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            PREFACE

         

         Context is everything. For those who have followed my radio programmes over the last bunch of years, there may well be some comfortable familiarity in the following pages.

         The mid-’90s felt like a pretty good time to be a Brit. Oasis and Blur dominated the music scene, reality TV had yet to contaminate our minds and we all thought Tony Blair was the Messiah. At the same time, the first national incarnation of the talk radio genre came to the UK. For the first time, Britain was to get its own version of those outspoken radio formats that had dominated the American airwaves for decades. Current affairs and political debate were to be given a makeover, and a handful of famous faces (and, somehow, me) were hired to give the UK a very different choice when it came to the tricky issue of how we digest the big news stories of the day. Phone-in radio had just discovered its own testicles.

         At the time, I was fronting the show Ian Collins and the Creatures of the Night. The programme was a mixture of topical issues and comedy; a sort of alternative version of current affairs. We were (without realising it) the rebel show, broadcasting through the night to an audience who must surely have wondered if they were witnessing some kind of intergalactic communication experiment. On-the-hoof sketches, a regular cast of call-in characters and a set of vaguely insane features (‘I’m Shouting through your Letterbox’ and ‘Jerk My Chicken Friday’ being two of the more questionable) formed the backbone of the show. Myself and my co-twenty-somethings (Mike and Kev) were tasked with keeping the good folk of the UK entertained for four hours a night. ‘Wet behind the ears’ doesn’t even cover it. Regardless, these were golden times and, as far as we were concerned, this was what heaven looked like.

         Most significantly, this was the first time that radio hosts in the UK were given the national conch to say whatever the hell they wanted. An open platform to pontificate, moralise and rant about anything they felt was worthy of airtime. If something bugged you, you could simply unload your every thought and observation onto the national airwaves in the form of lengthy (and hopefully compelling) verbal polemics. Harvesting your own collection of reoccurring themes and targets was all part of the deal. The privilege of this position can’t really be overstated. 67 People I’d Like to Slap has now allowed me to transpose my own database of things that need to be said into the written word.

         The relevance of all of this is that those who have been kind enough to follow me around the dial over these years will know instantly where this book is coming from. The reference points, the humour, the terminology and even some of the specific entries will no doubt resonate.

         If you bought this book (and thank you) and know nothing of the above, fear not. There’s nothing wildly esoteric about the next few hundred pages; I merely sensed it might be helpful for you to know a little of this backstory. That said, much like the Bible itself, the road trip we’re about to undertake can be consumed with or without an intimate knowledge of the author.

         
             

         

         Ian Collins 

         Bromley, 2017

      

   


   
      
         
            INTRODUCTION

         

         We can all make a list. The things in life that give us the hump. Your fellow earthlings and those unfathomable acts of odd behaviour that are guaranteed to send your head into a super-charged, three-sixty spin. From public figures to the average Joe, work colleagues to services, transport to your own other half. Whichever way you slice it, there’s an irredeemable reality here: wherever humans lurk, irrational, dubious and just plain infuriating behaviour won’t be far away.

         Such acts of annoyance are rarely game changers; they don’t usually matter. In the grander scale of what is important in our swift lives, these things would never make any serious grade. The tailgater, the noisy eater, the moron with an oversized backpack on the bus, humans who don’t know how to queue, or the mere existence of Piers Morgan; none of these things really matter to our everyday lives. Yet, at the same time, these relatively innocuous acts are the very things that will raise the blood pressure and instruct our brains to fire up the database neatly labelled arseholes.

         So who are these people who manage to deviate so effortlessly from the template of what is acceptable human behaviour? Where do they come from? Are they born? Did they learn this stuff? Is there some kind of environmental component to their irritating ways? Who are they?

         Maybe we should just blame God. Whatever he was doing on that first day, his busy tablet of biblical data clearly didn’t extend to removing human idiocy from the gene pool. How did he miss this? This is the man who created fire and water, puppies and fruit. He made little children with cheeky faces; this was a very clever man indeed.

         Yet somehow, despite his sizeable to-do list, within those seven heady days he forgot to add a clause which guaranteed that human beings won’t behave like utter knobheads. A couple of tweaks to the old DNA and we would have been home and dry.

         And so it came to pass that modern life proffers a sizeable chunk of humankind doing stupid things. After twenty years of officially being an adult, I came, with considerable regret, to the gloomy realisation that things were not about to change. The great un-self-aware brigade were here to stay.

