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Life… With No Breaks

 


Nick Spalding tried to write a book in 24 hours. Turns out
that’s impossible... it took 30!

 


Life… With No Breaks is a unique, hilarious and heartfelt look
at the modern world we live in today, told by a master story-teller
with much to say and only a weekend to say it in.

You’ll laugh out loud reading Nick’s odyssey of non-stop
writing in a collection of anecdotes, asides and stories - all
dredged up from an over-stimulated brain functioning on caffeine,
nicotine and the occasional chocolate biscuit.


The book is a conversation with
you, and with Nick you'll
venture into the thorny topics of love, life, sex, horribly timed
bowel movements and a deathly fear of sponges (among many other
things).

 


After you've read Life... With No Breaks, you may never look
at the world the same way again!
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Getting
started.

Some
would tell you it’s the hardest part of writing a book.

They’re
wrong, though. Starting is a piece of cake. Keeping it going is the
difficult bit.

Like
having sex when you’re over seventy, I’d imagine.

 


I have no
clue how the idea for a book like this came to me. It’s not
something I'd planned to do. It just popped into my head this
morning while I lay in bed.

I had a
massive erection as well, but I’m pretty sure the two weren’t
connected.


Inspiration is a funny thing. There you are, merrily
stumbling your way through the day, thinking about nothing more
important than fixing the damn guttering before the weather caves
in - when bam! …inspiration hits you between the eyes,
sending you into a whirlwind of creativity.

The urge
to write is something I’ve been short on of late and my fledgling
career as a professional writer - one good enough to make a few
quid and sound interesting at dinner parties - has stalled
somewhat.

I thought
I faced the legendary writer’s block, which involves much bemoaning
of lots and imbibing of intoxicating spirits.

Happily,
I avoided all of this when I woke up thinking:

What if I just sat at the computer and started to write,
without a plot or story and no idea where the thing was going? How
would it turn out? What would I write? And most importantly… would
I end up regretting it?

 


What
you’re about to read is the result.

 


I’m sat
at my desk in the study upstairs, the laptop open in front of me -
it’s a Dell Inspiron 1525 dual core processor with 2gb of RAM, if
you’re interested in that kind of detail… and if you are, please
try to get out more, the sun will do you good. I’m in a fairly
comfortable office chair that makes a mournful sighing noise when
you lower it and the heating is on because it’s been chilly today
and I don’t want to get blue toes.

A large
flask of coffee stands beside me and I will continue to drink from
it even when the contents inside get cold and bitter. I also have
various snacks to keep my stomach from rumbling - none of them the
low-fat variety, which isn’t going to help the spare tyre one bit -
and the fridge is full, so I can raid it when I need to.

A row of
new cigarette packets - replete with enormous health warnings -
stand to attention like soldiers, waiting to mount another assault
on my delicate lung tissue. They’re accompanied by an ashtray
stolen from the local watering hole, big enough to contain all the
butts I’ll crush into it as I try to massage the brain cells into
creating a coherent narrative.

 


Here I
am, at nine minutes past six on a drizzly Saturday evening, with
every intention of writing a book in one sitting.

No
breaks, no brainstorming sessions to sketch out the next plot
development on The Simpsons notepad I’ve got on the desk, and no
time set aside to sit back and digest the quality of my
prose.

Just me,
my keyboard and good intentions.

It’s seat
of the pants stuff, I can tell you.

I will not stop until I am done!

Unless
there’s a power cut.

I may
have to get up every once in a while to get rid of the coffee in
the little boy’s room, but you’ll forgive me that won’t
you?

I haven’t
a clue how long I’ll last… no concept of how long my brain and
fingers can keep up the pace without going on strike due to
physical fatigue or mental breakdown.

Ten
pages?

A
hundred?

A thousand?

How many
hours can I sit here with my arse gradually numbing and the ashtray
forming a small mountain of cancerous by-product?


Two?


Twenty?

A hundred?

I’m
hoping to get to a decent length for a book.

The kind
that's long enough to get your teeth into, but isn't a daunting
read. I’ll leave the doorstops to the Stephen Kings and Tom Clancys
of this world. They’re far better at it than I could ever
be.

As for
subject matter, that’s as unknown to me now as I sit here typing,
as it is to you at some point in the future, reading this on your
e-book reader (or if I get very lucky one day - in
hardback).

 


I can see
you in my mind’s eye…

There you
are… a few weeks, months or years down the road, maybe in your
favourite armchair with the dog dribbling gently onto the new
cushions… or in bed with your partner snoring gently beside you as
the rain patters off the window, making you glad you’re at home in
the warm. 

 


You might
be asking yourself:

Where the hell is he going with this?

And
perhaps more importantly:

Will there be a point? Will it have purpose? In short… have I
just wasted my hard earned money on a book I could have bought some
chocolate with?

 


And
there’s got to be a point to a book hasn’t there? Even one written
totally off the cuff like this is.

As I sit
here tapping away on the keyboard, I’ve decided to make it a
conversation with you, the person kind enough to download
Life…With No Breaks and dedicate their valuable time to reading the
thing.

It’ll be
a one-sided conversation admittedly - with me doing all the talking
and you occasionally nodding, smiling and agreeing with me when my
views happen to coincide with your own.

If you’re
in public, try not to nod or smile too much, unless you like having
a personal exclusion zone of ten metres around you and being
thought of as ‘the weird one standing on platform two’.

 


I want us
to be friends, of a sort.

Call it a
secret friendship, caught in the pages of this book. The kind you
don’t tell people about for fear of sounding a little
strange.

A
friendship across time if you will, with me sitting here in a
slightly threadbare grey t-shirt, a Marlboro Light hanging from my
mouth - and you, wherever you may be, blocking out the world around
you in that magical bubble we create when we’ve got our noses in a
good book.

To make
this process easier, you can imagine you’re here with me if you
like - if that’s not too weird a proposition.

I’ve got
another chair in the room. It’s also quite comfortable, but a
little harder than the one I’m in.

Sorry
about that: writer’s prerogative. 

Feel free
to take a snack. The cookies are particularly good.

I hope
you like lukewarm coffee with one sugar, because that’s all I can
offer.

