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  Jamie’s Blog


  Tuesday 4 October


  I have a question for you, one which I would appreciate an honest answer to, if you’d be so kind: If you suffer a gigantic emotional breakdown at work and mortally insult your boss, what do you think are the chances of keeping your job? Go on, be honest.


  Yeah. That’s pretty much the conclusion I’d reached too. I’m basically more screwed than a hooker with a six-figure overdraft.


  It’s not been an easy few months for the Newman clan. In fact, it’s been dreadful, like a slow-motion car crash with none of the excitement. Since Pops was born the financial thing has become a real struggle for us. Don’t get me wrong, I adore my weird little daughter with a love that borders on the psychotic, but she’s a bigger drain on the bank account than a classic British sports car.


  Laura’s still on part-time hours at Morton and Slacks, and I’ve been going slowly insane at my desk at the paper. The work hours have been growing longer and longer, while my nerves have been getting shorter and shorter. I’ve even started smoking again. This is the single most colossally stupid thing I could have done, given that fags now cost an arm, a leg and several yards of intestines.


  The recession hasn’t helped. My cost-of-living increase was frozen last April and my yearly raise went out of the window in July.


  You can imagine how delighted I was to hear that David Keene – the CEO of the newspaper – and his lovely plastic third wife, Kayleigh, had jetted off to the Seychelles for three weeks on the same day I was told I wouldn’t be getting a pay rise. The knuckles on my right hand have only just stopped throbbing and the stationery cupboard wall will need a jolly good re-plastering sometime very soon.


  Poor old Pete from Reprographics lost his job last month. Clare, the girl who once held my flaccid penis while I blubbed like a little girl, has been inconsolable. The two were married in the spring at a lovely reception, where he wore a Wolverine costume and she looked dazzling as Catwoman. I tried to point out the inconsistencies in that particular fantasy pairing, but nobody seemed interested.


  Seeing the poor cow moping around the office for the past few weeks has really topped off the deep sense of dread and loathing I’ve felt each and every day for the past eighteen months. This was never a job I was in love with, but it paid the bills and kept me off the streets. In recent times though I’ve come to see it as some kind of punishment for my wrongdoings of the past. I’ve tried to remember what I might have done to incur such a horrific fate and I’ve narrowed it down to the time I drop-kicked the little baby Jesus during rehearsals for the school nativity play when I was eight, and when my drunken antics as a twenty-something adult led to a glob of my semen destroying an oil painting of His face.


  This sorry state of affairs came to a rather inevitable head yesterday.


  The morning started as it usually does these days, with an argument. Laura and I used to share a lovely breakfast together, discussing our day ahead while sipping hot tea and munching on buttery slices of toast. These days, though, we’ve decided that a better way is to conduct a blazing row over something incredibly trivial while our daughter screams her head off on the couch.


  Yesterday the source of our lively debate was my inability to load the dishwasher properly. You wouldn’t think that putting the cheese grater on the wrong level more than once in a fortnight would be the catalyst for a potentially marriage-ending conflagration, but my wife and I managed to achieve it, to the charming accompaniment of Poppy rupturing her vocal chords while sat in the corner.


  ‘Maybe I should just stick my fu—my fudging head in the dishwasher and drown my stupid bast—blinking face, eh?’ I spit at Laura from the doorway as I pull on my coat.


  ‘You could try, you enormous bag of horseshi—horsepoo!’ Laura replies eloquently, picking up the screeching Poppy. ‘But there’s every chance you’d stick it in next to the fu—fudging cheese grater and break the spray arm completely.’


  ‘Good! I hope the spray arm breaks. I hope it breaks off and cuts my throat so I don’t have to listen to you moaning at me about that blood—blooming cheese grater ever again!’


  ‘Don’t you say things like that, Jamie Newman. We haven’t got the money to fix that dishwasher and I am not spending my evenings up to my ar—bum in greasy pans any more.’


  From the outside, this sounds like the dumbest argument in human history, especially with the self-censorship going on thanks to the presence of our firstborn. I’m sure poor Mrs Withering two doors down certainly thinks it’s all very strange as she puts out her rubbish bin and tries to ignore the appliance-based nuclear war on our doorstep.


  ‘I’m going to go to work now, Laura.’ I say, pointing a trembling finger at her. ‘Where I’ll try to earn enough money to keep you in cheese graters and spray arms for another few weeks at least.’


  ‘You do that, Jamie. I’ll stay here, look after our daughter and try to extricate our existing cheese grater from where it’s now jammed against the spray arm. Then I’ll go to work too . . . because I have to do that as well, in case you’d forgotten.’


  ‘No! No I hadn’t.’ I blast, and notice Mrs Withering giving me a very worried look from over her wheelie bin. This dampens my rage somewhat. I turn back to Laura. ‘Have a good day, dear.’


  ‘Don’t you tell me to have a good day, you sack of sh—Oh, hello Mrs Withering! How are your joints this morning?’


  ‘Better, thank you,’ the old bat says from her new vantage point looking down our hallway. ‘Is everything alright, my dears?’


