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         Email from Anya to Al – Monday 12th July 2010
         
 
         Hey you
 
         What do you think of this?
 
         Al leaned forward, perhaps a little tentatively and our lips  met. He’s a good kisser, is Al. Especially when he’s distracted  by something. Maybe when I’ve just said something to throw  him off balance. Like maybe I’ve just told him I think he’s  really sweet and that I’m really going to miss him, which is  possibly the nicest thing I’ve ever said to him. I know that as a  ‘significant other’ I can be a little sub-prime sometimes. But I  think he quite likes me anyway.
         
 
         It was a lovely kiss and I can still feel the tingle of his lips  on mine. And even though he’s going off to South America  without me, I’m still happy.
         
 
         Hey, don’t get all ‘Anya!’ on me, OK? I’m not going to  put that bit on the blog. That’s just between you and me.  I hope you have a good flight; I’m emailing this from the departure hall. I can’t face getting back on the Tube just  now so I’m having a coffee. You’re just on the other side  of that blank wall over there, probably being recruited by  a Colombian drug smuggler named Fernando.
         
 
         When you come back from Bogotá, remember don’t  agree to take any plastic bags full of ‘icing sugar’ through  customs, OK? And it’s not just drug smuggling you need  to worry about. Keep your eye on your hand luggage or  else someone will stuff half a dozen doped-up parakeets  under your copy of National Geographic. How I wish I was  going with you, you’re going to have a great time. I, on  the other hand, face a summer of trying to get Marley to  eat something with vitamin C in it, and trying to get Mum  to drink something without alcohol in it, all the time  avoiding having to get a summer job. Mum’s already  started making worrying noises of that kind, and last  night her boyfriend Lance (the Welsh plumber) asked me  if I knew how to unblock a sink, which is not a question  you want to hear from anyone, ever. Much as I like Lance,  I do not want to spend the summer as his apprentice  nozzle-fitter or trainee pipe-girl, or whatever they’re  called.What would we chat about? I’ve already exhausted  my plumbing small talk with Lance.
         
 
         ‘Did you know,’ I asked him, ‘that the flushing toilet  was invented by a man named Thomas Crapper?’
 
         ‘That’s a common misconception, see Anya,’ he said regretfully. ‘The flushing toilet was invented before  Thomas Crapper was born.’
         
 
         ‘So what did Thomas Crapper invent?’ I asked.
 
         ‘He invented the ballcock,’ Lance said.
 
         I stared back at him, evenly. ‘Well, where are the  comic possibilities in that?’ I asked. I guess plumbing’s  not for me.
         
 
         And look, about the other thing we were talking about.  I know I’ve been blowing a little hot and cold. I really do  like you, you know that. It’s just that I’m nervous about  starting a full-blown, holding-hands-in-the-corridors sort  of relationship. I think that once you told me you were  going away for the summer I just figured it was best if we  wait and see how it all pans out. Eight weeks is a long  time. Sorry for being so non-committal and I fully  understand if you run off with some Dusky Latina and  never come back to your Pale English Rose.
 
         Sigh, I’ve depressed myself now. Might buy a  choc muffin to keep me company on the train. See you  in September!
 
         Anya

      

      








    
         
         

         
            Miss Understanding Blog Entry
 – 14th July 2010
            

         

         Right! I’m back, and I’m madder than hell.
         

         I know I said I was going to take a break from the whole blog thing but I didn’t realize how much I’d miss venting my spleen on the internet. It’s been a month since my last entry and my unvented spleen is now twice the size of Kanye West’s ego.

         Having said that, and before we go any further, let me get a few ground rules established.

         1) There will be NO MORE advice dispensed on this website. I thought I’d made that perfectly clear back in June. It’s totally over for me and the advice thing. But to judge by the number of emails I’ve received asking me how to hide love bites (use a scarf) or whether you should let Guy DuLancey take you ten-pin bowling on a first date (yes, but don’t let him corner you behind the shoe-hire desk) it seems some of you didn’t get the message. I’m done with telling people how to behave, so stop asking!
         

