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  Chapter one
Three Small Wishes

  


Once upon a time. I mean. Come on. Nobody says “Once upon a time” do they? 
They do?
Really?
Okay then.
I can't believe this.
Once upon a time.
Look. Do I really have to do this?
Are you sure?
The Shaitan who watches over me to ensure I fill in this piece of paper rushes across to me and snatches the paper off the table where I am sitting.
It is probably best to explain the pecking order of things around here. I wish someone had bothered to tell me. That way I could have prioritised exactly who it was I was meant to be scared of. When I first started out I had no idea, and that’s not a good starting point in almost any venture believe you me.
Collectively we are the jinn, which makes me a jinni. Singular, you see. Never djinn and definitely not genie. That’s all down to Disney that. Oh, and you can forget lamps and what have you. I mean. Who would take up residence in a bloody lamp? Or get imprisoned in one. How would you even get into one for a start? I mean. Think it through. All the Disney stuff started with what’s his name and a cave filled with treasure. Not much of a retirement plan is that, now? Oh I know - where can I hide all of my fabulous treasure? Wow! A cave! Just the job!
Believe you me, you wouldn’t want a jinnie guarding it either. As far as I am concerned I would get bored after about ten minutes - if that - and just wander away. Nope. Jinnies and treasure do not sit well together my friend. Though we are more than a little predisposed to the wishes thing. As you will see.
So. The lowest in the food chain are the Jann, and then the Jinn, which is yours truly as I have already said. Then there is the Shaitan a member of whom is currently giving me daggers from where he is standing glaring in front of me whilst simultaneously slowly muttering curses under its breath. Above him are Ifrit, and finally the head honchos are the Marid, and believe you me, you don’t mess with those guys. Oh no.
“It must start with “once upon a time!” shouts the Shaitan in question and pushes the piece of paper at me so that it almost hits me in the face. “It always starts with, “Once upon a time.” You know that. One such as you must surely have undertaken this punishment before.”
“And what does that mean?” I shout, throwing the pen down onto the table where it rolls a little way and then clatters to the floor. “One such as I?”
“You know perfectly well what I mean!” shouts the Shaitan, his face now a mere inch from mine. “Fill in the paper. Confess and we can get to the three wishes.”
“All of this is ridiculous.” I say testily, but I do not pick up the pen. To my great surprise the Shaitan does so for me, and tosses it onto the desk.
“It is hardly ridiculous.” He says. “In fact the Marid, blessed be his name, takes a very dim view of your behaviour, and believe you me you do not want him on your back. Not ever.”
“It is a simple misunderstanding.” I say and the Shaitan tuts just as the door to the cell swings open and in steps the Marid.
He has taken the shape of a half man half bull today, and as he strides into the room flames and smoke pour from his snout, his large dark hooves melting the floor where he has trodden, leaving burning footprints behind him as he walks. I cannot help but feel that perhaps he is trying to make a point.
“Do we have the confession yet?” he roars and the Shaitan beside me almost shrinks in his presence. I wonder why the Marid is here, having jumped over the Ifrit, but then it is a wishing thing I guess and so it looks like the problem, such as it is, has gone straight to the top, which is most definitely not good news for yours truly.
“Not yet, oh great one.” He stutters and as the Marid hears this fresh flames flicker about his snout. “There seems to be a problem with the wording in fact,”
“The wording?” roars the half man, half bull.
“The jinni here seems to disagree with the words, “Once upon a time”.”
“I see.” Says the Marid, “charge sheet?”
The Shaitan pulls a small scroll from inside his robe and passes it to the creature who unrolls it and begins to read. He snorts loudly once or twice and then hands it back.
“Tell me, jinni. Are you hard of hearing?”
“Of course not O great one.” I say, showing all due deference. The Marid has great power and even I do not wish to enrage him.
“I see.”
In the centre of the room a round orb appears, spinning slowly in the air. As it turns a scene begins to appear in the glass. The first thing I notice is the music; piano music being played, and played, I must say, extremely well. Then the picture clears and I see that in the orb is a bar, and around the bar are several rough necked looking guys standing listening to the small man who is enthusiastically playing a concert piano. The man and the piano are on the bar however, for both are small in size, the man no more than a foot high.
As soon as the picture in the orb appears it vanishes again leaving only silence in the cell broken only by the sound of the Shaitan sniffing once loudly.
“The wish was for a twelve-inch pianist?” asks the Marid softly and I can almost see the Shaitan trembling. What I cannot decide is whether it is shaking through laughter or through fear. His face is definitely giving nothing away.
“I must have misheard.” I say and the Marid places the pen in front of me and begins to dictate. Reluctantly I take up the pen and begin to write.
“Once upon a time.” I write, cringing inwardly as I do so.