If the
smoking bothers you, feel free to crack a window.

I’ve got
a menu for the kebab place down the road. They do deliveries, but I
tend not to order from there much these days, ever since the guy
over-charged me a quid for a chicken kebab with extra
cholesterol.

Of
course, I don’t mind at all if our relationship is dependent on
your schedule. No doubt you have important things to do, important
places to go and important people to meet. I’m quite happy to sit
here and wait for you to come back when you’re ready to
continue.

That
makes me the ideal friend, I reckon…

I’m
patient, understanding and won’t ignore you for weeks if I think
you’re having too much fun without me.

I won’t
borrow money, or return a DVD covered in peanut butter and dog hair
that I borrowed six months ago for ‘just a couple of weeks,
mate!’

I can’t
buy you a drink in the bar, or give you a lift to work when the car
breaks down, but I think the advantages outweigh the disadvantages
for the most part.

Sit
yourself back then and prepare for the roller-coaster ride that is
my life. 

We’re
going to have fun, you and I… and talk the night away.

 



 


 


 


6.28 pm

1369 Words




 


I’m
putting in these time checks so I can keep track of how events
proceed, and to create a few chapter breaks that’ll stop me
rambling.

You’ll
have to watch me, though.

If I do
start waffling, poke me with the broken umbrella behind
you.

 


Let’s get
to know each other better then.

As
there’s no way of me knowing your name, I’ll make one up. After
all, you’re acting as my muse for this - and I need a name to put
to my muse, don’t I?

I’ll keep
it to myself if you don’t mind. It's more fun that way.

You know
my name of course. It’s there on the front of the book.

Nick
Spalding - like the tennis racquet.

Call me
Nick, Nicholas or Nicky.

Just not
Nickle-Pickle like my mother did until I was twelve. I hated
it.

 


Perhaps a
good way to start is telling you a bit about me:

I’m a man
approaching his forties with the kind of dread usually reserved for
prisoners on their way to the gallows. I’m constantly eyeing up the
price of Grecian 2000 and nose hair-clippers.

The word
prostate has taken on new and dark significance in my head
and I have the doctor on speed dial, just in case.

You
already know I’m a writer, but it might interest you to know I
travel quite a lot because of it.

I went to
New York for the first time recently, where I saw the memorial
where the Twin Towers used to be and had a little cry to
myself.

I live in
the south of England, where the weather isn’t quite as bad, but the
mortgage prices are high enough to give you a nose
bleed.

We
still complain about how bad the weather is, of course -
we’re British, after all - though it hardly ever gets cold enough
to freeze water in car radiators or unfortunate dogs to metal
lamp-posts.

I watch
an average amount of television, turning the sound down when the
ads come on.

I’ve been
married. It didn’t really agree with me much.

It didn’t
agree with her either, but we managed to produce a healthy son
between us, so things ran smoothly enough to accomplish that at
least.

I don’t
vote and still listen to music I should be ten years too old to
enjoy.

I ignore
health warnings about the food I eat and try to ignore the ones on
cigarette packets.

I’m
afraid of needles.

And for
some reason - sponges.

I’m not a
particularly sentimental man and never enjoy romantic
comedies.

I spend
too much time worrying about things that are beyond my control, but
try not to let it depress me too much.

I once
dressed up as a woman for a fancy dress party and thought the
knickers felt quite comfortable.

 


That’s
enough for now, I think. 

All a bit
random I admit, but enough for you to get a rough idea of what your
new buddy Nick is like.

Nothing
too bad in there, eh? 

I don’t
come across as a lunatic, as far as I can tell.

You’re
going to learn a lot more about me as we go on, but that gives you
a flavour… even if it is just vanilla.

We’ll add
the tasty chocolate sprinkles as we go.


 


 


 


7.03 pm

1929 Words




 


Hey! Look
at that.

An hour
of writing done and that’s the introductions over with.

I’m
hoping the time checks won’t be quite this frequent through the
whole book, as it’ll mean the chapters are very short and Life…
With No Breaks will be more novella than novel. I’ll have to fall
back on some of the rude limericks I’ve heard in the past, just to
pad the damn thing out.

 


Call that
first bit the prologue, if you like.

Now it’s
done and your appetite has been whetted, we’d better get to the
good stuff quickly, before your interest wanes and that Discovery
documentary you’ve got running on mute in the corner of the room
starts to divert your attention away from our burgeoning
relationship.

 


There’s
nothing worse than reading a book and having your mind
wander.

Sign of a
bad writer… and a worse book.

So let’s
keep your mind focused on me and ignoring what new facts Discovery
have unearthed about Hitler.

 


…actually, I love a bit of Discovery Channel.

I’ll
watch almost anything they screen if I’m in the mood.

I find
the shark documentaries particularly fun to watch, even if it’s
just for the gory bits.

 


Don’t you
think that’s the reason why we watch shows like that, when you get
right down to it?

We may
pretend to ourselves - and others - that we’re fascinated with the
mating rituals of Basking sharks, but we’re actually hoping for
grainy amateur footage of some poor bastard being mauled by an
irate twenty footer… basking or otherwise.

It’s in
all of us to one degree or another: the desire to see something
awful - or at least strange and unexpected - happen to other
people, played out in front of our eyes from behind that safest of
barriers: the television screen.

You only
have to look at the popularity of reality shows like Survivor and
I’m A Celebrity, Get Me Out Of Here, to see that as far as humans
are concerned, there’s nothing like witnessing other people’s
misfortunes - and being glad we’re not
them. 

It's
great fun watching some has-been actor eating a wriggling
cockroach, or looking on as a glamour model with the brains of an
ice cube is forced into a metal box full of scorpions. It really
gets the juices flowing.

And what
about the Oprah Winfreys and Jerry Springers of this
world?

Those
shows are all about watching people air their dirty laundry in
public.

We lap it
up!

There’s
nothing like spying into somebody else’s life for a good night’s
entertainment. Especially if they’re cocking things up left right
and centre – and paying the price for their blunders in a highly
amusing fashion.

 


Extending
that thought, what we’re engaging in here is along the same
lines.

You’re
reading a book written by a complete stranger, in a single session,
all of it unscripted, unedited and - hopefully - honest.