         I could have festered in such disappointment. The mere idea that I was part of a race where folk were pre-programmed to piss each other off with random acts of odd behaviour was not a revelation I liked. Did I really have to accept that some people simply behave differently to others, no matter how annoying it might be? Should I simply jog on, get over myself and take it all on the chin? Not a chance. Instead, I did what any other confused person might do; I adhered to the words of the great philosopher Justin Bieber. Contrary to some mischievous confusion it was in fact Justin who first used those scholarly words ‘don’t let things get you down, get up, get up and lose the frown’. God, he’s good. And he’s right.

         In fairness, it wasn’t just the sagely Justin who changed my life. My ex-girlfriend Lisa played her part too. Lisa was convinced I was an angry man. I tried to reason that I was, in fact, an annoyed man. Not an angry one. In any case, I had stated, anger is just a twisted form of optimism; angry people just want things to be right. They want people to play nicely. I was pretty darn proud at the last line but Lisa simply took a deep breath and stared at me. It was the kind of stare Michaela Strachan gives to the owners of a euthanised cat on one of those animal programmes.

         Lisa’s grand plan was that I should make notes. She said that ranting on the radio was all well and good but nothing can beat the written word.

         Whatever bugged the hell out of me, I should log it in some kind of diary form. She told me that her therapist had offered similar advice: always keep a journal – put it onto paper. It unclogs the mind and gets all of your angst away from your head and out onto the big wide world of A4. This was intoxicating stuff for me (not least because I had no idea she had a therapist, a man who went by the ever-so-slightly annoying name of Delano). For the very first time I knew what I had to do: share my growing list of exasperation with the planet and expose those knuckleheads whose kooky acts of gross stupidity burden my day. I had to create the definitive list; the unarguable, non-debatable opus.

         I know what you’re thinking. Different things annoy different people. No two lists could ever be the same. Fair point. One man’s annoyance is another’s idea of hilarity; my partner can see nothing wrong with Western men wearing bandanas, whereas I subscribe to a slightly different view that unless you have some kind of medical issue or hail from São Paulo, the use of such cranial attire probably makes you a bit of a toss merchant. So I get it, we can all agree to disagree. But this list began its life a mile long. It has been prudently whittled down to an irrefutable consensus. This is the mother of all lists, the non-negotiable oracle of all things bamboozling when it comes to human behaviour.

         
            • • •

         

         Along the way I enlisted the help of some friends. Mike, Danny, Laura and Will (The Collective) proved the ultimate sounding board for ensuring I wasn’t going totally tonto when it came to the tricky dilemma of what is a reasonable area of abject irritability and what borders on the insane. It’s a fine line, kids.

         It’s important I tell you that the 67 are in no particular order. There’s no Billboard-style countdown going on here. I had slaved over the notion that if I created some kind of pecking order I may well be able to stand back and identify some sort of mathematical pattern that explains, once and for all, human imbecility. I had inebriating visions of breaking that code; maybe I would be recognised internationally for my endeavours… ‘And the Nobel Prize for finally defining what a dickhead is goes to…’ – it was a nice thought but if the collective brains of Jung and Freud had failed to sufficiently explain away donkey’s years’ worth of idiotic behaviour then I had to concede that I was unlikely to either.

         Literary purists should also take note: there’s no smartarsed narrative going on here. This is on the road stuff: part raw polemic, part diary and quite a lot of general ranting. If I saw it, thought it or it gave me the compelling urge to want to eat my own face, I wrote it down.

         So welcome to the journey, my frustrated friends – our journey – as we pick the bones, dissect and expose the irksome individuals who taint our daily lives and make this thing called life a tad more stressful than it ever needed to be.

         Welcome to 67 People I’d Like to Slap.

      

   


   
      
         
            1.

            MEN IN GYMS

         

         It all began in the gym.

         There are few places that offer richer pickings when it comes to humans doing things that are just plain wrong. From the treadmill to the pool, the sauna to the free weights, right down to the kind of clobber some folk think is acceptable to wear. It’s an unalterable fact of contemporary life that when Brits pitch up in gyms, they go a bit strange. Top of the list for high crimes of whack-job behaviour is the den of iniquity that is the men’s changing rooms. It ain’t pretty.

