in December. I have now been dressed as Santa for five hours. The heating in our house is on full blast. The costume was itchy when I put it on all those hours ago. Now I feel as if I am covered in ants. ‘I need to take the beard off,’ I say.


‘No!’ says Joel, my four-year-old son.


‘I’m getting a rash,’ I say.


‘Please stay with me, Santa,’ says Joel.


The original plan had been to creep up behind Joel dressed as Santa. I’d say, ‘Ho! Ho! Ho!’ We would laugh about it, then I’d take off the costume and we’d go back to normal. But it didn’t work out that way. Although Joel knew it was me, he was so thrilled to have his own personal Santa that he didn’t want it to end. Three hours ago, he whispered, ‘Will you stay with me for ever, Santa?’


I replied, ‘Yes, I will. For ever and ever and ever.’





*





‘I think I may be allergic to whatever fabric they make the beard out of,’ I say now.


‘Don’t go, Santa,’ says Joel. ‘Don’t leave me.’


I give my wife, Elaine, an imploring look. She shrugs and goes downstairs to the kitchen. She thinks I have nobody to blame for this but myself.


‘I think I’m getting hives,’ I say. ‘I’m feeling very claustrophobic.’


‘No, Santa, no!’ says Joel.


‘I need air,’ I gasp. ‘I need air.’


I am having a panic attack dressed as Santa.


‘Prepare yourself, because I am going to take the beard off . . . now!’ I say.


I do. Joel runs from the room. I go upstairs to my office for a cigarette.


In my office I log on to Friends Reunited. A few weeks ago I decided to track down the boys who threw me into Roath Park Lake in Cardiff in the summer of 1983 when I was sixteen. In the middle of the night a few Saturdays ago I woke up and realized I was still angry about what they did. I found one of them and emailed to inform him that I am now a bestselling author.


He emailed me back within a few hours. He told me that the reason why they threw me in the lake back then was that I was a pain in the arse. He added that the tenor of my email leads him to suspect that I haven’t changed, and that throwing me in the lake again today would be an appropriate response. I emailed him back to say that I earn more money than he does. He has not yet emailed me back.


Touché.


‘Santa,’ Joel yells from downstairs.


‘Coming!’ I shout.


My plan is to give Joel the most perfect Christmas imaginable. This is part of my overall strategy to provide him with a constantly enchanting childhood. I don’t want to blow my own trumpet, but I think I provide magical moments for Joel in a far more unremitting way than my parents did for me. I rarely stop, and then only to go upstairs for cigarettes.


Nonetheless, at times like this, when every synthetic fibre of this cheap Santa suit feels as though it’s snaking its way inside my skin, and I realize that I’ve been adopting a Santa tone of voice throughout my argument with Joel – even when I told him I might be allergic to the beard fabric, I said it with a ‘Ho! Ho! Ho!’ type of booming twinkle – I see myself lucidly, from above, and I recognize that I wasn’t like this when he was a baby. I was averagely delightful in those days, entrancing in a manner that would not seem unusual when written down.





* 





Outside the school gates, all the parents speak of their plans to give their children the most perfect Christmas imaginable. Perhaps I’ll bump into some of them in Lapland next week. One mother looks tense. She tells me that her four-year-old son asked her last night if he’s going to die.


‘What did you say?’ I ask.


‘I said, “You won’t ever die,” ’ she says. ‘And then he said, “What about you and Daddy? Will either of you ever die?” And I said, “No. We will never die, either. None of us will ever die.” ’


She looks at me. I shrug. We are like amateur bomb-disposal officers, forever cutting the wrong wires.


I take Joel to a Christmas party. Another father is fighting over something with his four-year-old son. The boy screams, stands up, pushes his father out of the door and slams it. The father is left in the corridor. He chooses to stay there. Nobody goes to check if he’s OK. Is he sitting out there with his head in his hands?





The Lapland trip is a few days away. The brochure says we will take a husky ride, a reindeer ride, a snowmobile ride and a toboggan ride and meet Santa in a snowy cabin in the middle of a pine forest. I’m not paying for the trip. I am writing it up as a travel article for the Guardian. This means I’ll be able to provide Joel with a magical and unforgettable Christmas, do it for free and give him a gift that money can’t buy – the gift of fame. The Guardian is sending a photographer, Barry Lewis, to Lapland to take pictures of Joel with Santa, and he will be the cover star of the paper’s Weekend magazine’s Christmas edition. We’ll keep it, and in years to come he’ll be impressed that his father was in a position to get him on the front cover of a magazine.