Oh, I may
check for spelling mistakes and narrative balls-ups when I’m done,
but other than that, it’s straight from my keyboard into your
brain.

 


By now -
some nine pages and ninety minutes in - I’m hoping I’ve
grabbed you.

With any
luck you’ve got a definite interest in finding out what happens
next and you'll hang out with me for a while, reading whatever
comes spilling out of my head.

I want
you to keep reading, and if that means delving into my murky past,
then so be it!

 


Let’s see
then. Shall we start with a nice embarrassing episode in the life
of Spalding?

Something
to set us on with a laugh and a smile?

There are
quite a few to choose from…

I know.
How about this:

I’m
twenty two years old, at university and haven’t a care in the
world.

My grades
are good, my friends don’t call me Nickle Pickle behind my back and
my bank balance is only slightly in the red.

I live in
a pokey one bedroom apartment, wash my clothes when I remember to
and eat nothing but beans on toast.

I’m never
up early enough to hear the postman, but sometimes I’m out late
enough to see him as I stumble home.

The
horror of things like mortgages, taxes and interest free loans are
but distant ships on the horizon of life.

Probably
the most important decision in my life right now is whether to
drink beer or spirits.


Naturally, I’m loving every minute of it.

I’m in
that wonderful period between being a kid and a real adult, where I
run my life the way I want - largely at the expense of the British
government. This was a time when they still thought it probably
wasn’t a good idea to saddle the workers of tomorrow with more debt
than a small African country. 

What I
really want right now is the blonde I keep seeing in the student
bar every weekend. 

She
normally stands near the pool table - the one with the
unidentifiable stain on it that bares a striking resemblance to
Abraham Lincoln - holding half a lager and chatting with her
friends.

Her name
is Callie.

I have no
idea what this is short for, but it sounds enchanting to my ears
regardless. I think she looks a little bit like Grace Kelly. But
with bigger tits.

I have
very little information about her, except she’s a year above me on
the same degree course. I’ve also been informed by a friend that
she once did a striptease in the student common room at Christmas,
but as this friend also maintains his brother - who works in a fish
and chip shop - once felt up Naomi Campbell at a cocktail party in
London, I’m taking this information with a gigantic pinch of
salt.

Not being
much of a ladies man, it’s taken me several weeks to even think
about plucking up the courage to speak to Callie.

And here
she is.

At the
same party as me.

Gods be
praised and we all sing hallelujah!

This
makes things much easier. The daunting environment of the student
bar has been replaced by the comfortable atmosphere of my friend
Steve’s house… well, he’s more a nodding acquaintance than a friend
- it’s one of those friend of a friend invites we all know and
love.

Parties
lend themselves more to relaxed conversation and I’m pretty sure I
can spark one up with Callie without sounding like a hormonal
sixteen year old.

It’s the
perfect opportunity.

The stage
is set and the show must go on.

Sadly,
I’m drunk.

Very,
very drunk.

I’ve been
drinking since roughly three o’clock that afternoon, in the time
honoured tradition of loafing under-graduates everywhere and it’s
deep into evening by the time I realise Callie the Wonder Girl is
in my general vicinity.

But never
mind. Alcohol instils confidence!

It should
be absolutely no problem to venture up to the young lady and
charm the pants off her.

I have no
doubt that sex of an epic nature is not too far off in the grand
scheme of things - providing I can get past that annoying
introductory phase we have to negotiate before carnal gymnastics
can ensue.

 


Some back
story before we continue, I think:

I was not
at this time what you could call sexually experienced. My
career as a lover amounted to two women and my right
hand.

Neither
was I experienced in the ways of alcohol consumption - something
that would prove an important factor in the scene about to
unfold.

An
experienced drinker can be very drunk, but still have the
where-with-all to hide his level of intoxication and perform as a
functioning adult.

I wasn’t
experienced and therefore had no chance.

 


At about
ten o’ clock I realise Callie is at the party and what’s more, she
doesn’t appear to be accompanied by a boyfriend.

There’s a
few guys gathered around her, like bees around the proverbial honey
pot, but the alcohol is assuring me they’ll be swept away once
Spalding The Great enters the fray.

Bearing
this in mind, I’ve worked out an opening gambit:

‘Hi. It’s Callie, right? You’re in the third year of my
course. Can you give me a heads up what we’re doing next
semester?’


Brilliant, eh?

Cool,
easy-going and smooth.

Also
shows a dedication to my studies, which makes me look like an
intelligent guy. One who will help her produce strong and
charismatic offspring.

Sadly, I
never get the chance to use it.


Concentration is not one of the inexperienced drinking man’s
strong points, especially when he’s passed the ten-pint
mark.

Every
time I think about using my wonderful ice breaker, my attention is
diverted away like a magpie seeing something shiny at the side of
the road. It’s either the promise of more alcohol, or a favourite
song on the stereo that takes me away from the girl of my
dreams.

Time
slips by.

Ten
o’clock rapidly sinks into eleven… and crawls towards
midnight.

I’m not
drunk by this time.

Oh, no,
no, no.

I am
shitfaced.

Referring
back to what I said about alcoholic experience and control over
oneself, I didn’t just mean control over the mind and emotions - I
meant control over the body as well.

After ten
pints, the section of your brain that spends its days making sure
your bodily functions operate efficiently has buggered off for a
nice soothing head massage, leaving you to fend for
yourself.

The
drunken man isn’t good at fighting the effect alcohol has on his
complicated organic processes and tends to surrender quicker than a
Frenchman in 1940.


Unpleasant things happen next.

 


I see the
expression you’re making now. You know what’s coming, right? You
think you’ve got things figured out!

You’re
thinking your new pal Nick strolled up and was sick all over poor
old Callie, aren’t you?

If only.

 


I didn’t
vomit over her. It was much worse than that.

While I’m
in the kitchen telling a bad joke - her only a few feet away in the
lounge and oblivious to my planned seduction - I slip drunkenly on
a patch of beer-soaked linoleum, head butting a kitchen cabinet. My
knees buckle from under me, my arse hits the ground hard… and my
bowels loosen to the point of no return.

In short
- and to put no finer point on it - I shit myself.