  Apart from the fact my wife and I may be getting divorced thanks to a ballistic cheese grater, you mean?


  ‘We’re fine Mrs Withering,’ Laura says in as calm a voice as she can manage. ‘Why don’t you get off to work now, Jamie?’ she orders.


  I don’t need telling twice. I wave at Poppy, who completely ignores me and buries her head in her mother’s shoulder.


  With that final dismissal I bid Mrs Withering a good day and stride towards the Mondeo with a lump of hot coal still burning its way through my stomach.


  I call at least fourteen other drivers twats on the twenty-minute drive to the office, such is my foul mood. A tension headache has formed over my right eye, and my left eye has started to twitch and water so much I look like someone’s just sprayed chilli powder into it. The four cigarettes I smoke during the trip no doubt contribute heavily to this, as do the three cups of awful coffee I consume in less than an hour once I actually get to my desk.


  By half past ten I’m twitching like an arsonist in a match factory and the tension headache has now broadened its horizons to encompass my entire head, both shoulders and inexplicably, my arsehole.


  With stabbing pain coming from my rear end and a throbbing dull ache emanating from my skull, it’s a miracle I get through the morning and into the lunch break in one piece. I consume a limp Co-op chicken-and-disappointment sandwich, smoke another four cigarettes and drink a can of Red Bull, before slouching back inside and shutting myself away in my office to try and get to grips with the promotional campaign I’m supposed to be creating for our new Sunday supplement. It’s exclusively for women and goes under the brilliantly bland title of ‘Living’. It was thought up by David Keene’s lovely plastic third wife Kayleigh, so everyone with a good survival instinct has jumped on board the idea enthusiastically.


  I put forward a counter proposal for a supplement called ‘Dead’ to appeal to our zombie demographic, but – as ever – my suggestion is completely ignored. So with caffeine pumping through my veins, a head that feels like it’s gripped in a vice, and an arsehole that for some reason still feels like it’s in the middle of a prostate exam, I hunch over my keyboard and try to think of a good way to sell a supplement that mainly features stories about handbags, periods and Kim fucking Kardashian.


  As you can imagine, my mental state is now incredibly fragile. Antique Fabergé eggs are robust in comparison.


  If I had just been left alone for the rest of the day the disaster that unfolded wouldn’t have happened and I’d still be in gainful employment. As it was though, at twenty past four I hear a knock on my door. I ignore it, knee deep as I am in my attempts to build a cohesive advertising blurb for Kayleigh’s asinine supplement.


  The knock at the door is repeated, this time a little louder. ‘James?’ says a mewling voice and my heart sinks. It’s my boss, Alex. I was sure the little shit was off today, but here he is, standing at my door like a Jehovah’s Witness with a death wish.


  ‘Come in,’ I grind through clenched teeth.


  The door swings open and in walks the single most annoying human being it’s ever been my displeasure to meet. Alex is scrawny, has a high-pitched voice, is going bald but won’t admit it, wears stupid round little glasses and has a handshake limper than a piece of lettuce.


  ‘I need to talk to you James,’ he whines at me nasally.


  ‘I thought you were off today.’


  ‘I was.’ He perches himself on my desk and moves my coffee cup. Do you know how infuriating that is? When somebody not only invades your personal space, but takes it upon themselves to start re-arranging your things without permission? My stress levels, already at DefCon 3 thanks to the caffeine, aching arse and cheesegrater-versus-dishwasher incident, ratchet up another notch closer to meltdown.


  ‘I had to come in today just to speak to you,’ he continues.


  ‘Really? What about?’


  Alex clasps his weedy little hands together in a sure sign what he’s about to say isn’t going to be good.


  ‘Mr Keene has expressed a desire to save money and I’m afraid that means we’re having to cut back on some of our staff working hours.’


  My heart sinks into an abyss darker than the contents of my recently moved coffee cup. ‘Are you about to tell me I’m out of a job?’ I say in a shaking voice.


  ‘No, of course not!’ Alex cries with a little laugh and pats me on the shoulder. Then the hands come together again. ‘You’re just losing a few hours, that’s all.’


  ‘How many hours Alex?’ I reply, carefully putting down the ballpoint pen I’ve been squeezing in my left hand.


  ‘A few, I’m afraid.’


  ‘How many exactly is a few?’ I’m trying my hardest not to imagine what the ballpoint pen would look like inserted into Alex’s scrawny little neck.


  ‘You’ll be going from forty hours to twenty-five.’ He puts a hand on my shoulder again in what I guess he believes is a conciliatory fashion. ‘It’s bad I know, but in the current economic climate these kinds of cuts are inevitable I’m afraid. We’re all having to make sacrifices.’


  ‘Really? Really Alex? And what sacrifice have you made as manager?’


  He’s ready for this one, I can tell.


  ‘Well James, I’m afraid I’m losing my car and my expenses budget has been significantly cut for this year.’


  The little prick actually thinks that this would make me feel better. That he’s proving that we’re all in this together because he can’t drive an A5 anymore and buy lunch in Pret A Manger every day.