As a precursor, I decide to take Joel to Santa’s Kingdom at Wembley. The advert makes it look wonderful – a drawing of a shimmering, snowy, chocolate-box village somehow recreated inside Wembley Exhibition Halls 1 and 2. The official website includes a visitor’s diary written by a seven-year-old called Mary T. Moore. She writes: ‘December 12 2002. We all checked in and were given our wristbands, which were bright blue in colour! Elf street was kool. Santa was exactly like he is in all the photos and he does eat too much chocolate. We played in the snowball alley and mum went shopping.’


Although her diary was written about her December 12 visit, it was posted on santaskingdom.co.uk on November 29. This is unnerving. Could Mary T. Moore not exist? Such marketing deceits are acceptable in the realms of everyday adult pursuits, but I am trying to construct a perfect Christmas for my four-year-old and I am in no mood to be fucked with. In the absence of an actual foe to protect my son against, I am forever attuned to the possibility of outsiders carelessly puncturing the ambience of constant enchantment that I have created around him.


I decide to not tell Joel that we’re going to Santa’s Kingdom. I opt to make it a magical mystery tour instead. In the taxi on the way to Wembley, Joel interrogates me for clues to our destination.


‘It is Body Worlds, isn’t it?’ he says. ‘Hooray! We’re finally going to Body Worlds!’


Body Worlds is a travelling exhibition of pickled human remains.


‘It isn’t Body Worlds,’ I say.


Joel’s face crumbles.


‘I want to go to Body Worlds,’ he cries.


‘Listen,’ I say, crossly, ‘if you’re naughty we’re going straight into town to see Stomp again.’


‘No!’ yells Joel, genuinely alarmed. ‘Not Stomp again. Please not Stomp again.’


This threat works for a few minutes. Then Joel starts again. ‘If we don’t go to Body Worlds,’ he explains, ‘I’m going to keep saying shit.’


‘Joel,’ I warn, ‘we are not going to Body Worlds.’


‘You’re worse than Jonathan King,’ he yells.


The taxi driver peers at us in his rear-view mirror. I wish I’d never told Joel that Jonathan King – whose music Joel admires – is in prison for being naughty to boys.


‘Shit!’ says Joel.


I resort to the ace in my pack, the one thing that invariably makes Joel behave well. ‘Jesus wouldn’t have said shit,’ I say, ‘and Jesus wouldn’t have wanted to go to Body Worlds.’


Joel loves Jesus. I don’t know where this came from, but I suspect it might be from a trailer for a cartoon called The Lamb of God on the video of Scooby Doo and the Witch’s Ghost. We are not a religious family. Like many people, I’ve relinquished pretty much every aspect of Western living that could be described as ‘being part of something bigger than myself’. I am not a member of a union. I don’t go to synagogue. The only clubs I’m a member of are the gym, where I don’t talk to anyone, and the Randy Newman online fan club, which I rarely log on to. When I was a child, my father, like most people of his generation, spread his well of enchanting-ness around the various clubs to which he belonged. He was a little enchanting at the golf club, a little enchanting at the bridge club and a little enchanting at home. But I concentrate the entirety of my enchanting-ness on Joel.


Santa’s Kingdom turns out to be an extremely regimented snowy paradise. It is packed. We are shepherded by strict elves from one tiny room to another, where costumed actors sing us songs or tell us jokes before we are ushered on. Every few minutes a magic-skewering announcement comes over the PA: ‘Will the solid aqua wristbands please leave Santa’s Kingdom now.’


‘I’m getting rather old,’ says the toymaker to the crowd. ‘I’m beginning to think of Ann Widdecombe as a sexy young thing!’


There are blank faces from children and adults alike.


Joel’s mind wanders, and he starts playing with the props. An elf appears at his side within half a second. ‘Stay away from the toy machine,’ says the elf. Joel obeys at once. He seems comforted by this unambiguous order. There are, in fairness, a few good bits about Santa’s Kingdom: a wishing well that talks to you – not a recorded voice but a real conversation – and a snow slide we’re allowed to go down exactly three times. Three little boxes on our wristbands are ticked off after each go. But the whole thing is claustrophobic, and the rigid structure squeezes all fun out of it. Had it been one vast kingdom where we could roam freely, as opposed to a warren of little rooms with no grand climax, it might have been better.