My arse
hits the floor and the shock makes my teeth rattle. I feel an
unpleasant pancake of warmth spreading across my buttocks and the
odour of defeat rises from my nether regions.

Even in
my drunken state, I know this isn’t going to end well.

The first
person to react is my mate Sam, who’s standing next to me. His cry
of disgust is followed by a very loud exclamation that didn’t help
my humiliation one bit:

‘Bloody hell! Spalding’s crapped his pants!’

Yes
indeed, Spalding had crapped his pants.

Something
that hadn’t happened to Spalding since about the age of
two.

Spalding
also had a nice bleeding scalp from the head-to-cabinet interface,
but that paled into insignificance alongside the whole defecating
in public side of things.

Rapidly,
those in attendance notice what has befallen me and are starting to
arrive at their own conclusions based on Sam’s announcement and my
location on the floor.

I sit
there for a few seconds, letting my inebriated brain digest recent
events and trying to sort out an exit strategy from the
party.

All
thoughts of wooing Callie have flown.

A method
of painless suicide is formulating, to avoid the endless
embarrassment this night would otherwise cause. I’m nothing if not
a forward thinker.

I rise
gingerly to my feet, my left hand grasping my backside in a vain
effort to prevent the contents of my underwear slipping down my
leg.

As my
face turns red and my head swims like a pro on steroids, I shuffle
past the aghast party-goers and into the lounge beyond.

Yep,
there she is. Callie the Wonder Girl - hand over her mouth in
horror and eyes as wide as dinner plates.

I offer
her a grin.

I don’t
know what I’m hoping to accomplish with this but it’s worth a
shot.

I guess
I'm trying to convey my feelings about the whole situation in that
smile:

‘Hey, never mind, eh? These things happen. We’ll look back and
laugh about it in ten years when we’re married and have three
kids.’

Except
these things didn’t just happen… at least not to twenty-two year
old undergraduates.

She knows
it - I could tell by the way she was backing away from me - and I
know it. 

…time to beat a hasty retreat.

I do so -
not with the sound of ringing laughter, but with a horrified
silence only broken by the loud stereo.

As I
recall, the song playing was Help by The Beatles.




Fitting.

It takes
me a few moments to get to the front door. I know as I scrabble for
purchase on the lock with one hand - buttocks clasped in the other
- that there's a hoard of students looking down the hallway at me,
wondering if the entertainment is ever going to end.

I wrench
the front door open and shamble off into the night, running like a
sailor with rickets.


Thankfully, I only live a couple of streets away.

It occurs
to me that I should probably stop and remove my soiled clothing,
but I decide not to, opting for a crap covered arse rather than a
night in the cells for indecent exposure.

On most
nights, there would be virtually no-one on the streets to see me.
Tonight though, it seems the world and his wife have decided on a
nice moonlit stroll and I have to swerve around several people
before arriving back at the flat.

God knows
what they made of this partially blood-soaked maniac, running in a
bow-legged jog, clutching his rear-end like he’s scared it’s going
to explode.

I seem to
remember mumbling swift apologies by way of explanation, as if
they'd known what had happened.

When
something truly awful happens to you, it’s funny how you believe
the rest of the world cares.

In my
mind, there are headlines forming for tomorrow’s papers:

 


PARTY POO-PER SPALDING IN PANT-FILLING PRATFALL!

Pictures on pages 7, 8, 9 & 11!!

 


I arrive
at my flat and run straight upstairs to the bathroom to clean off.
This takes quite a while as I’m still as drunk as a
skunk.

When the
cleaning is over - including some rather painful prodding at the
cut on my head with a TCP soaked jay cloth - and I’ve changed into
a pair of clean jogging pants, I sit back on the toilet, stare into
space and wonder what the hell to do.

I’m
sitting there pondering the possibilities of emigrating to a
country thousands of miles away - where no-one speaks English and
alcohol is illegal - when my stomach decides it wants in on the
action and decides to throw up what hadn’t already come out the
other end.


Thankfully, no-one’s around to see this.

 


In the
next few days and weeks, word got round about my
exploits.

I
couldn’t walk through the university campus without thinking people
were staring at me and then going to tell their friends that they’d
just spotted ‘Follow Through Spalding’ walking past the
library.

I felt it
the better part of discretion to avoid social gatherings for a
while.

I was
expecting lots of barbed witticisms from my friends, but was
surprised to find that none of them wanted to mention
it.

This was
somehow worse.

I saw
Callie a few times after that night, but tended to drop my eyes and
shuffle into the shadows before she had a chance to see
me.

I’d like
to think I can recover my dignity in most situations, but
recovering any from this episode would make raising the Titanic
look as easy as boiling a small kettle.

I tended
to stick to four pints or less from then on.

…and still do.


 


 


 


8.27 pm

4635 Words




 


Not the
most cerebral of stories to kick us off, but I hope it made you
laugh.

It might
have disgusted you a bit too, but I’m sure I saw a smile spread
across your face and heard a small chuckle - which goes to show
toilet humour is never a bad thing in moderation.

Let’s
hope there’s no-one with you, because they’ll be curious as to why
your smiling. Explaining it’s because you've just read a story
about a fully grown man crapping his pants in public might be a
little hard to accomplish and still sound like a mature human
being.

 


There’s
nothing like a man’s humiliating downfall to get the ball rolling,
I say.

Please
stop looking at my backside like that though - as if something
horrendous is about to happen. I’m stone cold sober at the moment
and my sphincter is behaving itself. I don’t expect it to start
playing up again until I'm eighty.

Worry
not, I’m sure I can plumb the depths of my memory and recall more
embarrassing episodes to delight you with as the book goes
on.

There are
more than enough to choose from. Though I can’t think of any
offhand that equal that one for sheer humiliation in the presence
of the opposite sex. It amazes me I haven’t spent the last fifteen
years in therapy.

I can
look back on it now and laugh at the whole thing. The passage of
time lends a certain objectivity and the humiliation has faded to
nothing in the intervening fifteen years.


Almost, anyway.

I don’t
think it matters how old you are or how wise you get in later life,
incidents of extreme embarrassment always retain a degree of shame,
no matter what station you achieve in life.