It does not take long, and having finished I pass the paper to the Shaitan who knows better than to examine it and so passes it straight to the Marid who snorting flames, gives it the once over and then nods. As he does so a small device appears on the table in front of me. It looks very much like a slot machine. It has a small glass front in which three reels are already spinning, and at its side is a large brass handle. The dials are spinning so fast that it is impossible to see what the symbols are, but I know what this device is, and I know also that the dials do not contain pictures of lemons or cherries. No. The dials show the face of every single person alive on the planet, and when I pull the handle the dials will rest upon three randomly picked people.
For these three people I will have to grant a wish, and my performance will be closely monitored. Get it wrong and I may very well wish that I had ended up stuck in a lamp or an urn somewhere. 
“Pull the handle, jinnie.” says the Marid, and as I do so I see the Shaitan grinning wildly.
“Does anyone have a coin?” I ask politely, pointing at the small slot with a groove in it on the top of the machine.
“I beg your pardon?” says the Marid, anger in its voice.
“I need a coin.” I say. “I never carry cash these days. No need really.”
“Is there a coin, Shaitan?” roars the Marid, turning its fire tinged gaze upon the now quivering clerk who makes a show of going through its pockets of its robe, a feat that takes a surprisingly long period of time. Throughout the Marid taps its foot loudly, it's scowl increasing by the second, the flames in its eyes and mouth now almost as red as the Shaitan face.
“My lord, I…” begins the Shaitan just as I pull a coin out of one of many pockets.
“It’s okay.” I almost shout in surprise, “I found one!”
The Marid almost breathes flame down upon me as I reach forward and smiling, place the coin in the slot. There is a flicker of light on the surface of the machine and so I pull the handle and the dials begin to slow and now I see faces start to form on the dials as they slow down. There is a loud “Ker-ching” noise and the first dial stops. The face of this one is a man and he is cutting hair with scissors. He looks late thirties, and is talking, talking, talking.
The second dial rolls to a stop and I see now an older man who is serving drinks from behind a bar. He looks worried. The final dial shows a man wearing a headset and he is talking too, but he doesn’t look like he is listening. He looks younger than the other two, and to be quite frank, looks like trouble. There is something about him that makes me wary.
Nevertheless, the dice are cast and as I sit looking at these three the Shaitan begins to scribble hastily in its ledger that it has produced seemingly from nowhere.
“The first is a hairdresser named, “Les”. He is a simple soul but is disillusioned about his lack of success in his acting career.” says the Marid.
“An easy wish then.” I say, smiling broadly.
“He cannot actually act.” smiles the Marid.
“Ah.” I say, “No matter. I think that is hardly a hindrance these days.”
“If you say so.” smiles the Marid, flames flickering about its smile. “I would not know anything of these matters. So to your next wish. The second is a man who runs a public house. That is to say an establishment where people go to drink beer. His name is, “Rudge” and you will find that his trade, and therefore his livelihood is hampered by the legislative powers of the land in which he dwells.”
“As many things are.” I smile to the Marid who merely scowls at me in return. By my side the Shaitan continues to scribble in his ledger furiously.
“The last is a worker in what is known as a “call centre”.”
“Ah.” I whisper in disgust, for I have heard of these for they are spoken of in whispers by those who are damned to work in them. 
“Indeed.” says the Marid, “Though this one, named Pip for short is a tricky beggar. I wish you good luck with that one, jinnie.”
“Thank you my lord.” I say, bowing to the Marid.
“My work here is done.” The Marid says “and without another word fades to nothing, leaving the Shaitan in charge once again.
“Do you know the rules of your punishment?” he enquires, and I nod, though he relates them to me anyway. “A wish for each person without revealing yourself to them. The wish must be of a good nature, and that means no shifty stuff.”
“No pianists.” I mumble and the Shaitan nods enthusiastically.
“Also you will take no credit for the wishes, for they are forced upon you.” The Shaitan folds his ledger closed and as he does so it disappears. “Feel free to proceed as you will.”
“I thank you.” I say, and so with an ever so slightly theatrical flash of smoke get, as they say, to it.

      [image: ]I should at this point explain about the wishes thing, because I can more or less guess what you are thinking. Actually, I don’t need to guess. I do know what you are thinking. I am a jinnie after all. One of the Jinn, and our greatest desire and urge is to grant wishes. So why would three random wishes be a punishment I hear you ask. It is quite simple really. The wishes are at the Jinnie’s discretion. That is to say I decide who to grant them to. Nothing to do with lamps or urns or what have you. No. My choice. My wishes. My rules.
So to be told who I have to give wishes to is abhorrent to any Jinnie, not just I. It is how we work. There is also the small matter of taking credit for them as well. You see, every time I appear and grant a wish it is like a banquet of the finest food to me. My spirit is infused with their joy and gratitude. So to be told who to give the wishes to whilst at the same time not telling them that I have done something for them? Well. Let us just say that I want to get these three done as quickly as I possibly can.