         Unsurprisingly, it’s that tricky area of blokes in the buff that throws up the greatest of issues. The human body, in its multifarious shapes and sizes, is mostly a thing of beauty: the gobsmacking detail of our delicate brains, the inexplicable moulding of our anatomical form and the billions of neuro and arterial highways are clearly phenomenal feats of nature. Yet, despite such physical and biological awesomeness, that very same anthropological diktat also gave the world testicles. And made them look like that.

         What the hell happened? Did our creator run out of time? Was it a bet? What kind of cruel world would saddle the entire male race with such pant-based grimness? By any stretch of the imagination, one of nature’s most aesthetically displeasing sights. Put it this way, you wouldn’t be invited to give any TED talks if you’d just invented bollocks. Which is why it becomes a bit of an international head-scratcher as to why so many of my fellow man-people seem to have zero concern about flaunting their little bits and pieces in a public changing room.

         ‘Did you see the match?’

         There was only one other person in the changing room. He was clearly talking to me. Did I see the match? What match? What is he talking about? And do people actually say things like that? – a line I thought had been buried in the misty graveyards of bad sitcoms. Before I had a chance to answer, cliché boy was at it again.

         ‘We was robbed, man.’

         This was his cue to approach the bench. I knew what was about to happen. A post-match report was coming my way whether I wanted to hear it or not. How could my day have begun like this? A man I had never met was standing two feet away from me banging on about the shortcomings of Mourin-ho’s back four. With no clothes on. It was a disturbing picture. I’m sitting down and he’s standing up; the view was not a pleasant one. As he waxed lyrical about Rooney and Mata, I could only sit and nod as his pendulous collection of doom waved from side to side as he became more and more animated. How can this loon not know this is all kinds of wrong? How can he be so unaware? I’m straining my neck in a feeble attempt to meet his eye-line, but Matey – by this stage hands on hips, like an Athenian model – simply grins with self-approval at the brilliance of his punditry, with not a shred of recognition that his little todger is a mere ruler’s length from my head. Where would you have to be on the evolutionary scale to think this was OK?

         When you’re at home, pants are invariably the first thing you put on when getting dressed. For reasons no one has thus far been able to supply, in the men’s changing room pants are relegated to the very last thing. Shirts, socks and even jackets and ties are all dutifully lobbed on before the boxers even get a look-in. Is this some kind of game? Is there a warped alpha male kudos in having your little dongle on display for the maximum length of time?

         I had the sense that my new footballing chum may well go on for some time. We hadn’t even covered the mid-table matches and I was aware that time was knocking on. Fortunately, help was on hand. My knight in shining armour turned out to be a man called Terry. I say ‘shining armour’ clearly as a metaphor. There was no armour. In fact, there was no anything clothes-related. Terry, it turns out, was also in the buff and was about to commit willy felony number two. The United fan (whose name I didn’t get but strongly suspect was also Terry) continued his musings with his mate Tez.

         I was planning my exit when I noticed Terry pull out a large towel from his locker. With a swift Dynamo-like sleight of hand movement, he spun the towel into a kind of snake shape and then, gripping the ends with each hand, stuck one leg up on the bench and placed the towel between his legs. He then proceeded to carry out an act that can only be described as flossing your own testicles. Back and forth he went like his life depended on it.

         There are so many wrongs here it’s hard to know where to begin. Aside from the upsetting visual component, there are two specifics that spring to mind. The first is that I’m not totally convinced that this is the most effective way to dry one’s bits – it all seems a tad hit and miss. The other is that I’m almost sure that none of these oddballs would employ this strange method when they are at home. Nonetheless, and for reasons unknown, it’s an option that dozens of men automatically default to the moment they walk into a gym changing room. Again, it’s back to that sitcom graveyard – doesn’t this kind of nonsense only happen on the telly? Terry continued to floss away for a good ten minutes, all while discussing the plight of Leicester City.

         The two Tels are just the tip of a disturbing iceberg. Something damn odd really does happen in male changing rooms: it’s like a Tardis where the dial has been turned back to 250BC and previously learnt rules of decency and decorum are spectacularly eradicated from the minds of men. Animal status reigns supreme. Louis Theroux could make a documentary on these places and never run out of material.

         When I was a kid, there were signs in swimming pools and gyms listing all the dos and don’ts of the venue – the house rules, I guess: no running, no diving, no dropping litter and the one that made every ten-year-old boy chuckle like a fool, no petting (did anyone ever use the word petting?). Each rule was accompanied by a little cartoon of the act not to be broken. I’ve no idea who dispensed with The Rules but they need to return. And fast. And with some crucial amendments specifically tailored to the grim shenanigans of the men’s changing room. There are two additions we must add straight away.