If Albert
Einstein had suffered a similar fate, all the Nobel prizes and
universally accepted theories of relativity wouldn’t entirely put
to rest the shame of soiling oneself in public.

 


Of
course, the flip side is we remember the great moments as
well.

All the
major events in our lives - good or bad - stay with us, while the
rest of the garden variety stuff gets washed down the memory
drain.

I think
you’re more likely recall the bad moments however. It’s just the
way the mind works:

You may
have climbed a mountain wearing only a thong...

You may
have cured Beriberi disease with nothing more than a spatula, Petri
dish and good intentions...

You may
have saved twenty bawling children from certain death in a cable
car accident...

You may
have done all these things, but I bet the memories that jump from
your subconscious more often than not are the ones you wish you
could forget:

Got
caught masturbating by your mother when you were thirteen?
Bang! It's in your head as your new lover’s hand slides down
to your crotch.


 Thrown in the cells for a night after
stealing ten traffic cones when you were eighteen? Wallop!
There it is as the boss at your new dream job tells you they have
to run a background check before you can start.

Had a
haircut done by your best friend that made you look like an escapee
from the local home for the mentally distressed? Boom! There
it is as you sit down in Coiffure Jacques for that hundred
pound cut you’ve been saving up for over the last six
weeks.

Been
dancing away merrily to Rihanna in a nightclub, blissfully unaware
your skirt has slid down your legs and that all the girls from work
are pointing and laughing? Whack! There it is as you take to
the dance floor for a ceremonial twirl at the wedding reception
with your new husband.

We all
have them tucked at the back of our minds, in a special locker
marked World, Swallow Me Up - ready to pop up at a moment’s
notice and when you least suspect it.

I think
this explains why we find solace in the trials and tribulations of
others.

Misery
loves company after all and there’s nothing like sharing your woes
and past cock-ups with someone else to make you feel
better.

 


Perhaps
that’s what I’m doing with my little project here, if I can get
philosophical about it for a moment. I'm writing some kind of
half-arsed confessional to you, my brand new friend.

 


I’m not
much of a philosopher usually.

It’s
probably better to let most stuff just wash over you, picking out
the bits from the flotsam and jetsam that look important.
Over-thinking things leads to tension headaches and an
ulcer.

Everyone
has to prioritise the important from the trivial. To decide what’s
likely to have a big impact on your life from what
won’t.

…the tree coming towards you at forty miles an hour for
instance - that’s probably quite important.

It’d be
lovely to hear about something you’d like to forget. I’m as
happy to listen to other people’s anecdotes as I am recounting
tales of my own.

Can’t do
that with you, can I?

Strictly
one-way traffic in this conversation, I’m afraid.

I’m the
writer and you’re the reader.

How about
this then: as you can’t tell me, why not grab the nearest person
you know and reveal something you’d have otherwise kept to
yourself?

Go on,
give it a go. It’s very liberating, I assure you.

It
doesn’t matter if it’s not as gigantically horrible as my incident
at the party.

Maybe you
recently farted at an inopportune moment, or blurted out something
you probably shouldn’t have.

I did
that once.

I called
a senior female work colleague of mine mum during a
meeting.

We’re not
talking the levels of embarrassment I achieved with my little
accident, but it certainly made my face red. Hers too, for that
matter.

Off you
go, then.

Go
confess a minor sin or indiscretion to a loved one. I’ll sit here
and wait for you to come back.

 



...

 


…

 



Back?

Feel
better?


Excellent.

Sit back
in the spare chair - I’ve added a nice soft cushion.

The
cookies are starting to run a bit low now - who’s a greedy little
sod, then? - but I’ve got some microwave popcorn, if you
fancy.

I haven’t
opened the Pringles yet, so you can have the satisfaction of
hearing that little floomp noise the tube makes when you rip
off the seal.

 


Ok, back
to the plot - or lack of it in this case.

What
shall we chat about now, as the clock ticks its way past nine
o’clock?

 



Time.

Let’s
talk about time.

It’s a
fantastic subject, especially as it plays such an important part in
this great undertaking we are in.

People
say money rules the world, or love makes it go round, but I reckon
what governs our lives more than anything else is that blasted
ticking sound that marks off the minutes and seconds.

The clock
is up there on the wall, working its malevolent magic. Putting time
in a cage and locking you in there with it.

 


I’m a
clock watcher.

One of
those people who tends to look at his watch at least two or three
times an hour to check how long I’ve got to a) keep working b) sit
on this plane c) wait in this queue d) watch this terrible romantic
comedy.

And I’m a
stickler for having the right time on that watch as
well.

There’s
nothing worse than it running slow or fast. It cocks up my
equilibrium completely.

There are
people - I’m sure you know them - who say things like:

‘I always have my alarm clock running fast so I’ve got a bit
of extra time in the morning!’

Utter
bastards.

If you’re
so insistent on having extra time in the morning, why not just set
your alarm earlier?


Invariably, these people are always late for everything
anyway - which just goes to show, doesn’t it?

Our lives
are beholden to the clock on the wall as it ticks off the seconds,
minutes and hours.

We wake
up to it, sleep to it, work to it and eat to it.

Hell,
some of the time we even have sex or go to the toilet to
it.

Most of
the stress caused in the twenty first century is down to that
horrible clock:

If you’re
at work and have a deadline to meet.

If you’re
going on a first date and have to be at that small, intimate bistro
on the high street at seven thirty.

If you’re
waiting in line to get a new tyre, knowing your lunch break has
twenty minutes left and the queue in front looks like a forty
minute wait.

You’re a
complete slave to the clock and the ulcer it’s forming in your
stomach lining.

But not
to worry!

You’ll
eventually reach a point where the clock ceases to have a huge
impact on your life.

It's
called retirement.

No longer
will your days be controlled by Seiko, Timex or Tag
Heuer.

You’ll
still have lots to do with any luck - even if it’s only a
shuffleboard tournament and a spot of light reminiscing - but it’ll
be according to your own schedule.

It’s been
said before but I’ll say it again:

How
deeply ironic is it that the present given to people retiring from
fifty years of work is usually a gold clock? At the time of life
when the last thing you want to do is ever look at one of the
bastards again.