So then. To the first. I have to abide by the laws of my punishment (which the Shaitan has explained to me at length, slowly and cautiously as indeed the Shaitan do) and stay in the background for a while before I grant a wish. So to the first. I am standing outside a small hairdressers somewhere in the leafier parts of England. There is a pleasant village green that the shop is but one of a few that border it and so I peer through the window and I see a man probably in his late thirties, blonde hair, his arms waving about him wildly as he talks to the man in his chair. There is also a large red flashing arrow above his head that he obviously cannot see. As I notice it then it fades. This is my man. Invisibly floating through the keyhole to the shop I take my place beside him and quickly tune into his thoughts.

      [image: ]Les looked out of the barbershop window as he finished cutting the hair of the old white haired guy. Sally was just putting the finishing touches to the customer in her chair, and there was only one man waiting. The recently cropped man paid up and left the hairdresser’s Les carefully watching him leave.
“That mad old bugger has been in for a haircut every day this week I’m sure.” he whispered to Sally in a theatrical fashion: loud enough for everyone else in the shop to hear, but not loud enough for anyone to comment on the fact that they had heard. There was an art form to this of course, though normally it involved a fence between the whisperer and the whisperee. Sally stepped away from the customer she was just finishing and looked through the window as the man doddered slowly across the green.
“I did the old guys hair on Monday.” she said, and returned to putting the finishing touches to her customer. 
“Quite a dish in his day I should think though.” said Les dreamily, twirling his comb in his hand as he spoke like some kind of hirsute baton. Turning his back on the rapidly disappearing figure he dismissed him from his mind and returned his attention to the shop. 
Les had done his preparation for the day, of course. Every morning before starting he looked at the weather report for the day. He did this religiously for the entire United Kingdom, Portugal and Spain. Les found Portugal to be the most popular holiday destination of the three these days and therefore worth knowing. Not everyone holidayed there of course, but it was a good starting point. Beyond that and Spain of course he would improvise, as usual.
“Next!” shouted Les at the one-man queue and the customer quickly approached the chair. Les assumed his usual posture when calling for his next customer, that is to say it was almost if he was assessing the scale of the job, and the cut to come.  Les reckoned this customer to be mid-forties. Looked more like a reconstruction than a haircut to him. The man sat in the chair and Les caught his eye in the mirror as he covered him up with a gown. “What’s it to be?”
Les received several vague instructions that most men above a certain age (usually once the ages between twenty-seven to thirty were safely just a memory) gave to the person cutting their hair and nodded in acknowledgement. There was a pause as Les tried to catch the man's eye in the mirror, and as he finally achieved this he waved the comb extravagantly and leaned forward slightly. In a loud voice that carried across the entire empty shop. Pausing almost as if to make a dramatic point he pronounced brightly, “Twenty-five years in show business.” Slight pause. “Who would have thought it?” The man in the chair wriggled uneasily and smiled. Obviously he was a regular, and had very possibly heard this before. Les settled down to cutting hair whilst at the same time describing his questionably illustrious acting career in microscopic detail.
Les considered it to be a way of passing the time more than anything. He had the usual hairdressing triple whammies of, “where are you going on your holidays?”, “Is it your day off?”, and “isn’t the weather awful?” under his belt of course, but this was something beyond the usual topics. He was fairly certain that not many hairdressers (he refused to consider himself a “barber”) could entertain and regale their customers with stories from their acting career. It was a unique string to his bow, and he intended to play it as much as he possibly could.
In addition, he found it interesting. He paused, scissors in mid snip, remembering when he first caught the acting bug. “Les Sanderson! Come out of that clothes cupboard right now!” his mum had called as he had emerged at the age of five dressed in some old jumper and scarf that he couldn't walk in without tripping over. His mum saw a child in a long jumper. To him he was a pirate, or a secret agent or a king. He really had got the acting bug that early. In fact, (and his scissors paused over his customer’s head mid-snip as he thought of this) he had known he was and always would be an actor even before he had realised he was gay.
“How odd!” he said out loud, and the customer in his chair squirmed a little, trying to catch Les’s eye in the mirror whilst counting his ears at the same time. Les turned his concentration back to the man in the chair and to his customer’s visible relief began to cut his hair again. The customer hadn’t taken the bait with the twenty-five years of acting line and so it was the weather, holidays in the Algarve and what the guy was doing with his day off. Gardening, it appeared. “Dull, dull, dull.” thought Les and finished the cut as soon as he could.
A minimal tip sent Les into even more of a flat spin and so it slowly but surely came to nearly lunch hour and not a single customer who needed a haircut. It was like this some days, he thought. All or nothing. At this precise moment in time it was definitely nothing. “I think I’ll take an early lunch.” he sighed, looking out of the window and up and down the square outside. There were a few people about, but not many. None seemed to be heading in the direction of the hairdresser's shop however. Sally simply nodded and Les decided to pop along the square to Mr. Hinnerty’s to get a sandwich.