         2) I am only writing this blog as a way of getting me through the summer until school starts again. Al’s in South America, pretending to be Bear Grylls. Mum and Marley are doing my head in. I can’t go and stay with Dad because of my falling-out with Cheryl, so I need some means of escape.

         3) As always all names are fictional and some events have been slightly rewritten to make me look cleverer and wittier than I probably appeared at the time. Also, some of the people portrayed in the blog may not actually be quite so stupid and/or irritating as I make them seem. I get a lot of emails from people accusing me of making everything up. Believe me or not, everything I write about on this blog actually happens for real, I might embellish things a little from time to time, but no more than that.

         So what’s driven me back to the laptop? OK, how about this for starters; yesterday my little brother Marley had his seventh birthday party. Preparations have been going on for some time, I found Mum looking through a Hamley’s catalogue three weeks ago.

         ‘If you spend sixty-five quid on Harry Potter merchandise,’ she said, ‘you get a free Invisibility Cloak.’

         ‘Do we have sixty-five quid?’ I asked. ‘You told me the other day you were struggling to make the mortgage payments and therefore couldn’t afford to buy me cheesecake any more.’
         

         ‘Marley loves Harry Potter,’ she said, peering at me in irritation.

         ‘Oh well,’ I said, shrugging. ‘I suppose we can hide under the Invisibility Cloak when the bailiffs come round.’

         On the day of the party, I blew up so many balloons I started to go a bit funny from oxygen deprivation and became convinced R. Kelly was hiding in the cupboard. I don’t know how many of Marley’s little bratpals turned up – a thousand perhaps? There was certainly a long string of tired nannies hurling small boys over the front fence all morning before dashing back to their SUVs. Within ten minutes of the arrival of the first guest all the balloons were popped, I had half a tube of Pringles down my top and a white marshmallow in my hair.

         I was in charge of games and Jocasta did the food. I’d casually agreed to this back in June whilst distracted by a climactic scene in Home and Away. Only too late did I realize I’d drawn the short straw. I had to organize Pin the Tail on the Donkey (drawing pins hurt when they go into your thigh). Blind Man’s Bluff (little boys’ heads hurt when they ram into your stomach) and Pass the Parcel (parcel tape hurts when it gets tangled in your hair).
         

         All my mother did was bring out the odd tray of veggie sausage rolls then hide in the kitchen with a cask of Australian white wine. Not before she’d put on one of her old LPs. ‘To get the party started.’
         

         ‘What is this old crap you’ve put on?’ I asked.

         She peered at the record sleeve. ‘Now That’s What I Call Music! – Four,’ she read.
         

         After an hour of this hell I plugged in the Nintendo to keep them occupied and snuck off to the loo for a quick nervous breakdown. Even there I didn’t get any peace and quiet. I could hear them scuffling about outside grunting and trying to look through the keyhole. I felt like Sigourney Weaver in Aliens. Later Marley got stuck into the groaning table-full of presents and opened them in ten seconds flat. We’d got him some new games for his XBox and Mum got him a totally inappropriate box-set of gore-filled DVDs including Hellslaughter Freak III and Serial Killer IV – Torture in the Toolshed.
         

         ‘That’s more like it,’ he said, inspecting the case for Saw V – Uncut.
         

         ‘What do you mean?’ Mum asked, limply holding a garbage bag while I shoved armfuls of shredded crepe paper into it.

         ‘Well you didn’t get me anything at Christmas,’ he sniffed.
         

         ‘What are you talking about?’ Mum said. ‘You got loads of presents this Christmas.’

         ‘Yeah, from Santa!’ he pointed out. ‘Nothing from you.’ 