 


Time
flies when you’re having fun.


Why?

You’re
not looking at the bloody clock all the time, that’s
why!

You’ve
got something occupying you that you’re actually enjoying - putting
the clock completely out of your head. And when you’re not looking
at it, the sneaky git goes round at break-neck speed, with no
consideration for your feelings at all.

Three
hours pass in what feels like three minutes…

 


On the
opposite side of the fence, when you’re bored out of your tiny mind
and would like nothing more than to spread your wings and fly away,
the clock gets slower and slower. This is because you are
looking at it.

Every
five fucking minutes, it seems.

(Six
thousand words in and we get the first use of the f-word - which is
surprising, as I use it all the time. Anyone who says swearing is a
sign of a small vocabulary needs kick in the head… a kick in the
fucking head, that is.)

Can you
sense my frustration with time keeping here? I’m sure you probably
can.

I hate
living according to a little round white face with numbers on and
I’m sure if you think about it, you probably do too.
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See what
I did there?

Here I am
moaning about time governing our lives and that we’re all reliant
on the clock - and I cheekily pop in a time-check to underline my
point, contradicting myself in the process.

My
English tutor always said I contradicted myself too much when I
wrote an opinion piece, and here I am proving him right once
more.

His name
was Professor Wrigley and he always considered me to be something
of a hack.

This was
fine by me as it was the hacks who earned all the money, while the
writing elite lived in misery - permanently half-way through a
bottle of scotch, moaning incessantly about the work to
anyone in earshot.

I bet
they never spent their time glancing up at the nearest Timex
though, seeing how long it was until lunch break.

No, for
them I expect it was all about wandering through quaint street
bazaars in Morocco, chatting up the local girls and writing down
spurious observations on the nature of man’s soul.

…I may have just alienated all the Hemingway fans with that
little observation.

 


So the
clock is our natural enemy. An evil deity controlling our lives on
a day to day basis.

We even
build bloody monuments to it, like the Tower of Westminster in
London (and I do love the fact Big Ben is part of a building where
the art of wasting time has really been perfected over the
centuries).

Strange
then, that the clock’s nearest time monitoring relative, the
calendar, makes us feel good about ourselves.

I’ll
grant you there are some things we put in a calendar that cause us
heartache and stress. Dentist appointments for instance, or
birthdays for relatives we hate but must buy a present for,
otherwise our mothers will be cross with us for rocking the family
boat.

How about
the return to school date, after the long, lazy months of summer
with nothing to do but watch TV, worry old people and vandalise bus
shelters?

The whole
point of looking at a calendar though, is that things tend to be
quite far off and not looming round the corner, like a
psychopath wearing a hockey mask.

Calendars
can be safely ignored when necessary.

You may
have one hanging in your kitchen - one of those long ones with
pictures of slightly worried looking kittens on it - all those
nasty appointments scrawled on it in biro, but at least you can
avoid looking at the thing if needs be when you go to get a yoghurt
out of the fridge.

When
you’re out of the kitchen entirely, it doesn’t exist at
all!

Out of
sight, out of mind.

Not like
mister clock however - who's impossible to get away
from.

He’s on
your wrist, on the car dashboard, on the wall at work, in the
bottom right hand corner of the computer screen.

Bastard!

He’s
everywhere, and no matter how hard you try, you’ll eventually find
yourself staring up and realising with horror that you’ve only got
twenty minutes to finish the shopping before the kids get out of
school.

 


Calendars
also have good things written on them frequently. Things you want
to remember.

Like
holidays and the birthdays of relatives you do like - or your own,
of course.

We all
make sure we write down good things in large
black marker pen so they’re easy to see, drawing our
attention away from the date of the next rectal exam just
below.

I have a
theory that men are bad at remembering things such as anniversaries
and special occasions because most of them tend to go for calendars
featuring naked women. Staring at a pair of big tits is a great
diversion from the mother-in-law’s birthday next
Wednesday.

 


I have a
calendar hanging in this room.

It’s one
of those dull corporate ones from some printing company or
other.

I stole
it from work because it has fairly large spaces to write in under
the dates and covers up the hole I made during an aborted
shelf-making incident.


Currently, a picture of a speedboat - looking very impressive
as it carves its way through the surf - is being used to denote the
fact it’s April.

I have no
idea why.

I guess
spring must be a good time for a sixty-knot blow job through the
harbour.

The
calendar has only two entries on it for the month:

The first
is my son’s birthday - in large black marker
pen - and the second is for a doctor’s appointment - in
small blue biro.

 


Here’s a
piece of advice: never keep a diary. Ever.

It will
plague your existence and cause your sanity to slip from its
moorings.

You start
off with the best of intentions, carefully writing in every
appointment and occasion in its clean, ordered pages and for a
while at least, you’ll stick to it.

Every
appointment will be kept, you’ll turn up on time for all meetings
and everyone will think you’re efficient and in control.

Then
you’ll lose the nasty bastard.

Because
you’ve squirreled all that vital information away between the
diary’s faux leather cover and not committed any of it to memory,
you won’t have a bloody clue what it is you’re supposed to be
doing, or where you’re supposed to be going.

You’ll
miss meetings, forget special occasions and everyone will conclude
you’ve become addicted to prescription drugs and started to smell
funny.

 


Years
ago, I had one of those diaries with a calculator in it - stuck
right next to the page for phone numbers.

Why it
was there, I have no idea.

Perhaps
you were meant to use it to multiply all the phone numbers together
and arrive at the meaning of life.

The
calculator worked for a week before leaking liquid crystal all over
the diary, perhaps in an effort to highlight the futility of its
own existence.

I got the
thing for Christmas one year from an absent-minded uncle, who
memorably also once bought me a vegetarian cookery book, along with
a cardboard tube that made a mooing noise when you turned it upside
down. I think it was some kind of cow calling device. I still have
it somewhere, because every so often I need to take it out and have
a look, to prove to myself I didn’t dream the whole thing
up.

I think
my uncle’s presents are the only ones I truly look forward to at
Christmas these days.

 


I’ve
received some extraordinarily silly presents in my time.

I seem to
have one of those personalities where people think I like quirky
and strange gifts, normally purchased from gadget shops.