Stepping out of the shop he made his way along the square to the general store. There was a certain art to getting in and out of Mr Hinnerty’s shop in less than forty-five minutes. The first rule was never to ask a question that could in any way be related back to a tall story of any kind, and the second rule was at all times to remain focused on what you wanted. It was very easy for Mr Hinnerty to distract you, most people found. Les simply approached it as if it were some form of acting challenge or test.
Essentially, the main part of his plan was to pretend that he was simple. For Les this gave one benefit: quick service. From Mr. Hinnerty’s perspective however this made him extremely wary of allowing Les to cut his hair, and he would only ever let Sally do so. Mister Hinnerty was of the opinion that in his view it was a bit of a liberty to allow a man who clearly had a few marbles loose to cut people's hair in the first place. There was however, a compromise of kinds: on most days Les took sandwiches to work with him. Sadly, this was not one of them.
His act worked however, (he did consider the drooling he always managed to do to be particularly inspired), and he left the general store within a time period that would have amazed any other customer that frequented the store, carrying a freshly wrapped chicken sandwich in a neatly folded brown paper bag. Just to be extra careful and provide extra customer service, Hinnerty had written “sandwich” in large friendly letters on the front of the bag,
He hurried back to the hairdresser's shop. He had brought his scrapbook of press clippings to work with him today as he had a new review to add. He had decided very early on in his career that he would keep every newspaper clipping he could find, whether they were good or bad. His rationale was that once he made the big time (he thought of it in his mind now as “making it big”) then the reviews that were less than perfect would be the source of many an amusing anecdote once he was a major player in the field of UK entertainment. He compared this to the Hollywood producer who once famously remarked that a then unknown Fred Astaire couldn’t sing, couldn’t act, was going bald and could maybe dance a little. Les stroked his own full head of hair. He liked to keep it short - you could never tell when you may be required to wear a wig for a part - and although his dancing skills were by his own admission limited, his acting skills were, as far as he was concerned anyway, considerable. Not that the cuttings in his scrapbook would seem to agree though. The vast majority of his reviews were terrible. Still, good to his word he kept them anyway. One day when he was lunching at the Ivy he would be able to dine out on them.
He flicked through the scrapbook now, his latest review put off to one side ready to be sellotaped in. He munched distractedly at his chicken sandwich as he scanned the reviews page by page. Unlike the reviews, the chicken sandwich was very good he thought. The beginning of the scrapbook was probably about twenty-five years old now, and some of the earlier cuttings were definitely showing their age. School plays mostly. He moved forward a few pages, scanning the words as he did so. He was fairly well insulated from most, if not all of the scathing comments therein.
“Les Sanderson was unfortunately disappointing.”
“More wood in his performance than there is in the New Forest”
“Sanderson must learn that lurking is not acting. One’s eye is rarely drawn to him; if it is then it is purely out of curiosity.”
“This man is depriving a village of an idiot. Can’t act for toffee. Awful.”
And so on. Les did not have any particular animosity towards the reviewers though. Not really. Quite simply he knew he was good. He had never doubted his acting abilities and never would. What did a drama critic know anyway? If you knew it, do it, if you can’t do it, teach it, was his motto. They were all arseholes. He was just awaiting discovery. He looked around the small store room that doubled up as the canteen. Fame couldn’t come soon enough as far as he was concerned. At least then he would be able to drink decent coffee. He unfolded a tea towel from the radiator and gave a few mugs a wipe, placing them back on the tiny table once he was done.
He didn’t feel like putting the new cutting into the scrapbook right then. It was as equally scathing, but he had a thick skin. Sometimes, like now, less so. Les closed the book and sat staring at the water boiler. He could see into the shop from where he was and could see that it was still quiet, Sally busying herself with brushing up whilst she had the chance. Les had the feeling that it was going to be one of those quiet days, then also began to wonder if the old guy would be back again in the morning for yet another haircut. He placed his scrapbook back into his rucksack, carefully folding the as yet unattached new cutting inside the pages.
He considered his acting career so far. School plays, amateur dramatics. He was a fully-fledged member of the local amateur dramatics club, and though they rarely let him take centre stage as such he was always there for rehearsals, performances, meetings. He just had this unshakeable faith that one day he would be a famous actor, and nothing that anyone else could say or criticise his acting abilities for, ever swayed him from this idea.
He had spent several fortunes over the years on coaching, lessons, courses and had completed them all. He did know however that there was something missing in his acting skills. Something at the core of his dramatic personality just didn’t fit, and it rubbed at him endlessly, like a pair of badly fitted shoes.  He had of course tried everything to fix this issue: method acting, various workshops and courses; the lot. He had spent many a lonely night sitting up into the small hours trying to find his motivation, and so on and so forth. He felt that he was getting it right. He knew he was missing something, however. He just didn’t know what it actually was.
He sighed deeply and peered around the doorway into the shop. It was still empty but he noticed an older guy walking across the green and heading straight for the shop. He knew he was coming in because of the way he was walking: looking to see if the shop had any customers waiting; not committing himself. Once he saw that the hairdressers was indeed empty his pace increased exponentially His lunch was over so he went back into the shop.