          


         If it was just the one day I’d be all right with it but he’s just so bored and so stuffed with energy these days it’s like living with a manic depressive. He lies about on the sofa all day watching cartoons, then wakes me in the middle of the night asking for a sandwich, or for help destroying the giant floating eye thing in Unreal Tournament: Mission Reloaded. I love Marley to bits but he’s just doing my head in right now. I need a break.
         

         Mum’s no better, you’d think she’d be grateful that I came back to live with her rather than Dad and Cheryl, but if she’s pleased she hasn’t told her face. She keeps dropping hints that I should go out and get a summer job. I tried telling her that I’m writing a novel and that I couldn’t be expected to put that aside just to earn £3.37 an hour scanning carb-heavy food down at Aldi.

         ‘Writing a novel?’ she sniffed. ‘Is that what you were doing when you came home last night at three in the morning singing a rude song?’

         ‘That was research,’ I explained. ‘My novel features a binge-drinking teenager whose wild-haired mother doesn’t understand her.’

         As for my so-called friends – well, huh. They’re nowhere to be seen most of the time. Here’s a quick round-up:

         As I mentioned, Al, my sort-of-boyfriend, has gone off with his family on some kind of eco-holiday in South America. As I sit here looking out at the drizzle of an English summer, he’s on the other side of the world counting turtles’ eggs on a sun-kissed beach. Jugs, my on-again, off-again best friend has got herself a job working nights at the twenty-four-hour Tesco near Clifton. She sleeps all day so I never get to see her. I do ring her up from time to time to give her the skinny on Come Dine With Me while she’s stacking shelves. Well it helps both of us pass the time.
         

         Jake and Crumpet are all loved-up and totally unenthusiastic when I invited myself around for the evening last week, even though I brought the DVD boxset of The Hills series three. Happy couples are so dull. Will I go to hell for hoping they break up soon?
         

         Poops is on holiday with his folks at their villa in Spain. I occasionally get texted blurry images of him dancing with extremely tanned girls not wearing very much. Good luck to him, I say. So glad he dumped that awful Lauren girl he was going out with a few weeks ago. Hi Lauren, if you’re reading.

         The Boy, my sort-of-ex, is working at the Asda distribution centre in Doncaster and has even got himself a little flat in the town. He pays next-to-nothing for it as the owner got caught in the credit crunch and is over the moon just to get any money at all. I got a text from him the other day asking me to go and stay with him because he felt lonely being just about the only person living in a new-build tower block. I politely refused. I’m not going there again, even if he does seem to have cleaned up his act. The Boy is not to be trusted, as I discovered when I lent him my bike after he drove his Renault Clio into Imogen Chivers’s swimming pool. He came back the next week with a different bike.
         

         ‘That’s not my bike,’ I told him.

         He looked at it, puzzled. ‘Well whose is it then?’

         ‘I couldn’t tell you that,’ I said. ‘All I know is that it’s not mine.’

         We both looked at it for a while. It was a nice bike, I’m not suggesting otherwise. Nicer than mine, in fact.

         ‘Where did you get it?’ I asked.

         ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Well, there’s a story about that.’

         ‘Go on.’

         ‘I rode your bike to a gig,’ he said. ‘And I did what you said and put the lock-thing on.’

         ‘So far so good,’ I replied, encouragingly.

         ‘But when I came out I was …’

         ‘Drunk?’ I suggested.

         ‘Let’s just say disoriented,’ he responded. ‘The code on your lock didn’t seem to work so I had to break it.’
         

         ‘Do you suppose the code on my lock wasn’t working because it was actually someone else’s lock?’ I asked.


         ‘That is possible,’ he said, nodding.

         Dear God in heaven …

         My Allerton friends Emily and Trina are around most of the time, and I’ve been going out with them a bit, but they’re both off to Europe next week with their families so I’ll be on my tod again. Also had a bit of a falling-out with Trina, though I’m going to resist describing that on the blog as I’m hopeful we can patch things up. I’ve learned my lesson when it comes to blogging about the various social conflicts I get myself embroiled in, or at least not while they’re still going on.