  Hold it together, I order myself, we still need this poxy job. Just hold your temper, get out of this office and calm yourself down before you say anything you’ll regret.


  Alex thumps the table. ‘Oh damn it! I forgot. I’m afraid you’ll have to move offices as well. We’ll be putting you over with the reprographics department on the big table.’


  Seriously Jamie, take a deep breath and put the pen down again. You have to keep your shit together right now. Think of Laura and Poppy.


  ‘Mr Keene has said he’s willing to discuss the cutbacks with you if you’d like,’ Alex says, standing up. ‘He knows you have a young child to look after and wants to make sure you understand how hard it was for him to make these changes.’


  ‘Alright Alex. I think I’d like to do that.’ Preferably carrying a ballpoint pen. ‘Is he up in his office on the top floor?’


  ‘Oh no, I’m sorry James. Mr Keene is out of the office right now. He’s in the Maldives with his wife.’


  Oh fuck this shit. Go to town on the little bastard and we’ll worry about the fallout later. Just try not to do anything that’ll land us in prison.


  I stand up.


  Slowly.


  A variety of foul swearwords, phrases and insults are queuing up at the front of my brain, ready to spew forth all over Alex’s stupid face.


  My arsehole puckers – partly due to the throbbing which still hasn’t abated, and partly due to the fact it knows what is about to happen and is having a mini panic attack.


  ‘Alex,’ I say in a voice laced with winter.


  ‘Yes James, how can I help?’ The smug self-satisfied tone is accompanied by a thin, wet smile.


  The Dalai Lama would have trouble resisting the urge to stab this idiot. Ghandi would have broken a lifetime vow of nonviolence and gone at this fucker’s head like a rabid gibbon.


  ‘Alex,’ I continue, in the same ice cool tone. ‘You are without doubt the slimiest and most officious little cocksucker it has ever been my misfortune to come across.’


  I will replay the change in expression on the slimy cocksucker’s face for many months to come in my head. It is a thing of absolute beauty.


  ‘What did you say to me?’ He stands up straight now, two bony knuckles depositing themselves on equally bony hips in indignation.


  ‘Oh, I’m sorry? Has all that bullshit you’ve got floating around in that excuse for a brain finally filled up your ear canals?’


  He points a finger at me. Even that looks limp – in defiance of all the laws of body language. ‘You’d better stop talking, James,’ he hisses. ‘This could go very badly for you.’


  ‘Oh really? What are you going to do exactly? Cut my hours even more? Maybe have me work in the toilets? I could balance a laptop on my knees – how would that suit, you little prick?’


  ‘One more word and you’re on a disciplinary.’


  ‘One more word, eh? How about ‘weasel’? Or maybe ‘ferret’? Possibly ‘rat’? All three are equally good at describing you, you ponce.’


  ‘Right, that’s it. I’m putting you on a disciplinary, James!’


  ‘It’s Jamie, you brown-nosing little git! JAMIE. J – A – M – I – E. Always has been. If you took even five seconds to try and get to know the people who work for you, you’d know what my fucking name is!’


  He’s gone red now. A delightful shade of crimson that would look nice in the bathroom with the new mats we bought in Tesco last week.


  Alex holds up two knobbly fingers in front of my eyes, holding them a scant inch apart. ‘I’m this close to firing you, Jamie.’


  This is it then. My last chance to back down and keep my job. In such moments are the courses of our lives decided for good and all. I could calm down, apologise, and soldier on with Kayleigh’s Living supplement. Alex will put this outburst down to the stress of having my hours reduced and within a fortnight everything will be back to normal. The bills will continue to be paid (more or less) and I’ll continue to let my soul die by small increments.


  Or I can go all in. Penny and pound. Sacrifice the next few weeks and months of my life for one glorious five minute explosion that will destroy my bank account (and possibly my marriage), but will do wonders for my sense of self-worth. Sometimes in life you just have to leap without looking . . .


  My eyes narrow. My voice lowers to a whisper. ‘Fire me, you little scrotum. Go ahead.’


  I’m rewarded with Alex’s face going a whiter shade of pale, a colour which would go well with the curtains in the spare bedroom.


  He goes to speak, but I hold out one hand. ‘No, no. Let’s not keep this monumental occasion to ourselves.’ I throw open my office door. Outside a plethora of heads are already turned towards me. ‘Hello everyone. Alex has an announcement to make.’


  Alex follows me out. ‘This is ridiculous James . . . Jamie.’


  ‘Is it? As ridiculous as a newspaper making massive cutbacks while its owner suntans his hairy arse on a beach and his trophy wife seduces the pool boy back in the hotel penthouse?’


  There are gasps from the audience – sorry, my work colleagues – as they digest this.


  ‘I think this is a private matter between us,’ Alex says and tries to pull me back into my office.


  ‘Oh, I don’t think it is Alex. You’re one of those odious little shitbags—’ more gasps, louder this time ‘—who likes to dish the dirt behind closed doors where no-one can see you. This time though, you’re going to spew your loathsome words in front of everyone.’ I put out an arm. ‘So please, tell the boys and girls what you’re doing with me.’ I fold both arms and lean against the door frame, watching what Alex does next.