‘What Christmas present would you like this year?’ the toymaker asks Joel on our way out.


‘Um . . .’ says Joel, frantically. ‘Um—’


‘Oh good, lots and lots,’ interrupts the toymaker. He turns to someone else.


‘A rescue castle,’ yelps Joel. But it is too late. We no longer have the toymaker’s attention.


There is a silence.


‘Do you think he heard me?’ asks Joel.





‘Were you once thrown in a lake?’ Joel asks later, back at home.


‘Yes,’ I say. ‘I was thrown in a lake in Cardiff when I was sixteen.’


‘Why?’ he asks.


‘Because I was fat,’ I explain. ‘I was fat when I was sixteen. And that’s why they threw me in the lake.’


‘Wow!’ he says.


‘There are two lessons to be learnt from this,’ I say. ‘Don’t be a bully and don’t be fat.’


He thinks about this.


‘Will you show me what it looked like?’ he asks.


‘Me being fat or me being thrown in a lake?’ I ask.


‘Both,’ he says.


I puff up my cheeks, waddle comically around the room for a moment, fall over and say, ‘Splash!’


There is a silence.


‘Will you do it again in slow motion?’ asks Joel.


So I do. This time I add some dialogue: ‘Please don’t throw me in the lake! Nooooooo! Splash.’


‘Will you sound more scared,’ says Joel, ‘and put a cushion under your shirt.’


So I do.


‘Please!’ I shout, waddling grotesquely. ‘I might drown. Please! No, No. No! No!’


There is a silence.


‘You were so fat!’ says Joel.


Joel asks me to do it one final time. He is like Sam Peckinpah, forever directing me to make it more grotesque. He wants me to mime the swallowing of dirty water as I struggle to the surface. I go too far when I simulate a death rattle. This visibly upsets him. He wants to see me retain some dignity.





Northern Finnish Lapland. Sunday night. There are five of us. This is a mini-Arctic expedition. There is Sammy, our local guide and driver. There’s Barry, the Guardian’s photographer. There’s Elaine. There’s Joel. And there’s me. It is 7.30 p.m. Sammy has just picked us up from Kuusamo Airport. We have not yet reached our log cabin in nearby Ruka – our home for the next three nights. Instead, Sammy has driven us to an equipment-hire shop, a hut in a forest, where we are fitted with snowsuits. We run around outside for a few minutes, throwing snow at each other. Joel has never touched real snow before. He is amazed. But the seven-hour journey (two planes and a two-hour connection at Helsinki airport) has tired him out.


‘Can I go to bed now?’ he asks the adults.


Sammy smiles enigmatically. ‘Maybe,’ he says, ‘there is something more exciting than sleep tonight. Maybe there will be an amazing Christmas adventure.’


‘First I’m going to have an amazing sleeping adventure,’ says Joel, cheerfully. ‘Then I’ll have an amazing Christmas adventure tomorrow.’


‘Maybe not,’ laughs Sammy. ‘Maybe the adventure will begin tonight.’


I take Sammy to one side. ‘What’s going on?’ I ask.


‘Joel must meet Santa tonight!’ he whispers, urgently. ‘There’s a horse-drawn sleigh parked outside your cabin right now, and it’s going to take you through the forest to another cabin, and Santa is already there, hidden, waiting for Joel.’


Joel yawns, happily unaware of the unfolding crisis. Elaine has overheard some of this conversation, and she gives me a panicked stare that says, ‘For Christ’s sake, get them to postpone Santa.’


‘Joel’s very tired,’ I say. ‘Can we not meet Santa in the morning? We’re jet-lagged and we need to unpack and acclimatize.’


‘That is impossible,’ says Sammy, with a startling finality.


There is a silence.


‘Perhaps the sight of the horse-drawn sleigh will perk Joel up,’ I say.