         Anyway, this isn’t getting us anywhere with the original point of this entry, which is to tell you all why I’ve decided to start writing the blog again. The thing is, I’d started thinking maybe Mum was right, maybe I should get a job. As it happens, I decided to pop into the East Bucks Herald offices and ask if they need a fashion reporter or social events columnist or something equally suited to the unique brand that is Miss Understanding.
         

         I’m afraid it didn’t go so well. I didn’t have time to shave my legs so I wore tights and a knee-length pencil skirt, which were a little warm to be honest but I did look well businessy. I even put on some heels that Cheryl had passed down to me.

         ‘Hello,’ I said to the man at the desk, wobbling a little. ‘I’m a writer and am looking for a summer job. Do you have any vacancies?’ Then I smiled at him and tried to look open and interested like it had said to do in the handout the Guidance Counsellor gave me months ago. In hindsight I think I probably came over a bit deranged because he flinched a little and took a step backwards.
         

         ‘Do you have any experience working in journalism?’ he asked.

         ‘I used to write an agony column on the school website, but they threw me off for er … excessive honesty,’ I explained. ‘Since then I’ve just been keeping a blog.’

         ‘A blog,’ he said flatly, as if he encountered wannabe journalists who write blogs all the time.
         

         ‘It’s a good blog,’ I said. ‘People actually read it. It’s not just my mum.’

         He laughed at that, thought for a bit, then said. ‘How do you feel about working odd hours?’

         ‘Don’t mind at all,’ I said, excited by the idea of working through the night to make a deadline. I’ve done it often enough writing History essays. Or at least cutting and pasting History essays off the internet.

         ‘What about travel?’ he said. ‘The job I have in mind involves plenty of travel.’

         ‘I LOVE travel,’ I said, beaming. ‘Would you pay expenses?’

         ‘No,’ he said. ‘But I can lend you a bike if you don’t have one.’


         ‘A bike?’ I asked, confused.

         ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘How else would you deliver the papers?’

         Hilarious. Why are older people all such smart-arses? Still, I suppose you have to start somewhere. I told him I’d think it over and get back to him.

         Surely I can’t be the only one having a rubbish time this summer? Please write in and let me know what a crap time you’re having, so as to make me feel better. To keep things fresh I’ve decided to drop Blue-Sky Corner and do a new item – Top Five Feedback, where I list the best five comments on whatever topic we’re on about. This week: The Top Five Things You Hate About Summer:

         Laters alligators

         Miss Understanding

         
            Email from Anya to Jugs
            

            Hi Babe

            Hmph, had such a row with my ‘new’ friend Trina today. She read my blog and phoned me like five minutes later with her attitude on. Thing is she’s quite good friends with Al and she rang up to yell at me for ‘leading him on’. I’m totally not doing that at all. I really like him, and I told her that. ‘So why won’t you just commit to him?’ she says and I went off on one. ‘What do you want me to do? Tattoo his name on my arm? Beg him to impregnate me? Marry him?’ I hate this part of a relationship, when you stop laughing and getting on, and you start having talks about ‘the way things are going’.
            

            Honestly, Jugs. What’s wrong with just having an occasional date and a quick snog outside Holland and Barrett once a week? Why does everything need to get so heavy so quickly? Sigh, once he’s back from South America I suppose we’ll have ‘a talk’.

            How’re you, anyway? Hope your Mum’s OK.

            Love

            Anya

         

      










    
         
         

         
            Miss Understanding Blog Entry
 – 14th July, supplemental
            

         

         Wow! Big news.
         

         Jocasta has finally come up with the goods. It’s only taken approximately sixteen years but everything’s suddenly clicked and she’s put in a strong bid for Parent of the Year Award. I think she’s in with a real chance too, as long as the other finalists are Ozzy Osbourne and Jordan. I went down for dinner after telling her about my disappointment at the newspaper office.