         The first: No Bending Over.

         I recently encountered the upsetting spectacle of a man (who looked suspiciously like Eric Pickles) who had decided that the best way to dry his feet wasn’t to simply sit down on one of the eighty-five supplied benches but to stand smack-bang in the middle of the changing-room floor and just bend over. This old duffer was as big as a house; it was never going to look good. The upshot of his warped choreography was that the entire room was treated not only to the sight of his ageing arse, but also to the brutal display of his mammoth testicles sweeping the floor like sandbags. It was like the rear end of an African bull elephant – a sight I can now never un-see. This should be basic common sense in a male changing room; never ever bend over when you’re stark bollock naked. Especially if you look like Eric Pickles.

         The other rule: Please Do Not Stick Hairdryers Up Your Anus.

         It’s a hairdryer. It’s for your hair. Yet this handy piece of kit, kindly supplied in most changing rooms, appears to have been hijacked by gym weirdos as a full-on body dryer. From armpits to feet, winkles to bums, there’s no area of the human body isn’t worth an investigative visit from the gym hairdryer.

         To compound this grisly picture, folk seem to have not a drop of shame about standing full-on in front of a mirror blowing their assorted cracks and creases in front of several dozen fellow gym merchants. At what point would you not feel at least a scintilla of self-consciousness? Stop it. The last thing I want to see while getting ready for swift workout is Matey in the corner going botty-bound with a Remington.

      

   


   
      
         
            2.

            JEREMY CLARKSON

         

         Putting real people into the list was never the intention. This isn’t a diary of famous people who deserve a slap. When I’d met with The Collective, the clear consensus was to avoid this area, it was all a bit route one. This wasn’t the answer I was looking for. We can all boast our own hit list of annoyance when it comes to those who contaminate our TVs and online feeds, so how can some of them not be on the list? My mate Danny (himself an author of some note) had counselled against me including specific individuals. Dan is a kind man and loathes the notion of getting personal. In any case, he had advised, it will only serve to divide the room. I had countered his usually wise words with the point that some things simply cannot be ignored. The pervasive world of contemporary media was just too big and many of those who lurk within it need to be called to account for their unique ability to irritate the bones out of the calmest of souls. Especially this man.

         Jeremy Clarkson is a sort of God. The tell-it-like-it-is motormouth of all things car-related. He’s the mop-haired jester with a large brain, a fast mouth and the ability to put his finger right on the pulse of a grateful nation. Moreover, he’s one of the lads, just like you and me. How can you not adore this lanky buffoon?

         There’s only one place to begin.

         Top Gear lost the plot when it realised the might of its own status. In the world of television, this would normally be the kiss of death. As viewers, we’d loved the cheeky man-up-ness of the show (and, let’s face it, Clarkson couldn’t be more of a man if he grew another penis). We’d chuckled along at those random acts of automotive japery and marvelled at the almost forensic knowledge that these guys had on all matters motoring. But what we loved more than anything was that our cheeky hosts seemed blissfully unaware of any of this; oblivious to their own cult standing in the minds of the many.

         But then, as Jezza himself might say: things got big. Top Gear went global and our dynamic trio became huge celebrities in their own right. The spell had been broken. The petrol-heads of Sunday night TV had become as much a commodity as the cars themselves. Consequently, the show lost its punch, our hosts lost their verve and each episode now looked spookily similar to the last…

         
            Look, it’s Jeremy, the daft old bugger; today he’s attempting to race an RAF De Havilland Hornet Moth on a 1970s Raleigh Chopper – let’s see how he’s getting on…

            And here comes Richard, grinning like a weirdo. On tonight’s show, Hamster [how annoying is that, by the way?] is going to mount a hydrogen-propelled man-made directional rocket and be fired off into orbit. And let’s not forget James, who this evening will look all confused and say things like ‘Oh dear’ quite a bit while running his hands through his crazy hair and pretending not to know what the hell is going on despite being one of the co-writers of the entire gig…

         

         …what is this, Groundhog Day? We saw it all last week. And the week before. And still millions tuned in; the Emperor’s new clothes with added balls.

