Issue no. 3

Bewar e of the boa.

Boob Toob

I recently visited the future. I took the
afternoon time machine from Frankfurt
and was at my brother-in-law’s house in
New Jersey in time for dinner.

On the American telly were the CSI
programmes that my partner enjoys (‘It’s
only fake blood, so it’s OK,’ she assures
me). But these were not the same ever-
repeating episodes we see here in present-
day Germany. We were looking at the
stories that Deutschland will get to in a
million years or so. I now know that (in
the future) Danny will marry Lindsay and
they’ll have a daughter called Lucy. Danny
will take a bullet and end up in a
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wheelchair. But, fear not, before the end
of season 6, he will be back on his pins
again. I could tell more but I wouldn’t
want to spoil it for you.

However, I will share this. In the
future there will be television screens
everywhere. The TVs in New York are
now ubiquitous. They were in all the
elevators at the hotel, and there was a
fifty-foot bank of them behind the
reception desk. They were in stores and
any place where people were likely to be
queuing. They were in the taxis. Some
years ago every time you got into a cab
the disembodied voice of Yo-Yo Ma
would tell you to put your seat belt on.
Mr Ma is no longer in the transportation
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business but in his stead there is now a
little TV mounted into the back of the
driver’s seat. The big advance here is that,
unlike Mr Ma, this boob tube can be turned
off by the passenger. This is progress.

Mechanicsville

Due to all the televisions in New York,
and the tendency of the networks to
constantly repeat everything, one
particular incident is now indelibly
associated with this visit to the Big Apple.

A Mr Wilfred Rodriguez was driving
in the Bronx when he noticed a strange
rattling noise coming from his engine.
Upon parking he saw a bushy tail and a



paw sticking out the front end of his SUV.
He feared the worst but then the paw
moved and Mr Rodriguez realised there
was hope for this misplaced kitty. The
New York Police Department’s
Emergency Service Unit was summoned
and these experts in feline extraction
rescued the cat by removing the battery
and “other vehicle parts” (the TV did not
say who put Mr Rodriguez’s car back
together). The pictures of a tatty, grease-
covered moggy were everywhere. The
screen in my taxi showed the cat still in
the,engine looking very much like roadkill,

all New York was amazed that it

rvived without injury.

This does not always happen. Last
year, in Malta, a kitten was discovered in
a car engine and a vet was called. Sadly,
the animal’s wounds were such that Dr
Dolittle was obliged to euthanise the cute
critter. This incident generated comment
in the Times of Malta newspaper. There
were some who felt that the kitten could
have been spared the lethal injection and
nursed lovingly back to health. There are
Monday-morning quarterbacks
everywhere it seems.

The other cat-in-engine stories that
my research uncovered were happier. An
eight week old ginger kitten was
successfully rescued from a car engine
somewhere in Britain (the report was a
shoddy piece of journalism that gave the
the cat’s age and colour but not location).
In the city of Blythe in north-east England
a pussy by the name of Tinker was
retrieved from a Ford Galaxy. A crew
from the Henry Volunteer Fire Station
No. 6, in the aptly named town of
Mechanicsville, Virginia, was obliged to
take an engine to pieces to get at a
seriously stuck black and white mouser.
And yet another cat was very lucky when
an alert Mr Ernesto Gonzalez of Miami,
Florida, found it jammed in the engine of
his minivan. There are at least five
YouTube clips out there of cats being
removed from motors in various parts of
the world. And that’s just the cats. There
were further reports of a rabbit, a pit bull
and a boa constrictor that all managed to
get into engine spaces too small for them.

Today’s lesson: Happiness is a warm
engine block. Although rabbits would do
well to remember that boa constrictor.

Develes Ers

According to the New Zealand Herald
the city of Gisborne on Poverty Bay in
the North Island has the most flatulent
people in the nation. Yes, that is correct;
Gisbornians fart more often than any
other Kiwis. Least likely to make music
after their supper were the populations
of Timaru, Whangerei and Auckland.
These fascinating facts were revealed by
a survey of the wind-making habits of
New Zealanders conducted by Vital Food
Processors Ltd, an Auckland-based
nutraceutical company. This firm makes
a kiwi-fruit extract called Phloe that they
say “keeps you regular” and helps avoid
the “feeling of fullness”. If the claims
for this antipodean elixir are true then
Kiwis are going to do a lot of good in
this windy world.

...and a jumbo bottle of Flowee.

But surely this survey needs to be
extended to encompass all the great city
rivalries. Which mighty metropolises have
bragging rights in flatulence?

New York versus Los Angeles. Do
bankers make more gas than actors? Did
East-coast hip-hopper The Notorious
B.L.G. out-funk West-coast rapper Tupac?
A reminder, if needed, that hot-air contests
have a way of turning deadly.

Berlin versus Bonn. Bratwurst versus
Beethoven. I don’t know. Do they in
Bonn? They certainly do in Berlin, die U-
Bahn told me so.

London versus Paris? Dickens said
of Paris (approximately): It was the best
of cities, it was the windiest of cities. On
the other hand, Geoffrey Chaucer wrote
(sort of), Out of the develes ers ther gonne
dryve, Twenty thousand Londoners on
petant (Out of the devil’s arse were driven,

Twenty thousand Londoners a-farting).
A draw, as always with those two.

And...

Earlier this summer my wife and I spent
three days in London despite Chaucer’s
warning. We stayed in a nice family-run
bed-and-breakfast in Bloomsbury. One
of those converted 19th century homes
that are typical of central London.

Typical too was the conversion.
Today’s tourist demands an en suite
bathroom and squeezing these into the
restricted floor plans of Victorian houses
takes a lot of ingenuity and funky
plumbing. This is something the English
excel at. Squeezing a quart into a pint
pot as they used to say until everything
went metric. (Squeezing two litres into
a half-litre pot doesn’t have the same
ring to it.) Our bathroom was indeed en
suite and was 1.23 m wide. Not too bad,
until you consider that the bath took 65
cm of this. That left 58 cm of available
floor, just enough for the toilet, but not
enough to install a washbasin. No
problem, this item was in our room,
opposite the bed and between the two
sash windows, and next to the dresser
with the electric kettle and the tea bags.

“It’s fun. You know you’re in
England,” says my American partner,
who finds Britain perfectly adorable as
long as she doesn’t have to live there.

The Brits are proud of their
bathrooms. I have a postcard I picked up
in Oxford not so long ago. It shows a
classic facility with all the charming
details that travellers to Britain know
and love. These include the cold tap and
the very cold tap, the industrial-strength
toilet paper, the ancient bath, the many
pipes and the mildewy window sill.

In our rapidly changing world there
are nonetheless those places, on gentle
islands, where things change but slowly,
or not at all.
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