         ‘Yes, well, I’ve been talking to your father about that,’ she said, stirring a pot of mung beans. ‘Are you going to take the job?’

         ‘Dunno. It means getting up at 5.00 am,’ I said. ‘I’ve never been awake that early before. I’ve heard bad things about 5.00 am.’

         At this point I expected to get a lecture about responsibility, and learning the value of money, and the importance of building character and so on, but she surprised me, my mother. She put down her spoon and came over to face me.
         

         ‘There is another option, you know?’ she said.

         ‘What’s that?’ I asked, expecting some kind of plumbing-based solution.

         ‘Work experience,’ she said.

         ‘Do you get paid for that?’ I asked hopefully.

         Mum shook her head. ‘No, but you’d get expenses. And if you really would like to do it, and do it properly, your father has agreed to pay you an allowance.’ She raised her eyebrows waiting for my reaction.

         ‘That sounds great,’ I said, slightly stunned and highly suspicious. ‘But why would he agree to pay me an allowance? He already gives me a bit every month.’

         And then she hit me with the bombshell. ‘He’d need to pay you a lot more if you were living in London. You’d need to buy food and Tube fares and what-not.’

         ‘London?’ I said, not quite getting it. I goggled at her for a bit. ‘Why London?’ I asked finally.

         ‘Because that’s where all the important publishers are,’ she said, rolling her eyes at my ignorance. She turned back to stir the bubbling pot, hair floating in the breeze from the open window.

         I sat and reflected on what she was saying. ‘You mean I’d be doing work experience for a publisher in London, getting money from Dad, living in London, on my own …’
         

         ‘Not so fast, Peaches,’ Mum said. ‘We’re not going to just let you loose in Sin City. Your father will be checking up on you REGULARLY. You’d be staying in his London flat in Docklands, of course. I asked him about this on the phone last night. As you know, he usually only stays there two or three nights a week.’

         ‘Wow,’ was all I could think of to say.

         ‘Plus Marley and I’ll come down and check on you from time to time,’ she continued. I watched a blob of glutinous, yet wholesome, muck drop off the end of her spoon, onto her Birkenstocks. ‘There will be no boys, no parties, no boys, no loud music and no boys.’

         ‘You’ve already spoken to Dad about this?’ I asked. ‘You’ve arranged it all without telling me?’

         Mum shrugged. ‘I made enquiries, pulled a few strings. We were going to suggest it in a few days if you didn’t come up with something yourself,’ she said, scraping something congealed off the Aga lid and putting it back in the pot. ‘I wasn’t really sure you had the motivation but when you decided for yourself this morning to go off and find a job I decided you were old enough to do this, if it’s what you want.’ She peered over her shoulder at me, intently. ‘Is it what you want?’ she asked.

         ‘Yes, of course it’s what I want,’ I said instantly. Up until three minutes ago I hadn’t known this was what I wanted but now I felt I’d die if I wasn’t allowed to go. Imagine being in London, working for a publisher, making contacts, learning the ins and outs of the world of book publishing. This could be a step towards becoming a published author!
         

         ‘But where could I work?’ I said, realizing that specific and kind of important issue hadn’t yet been broached.

         ‘I’ve already got that sorted,’ Mum said casually, though I could see a self-satisfied smile twitching at the corner, of her mouth. She pulled some bowls out of a cupboard and began spooning slop into them. ‘You know Seth’s mother, don’t you?’

         Lance chose that moment to walk into the kitchen, unbeknown to Mum, who had her back to him. He took one look at the slop-doling operation, looked at me, raised a finger to his lips and slipped a curry menu out from under a magnet on the fridge before disappearing as silently as he’d come.

         ‘Yes of course … Portia something.’

         ‘Portia Bolt-Hodges. She’s one of my oldest friends, so for God’s sake don’t go running off at the mouth and offending her, OK?’