         But none of this matters in the world of Clarkson. Despite these shortcomings, the six-foot-five bête noire of the goggle-box has carved out more than just a TV career. Jezza is sought the world over to endorse, write about, speak to or just shake hands with myriad outlets and companies. Clarkson, it turns out, is a workaholic. Don’t be fooled by that carefully constructed just-got-out-of-bed, boy-who-never-grew-up demeanour. Underneath that veneer of public school nonchalance lies a man with such a burning furnace of ambition in the pit of his belly it’s surprising his arse isn’t constantly on fire. When it comes to media bods working their butts off, JC tops the list; throw Jezza a bone wrapped in fivers and, like Pavlov’s dog, he’ll set to work. In any other world this might be cause for admiration, but we’re talking Clarkey here and that just feels like all kinds of wrong. There’s something chronically uncomfortable when the nuts and bolts of the man’s psychology are at such monumental odds with his adored public image.

         Clarkson hits the zeitgeist for another reason: his almost effortless ability to upset folk. The man can’t help himself. Making people cringe or cry is in his DNA. His catalogue of infelicity and blunder makes for some eye-watering reading. Black people, blind people, Muslims, women, lesbians and even Argentinians (we can let the last one slide) have all been on the wrong end of a Clarkson rant. Each time, the pattern is repeated: Jezza issues an apology, the nation debates the rights and wrongs and Top Gear die-hards leap to the defence of their master, claiming that political correctness has gone very mad indeed and the nation needs to get a sense of humour. We then hang around waiting for the next howler.

         We can argue for the rest of time about what constitutes offence or what falls into the open space of free speech. But this was the BBC, where getting too close to the water cooler is seen as inappropriate behaviour. It’s the Beeb who set the bar and the rules are quite clear: one size fits all. Calling Gordon Brown a one-eyed Scottish idiot may well, when deconstructed, be a statement of fact, but try being a junior TV researcher and saying that and see how far you get; you’ll be out the door faster than a whippet on crack.

         Whatever the subjective nature of Jezza’s acidic tongue, at some point he was always going to hit an indefensible bullseye. In 2014, while filming a segment for Top Gear, he launched into a rendition of the nursery rhyme ‘Eeny, meeny, miny, moe’. With the original lyrics. In the arena of offence, this is Premier League stuff. The use of the ‘N’ word is about as bad as it gets and a sure-fire path to ruin and oblivion. Even Jeremy himself saw the severity and hastily knocked up a little video to impart his regret. In an apology that even Partridge couldn’t rival, he told the nation how sorry he was: ‘I did everything in my power not to use that word.’ Come on, Jez, don’t be a dick, everything in your power? Yeah, aside from not opening your mouth and actually saying the word. Even by Jezza’s standards, this is piss-poor stuff. The BBC were apoplectic and took evasive action. They told him off and gave him another contract. What the hell does this man have to do to lose his job – physically beat up his producer?

         In 2015, Clarkson physically beat up his producer. Smacked him one right in the chops after throwing a hissy fit over not being able to get steak and chips for his dinner. For good measure, he also threw in a bit of racial abuse. The line had finally been crossed. Clarkson was fired, the producer (after a visit to A&E) trousered a few quid and Top Gear – as we know it – came to a crashing end.

         Jeremy Clarkson remained unemployed for the rest of time. The media world took a collective decision that the man was a liability. They adopted a moral stance: you can’t continue reaping the benefits and privileges of celebrity while at the same time behaving like a twat. Jeremy went to live in a flat in Bridlington and took up knitting. He was never seen again.

         But, of course, that didn’t happen.

         Instead, the good and great from the dizzy world of international media decreed that the best way to deal with racial abuse, homophobia and knocking people’s teeth out is to start a global bidding war and rehire him. In the event, 160 million quid did the trick and Jez & Co. are back with a new show, which is essentially the same old show with a new title. A kind of Groundhog Day Groundhog Day.

         Additionally, he’s also returned to mainstream telly. With a swift closing of the establishment ranks and a healthy dose of absolution, he’s once again breaking bread on the talk and quiz show circuit with the likes of the usually sane Jonathan Ross and equality campaigner Sandi Toksvig. The Nigel Farage of light entertainment is back. To coin one of Jezza’s own phrases, you couldn’t make this shit up. God bless the ratings game.