“Do you want to take your lunch?” he asked Sally, and she put the broom down. The floor was spotless as it was.
“I’ll go and get a sandwich myself.” she said brightly, “Yours looked lovely.” and went into the back of the shop to get her handbag. Les smiled distantly. He could not remember eating the sandwich at all, never mind if it was tasty or not.
He stood patiently waiting as the man from the green reached the shop and entered. To the customer’s slight surprise Les ignored him completely and as the man removed his jacket and stood waiting, Les failed to acknowledge him at all, instead standing motionless. He stared across the green to the pub, watching the pub sign swaying in the slight breeze.
He shook himself and studiously not paying any attention to the customer shouted, “Next!” The customer looked around, making a bit of a show of checking that he was the only person in the shop, and seeing that yes, he definitely was, he took a seat. Les covered him up, and catching his eye in the mirror decided not to ask for instruction with regards to the type of cut the customer wanted. Short back and sides was almost certainly exactly what the man was about to say. How many times did he hear that a day? He sighed deeply and managed to catch the customer’s eye in the large mirror.
“Twenty-five years in show business!” He suddenly exclaimed, and beneath the cover the customer jumped in surprise at his raised voice. Les continued however, oblivious to the man’s surprise. “Who would have thought it?”

      [image: ]I left via the keyhole. It would appear that the Marid was indeed correct. Les cannot act for toffee. I pause to give it some thought but decide that really I should return later and have another look. For now, I shall make my way to the second person to whom I have been forced to grant a wish, and so I close my eyes and the pleasant village green fades, to be replaced with what appears to be a smoky cellar. I have a good look around and through the smoke just about spot a flashing red arrow and so I invisibly approach the man known only as “Rudge” and listen to what he has to say for himself.

      [image: ]“What is the first rule of Smoke Club?” Asked Rudge, his words echoing loudly off the back wall of the cellar of the Gym and Splint public house in the semi darkness. There was an awkward silence from the thirty or so people gathered around the barrels and upturned stacked crates that had become tables that were just about visible through the combination of smoke and the dark. Ashtrays, some stuffed full of discarded cigarette butts almost to overflowing were littered all around the room, the only source of light within which seemed to be several guttering candles placed along the pub cellar walls.
The silence continued.
From the back of the room a nervous voice from the darkness piped up.
“Bring a lighter?” the voice enquired in a tone of voice that not only did the respondent realise that the answer was wrong, but that it was wildly wrong.
“Bring cigarettes!” shouted another voice, causing Rudge to twitch once again.
“Or a pipe!” protested another voice from the other corner of the room.
Rudge tutted loudly. The silence deepened as even in the gloom and fog of exhaled cigarette smoke it was obvious that his face was reddening.
“The first rule of Smoke Club.” he spat venomously, “Is not to talk about smoke club!” He cast a gaze of anger about the room, and the silence deepened apart from a small outbreak of barely suppressed tittering from the back. Rudge couldn’t make out who it was, but he had a fair idea and he mentally well and truly marked their card for them.
“What’s the second rule?” giggled another voice from the right, and Rudge snapped his head around to try and catch the heckler out, but to no avail.
“Never mind that!” spat Rudge, noting at the same time that the vast majority of his customers, or certainly the ones that he could actually see, which admittedly wasn’t many, were tutting too. Pleased with what appeared to be the general feeling of discontent at the heckling he continued.
“You all know the rules.” He decided to get on with it quickly, as he only had one thing to let his smoke club members know, and he had also noted one or two of them were looking decidedly thirsty. “So there’s no need to go through all them again.” he gave one of his carefully practiced piercing stares into the darkness from where he thought the original piss taking had commenced. “Just one thing I need to tell you. The area manager is making his monthly visit this Friday, and therefore as per the tenets and rules of Smoke Club, there will be no meeting that day.” This was followed by a low moan from quite a few members gathered in the cellar, and Rudge waved his hand in dismissal, resulting in the fog around him decreasing slightly for just a moment, before returning with a passion. “Nothing to be concerned with.” he continued. “Just the routine monthly visit. Quite normal.” Rudge finished his speech and made himself busy with his little notepad, moving amongst the members taking orders for more drinks and the occasional packet of nuts or crisps.
Yes. The monthly area manager’s visit, which used to involve the counting up of stock sold and wild chats about maybe starting to serve food, quiz nights: so on and so forth. Now it was a meeting of gloom, signing off huge quantities of stale crisps and the area manager giving furtive glances about the building, almost as if he were trying to evaluate the price the brewery would get for converting the entire building into student flats. Sometimes Rudge found himself considering this as an option too.