  ‘You give me no choice Jamie. Really no choice at all. I don’t like to do things like this.’


  I roll my eyes. ‘Jesus Christ, get on with it, you oily tick.’


  The gasps are joined by not a small amount of laughter. I might be leaving with my belongings in a cardboard box, but at least the poor bastards who have to carry on working in this dive can go home with a smile on their face and a decent anecdote to tell their friends down the pub tonight.


  ‘You’re fired Jamie! Collect your belongings immediately and leave!’ For once Alex actually sounds commanding. Then he ruins it by whispering, ‘The HR department will be in touch later today about your final pay slip.’


  ‘Excellent!’ I shout and clap my hands together. ‘You finally managed to grow a set and do it. Well done Alex! And may I just say that working for you has been slightly less pleasant than lying with my mouth wide open under the back legs of a camel with diarrhoea?’


  ‘You tell him, Jamie!’ a voice calls from the back of the room. I think it’s Clare, but I can’t be sure as the speaker is keeping herself well hidden behind some filing cabinets.


  ‘And while we’re at it, I’d very much like you to pass on a message to Mr Keene. Please tell him that he is a cunt of the highest, highest order. Also, his wife is nowhere near as attractive as she thinks she is. She is also a moron. I know nothing about women and am fairly sure I could come up with a better feature for a women’s supplement than “What’s the best chocolate to eat while you’re on a treadmill”.’


  ‘I suggest you leave right now Jamie,’ Alex spits.


  ‘Oh don’t try and order me around you slimy prick, you lost the power to do that about a minute ago.’ I turn to address the floor and see a series of gobs well and truly smacked. ‘Goodbye everyone. Some of you I got on with quite well. Some of you I barely knew. I received a handjob from only one of you.’ A snort of laughter erupts from behind the filing cabinets. ‘I hope that things get better here for all of you as soon as possible. Alex could certainly start that process by jumping out of the nearest high window.’ I smile at the skinny weasel and give him the finger for good measure. ‘I’m leaving now,’ I say to my enrapt audience, ‘and will head home to tell my wife what has happened here today. If you wish to visit me in hospital, I would imagine I’ll be at St Mary’s as that’s the nearest one to my house.’


  I turn back into my office and slam the door so hard it can probably be heard in the Maldives. Fifteen minutes later I’m chain smoking my way out of the car park. Forty minutes later I’m sat outside the house, sheer terror gripping every inch of me . . . except my arsehole, which has completely stopped throbbing, I’m pleased to report.


  On shaky legs I open the front door, walk into the house and straight through to the living room. Laura looks up at me and sees the expression on my face.


  ‘What have you done now?’ she says. I can almost feel the needles in her voice.


  Placing the dining room table between me and my concerned wife, I begin to weave my ugly tale.


  Laura’s Diary


  Thursday, October 29th


  
    Dear Mum,


    First of all, let me offer you a couple of much-needed apologies.


    I haven’t left a diary entry for over three weeks now and for that I am sorry. A combination of unholy rage and sheer exhaustion have put me in the kind of mood that’s not conducive to creative writing. Which leads me on to my second apology – for the foul language you were subjected to in that last entry.


    I used words and phrases no person should ever have to listen to, even if they aren’t alive anymore. I’m frankly surprised you didn’t come back as a ghost to smack my bottom until it was red raw as punishment for the use of such obscenities.


    I re-read the entry just before writing this one and even I am amazed that I could spout such evil filth over the course of two whole pages. I can never let Jamie read it. He’d be taking out five restraining orders on me before the sun went down.


    I do feel my reaction was understandable, given my idiot husband’s nearly successful attempt to ruin our lives completely by getting fired from his job. We’ve never had an argument that lasted eight days before. I’m thinking of ringing The Guinness Book Of Records.


    Thankfully, something has transpired in the intervening fortnight that has made my disposition a lot sunnier. I’m also absolutely terrified, but in a good way.


    Allow me to explain:


    A week ago it felt like my life was more or less over. I had a husband with no work and a new propensity for walking round the entire day in his dressing gown, while I still went to a job that I can’t stand at the best of times, but where I now find myself begging for more hours to make up for Jamie’s little outburst at the paper.


    I was trying very hard not to feel towering resentment towards my husband, but given that he’d forced me to work more and see even less of my rapidly developing daughter, I could have cheerfully extracted his eyeballs with an ice cream scoop.


    It was in this frame of mind that I started my working day at the Morton & Slacks pit of misery, vaguely hoping that at some point there’d be an earthquake and I’d be crushed to death by a pile of luxury selection boxes.


    What made this particular day even worse was that one of my staff – a timid thing of sallow complexion called Amy – had taken the day off thanks to a twinge in her back. I hardly felt that a slight pain above the pelvis constituted an excuse not to come into work, but employment law unfortunately disagreed with me, so I was forced to run the shop with just Jonathan in tow. Jonathan, as you may remember, could spend three solid years studying human anatomy and still not tell an arse from an elbow at the end of it.