Would you
believe a friend once bought me a kite? When I was thirty
two?

I’m all
for staying young at heart, but do I really need to express it by
running round the park on a windy day, trying to get a kite in the
air for more than three seconds?

There I
am on my birthday, wondering how long it will be until my hair
falls out of my head, grows on my arse and gets thicker in my ears
- and I unwrap a gift more suited for a time when I was as hairy as
a cue ball and still thought Batman was real.

The
epithet written on the card that came with the kite
said:

‘For when you want to get high!’


Stunning.

The kite
went in the shed and I conveniently 'lost' the friend’s phone
number for a while.

My mother
suggested I should keep the kite somewhere safe for my
son.

Tom at
this point was three months old and crapping himself was a regular
and enjoyable activity, so I thought hoarding the kite for ten
years was probably a waste of time.

 


Because
I’m a writer, I tend to get presents related to that pursuit.
Nothing useful though, like a new keyboard to replace the one I’ve
broken the letter B on, or a book telling me how to write a best
seller.

No, I get
bought quirky things.

Like a
pen with a radio in it.

Yes… a
pen with a radio in it.

How
desperate for friends have you got to be before that sounds like
something you’d actually want?

Small
earphones extended from the pen on a cable, which was slightly too
short to be used without bending your head over to one side,
looking like you were a tad mental.

I gather
the person who bought it for me - a relative this time, so no
chance of severing ties - thought I might enjoy the chance to write
flowing script and listen to the radio at the same time, all from
one convenient device.

And who
could blame them? After all, it’s not like it’s possible to do
those things easily and efficiently any other way,
right?


Hmmm…

 


Singing
socks.

They were
a good one.

You put
the socks on, pressed a button on the side and they warbled a tune
at you. The song in question was ‘Tiger Feet’ by Mud (which is
available on Spotify, I believe).

The socks
had a badly stitched picture of a tiger on them. The small
electronic device that controlled the whole thing rubbed
irritatingly against your skin.

I wore
them - once - for the delight and edification of my wife, who found
the whole thing hilarious.

I can’t
really blame her. There I was, standing in my new socks, with a
seventies rock song wafting from around my ankles and a green
flannel dressing gown covering my modesty.

The
expression on my face could best be described as
perplexed.

 


At this
point, it’d be nice to launch into a tirade about the companies who
produce this crap.

I’d like
nothing more than to vilify the fools who sit in product meetings
and decide upon the latest crazes to fill our shops from floor to
ceiling and drain our bank accounts with frightening
rapidity.

But I
can’t do that because it’s not really their fault.

It’s
ours.

The
simple fact is, if we didn’t keep buying this crap then they
wouldn’t keep making it. If we didn’t keep buying pens with radios,
singing socks, cardboard moo machines - or any one of a thousand
other completely useless items you’ll find in the shops - then
these people would stop producing them. They'd then find more
constructive things to do with their time, like inventing flasks
that keep the contents hot, or office chairs that don’t make your
arse numb.

Have you
noticed the kind of stores that sell this stuff only exist for a
short period of time before disappearing into the ether?

They
usually spring up at Christmas in otherwise disused shops,
promising quality presents at rock bottom prices. They’re generally
manned by people who are on day release from minimum security, or
haven’t been caught by the police yet.

They tend
to get out of town long before you come back, wanting to complain
about how the novelty indoor fountain you bought for your auntie
Jenny has stopped working and started making disturbing farting
noises in the middle of the night.

There are
many reasons why we keep buying these weird and wonderful gifts,
but mainly it’s because they make Christmas shopping a whole lot
easier.

Unless
you’re buying for children - who are happy with anything, provided
it's plastic, brightly coloured and incredibly expensive - it’s
hard to come up with gifts that aren’t as dull as
ditch-water.

I’m as
guilty of it as anybody.

My father
is the kind of man who’s always had the money to buy what he wants
and the sense to know what he doesn’t. Therefore, purchasing
presents that elicit any kind of positive or heart-felt
appreciation is next to impossible.

This
makes the Christmas Eve shopping trip even more of a
nightmare.

The
amount of time I’ve stood in front of the gifts section at Boots,
wondering whether to buy dad a ceramic miniature garden gnome or
bathroom set - you know, the ones that invariably contain shower
gel, talc, deodorant and an amusingly shaped bar of soap - doesn’t
bear thinking about.

I’ve
settled for the fairly stress free option of buying him a bottle of
whisky every year. He may not appreciate it, but he’s normally so
pissed by the time I talk to him, it sounds like he
does.

A small,
guilty part of me thinks I’m turning him into a raging alcoholic.
I’m convinced at some point he’s going to decide I’m trying to kill
him in order to get my hands on an inheritance.

I might
swap to cigars in the next couple of years. Give his liver a rest
and his lungs a wake up call.

My
mother, bless her, is grateful for whatever I buy and I love her
for it. She keeps everything.

There’s a
dusty box in her bedroom closet that contains Christmas cards
written by me at the age of seven.

I had a
look through them once. It disturbed me that my handwriting hasn't
improved much.

 


Much like
my father, I have a distinct inability to show gratitude when I
receive an unwanted or ridiculous gift. I have a big problem with
what I like to call the post-unwrap pause.

This is
the time when you’ve successfully unwrapped the present enough to
see what it is and registered the fact it’s the worst present in
history. You then have to fake a look of gratitude at the wizened
old carbuncle of a grandmother who bought it for you.

It’s very
difficult.

I find
myself making a rather high-pitched keening noise, accompanied by
my face twisting horrendously into something approximating joy and
surprise.

I’ll then
come out with a comment along the lines of:

‘Oh! Thank you, Gran! I was just thinking the other day it’d
be nice to write and listen to the radio at the same
time.’

To me, I
sound about as convincing as Hermann Goering’s defence lawyer at
the Nuremberg trials, but she seems to take what I’m saying at face
value, concludes the festive transaction with a kiss, and a short
anecdote about how she was passing The Gadget Shop, saw the
offending item in the window and immediately thought of
me.