This is why he had to take such drastic action in the first place. When the public house indoor smoking ban came into force Rudge’s customers dwindled, dwindled even more and then stopped altogether. He found himself facing bankruptcy, homelessness and knew he had to do something about it. The answer of course was Smoke Club, and he had recruited members he knew well by amongst other things bumping into them into the street and making them aware of his plans. At first he thought that it would be a few regulars maybe, but it snowballed. Now it was threatening to get out of hand, but he found he was on a runaway train that he was powerless to stop. Put simply, Smoke Club was the only thing that was keeping his business going. He had had to let all of his staff go, and sometimes it was a nightmare trying to run a bar both up and below stairs, but only because it was tiring work bringing a constant flow of drinks down the cellar steps one tray at a time. The upstairs bar was hardly ever busy at all. He had considered building a bar in the cellar, but was put off by the fact that he thought the delivery men from the brewery might just notice it.
The weekly delivery was a nightmare as it was already. The wagon from the brewery arrived religiously at eight in the morning every Thursday. The night before Rudge would have to first empty and then hide all of the ashtrays, and place the barrels and crates back against the walls. This was without a doubt hard work, but it was a necessity. The worst bit was what to do with the smell of the smoke. This was only half of the problem. When Smokers Club was in full session the amount of smoke generated was considerable, and was in definite danger of creeping up the cellar steps and into the actual pub itself upstairs, which was of course open for business too. This wasn’t generally a problem as more often than not upstairs was completely empty, but discovery and the constant fear of quite hefty fines and even perhaps prison, made caution on Rudge’s behalf a very big deal indeed.
Several members of Smoke Club had come up with numerous solutions for dispersing the smoke generated from the cellar, some of them at best eccentric, some plain idiotic. Sid Delaney from the first farm just outside the village had suggested they all bring a sack with them and fill it with smoke whilst there, and upon leaving disperse it by opening the sack once a safe distance from the pub. Others had gone into great detail about ventilation outlets and possibly even a tunnel. Rudge discouraged them gently, though one member of Smoke Club did bring in a study from an esteemed scientific journal that claimed loud noise could be used to disperse smoke effortlessly. Rudge had therefore put Motorhead on continual play at full volume on the jukebox in the pub upstairs ever since, but he had yet to determine whether it actually made any difference at all. It certainly hadn’t proven itself yet, though it had made a drastic difference to some of the plaster on the ceiling of the lounge.
So this was the problem. Smoke Club was becoming continually popular and he had all kinds of members from all walks of life now sneaking down his cellar steps most nights and at lunchtime too. A casual observer outside the pub would be greatly confused by where exactly the constant stream of customers entering the Gym and Splint actually were if they ventured inside themselves, it being highly unlikely that they would realise that they were actually having a pretty good time down in the pub cellar.
This is what Rudge considered it to be all about. Surely it could not be a problem to give a few customers exactly what they wanted? It wasn’t as if they were holding orgies or filming snuff movies down there. Putting it quite simply it was a few men and women (Smoke Club was a non-discriminatory organisation. Rudge insisted on it.) Having a nice quiet alcoholic drink and a cigarette at the same time. In a pub.
Indoors.
Simple.
Rudge had a carefully balanced view of this. Smoke Club was essential to his economic future on an ongoing basis, and although he was strictly speaking operating outside the law he thought his crimes trivial. He was a rebel, but a rebel definitely with a cause; a freedom fighter for the indoors fag generation. There was another side to it, a side that played to the darker side of Rudge’s personality, and that was that he loved to get one over the authorities. It wasn’t however that he liked to be considered a criminal, and he did not for a minute consider his flaunting of the smoking laws to be criminal at all.
It was more the case that while the more po-faced members of the council and local planning authorities considered smokers outside his pub spilling onto the pavement and the village green as almost a force of darkness and evil, they were also completely and utterly unaware that right beneath their feet Smokers Club was growing from strength to strength on a daily basis.
Putting it even more clearly, Rudge was beside himself with joy that he was, quite simply taking the piss.

      [image: ]I decided that I quite liked Rudge, even if the cellar was more than just a little bit smoky and had made me cough twice already. Nobody there noticed of course, for I was completely incorporeal. It goes with the name really. Jinn means quite literally, “to hide”, though a less literal translation would be “Concealed from the senses”. So my cough was silent and my presence unseen, which is just as I would have it, for I could see that my work was cut out for me here. It was not beyond my powers to change the laws of the land with a wish of course, but that would be considered a little coarse to the Jinn.
A much more wily, crafty approach is the trademark of the jinnie and it is to be taken literally. I would solve this man’s problems but it would take a little time to consider how I was to attain this, and so I decided to visit the last person I was to grant a wish, and the one that I had the most misgivings about.
So I faded from the smoke fogged cellar and went to visit the last person, expecting to find myself in an office or the like, but instead I found myself in what appeared to be a small car that was flying at an unnatural speed through the streets! Glancing down I could see the road flashing underneath the vehicle through several holes in the floor, and glancing out over the bonnet I saw that it was silver in colour, but it looked odd, as if it had been painted by hand with paint that was never meant to see metal. It was actually silver wood paint in fact.