    Still, it was a Wednesday – customarily a quiet day in the shopping centre – so I was looking forward to some idle staring out of the window while Jonathan tripped over things in the store room.


    And for a majority of the day, this is exactly what happened.


    We had a grand total of eight customers before lunch – two couples, one businessman who’d obviously forgotten an important anniversary, two single men who probably hadn’t, and Larry the local homeless bloke, who I had to shoo out of the shop before he sucked the alcohol out of all the chocolate liqueurs.


    I ate a Sainsbury wrap for lunch that I barely tasted and settled back in behind the counter for an afternoon of much the same thing.


    A further seven customers come in and buy a variety of tasty treats before five-fifteen rolls around and I begin to think about closing up. Then Maisie enters my life. I didn’t know that Maisie was her name initially, but I do know it’s one I will never forget for as long as I live.


    At approximately five-twenty in she shuffles wearing a crumpled red plastic mac three sizes too big for her and a black pork pie hat stuffed over the worst blue rinse this side of an episode of Coronation Street, she looks more harmless than a baby deer covered in bubble wrap.


    ‘Good afternoon,’ I tell her, hoping she won’t launch into a story about how she managed to get tights during the war.


    ‘Hello my dear,’ she replies and shuffles over to look at the fudges.


    I breathe a sigh of relief. No war stories today it seems. I go back to staring out of the window. Larry is across the way outside Boots and I’m taking mental bets with myself as to how long it’ll be before he tries to piss up against the window.


    This occupies me for a good five minutes, until Jonathan stumbles over.


    ‘Er, Laura?’ he says in a low voice.


    ‘Yep?’


    ‘I think that old lady is shoplifting.’


    ‘What?’


    ‘She’s nicking stuff.’


    I look over at her. She’s shuffled over to the novelty stand and is examining the six-inch Barney Bear in dark chocolate with some intensity.


    Is there a slight bulge in her over-sized mac where was there was none before?


    I continue to study her for some time, but she doesn’t appear to be making any moves to steal our stock, so I look back at Jonathan. ‘I think you’re mistaken, Jon. She’s not doing anything suspicious.’


    ‘But I swear I saw her lift a box of the Belgian specials just a second ago!’


    ‘Maybe you just thought you saw her do it, but—’


    Barney the frigging Bear has disappeared. Where once his big gormless chocolatey smile was on display for all to see, what remains is an empty shelf that could probably do with a good dusting.


    The elderly woman is now edging her way back towards the entrance, feigning interest in the mini hampers. For all the world it looks like she’s completely innocent.


    Thanks to Jonathan’s timely warning though, I know better. The bulge of Barney Bear is quite obvious. In fact, looking closer at her coat I can see there must be several lifted items under there, given how much larger she looks than when she came in.


    ‘Stay here,’ I tell him in a gruff voice. I must confront this miscreant and bring swift justice down on her before she is allowed to get away.


    I wish I had a badge and a gun at this point – or a cape of some description. I stride over to where the old bint is now nearly out of the shop.


    ‘Excuse me?’ I say in a strident tone.


    She looks back at me with the kind of wisened expression that grandchildren love the world over. ‘Yes, my dear?’


    ‘Could you open your coat for me please?’ I demand.


    The look of cheery good nature disappears faster than a Greek savings account. ‘Why do you want me to do that?’ she snaps.


    ‘Could you just do it for me please, madam?’ I repeat in my best police voice. All those episodes of Motorway Cops I’ve been watching are now paying dividends.


    Given how commanding and authoritarian I sound, I fully expect her to capitulate and give up the pretence. I’m already considering letting her off with a warning. Colour me completely surprised then when she says ‘Bollocks to you, love!’ and runs away. Actually runs away.


    I would have pegged this old lass as the type who could barely get above a zombie-like shuffle, but here she is speeding past BHS towards the shopping centre exit as fast as her crabby old legs will carry her.


    The shock is so extreme I descend into cliché. ‘Stop thief!’ I wail and point one finger skywards. This has no appreciable effect as we live in the twenty-first century and not 1955. Nobody comes to my aid so I shout ‘Mind the store!’ at Jonathan and take off in hot pursuit.


    I sprint towards my elderly nemesis, who turns to see me hunting her down and increases her pace even more. She’s like a fat little red pinball bouncing her way through the crowd, both hands clasped over her belly to prevent Barney Bear and the rest of my merchandise from falling out.


    Fast as she is, I am a good forty years younger and catch up with her outside the British Heart Foundation shop within a few seconds.


    ‘Give me back my fucking chocolate!’ I screech as I grab her arm. All pretence of politeness has gone out of the window now I know she’s a dastardly criminal.


    ‘Oooooohhh!’ the old duffer wails. ‘Somebody help me!’


    It occurs to me that from the outside this situation doesn’t look good. As far as any bystanders are concerned a healthy woman in her thirties is bullying a sweet little old lady by one of the local charity shops.