         I had asked The Collective what they disliked about JC. Laura said he annoyed her because he seems to have wooden teeth, something I hadn’t previously noticed before but does appear to be the case (what does he clean those things with, Ronseal?), while Mike added that he couldn’t trust a man whose best friend is David Cameron – an admirable point. For me, it’s all a bit more obvious. Being a fellow media monkey, I’m more than aware that this profession is made up of the mad and the grotesque. A kind of prerequisite, in some ways. But that doesn’t mean we should let shysters like Clarkson pass by without scrutiny. There are few other lines of work where behaving like a monumental arse would bring you such heady levels of adoration and such a large stack of cash to go with it. That should sit uncomfortably with anyone.

         Check out some of the very early Top Gear stuff online and the Clarkson game is beautifully exposed. Jeremy is more Little Lord Fauntleroy than boy next door; his faked-up journey from laid-back posh boy to one of the lads is laid bare. It’s more than a tad jarring. And to all those Jezza fans who constantly bang on about him being the celebrity they would most like to have a pint with, think on. Spotting JC down the Rose and Crown at the weekend supping some real ale is not a common sight. The man wouldn’t be seen dead with his own fan base. You’re more likely to be find him tucked up in the Shires, eating kippers with the Duke of Gloucester.

      

   


   
      
         
            3.

            RECEIPT EVANGELISTS

         

         I’ve had my eye on this one for a few years now, but it was in the café of the aforementioned gym where things finally came to a head. I’d finished my workout, finally escaped the horrors of the changing room and headed for the coffee bar downstairs to buy a banana. What could go wrong?

         As I walked in, I exchanged smiles with the woman who just ten minutes before had been virtually killing herself on the treadmill next to mine. ‘I’m gonna burn off six-five-seven’ (she actually said the words rather than the numbers) ‘so I can ’ave a muffin afterwards,’ she had informed me with a slightly over-emphasised grin. And, true to her word, there she was, devouring a muffin the size of Canary Wharf. How close she came to being one of the 67.

         I queued up, purchased said banana and headed for the door. That’s when I heard the voice of doom.

         ‘Excuse me.’

         I turned around to see the girl at the till waving something…

         ‘You’ve forgotten your receipt.’

         My receipt? Is she talking to me? I’ve just bought a banana. With all respect, why the hell would I want a receipt? I took a swift glance over my newly inflated shoulders. No one there. Just me. And my banana. Again, she beckoned me, cheekily shaking the piece of paper in her hand – this girl was serious. What does she think I’m going to do with a banana receipt? And what does she mean I’ve forgotten it? A word that presupposes that on any other day I would have enthusiastically taken my receipt but on this particular day – apparently due to my mind being giddily elsewhere – it had inadvertently slipped my mind. Why the hell is she offering me a damn receipt? Did she think I was planning on returning the banana? ‘Look, I know I’ve eaten most of it and the skin is a bit torn but none of that matters because I have the receipt?’ Or did she think I was going to claim for it on expenses? No one ever claimed for a banana on expenses. Even MPs don’t claim for bananas. How would that work anyway? In the heady world of accountancy, buried in the fiscal columns of a ledger book, there is no column for bananas. Yet here I was in a weird transactional vortex where I was being asked to return to the till to retrieve my declaration of a banana purchase.

         I had wondered if there was a way of displaying this incredulity via one single facial expression, a kind of international grimace used only for receipt-based debacles. I could sense my temporal lobes twitching; my brain reverting to primal status. This was fight or flight territory. Do I walk away or just shout very loudly? The girl continued her bemused stare, looking at me as if I had just wet myself. I remained glued to the spot, holding in the thousand words that had made their way to the very edge of my lips. After a ten-second stand-off, I cut my losses and legged it.

         Despite living in an increasingly paperless society and contactless systems purporting to address this very issue, the desire to impart foot-long receipts (double if you pay by card) shows no sign of abating. Cashiers and retailers across the land continue to sound off the same infuriating mantras: do you want your receipt, here’s your receipt, don’t forget your receipt, here’s your change and your receipt, I’ll just print off your receipt. Stop it. Unless I’m buying a selection of iPads, stuff your receipt – I don’t want one! Men and women across the Western world are now walking around almost lopsided due to the weight of their bulging purses and wallets all crammed with hundreds of Rizla-thin receipts.