As we veered somewhat sharply around a particularly tight bend I saw the young man beside me had a red flashing arrow above his head which faded as I saw it, but I hardly noticed as when we hit the next bend we went around it so quickly I was forced to grab at my turban to prevent it falling off.

      [image: ]Pip pulled the small hand painted silver mini into the car park of Regulus Telecom and parked up beside a wall upon which was mounted an enormous lions head logo that the company used as its masthead. His shift had started five minutes ago and he was running just a little late, though true to form he couldn’t have cared less. In fact, as he entered the lift to that would take him to the third floor he couldn’t but help but wish that the wire pulling the lift up between floors would snap and plummet back down to the ground floor. A small smash would be enough. Maybe a broken leg. That would keep him off work for a good few months. Might even be a bit of compensation involved too.
Disappointed when the theoretical lift plunge didn’t happen he stepped out onto the third floor and made his way to where his team sat. He noted with delight his manager wasn’t there. “Probably off in some meeting or another” he thought and slinging his coat over his seat and placing his bag on the floor he sat down quickly. Adrian, his team member next to him gave a broad wink and Pip made himself busy frantically pressing buttons just as his manager came around the corner. Noting that Pip’s computer wasn’t turned on he came over to investigate, but Pip was an old hand with three years’ experience under his belt. Staff turnover was particularly high in the call centre game, and he was one of the survivors. He achieved this primarily by doing as little as he possibly could. His reasoning was that the less he did, the less he could be blamed for, and in the call centre game absolutely everyone was trying to blame someone else for something.
“PC playing up, Chris.” he said to the manager everyone else referred to as “Dances with fishes” because of his degree in Oceanography (a skill which he found particularly useful in his role of Call Centre Team manager), and of course the large paddling pool of ray fish in his loft. To this day nobody who flat shared with him knew how he had managed to fill the paddling pool up, there being a distinct lack of running water in the loft. Nevertheless, full of both water and fish it was.
“I’ll move computers, Chris.” continued Pip as made to collect all his bits and bobs together and find another computer that worked. This process Chris and Pip both understood fully would take quite some period of time, and Pip (and probably Chris too) were both also equally aware that the computer he was currently sat at had no issue at all. It was probably working fine, in fact.  Adrian laughed to himself and the team of eight slowly joined in as Pip took a good ten minutes to move to a seat that was less than four feet away. This pc of course took quite some time to start up, primarily because just as it was about ready to use Pip would pull the lead out of the back of the base unit and sigh deeply then start all over again. Chris, his manager, was of course used to this. It was like a game that was played out daily, with neither side ever letting on that they knew exactly what the opposite side was up to. As far as Pip was concerned however, it kept him “off the phones” just that little bit longer, and that wasn’t a bad thing at all, because being “on the phone” was exactly what the job entailed, and what he hated most about the job. In short, Pip and the general public just did not get on at all.
Regulus Telecom provided internet connections to the home. Cabled in, wireless, whichever flavour you wanted, it was the internet, and Pip was just one of approximately three hundred call agents who provided the technical support for it. They were the men and women who would fix it when it stopped working. This wasn’t difficult as it usually hadn’t stopped working in the first place. To say that the customers of Regulus Telecom were by and large technically challenged is a vast understatement. Or perhaps it wasn’t. The customers just wanted it to work, though their perception of just how it worked could be said to be at best incomplete. Of course every single agent there hated the customers who called with a passion that could be at best described as borderline psychopathic. The customers hated the agents too, finding them to be patronising, vague and rude. The managers hated both the customers and the agents. And so the vicious circle of despair and gloom went round and round like a merry go round loaded with leaking tanks of deadly acid.
The staff that worked at Regulus were also the biggest collection of eccentrics this side of the local mental hospital. One agent was legendary for his homemade fireworks that he “knocked together” in his garden shed in the early hours. He would usually turn up for work most days with a slightly singed beard, and on one memorable occasion with his Parka coat actually giving off small plumes of smoke and the occasional spark.
Another agent collected spiders and quite often brought them to work with him whilst yet another was an obsessive “Strictly Come Dancing” fan with a very worrying preoccupation with the ladies’ skirts. Another collected buttons. Any button at all. As long as the button in question was green in colour. That they had to be connected to an article of clothing when he “collected” them was neither here nor there to him.
Although Regulus was of course a studiously equal opportunities employer they weren’t a very conscientious one. Given that ninety per cent of the jobs involved strapping on a headset and talking to the general public, there was really no excuse for employing one agent who was deaf and other who was bipolar, although the latter always provoked a rush from the call monitoring team when they were due to mark him, for his results were either extremely good or terribly, terribly bad. One month they had had to monitor his calls remotely primarily because that at the time of the recording he was standing on the window ledge of the fifth floor threatening to jump.