    ‘Let me go!’ she moans again, really laying it on thick.


    ‘Let that poor woman go!’ a fat man in a suit demands.


    ‘No!’ I shout. ‘She’s a bloody shoplifter!’


    Everyone in the British Heart Foundation has come out to see what all the fuss is about. I’m now surrounded by pensioners who think I’m assaulting one of their own. Things could go downhill very rapidly here. I’ve never been run over by a mobility cart before, but I fear that fate awaits me if I don’t calm the situation down as soon as possible.


    ‘This woman is a shoplifter, and I’m not letting her go until somebody calls the police!’


    ‘I’m no shoplifter!’ she moans.


    ‘Oh no!?’ I grab her coat and pull.


    Fantastic, now it looks like I’m sexually assaulting an elderly woman in front of a crowd of like-minded pensioners. Any minute now I’m going to be battered to death by the most arthritic vigilantes in human history.


    ‘Aaaaargggh!’ the shoplifting granny wails.


    ‘Let her go at once!’ an old man who has ex-army written all over him commands from the back of the crowd.


    Thankfully the coat falls open and Barney Bear, two bags of fudge, eight Belgian chocolate bars and a jar of pear drops fall onto the floor with a clatter. Silence descends as the crowd absorbs this new revelation.


    Into the unfolding drama comes Terry, one of the shopping centre security guards. ‘What’s going on?’ he asks, surveying the scene.


    ‘She attacked me!’ the shoplifter says and points a calloused finger my way.


    ‘Oh yeah?’ I reply. ‘Did I also force a load of chocolate from my shop into your coat?’


    To give her some credit, the old harridan doesn’t respond. I think she knows the game is up.


    ‘Oh good grief, Maisie,’ Terry says. ‘Not again.’


    ‘You know this woman?’ I ask him.


    ‘Yeah. Last time I saw her she was trying to nick four frozen legs of lamb from Waitrose. We had to call an ambulance because she caught hypothermia.’ He sighs and grabs his walkie talkie from the belt round his waist. ‘I’ll call the local bobbies. They can take care of her.’


    ‘You’re a bad boy Terry Pruett!’ Maisie says to him. ‘I’m victimised, I am.’


    It seems I’ve caught up with a notorious local felon. I don’t know whether to feel proud of myself or just completely incredulous. My mobile phone, still stuffed in my trouser pocket, starts to ring. It must be Jonathan in a panic. There must be something very wrong for him to go to the trouble of calling my personal phone. Maybe the rest of the Women’s Institute have invaded the shop and are stripping every shelf of stock.


    ‘Hello?’ I say, answering it.


    ‘Is this Laura Newman?’ a voice says to me in a strange, nasal accent.


    ‘Jonathan? Have you been at the chilli mints again?’


    ‘I’m sorry?’


    ‘Who is this?’


    ‘My name’s Brett. I’m calling from the Worongabba Chocolate Company in Brisbane.’


    ‘Sorry, what?’


    ‘You applied for a job with us?’ the accent is so thickly Australian it’s hard to understand, especially with all the background noise. I stand still for a second trying to process what the hell Brett is on about.


    Then it hits me. ‘That was four months ago!’


    ‘Yeah, I know!’ Brett says with a chuckle. ‘Taken us a bit of time to get round to it. No worries though, eh?’


    ‘You want to interview me for a job?’


    ‘Yeah! Definitely. We liked your resumé. My boss Alan Brookes is a big fan of you Poms, so he wants to speak to you. We can do it over Skype if you’ve got it.’


    Maisie, Terry, and the rapidly melting Barney Bear have left my head completely thanks to this new development. I barely notice the fact that Maisie has attempted a break for freedom and is currently trying to bite Terry’s hand. The effectiveness of this is slightly ruined when her dentures fall out and smash on the shopping centre floor.


    ‘Er, can I take your number and ring you back, Brett?’ I ask as Maisie gamely tries to gum her way out of trouble.


    ‘No worries. Sounds like you’re busy over there. What’s going on if you don’t mind me asking?’


    ‘I’ve just made a citizen’s arrest. Someone’s grandmother was nicking my chocolate bear.’


    Brett doesn’t respond immediately. I can tell he’s thinking very hard about what to say next. ‘Heh! You Poms, eh? Always up to something weird!’


    I end the call with Brett by giving him my email so he can send his details over. I promise to ring him later that night and turn my attention back to the crime scene. Maisie has thrown in the towel and stopped worrying at Terry’s wrist with her gums. Two of the local constabulary have arrived and proceed to question me over what’s happened. I can’t help but feel bad as I dob Maisie in. My ire at her thievery has waned, and now I just feel like I’m consigning a pensioner to a night in the cells.


    ‘Don’t worry about it, dear,’ she tells me as they gently cuff her. ‘The tosser in Waitrose rugby-tackled me and threw my hip out. You were a lamb in comparison.’


    Inexplicably, this does make me feel a bit better.


    I get home that evening a good hour late thanks to Maisie. The first thing I do after kissing Poppy hello and berating Jamie for not clearing out the dishwasher is phone Brett back.