The five of us climb into the minibus and drive through the snowy forest. We turn a corner, and all at once we gasp. Our cabin is covered in a blanket of thick snow. The surrounding pine trees glisten with snow, too, and a path of glowing candles lights up the driveway. A horse-drawn sleigh, complete with jingle bells and reindeer pelts, waits for us at the front door, as does the sleigh’s driver. It is just about the loveliest thing I have ever seen.


‘Bedtime!’ yells Joel. He jumps out of the van, ignoring the one-horse open sleigh, and rushes, focused, into the warm cabin. I follow him inside. He has already found a double bed and has jumped into it, pulling the duvet up to his chin.


‘This is a perfect bed,’ he says. ‘Good night.’


‘I think,’ I say, ‘that somebody very special wants to meet you before you go to sleep.’


Joel thinks about this for a moment.


‘No,’ he says.


I hurry outside. ‘Sammy,’ I say, ‘we have a serious problem. Joel is already almost asleep. He’s only four.’


‘We do have a serious problem,’ says Sammy, ‘because Santa is only available immediately.’


Barry intercedes. ‘Do you really want a picture of a scared, tired and crying child meeting Santa?’ he asks.


‘No,’ says Sammy, ‘but the schedule is inflexible.’


I notice, in the darkness behind the cabin, figures moving around. I don’t know who they are. I assume they are shadowy cogs in this apparently complicated operation. I rush over to Elaine. ‘They’re not backing down!’ I hiss.


‘Oh God,’ says Elaine.


‘I’m not coming out,’ yells Joel from the window.


I rush back inside.


‘The horse is crying,’ I tell Joel, ‘because he’s dying to meet you. He’s crying now!’


‘OK,’ he says, ‘I’ll meet the horse. But that’s it. Then I’m going straight back to bed.’


Together, Joel and I walk out into the snow.


‘Hello,’ says Joel, magnanimously, to the horse.


‘Joel,’ says Sammy, ‘would you like to sit in the sleigh for a moment while you talk to the horse?’


Joel shoots Sammy a suspicious glance. Nonetheless, he climbs into the sleigh. I quickly jump in and throw a reindeer pelt over the two of us. Elaine and Barry pile hurriedly in behind us. ‘Go!’ I hiss. ‘Go!’


The driver cracks the whip, and the horse trots lazily off down the snowy lane towards Santa. We fall into a wonderful silence. The jingle bells ring out magically with every step the horse takes. A stirring of Northern Lights pulsates above us as we ride through the shimmering pine trees. Joel’s mood is lifted. He begins to sing ‘Jingle Bells’ to himself.


‘It’s just so beautiful,’ I sigh. ‘Isn’t it, Joel? Isn’t it perfect?’


Joel doesn’t answer.


Behind me, Elaine and Barry begin to bitch incessantly. ‘Would it have been too much to have asked for a negotiable timetable?’ mutters Barry.


‘It’s just a nightmare,’ agrees Elaine.


Barry and Elaine are working themselves up into something of a frenzy, out here amid the pine trees.


‘People bring terminally ill children here,’ says Elaine. ‘You don’t force a terminally ill child to meet Santa.’


‘That’s completely right,’ says Barry.


We park up outside a log cabin and walk inside to discover that a vast banquet has been laid on for us. Joel takes one look at the meats and cookies and juice and salmon platter and he bursts into tears.


‘You tricked me,’ he wails, throwing himself underneath a pine bench and adopting a foetal position.


During crisis situations such as this, I usually attempt to alter Joel’s mood by transforming myself into some kind of physical comedian, pulling out all the stops to provide instant enchantment. I use any prop to hand, interspersing my slapstick buffoonery with the yelling-out of positive statements such as ‘You’re extremely talented, Joel! You’re going to be a great success in later life!’ Instead, I whisper to Sammy, ‘If Santa comes right now we may be OK.’


Sammy and I hurry outside to find a lovely old Santa, his eyes twinkling, rubbing his hands to keep warm inside a four-wheel-drive parked behind a tree.


‘Hello!’ he hollers.


‘Let’s do it now, Santa,’ I say.


‘OK,’ says Santa.


I rush back to the cabin and dramatically fling open the door. Joel, noticing an escape opportunity, squeezes out from underneath the bench and makes a run for it, just as Santa appears from the darkness. Joel skids to a startled halt.


‘Ho! Ho! Ho!’ says Santa.