         In the last week alone I have been offered a receipt for a burger, a Cadbury Caramel, a single HB2 pencil, a nut and bolt and a cheese sandwich. The miserable list goes on. If I want a receipt, trust me, I will ask for one. If not, let’s save some more rainforests and leave the millions of miles of globally issued receipts where they belong: growing majestically up the trunk of an Amazonian eucalyptus.
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            CHARITY HOLIDAY HOODWINKERS

         

         My mate Lol decided he wanted to raise some money for charity. When it comes to the plight of the vulnerable, Lol has always been more than willing to do his bit. So it was no surprise when he made his big announcement. Lol had decided that in the world of fundraising, he was going for the bullseye. He wasn’t about to embark on a sponsored walk around the Dales or spend twenty-four hours sitting in a bath of beans. Lol was going around the world. A trip that would take him 7,000 miles away, to right the wrongs of oppression and civil war. Lol was going to become a one-man Amnesty International, donning a sturdy backpack and embarking on a mission that would make Mother Teresa sit up and blush. At least that’s how he first sold it to us.

         Lol explained that he was going off to South America to help with the plight of the Cacataibo people. This was a tribal group whose lives had been torn apart by a lethal trilogy of corruption, civil war and industrialisation. They had no voice and little hope. But Lol was about to change all that. The Cacataibo people were about to get a visit from a chubby Brit bearing gifts. Lol was going to work his little socks off to prove to the indigenous people of eastern Peru that some of us in the opulent first world do care.

         He’d planned his trip meticulously. He was taking eight weeks off work and was looking for ways to finance this impressive endeavour. Friends and family were only too happy to pitch in and help our mate Lol change the world. I could see the MBE coming his way.

         ‘So how does it work, then, Lol? Do you just turn up and start doing stuff?’ We all wanted to know how our new-found missionary chum was going to take on this incredible challenge.

         ‘Well, I’ll be gone for just over two months so it’s not much time in the grander scale but hopefully I can make a bit of a difference.’

         ‘So is it a case of trying to rebuild houses and the like – getting the schools working and fixing supplies?’

         ‘Kind of,’ said Lol. ‘But a week isn’t really that long so you have to work full-on to try and do as much as possible. I’m totally prepared to put in twenty-hour days if it helps.’

         A week?

         ‘Why only a week, Lol? You have two months – surely they won’t be setting you a deadline when you’re going there to help? That would be weird.’

         ‘Well, the actual charity stuff is a week. After that it’s mostly trekking.’

         ‘Mostly trekking?’

         ‘Yeah. It’s one week doing the ground work – really important stuff. Then we go off into the mountains and trek.’

         ‘Looking for more of the Cacataibo people?’

         ‘No. Just trekking. It’s, like, a massive challenge. Apparently the views on the Inca Trail are some of the best in the world.’

         ‘I’m sure they are, Lol. But what has that bit got to do with the Cacataibo people?’

         ‘Well, by then the charity stuff is done – we then move on to the trekking bit.’

         ‘So, it’s like an adventure holiday? One week doing the charity work and then you get to go on an adventure of a lifetime – that we pay for?’

         ‘I hadn’t thought of it like that.’

         And he hadn’t.

         And neither do any of the other thousands of bods who do this on an annual basis. It’s a cracking concept – get other people to pay for your holiday by crowbarring in a charity angle. There’s no other way to slice it, this has more to do with folk lording it up in sunny Peru than with saving an indigenous tribe from industrialised subjugation. Arguably, it’s better than doing sod all, but hardly within the spirit of charity and benevolence.

         To all those thinking of following in Lol’s impressive footsteps, how about using the entire trip to give that much-needed help to the Cacataibo people and forget the Bear Grylls stuff? It might not involve smoking quite so many suspicious cigarettes and life-bonding with other trekkers (whom you will never see again) but you will sleep better at night.

         At the time of writing, Lol still hasn’t disappeared to the other side of the planet. I’ve also put on hold that recommendation for a gong down at the Palace.

      

   


   
      
         
            5.