    A brief call later I have a job interview arranged, to be conducted with Alan Brookes, the owner of the Worongabba Chocolate Company, over Skype the following Thursday.


    That’s today. In about an hour . . .


    I’m so nervous I’m afraid I’m going to throw up all over the keyboard, which I suppose would be a near repeat of my last important job interview with a chocolate company. I’m very sure I’m not pregnant this time though. You have to have sex to get pregnant and Jamie isn’t getting anywhere near my lady garden for a good few weeks yet, thanks to getting himself fired.


    This whole situation very bizarre. I applied for that job via an industry website on a whim four months ago. I never thought anything would come of it. Here I am though, about to be interviewed for a job across the other side of the planet. It’s exciting, terrifying and destabilising all in equal measure.


    For the first time in weeks though, I feel something other than miserable and tired. That’s got to count for something, right?


    I did a bit of internet research about Worongabba Chocolate. It’s a smallish company that only runs out of a few locations in Queensland and New South Wales, but anything’s got to be better than Morton & Slacks, and its clientele of homeless drunks and shoplifting pensioners. Besides . . . it’s Australia! A place where I could actually hold on to a sun tan for more than a week.


    Wish me luck Mum . . . and pray I don’t make a fool of myself.


    Love you and miss you as always.


    Your very skittish daughter Laura


    xx

  


  Jamie’s Blog


  Monday 2 January


  For the first time in two months I find myself wishing Laura hadn’t landed the job with the Woolengobb . . . Warrengubb . . . Wobblebottom Chocolate Company.


  There have been many moments of high stress since she put the phone down on Brett Michaels, the deputy CEO of the company, and started jumping around the living room shouting, ‘I got the job!’ at the top of her voice.


  Telling my family and our collective friends that we were leaving the country – perhaps permanently – was definitely an experience I don’t want to repeat any time soon.


  Neither was organising an inexpensive place to store our worldly possessions for the short term, and transport to the New World as soon as we were set up in Australia.


  Sorting out all the necessary paperwork for visas was a ball ache of the highest order. Australia appears to be the kind of country that only lets foreigners in for longer than two weeks if they can prove an ability to fill in complicated forms in triplicate and exercise the patience of a saint when on the phone to the immigration department.


  But in all of that I never once regretted Laura’s decision to take the job. Neither of us has been to Australia before, so we’re entering a new and strange existence that for all we know will chew us up and spit us out. What was the alternative, though? Another few months of Laura having to work at Morton & Slacks? Me slowly going insane as I sit in my dressing gown scouring the job ads, while Jeremy Kyle berates Tracey from Ealing for eating her baby?


  The decision to uproot our family and move ten thousand miles away was a bit of a no-brainer. Besides, it was worth it just to see a happy, excited smile on Laura’s face. I’d frankly have moved to the moon if it meant getting her out of the depressed state she’d been in – a good part of which was caused by my idiocy back in October.


  So no regrets and no worries (I’m trying to get used to the lingo already). Right up until today . . .


  And why the change of heart? Why would I now be having second thoughts about this entire venture, despite all the effort and work that’s gone into it? Because I’m in the smallest, most uncomfortable seat it’s ever been my misfortune to be sat in. Part of the reason for that level of discomfort is because the seat is forty thousand feet in the air.


  I am on a plane, a long metal tube of evil design, wherein I am being punished for all my past sins by having to sit in the same place for hours on end, while people around me fart and belch into the air conditioning system, which happily recycles their emissions right into my pale, dry face.


  An hour ago the demonic minions that live in the belly of the metal monster force-fed me a meal they claimed was ‘chicken hotpot’. I know the truth, though. They can’t fool me. After one mouthful I understood that what they were actually feeding me was the distilled agony of a million tortured souls, trapped for all eternity in a congealed pile of white goo that wobbles when you bounce a spoon off it.


  Further punishment is handed down by the tiny screen in front of my face that pumps out images and sounds designed to turn my already scrambled brains into runny cheese. The only things I have not seen on the ‘extensive in-flight entertainment’ menu are six episodes of The Only Way Is Essex, a documentary about Kim Kardashian and all four Twilight movies.


  I can’t bring myself to rewatch any films that I actually enjoyed. Not when they’ve been ‘edited for airline use’ and shrunk to accommodate the confines of the postage stamp sized 4:3 ratio TV screen. I need to watch The Avengers in glorious widescreen, damn it! I had a go at watching Twilight, but Kristen Stewart has the same soporific effect on me as a plate of sleeping pills, and I keep thinking some alien life form is about to burst from that enormous slab of flesh R-Patts calls a forehead, so I switched it off after ten minutes.


  But, gentle reader, all these horrors take a back seat to the true cause of my pain. The real reason I wish Brett fucking Michaels had never called Laura in October . . .


  Her name is Manjula. Manjula is all of six months old, but is a personification of the devil so perfect in its malice that God himself would quail from her tiny, evil presence. When I checked-in online yesterday (or about ten thousand years ago, as it feels now) I was delighted to discover that I could choose bulkhead seats for all three of us. This would provide Laura and me with a bit more leg room, while allowing Poppy a bit more space as well.