‘Get them to stand next to each other,’ urges Barry the photographer. ‘I can’t get them in the same frame.’


Santa takes a step towards Joel. Joel takes an anxious step backwards.


‘He’s demented with exhaustion,’ whispers Elaine through gritted teeth.


‘You’re the best, Santa!’ I shout as loudly as I can, trying to drown out all the negativity.


‘They look like they’re in different rooms,’ mutters Barry, panicked.


‘Joel! Do you think there’s a mouse living in Santa’s beard? Would you like to go and look?’


‘This is making me very sad,’ says Elaine.


‘Oh, Santa, I’m so tired,’ says Joel, giving him an imploring look, as if to say, ‘If anyone can stop this madness, surely you can.’


‘We all love you, Santa,’ I screech.


Randy Newman was once asked about a song of his, ‘I Love To See You Smile’, the title theme to the movie Parenthood. ‘It’s the most lucrative song I ever wrote,’ he said. ‘I was able to hire a nanny to play with my children for me. So a movie about being a good parent allowed me to put even more distance between my children and myself.’


I think about this as I attempt to coerce the exhausted and hugely reluctant Joel towards Santa so Barry can get a decent photograph to accompany my article on perfect parenthood, which will earn me enough money to pay for Joel’s nanny for another eight weeks. Then I shrug and think, Things have gone too far to stop now, and I ask Joel if he can spot the mouse in Santa’s beard.





‘Peace and quiet at last,’ says Joel, back in his bed in the log cabin.


‘Wasn’t Santa lovely,’ I say, trying to gauge the level of emotional scarring Joel has suffered in the past hour. Actually, he was a great Santa, a perfect Santa, unfazed by the chaos. Things did settle down after a while, with Joel telling Santa that his bedroom is the one with the two Harry Potter posters so he’ll know where to leave the presents. But now, in bed, Joel’s mind is on other things. He’s thinking about a boy who is apparently something of a class bully. Two days before we set off for Lapland, by Joel’s account, this boy shouted at him. In bed, Joel suddenly sits up and says, ‘I’m going to have a horrible life.’


I gasp. ‘No, you’re not,’ I say. ‘You’re going to have a fantastic life. Do you know why?’


‘Why?’ Joel asks.


‘Because you’re clever and funny,’ I say. ‘Clever, funny people have fantastic lives.’


Joel allows himself a small, optimistic smile. Elaine listens, unnoticed by me, from the doorway.


‘In fact,’ I add, thrilled that I’m doing so well, ‘do you know which people have horrible lives after leaving school? Bullies! Bullies leave school and have horrible lives, while special people like you have blessed, magical lives, where nothing bad happens at all.’


‘Really?’ asks Joel.


‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Only bad things happen to bullies, and only good things happen to people like you.’


‘Those were the worst bloody words of wisdom I’ve heard in my life,’ shouts Elaine, furiously, later.


‘What?’ I say.


‘First,’ says Elaine, ‘Joel won’t automatically have a fantastic life. In fact, he’ll probably have a worse life now because of the unrealistic expectations you’ve just instilled in him.’


‘Oh God,’ I say, horrified. ‘He’ll forget I said it, won’t he?’


‘And bullies don’t automatically have terrible lives,’ adds Elaine. ‘What you just told Joel was warped and disturbing. You’re teaching the boy Schadenfreude!’


Before Joel was born, I had a mental picture of what fatherhood might be like: my son and I were in a car together, driving down a motorway. We turned to each other and smiled. That was it. I notice now that this mental picture lacked dialogue.


Joel is out of bed, now too excited to sleep. Elaine, Barry and I drink cognac in front of the fire while Joel bounces around in front of us. ‘Shit!’ he sings, screeching across the room. ‘Shit! Shit! Shit!’


‘Peter, Susan, Edmund and Lucy didn’t say shit in Narnia,’ I say.


‘You’re good at the humour,’ says Barry, who has raised four children, ‘but a weakness in your parenting is control. Control is the weak spot.’


‘Do you really think I’m good at the humour?’ I ask, flattered.


‘Yes,’ says Barry.


‘You said that in such a way as to imply that being good at the humour isn’t enough,’ I say.


Barry looks at me to see if I’m joking. When he realizes I’m not, he gives me a brief, pitying stare, and says nothing about my parenting skills again.