         I gave her a hurt look. What could she mean?

         ‘She also happens to own Boxwood Press,’ Mum went on. ‘In the West End. I’ve spoken to her. She’d be happy to have you work there for a couple of months.’
         

         ‘Really?’ I said. ‘How hard did you pull these strings, Mum?’

         ‘Hard enough. You can start on Monday.’

         And she leaned back against the Aga, a smug look on her face. I stood up, gave her a hug and did a little dance. Marley came in to see what the fuss was about and decided to join in the fun by bouncing up and down. Then he slipped over on some spilled casserole and pulled the spice rack off the wall as he went down.

         We all fell about laughing. Happy families again. She’s not that bad I suppose, my mum.

         And so that’s that. As of Monday I will no longer be Miss Understanding, unemployed, sullen teen of Allerton, Bucks, I will be Miss Understanding, glamorous editorial assistant of Boxwood Press, London.

         More soon

         Miss Understanding

      

      








    
         
         

         
            Miss Understanding Blog Entry
 – 18th July 2010, Docklands
            

         

         Howdy Sports Fans
         

         Don’t think I haven’t noticed that since I have stopped the agony column my blog readership has dropped to about three people (and I know Joca65 is you, Mother), but I’m going to keep on blogging anyway because I’m more vain than a giraffe’s jugular. Besides, I’m a writer at heart and everything that comes out of a writer’s head needs to be saved and backed up in case you find a use for it later. When one is a writer one thinks even a shopping list is worth backing up. Nonetheless, I did get a few responses to my request … no, my demand for suggestions on what you hate about summer. Here are the best:
         

         Hellgirl wrote in to say she hates summer because you’re forced to expose bits of your body even you don’t want to see, let alone show to anyone else. I’m with you there girl, and if you’re talking about the bits I think you’re talking about, I got mine sunburned last year. Both of them.
         

         Ben Noakes hates that ‘vague guilty feeling you get for not making the most of the sunshine when all you want to do is sit inside and play Tetris 3D’. I know what you mean, Ben. My mum’s boyfriend Lance gets around the problem by sitting outside with a can of lager whilst watching Wimbledon through the sitting-room window.

         ‘Worst thing about summer?’ writes Grimble. ‘Family days out when no one in the family wants to go.’ I feel for you, Grimble. I blame the weekend newspapers for producing those Top Five Things to Do with the Kids this Summer, everyone assumes everyone else really wants to go to Banbury World of String (free parking) and they’re just putting up with it for the greater good.

         Charlie Chambers can’t stand it when his friends come back from fantastic Caribbean holidays browner than a chocolate-coated Peter Andre while he’s still sneezing from the cold he picked up in Weston-super-Mare.

         I was delighted to hear from our old friend Gex, who reserves his bile for festivals. ‘THEY IS SHIT BRUV,’ he informs me, via text. ‘YOU EITHER GO AND HAVE A SHIT TIME IN A PILE OF MUD, OR YOU DON’T GO AND HAVE 2 LISTEN TO YOUR M8S GOING ON ABOUT HOW WICKED THE TUNES WERE AND HOW THEY ALL GOT OFF WITH LOADS OF HOS AND THEN TELLING YOU HOW YOU MISSED OUT INNIT.’
         

         
         So I think we’re all agreed there. Summer sucks the left one.

         Now, for those of you who are interested, I’m here! In London. At Dad’s flat in Docklands. I’ve been here before of course, but never stayed over so I’ve never been here at night. The view is amazing. I can see little orange and white lights stretching out to the horizon. I can see little planes taking off from City airport a few miles away. I can see the Dome lit up like an electrified Christmas cake. I can even see the Thames from the balcony, winding through the city like a fat, black snake. It’s all so beautiful.
         