            ADULTS READING HARRY POTTER

         

         What would you think if you spotted an adult reading The Gruffalo? Would you laugh? Wince? Call the authorities? Or just take a photo and lob it onto Twitter? (Definitely the last one.) Similarly, if you asked your mate which book they were reading right now and they replied Thomas the Tank Engine (The Full Steam Years), you might well consider giving them a swerve the next time they suggested a night out. Which is why I’m still royally confused about the ongoing vogue of grown-ups tucking into Harry Potter. And often in public. What the hell happened to a sense of shame? I thought we had put this one to bed yonks ago – we used to talk endlessly about these people on the radio. But with a new stage show, a spin-off film and a variant of the original books, the entire charade has begun again. I can hear those haunting words from that little girl in the Poltergeist movie: ‘They’re here…’

         I promise you, I’ve heard all the arguments: JK is a genius, she’s opened up literature to youngsters who had previously shunned it, she’s thrown out the rule book, created the most brilliant characters and allowed the imagination of the reader to explore a whole world of fantasy through the simple but effective conduit of traditional storytelling. But hang on, Roald Dahl did all of that for decades but we tend not to see shed-loads of our fellow grown-ups bobbing around the place with a copy of Charlie and the Chocolate Factory in their hands. That would be considered very strange indeed.

         My baptism of fire into the weirdo world of APRs (Adult Potter Readers) came a few years back when I found myself on the last train coming out of Charing Cross in London. It had been a grim night. Myself and Danny had been unceremoniously thrown out of a club due to a miscommunication with the owner – the details are simply too upsetting for a man to make public (save to say nothing illegal on our part) but the club’s owner – a terrifying man who looked every bit like he had just failed an audition for Spinal Tap – was unequivocal: we were not welcome back. Ever.

         I don’t know if you’ve ever been given a bollocking by a man with long blond hair and thigh-high leather boots, but it’s not a pleasant experience. This ejection of injustice had left a sour taste in our mouths so we had agreed to cut the night short and head our separate ways home. Which is how I came to be on the last train feeling more than a little grumpy. And just when I thought my waspish disposition couldn’t sink any lower, I clocked the man and woman sitting opposite me both reading the latest Harry Potter book. Yes, both of them, side by side, grinning like morons, reading the latest addition, Harry Potter and the Chamber of Commerce (or whatever the hell it was called). This was all too much. Two for one, on the same train? How could my night have ended this way? I’d banged on about this boy wizard phenomenon many times on the radio and here I was, trapped in a train carriage with two of these bods. I needed to digest this.

         But things were about to go from quite bad to even worse. As I glanced at the man sitting on the other side of the train aisle, he too was reading Harry Potter. And so was the woman sitting opposite him. What in the name of Ron Weasley’s wand was going on here? Like a meerkat, I took a subtle look over the heads of the two opposite. And there it was, another eight people, all reading Harry. This was beginning to get spooky. Dan and I had sunk a few beers that night but these were not hallucinogenic screengrabs of a lagered brain. This was happening. But what was happening? This had all the hallmarks of a B-list horror flick; was I about to be devoured by a carriage-load of Potter-reading zombies? Or was this some sort of karmic payback for upsetting Mr Leather Pants in the club earlier?

         My confusion was interrupted by the man opposite, who had stopped reading for a moment, took a sharp intake of breath and turned to his wife.

         ‘I don’t think Harry’s very happy, dear.’ He sneered gloriously at his own critique.

         ‘Oh do shut up,’ I thought but didn’t say. But the interruption had allowed a pretty substantial penny to finally drop. I’d clocked it. There was an explanation. Turns out the latest Potter book had been released at midnight that very evening. This pack of wizard freaks had dutifully made the pilgrimage to Waterstones in order to be the very first to get their mitts on JK’s latest tome.

         ‘I think you might be right,’ said his wife, nodding in agreement. The man nodded back, confirming that his wife was indeed right to point out how right he was in the first place. I’ve never thrown anyone out of a train window before but this must be how people feel shortly before they do. Mate, you are about seventy-two years of age and you have made a journey all the way from Ramsgate (for that is where said train was heading) to stand in a queue outside Waterstones for eight hours in order to purchase the latest endeavours of Harry, the schoolboy wizard. Sorry, mister, but that is questionable on every level. If you clocked me reading The Tiger Who Came to Tea, wouldn’t you think that a bit strange?

         My compadres on board the 12.30 are not alone. Across the land, thousands of grown-up human people still insist on a literary diet of Harry Potter. And they don’t appear to care who knows it. Far from hiding the fact that their current chosen book is a children’s novel about broomsticks and slugs, these bods actually seem to get off on it, like it’s a badge of honour. A mate of mine, and self-confessed Potterette, once told me that the reason he loves a bit of Harry & Co. is because it doesn’t ‘suppose’ anything about you (WTF?). I had again countered this nonsense by insisting that the same argument could be made about Chicken Licken. He simply glared at me like a cult leader who had just been doorstepped by a TV crew. This is what you’re up against.
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