The next morning, Barry is worried. He never got a perfect shot of Joel and Santa together. He asks Sammy if the organization can broker another meeting, this time with more advance warning.


Sammy is concerned. ‘But any Santa we manage to get now won’t be the real Santa,’ he says.


‘Uh . . .’ I say.


‘Yes, yes,’ says Sammy, cutting my obvious next question short. He reluctantly agrees to find a Santa to meet us at the reindeer farm tomorrow.


The next twenty-four hours are blissful. Sammy takes us husky-sleighing. We drink reindeer soup in a tepee in a frozen forest. We end the day with a snowmobile expedition across a frozen lake. The next morning, Sammy drives us to a reindeer farm. The reindeer takes Joel and me on a hair-raising sleigh ride across a field, kicking snow in Joel’s face.


‘That’s it,’ yells Joel, giving the reindeer and me a ferocious stare as if to say, ‘I know the two of you plotted this together.’


I wipe the snow from Joel’s face.


‘I’m going to have a horrible life,’ says Joel.





The reindeer-farmer’s son, who can speak little English, disappears at lunchtime. He reappears a few moments later dressed as Santa. ‘Look, Joel!’ says Barry, raising his camera. ‘Wow! How about that?’


‘Hello again, Santa,’ laughs Joel, excitedly. ‘I didn’t know you were coming to see me again.’


Santa nods, grumpily.


‘I wonder if Santa has got a mouse living in his beard,’ says Barry.


‘It’s lovely to see you,’ says Joel.


Santa silently folds his arms, diffidently tapping his fingers against his coat.


‘Santa,’ says Joel, concerned, ‘are you OK?’


‘Santa has reindeer problems,’ I say. ‘Isn’t that true, Santa? You’ve come to check on your reindeers because they’re sick, that’s why you’re preoccupied.’


Santa grunts. Barry gets a lovely photograph of Joel posing with Santa.





Twenty-four hours later, and we’re back in London. Joel’s nanny, Francielly, is feeding the cat. She’s there when we arrive home. Joel runs through the front door.


‘Our log cabin,’ he shrieks, ‘had two toilets.’


‘Really?’ says Francielly.


‘Two toilets!’ sighs Joel, contentedly.




 





2. THE FAMILY PORTRAIT


My family runs a hotel – the Nant Ddu Lodge – in the Brecon Beacons mountain range of mid-Wales. I go home to the hotel every Christmas, and at some point I always manage to say, ‘I treat this place just like a hotel!’ and it always gets a big laugh.


Sometimes, famous people stay at the hotel. My mother always telephones me when it happens. When the TV news journalist John Cole was there recently, my mother phoned me up and said, ‘Guess what? John Cole is staying here, and he hasn’t heard of you.’


A few years ago, John Birt – then the Director General of the BBC – came in for lunch. My father approached his table: ‘Are you John Birt?’ he asked.


‘Yes,’ said John Birt.


‘I wonder if you can help,’ said my father. ‘The TV reception in this area can be all crackly and fuzzy. Can you do anything about this?’ I think my father wanted John Birt to get onto the roof and fix the aerial.


‘We spoke about all sorts,’ my father told me on the phone afterwards. ‘The problems I’m having with my car – he couldn’t believe that it’s been in the garage six times.’


‘Oh, and he hasn’t heard of you,’ added my mother, on the extension line.


Recently, my family won the coveted Welsh Hotel of the Year competition. It was a big honour, and they wanted to do something to commemorate the success. So they decided to commission a portrait-painter to immortalize the Ronsons.


‘We’ve decided to have a group family portrait commissioned,’ said my mother on the phone. ‘A Ronson family portrait to be hung in the bar. Will you be available for a sitting?’


‘Certainly,’ I said. ‘Who’s doing it?’


‘He’s a brilliant but troubled local artist,’ she said. ‘He did the mural for the new Cardiff multiplex. You must have heard of it.’


‘No,’ I said.


‘Oh, come on,’ she said. ‘It’s been in all the papers.’