         Dad helped me move in, and introduced me to the security guard. His name’s Raj. He’s really nice, has enormous sideburns and thick glasses, a sort of Asian version of Jemaine from Flight of the Conchords. ‘Hello Miss Buxton,’ he said. ‘You just missed my friend Geoff, he’s a male stripper at a club in the City.’

         ‘Really?’ I asked as my dad tutted loudly behind me.

         ‘Oh yes, but he’s knocking on a bit now,’ Raj said, straight-faced. ‘He was thinking of retiring recently but he’s decided to stick it out for another year.’

         ‘Very good,’ I said.

         ‘Thanks Raj,’ said Dad. ‘If you must tell jokes to my daughter, please keep them clean, would you?’

         Raj winked at me as Dad led me into the lift.

         Mum and Marley are here too, by the way. Dad left as Mum arrived and now we’ve ordered a pizza. We persuaded Mum to let us get two, one with meat on account of the fact that we weren’t under her roof any more so were in carnivore mode. Marley’s trying to work out how to unlock the parental control on the Sky Box and Mum’s trying to work out how to unlock the drinks cabinet. They’re going to stay for a few days until I get settled. I’m glad because it’s all a little unnerving, really. I can’t wait to start work tomorrow.
         

         Pizza’s here. More later.

         Anya

      

      








    
         
         

         
            Miss Understanding Blog Entry
 – 19th July 2010
            

         

         Sorry. Didn’t have a chance to write any more last night. Things got a bit out of hand. Marley ate too much pizza, bounced up and down on the sofa and was promptly sick all over it. I found myself surfing the net looking for tips on how to get tomato sauce and mozzarella-flavoured vomit out of suede. In case you’re interested, the best way turns out to be putting a cushion on top of the stain and leaving it there for ever.
         

         Anyway, here I am at Boxwood Press, finally. I’m writing this on the work computer, which I’m probably not supposed to be doing, but no one told me I couldn’t. Do whatever you want until someone asks you to stop. That’s my new motto. Not sure who I heard it from but it sounds like good advice to me. But come to think of it, no one’s told me hardly anything at all. Portia had me sitting in Reception for nearly half an hour this morning. Her secretary said she was in a meeting and would be down in a moment. I sat and watched the lifts for a bit, so imagine my surprise at seeing her arrive through the front doors twenty-five minutes later having obviously just arrived from home. And she looked straight through me! I had to wave my hand in front of her face before she even recognized me. I should have known, I suppose. After all, this is one of my mother’s oldest friends we’re talking about – we’ve only known each other since, hmm, well, since I was born, come to think of it.
         

         Let me tell you about the job. I love it so far. Though I have no idea what I’m doing yet. My ‘mentor’ is Claire Simmonds. Portia basically bundled me through the door to her office and said, ‘Claire dear, this is Anya. I have to dash.’ Portia then disappeared into her office where she spent the rest of the day with the blinds closed.

         ‘Are you the new girl from Contracts?’ Claire asked, looking confused.

         ‘Er no,’ I said, hoping there hadn’t been a terrible mix-up and that I wasn’t supposed to be working in Contracts. ‘I’m the new work experience girl, in Editorial?’

         It turns out she was expecting me next week, hence the confusion. Phew. Claire seems nice, but a little tired-looking. She looks like she should be pretty but has slightly mousy hair which could do with some serious root lift. ‘I’m a commissioning editor,’ she explained. ‘Do you understand how things work at a publisher’s?’
         

         ‘A little, I suppose,’ I said, feeling nervous. ‘The editors decide if books are worth publishing or not?’

         She shrugged. ‘Sort of. The Sales department decide that ultimately. If we can’t make money from a book we don’t publish it.’

         ‘Even if it’s brilliant?’ I asked.

         She sighed. ‘If it’s really brilliant we might publish it. But we do have a lot of brilliant books sitting in the warehouse going slowly yellow.’

         She showed me around the office, introduced me to a few people and got me settled at a desk. My OWN desk. I even have a computer.