  Quite why three-year-old children need so much space is beyond me, but they do and it’s just best to accommodate them wherever you can to cut down on the tantrums. Picture then, if you will, Laura sat on the aisle in the left hand seat, Poppy next her and then me in the third seat . . .which leaves the right hand aisle seat free. Into which a small, pleasant-looking woman of Indian extraction deposits herself while the plane was still sat at the terminal.


  She has a baby with her, which causes an involuntary groan to escape my lips, for despite the fact I am a proud father myself, I maintain the intense dislike for children I’ve always had. It’s one thing to love and care for your own baby, but I’ll be buggered if I’m going to love everybody else’s as well. They are loud, smelly, bizarre little creatures that I always chose to steer well clear of, if given the option to do so.


  Sadly this option is decidedly not available on a plane journey, when somebody parks one of the little bastards right next to you. Still, I’m well used to babies by now, having helped bring Poppy into this world, so am at least prepared for anything it can—


  Bloody hell! She’s thrown the kid into my lap. I now have a baby’s head in my crotch. It stares up at me with a glazed expression and a lop-sided smile. I look to my right in horror. The woman has flopped her child over the arm rest right into my personal space and is now changing the little bleeder’s nappy. We haven’t even taken off yet. Can’t she have waited and done this in the bog once the plane was airborne?


  The woman smiles at me like nothing is out of the ordinary. I, being British and therefore incapable of voicing a complaint in such a confined space, merely smile back and wait while the nappy change is carried out. Once it is, the woman gestures at me to hold the baby while she gets rids of the used nappy. To the accompanying giggles of my wife and child I do so, with mild disbelief.


  ‘Daddy’s got a new brown baby!’ Pops laughs from beside me.


  ‘Poppy! Be polite,’ Laura chides from beside her.


  My daughter has made an accurate assessment of the situation though, I do now appear to be the proud owner of a new brown baby – which smiles at me and rolls its eyes.


  Back comes mother and grabs the kid from my arms, swinging the poor bastard around like it’s a life-size action figure. It doesn’t seem to mind one bit though and settles down to sleep the second the woman buckles herself back into her seat. I turn away from both, hoping and praying that will be the end of my problems with this strange twosome. Yeah, like that was going to happen, eh?


  Three hours go by. The kid is now sleeping peacefully in the basinet attached to the wall. It’s a big one, stretching across in front of my seat as well as my Indian friend’s. I myself have settled down for a kip. Laura is watching Twilight and Poppy is spark out next to me, dreaming of kangaroos and koala bears I have no doubt. I start to drift off, the whine of the plane engines lulling me into a doze.


  Sudden, brief and sharp pain on my forehead snaps me awake instantly. I look down to see a small, square cardboard picture book in my lap. Looking up, the baby is now sat upright in the basinet looking at me with a wide grin on its face.


  ‘Manjula!’ the mother cries and picks the book up from my lap, giving me a slight but discomforting whack in the testicles with one knuckle as she does so. She looks at me and bobs her head. ‘So sorry,’ she says.


  ‘Not a problem,’ I reply, and finger the small indentation left in my forehead by the corner of the book.


  I shut my eyes again and try to sleep some more. Once again, blissful unconsciousness begins to take me in its warm embrace and I feel myself—


  Ow! Fuck! This time the picture book hits me square on the nose. Manjula laughs in delight.


  ‘Manjula!’ the mother chides again.


  Through watering eyes I see her pick the picture book (which features a badly-drawn monkey on the cover) up off the floor and put it back in the basinet. She then shifts Manjula to the other end of the cot in an attempt to keep me out of ballistic range.


  This works for about ten minutes.


  The third time the stupid book hits me it’s on the crown of the head – sharp corner first again. Christ knows how this kid can be so accurate and so strong to thrown the bloody thing so high. If nothing else the Indian shot put team will have no trouble scoring the gold at the Olympics in twenty years. This time I hand the book back to the mother, a dark look on my face. ‘Sorry, sorry,’ she says with a smile that indicates her deep regret may not be as sincere as I’d like.


  ‘Maybe you shouldn’t give her the book again?’ I ask. She shakes her head with incomprehension. I drop into typical English behaviour and speak slowly and loudly to her. ‘Don’t give her the book again!’ I enunciate clearly into her confused face.


  She seems to get the message and puts the monkey book by her side. Manjula isn’t fucking happy about this turn of events and starts to wail. Mother then starts to tickle her, which stops the crying, thankfully.


  There’s no way I’m going to sleep now. I daren’t drop my guard in case Manjula decides to launch an all-out aerial assault on me. I do however shut my eyes again in the universal signal for I’m now ignoring you and your child for the rest of the flight, madam.


  With the picture book removed, there are no more incidents for the next few hours. In that time I end up watching the Kim Kardashian documentary for the simple reason she has nice tits, while munching my way through the evil chicken hotpot concoction with grim determination.
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