 


It’s a
lot easier to open presents when the giver isn't in the room with
you. You can safely express your feelings about the quality and
suitability of your new possession by swearing at it, or burying it
at the bottom of the garden beneath the miniature gnome.

Bearing
this in mind, I’ve resolved to open my annual Christmas haul from
now on in the toilet with the door locked.
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I tend to
find shopping in general to be something of a trial, even if it's
for me.

This is
particularly true when I’m hunting around for a large, expensive
item, like a car or holiday.

The more
money you’re spending, the more stressful the job becomes, because
you know it’s a big decision. You’ve saved for months and want to
know you’re getting your money’s worth, don’t you?

I have
virtually no problem with small stuff, like scanning the racks of
HMV for a blu-ray, or picking out a new pair of jeans in the
Gap.

Big items
are a totally different matter.

 


Time for
another anecdote:

I’m
thirty two and thinking of buying a new car.

The Volvo
I’ve been nursing around for eight years has finally reached the
end of its days. I know this because every time I turn the steering
wheel, it knocks like the knees of a nervous chorus
girl.

When I
switch the engine off, the whole car makes a dispirited groaning
noise, before settling back on its worn suspension like an old man
collapsing into his arm chair after a hard day’s shuffleboard with
the lads down the working men’s club.

I buy all
the right car magazines and pour through them, looking at pages and
pages of automobiles.

I talk to
my wife, telling her all about the type of car I’d like, showing
her pictures I’ve ringed with a highlighter.

There’s
something in the male psychology that responds to the internal
combustion engine - even men like me, who have little or no
appreciation of how the thing works.

My wife
looks at the highlighted cars, listens calmly to me going on about
the one I want and then tells me the type of car I’m actually going
to have.

I want a
sports car you see, one with fat tyres and an engine that sounds
like a lion with a chicken bone stuck in its throat.

Something
vaguely resembling a penis would be corking, too…

My wife
just wants one in a nice burgundy colour, reliable and cheap to
run.

There’s
all the evidence you need for why men and women are very different
creatures… and why women tend to win arguments like
this.

With the
options narrowed down to something burgundy and big enough to carry
one man, one woman, one small child and the three tons of baby
equipment that go with him, I set off for the local garages on a
car hunting expedition.

It
doesn’t go well.

I find
nothing I like in the budget I have - certainly nothing in burgundy
anyway. I return home dispirited and contemplate another few months
of nursing the Volvo around trying to ignore the
knocking.

The next
day, I try again.

The wife
comes this time, automatically making it twice as bad an
experience.

This is
not to say she does anything wrong, it’s just that:

Man +
Woman in car for four hours with conflicting ideas = Hell on
Earth.

Chuck the
baby into the mixture and Hell on Earth can’t even begin to
describe it.

This day
is a failure as well and I starting to twitch every time I drive
past a burgundy car.


Eventually - at nearly five o’clock - we’re preparing to go
home.

I’ve
smoked a pack of cigarettes, she’s got a face like thunder and Tom
has dropped a load in his shorts, making the Volvo not only drive
like shit, but smell like it too.

We’re
headed in the direction of home, visiting one last garage on the
way back. It’s small, independently run, with only a tiny entry in
the Yellow Pages.

We roll
past it… and I spot automotive Heaven.

The car
might as well have been surrounded in a halo of bright, white light
with angels sitting on the bonnet waving at me.

A buzzing
neon sign should have been hovering above it, saying Buy me,
Spalding!

It’s the
car I want. The car I must have!

 


We’ll
leave me sat in the Volvo salivating for the moment to take a brief
aside:

At that
time in life – thirty two and a new father - I’m harbouring a
desire for one of those cars corporate businessmen
drive.

I’ve just
started working at a marketing company and while I’m not massively
swayed by the image thing, I feel something along the lines of a
BMW or a Mercedes would give me the right kind of look that an
important go-getting marketing superstar should have.

 


And there
it sits!


Perfection - or as near to it as my bank balance will let me
get.

It’s a
BMW 5 Series, up for the asking price of £6000.

While
it’s not burgundy, it is a deep shade of red. Close enough to
please the wife’s aesthetic sensibilities.

The
squeal of the Volvo’s brakes echo along the street as I turn
sharply into the garage forecourt.

The sound
of my wife’s protests ring in my ears, forming a two-part harmony
with the rapid-fire knocking of the Volvo’s steering column. Tom
begins crying in the back in great gasping wails.

The
combined din creates a symphony of distress only a deaf person
could love.

The Volvo
bucks over a bump at the entrance and exhaust fumes billow out
impressively. It’s like something out of a really action-packed
episode of 24 – without the shouting, complicated electronic
gadgets and man bag.

I park
the car - which groans as I turn the ignition off - and jump out
like I’m auditioning for a part in a Bruce Willis movie.

The grin
of a six year old boy spreads across my face as I approach the BMW
(alright, I sprint up to it like an idiot) and take in its
automotive majesty.

The wife
gets out of the car, leaving Tom to wallow in the stench of his
latest creation and comes to stand beside me, knowing full well
getting much sense out of me is going to be like pulling
teeth.

‘You like it then?’ she says, arms crossed and stoic
expression on her face.

‘Yeah. Yeah. I really do! It’s fantastic!’ says the six year
old, trapped in my thirty two year old body.

‘It’s a bit pricey, isn’t it?’ she points out, a frown
appearing.

‘We can afford it. We can!’ says mister six year old, his legs
starting to tremble with excitement. ‘Look! It’s a BMW!’

‘Yes, I can see that. What with the car’s badge being two feet
in front of me and everything.’

‘I’ve always wanted a BMW!’

‘Have you really? I’d never have guessed.’

My wife’s
thinly veiled sarcasm is lost on me as I begin to look around the
car, checking all the things I can remember are important at times
like this:

Rust on
the bodywork and wheel arches, condition of the tyres, signs of
welding… and so on and so forth.

I almost
look as if I know what I’m doing to the casual observer.

I don’t
of course, but I can stroke my chin thoughtfully and tap bits of
metal right up there with the best of them.

All
practical considerations go right out the window when I look at the
interior and spot the leather upholstery.

It looks
extremely comfortable and it’s large enough in there for a family
of illegal immigrants to live in.

 



Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/13551
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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