         They’ve given me a big pile of manuscripts to read (the slush pile). These are what they call ‘unsolicited manuscripts’ and apparently Boxwood is one of the few remaining publishers to accept them. Basically, randoms send in their masterpieces, hoping that an editor will think their story is brilliant, send round a truck full of cash and make them into the new Stephenie Meyer. Needless to say, and no offence to any of you out there who have done this, they’re mostly rubbish. I mean, you’d think people would use a spell checker before they print off, right? God bless them, though, you’ve got to credit them with imagination. Or mental illness. Take the one I looked at today: Francisco Drake and the Mystical Nachos:
         

         There’s this duck called Francisco and it eats a nacho that has accidentally fallen into the lake and it loves it so much it decides to swim to Mexico to find where all the nachos come from and has loads of adventures on the way and that.
         

         There was what looked like a child’s drawing of an armadillo stuck to the back, not sure what that was all about. Anyway, my job is to reply with the standard thanks-but-no-thanks letter:

         
            Dear Blank

            Thank you for your submission ______ which we read with interest. Whilst the setting was vivid and some of the characterisation very strong, we didn’t love it enough to really feel we could champion it properly. We wish you luck with your writing career.

            Yours sincerely

            Anya Buxton

            Assistant to Claire Simmonds

         

         If any of them are any good, I am to pass them to Posh Katie, the editorial assistant. She mostly snorts and rejects them immediately. ‘Too derivative!’ she says, handing them back. Derivative of what, though? Derivative of something rubbish I suppose.

         
         Anyway, better go as it’s the tea round now. Portia insists on her Earl Grey infusing for five minutes, it’s quite a responsibility …

         Love

         Miss Understanding

      

      








    
         
         

         
            Miss Understanding Blog Entry
 – 20th July 2010
            

         

         Thanks for your emails. In answer to some questions I got:
         

         Fat Gareth – no you cannot come and stay with me. I don’t mean to be rude, but … NO.

         Jenna Hall – yes, of course you are free to send in a manuscript for our consideration, but no, we do not publish erotic fiction here at Boxwood. Even if it is very tasteful.

         Willow Thomas – yes, I promise that if the girl from Contracts doesn’t show up, I’ll let you know and your unemployed older sister Blossom can apply for the job. No I don’t know what people in Contracts do either.

         Remember yesterday I told you I have a new motto? Do whatever you want until someone tells you to stop? Well, it got me wondering if you lot have any good proverbs or mottos you try to live by – write in and tell me and I’ll post the best five. It’ll give me something to do, because I must say, Blogpals, I’m feeling a teensy bit bored. No one’s giving me anything to do. Apart from the slush pile and the tea-making, my only other duties are opening Claire’s post, which is mostly invitations to dull-sounding literary events or unsolicited manuscripts which go straight onto the slush pile anyway. And while I’m having a moan, no one’s talking to me. I said good morning to some bloke in the kitchen and he just grunted. It’s like everyone thinks just because I’m here only temporarily that they don’t have to treat me like a real person. This must be what it’s like to be last year’s Big Brother winner.
         

         The only people I do have human contact with are Katie, who sits opposite me, so she doesn’t really have much choice, and Claire, who occasionally wafts past in a cloud of Nivea deodorant, lost in her own world.

         I’ve just sent her an email.

         
            Email from Anya to Claire
            

            Hi Claire

            Thanks for letting me look through the slush pile. It has been instructive and at times highly entertaining but doesn’t entirely fill my day. Are there any other duties you could let me have while I’m here? I’m so keen to learn as much as I can about publishing during my period of work experience.

            Yours

            Anya

         

         
         Wow!

         Three minutes after I sent that email she came out of her office and stood over me. Uh-oh, I thought, what have I done?

         ‘Anya,’ she said. ‘there’s no need to send me formal emails. If you want more work just pop your head around my door, OK?’

         I nodded, feeling embarrassed. I could sense Katie smirking across from me.
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