It turned out that the artist’s particular sub-speciality is painting celebrities in classical Renaissance settings – such as Clint Eastwood ascending to heaven surrounded by angels. His ambition is to create the longest painting in the world, nearly a mile long, to be hung alongside the M4 between London and Cardiff. It will depict celebrities such as Julia Roberts, Clint Eastwood and Tom Cruise in a kind of biblical tableau, like Raphael’s Martyrdom of St Matthew. His loving recreations of celebrities set my parents thinking. So many famous people stay at their hotel. What if the Ronson family portrait was extended to include celebrities?


‘Listen to this!’ said my mother on the phone the next day. ‘We, the family, will be standing in the grounds of the hotel, surrounded by famous people.’


‘Which famous people?’ I asked. ‘You mean, the famous people who’ve stayed in the hotel?’


‘Oh no,’ said my mother. ‘Any famous people. You have to choose your three famous people by Wednesday. We’re working on a tight deadline. Send a Polaroid of yourself to the artist. And come up with three famous people. Living or dead. Comedians, statesmen, actors, anything.’


‘Let me clarify this in my head,’ I said.


‘There’s nothing to clarify,’ said my mother.


‘Don’t you think it may come across as a little self-aggrandizing?’ I asked.


‘I’m choosing President Kennedy, Gandhi and Churchill,’ said my mother.


My father came on to the phone.


‘Who are you choosing?’ I asked him.


‘Gary Player, Arnold Palmer and Jack Nicklaus,’ he said.


‘All golfers?’ I asked.


‘So who are you choosing?’ asked my father.


My mind drew a blank. In fact, I began to panic. I imagined, in hundreds of years’ time, notable art historians gathered around the painting making sarcastic comments. Paintings are so permanent. I was to be frozen for eternity with three celebrities, and now the only question was: which celebrities best represented my essence? It was easy for my father. It was as if each of his three golfers portrayed a different subtlety to his personality. There was Arnold Palmer, the kind and thoughtful golfer with a common touch. There was Jack Nicklaus, the fiery, steely golfer who once said, ‘Nobody ever remembers who finished second at anything.’ And there was Gary Player, the philosophical golfer, whose ten commandments for life – as seen on garyplayer.com – include ‘The fox fears not the man who boasts by night but the man who rises early in the morning.’


But who could I choose? I found myself feeling hostile to the whole idea, a hostility that manifested itself in a lazy choice of celebrities.


‘I’m going for the Beverley Sisters,’ I told my mother on the phone. I actually have no interest in girl groups of the 1950s, but I did know that the Beverley Sisters all looked exactly alike, and my choice was designed to be viewed by art historians of the future as an ironic silent protest.


‘You can’t have the Beverley Sisters,’ said my mother, knowing me well enough to understand all this in an instant.


‘How about Sister Sledge?’ I said.


‘Are you trying to ruin this?’ said my mother.


I relented and opted for my real all-time celebrity hero: ‘Randy Newman,’ I said.


‘Nobody knows what Randy Newman looks like,’ she snapped.


In the end, we compromised – for all time, it would be Jon Ronson, Ike and Tina Turner, and Boris Yeltsin.


The Ronsons were going to be hobnobbing with the stars. The laws of physics tell us that one needs to be very careful approaching a star. If your trajectory and speed are just right, you’ll go into orbit, safe and sound, glowing in the warm, beautiful starlight. If you mess up in any way – the wrong direction, the wrong speed – you’ll hurtle into the face of the star and be vaporized; only the star will remain. My parents were involving us in a dangerous game.


A few days later, my mother called to tell me that the concept had changed slightly. Each Ronson, she said, would no longer just be standing and chatting to the celebrities. We were to be serving them drinks. This was, after all, a hotel. So now I was to be frozen in time in an act of subservience. To Boris Yeltsin. A few days later, the concept changed yet again. It was back to standing and chatting. But, this time, the Ronsons would be talking, and the celebrities would be listening.


‘So you’ll be talking,’ I clarified, ‘and Kennedy, Gandhi and Churchill will be listening?’


‘What’s the problem?’ said my mother.


‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘I’m just worried that people may get the wrong idea. You know, that we consider ourselves as good as Kennedy and . . .’


‘What are you saying?’ said my mother.


‘Nothing,’ I said.


I changed the subject. ‘What will you be talking to Kennedy, Gandhi and Churchill about?’


‘What do you mean, what will I be talking to them about?’ said my mother. ‘Nothing. I’m talking to them about nothing. It’s a painting.’
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