To say that Pip hated his job was vastly and dangerously underestimating the hatred he felt for every person and thing in the entire building and company. He was young though and had time on his side so any outsider looking in would wonder why he did not do something about leaving. Finding a new job. Starting a new career. The answer was twofold: first of all he was lazy, and secondly, he gained a kind of perverse pleasure in winding up anyone he could while at work with his usual state of total non-compliance. This was unusual, because every movement, every second of every shift was monitored, filtered, spread sheeted and pored over by more managers than it would be thought to be humanly possible.
There was for example a code to put into the telephone if you wanted to pee, (Code Three: fifteen minutes in total allowed in one eight-hour shift), a code for breaks, (Code 11: fifteen minutes each, no more no less) and a code for lunch (Code 9: an hour). Woe betide those who didn’t adhere to their scheduled break times as they were pulled off the phone for an arse-kicking meeting: (code 27: length of time at the discretion of the manager) and questioned at great length. Pip of course simply broke the phone: either a lead that suddenly became loose, snapped or just plain stopped working. This usually also involved having to move from one computer to another once it was spotted, though this could take some time if it was not noticed by a manager.
Sometimes Pip’s weekly recorded work sheet was completely blank for no apparent reason whatsoever, and a cluster of managers could often be seen gathered round a desk on which was placed a single blank piece of paper scratching their heads furiously, while Pip sat off to one side with his particularly unconcerned grin playing across his face. It was a carefully practised look, a combination of sheer devilment and provocation at the same time, and once focused on any manager it was guaranteed to set them running to the company handbook for any references to disciplinary procedures regards smiling. This was of course a complete waste of time and to no avail at all. In fact, the manual usually trumpeted that smiling was a good thing, though the person who had written that had obviously never been subjected to Pip’s particular type of grin.
It is of course a universally recognised truth that the sickness and absence rates in any call centre were almost as astronomical as the staff turnover figures; sometimes people would go for lunch and never come back. Quite often they just stopped turning up at all. On one memorable occasion one agent had gone for his lunch and the next time Regulus had any contact with him was when they found him on the FBI’s “most wanted” internet website some two years later.
Pip however had a golden track record of illness, a technically “borrowed” doctors sick note pad and an extremely unlikely history of Irritable bowel syndrome. Putting it simply, some days he just couldn’t be bothered turning up. The odd thing was that he would still get up though. Pip would breakfast, get a shower and then get dressed. Sometimes he would even leave the house. It was before he got in the car that the problem arose. In short, he just couldn’t face turning up at Regulus for work. A hastily concocted excuse would be phoned through to an increasingly incredulous and finally despondent manager as to why he would not be in work today. Pip had by now achieved legendary status amongst the other operators that worked there, for he had not completed a full five-day shift for a carefully spread-sheeted fourteen months.
There were disciplinary procedures in place of course. The “back to work” forms and meetings: (code 31 on the phone) were a regular occurrence in Pip’s diary, but he always had a good excuse; a doctor’s note, or both. Pip’s reasons for absence were however never terribly serious in nature. He knew better than to create a drama out of a crisis, his most extravagant reason for not turning up for his shift being that he was locked in the house. This had actually been completely true. He just omitted to mention the fact that it was him that had done the locking in. This had involved two days of absence during which he had a couple of the managers visiting his home and pushing sandwiches and food carefully through his letterbox, which at least saved him from having to go to the shops.
The golden goal for any agent who worked in Regulus of course was a sick note from the doctor that read the wonderful words, “stress”. Pip didn’t dare use his “borrowed” sick note pad for this because although a golden stress ticket would usually give six months’ sickness on full pay, doctors would be consulted, managers would visit. Yet as long as that sick note read “stress” then everything was above board. It was the call centre agent’s golden daydream throughout the land of course; the nirvana of excuses and many aspired to, but never quite achieved it. Pip daydreamed about it on a regular basis but there was a fly in the ointment which made this wonderful elusive dream a dream only.
The flaw in the plan of the golden nirvana of six months fully paid absence from work was that although the maximum amount of time you could have off sick in one calendar year before you lost pay was actually six months, this meant logically speaking that if you managed to successfully play the stress card you would have to work for the other six months of the year with no sickness at all, and it was with this that Pip had the problem.  He quite simply could not do it. Every January he firmly set his mind on working for a full six months with no absence so he could then have the latter six months of the year off. Invariably he had booked a week’s holiday by the end of the first week of January, and the first sickness period would follow shortly afterwards.
And so the golden stress ticket eluded him. Things had become particularly unbearable recently too, with Regulus introducing a new call monitoring system for all agents. The name of the new initiative was rather strangely called “Golden Trumpet”, which was apparently a reference to the large brass ear trumpets of Victorian days to indicate (supposedly) that the agents were listening to the customer. Pip immediately renamed it “Spunk Trumpet” and the new name spread unofficially around the building in a shot.
Any call centre agent that worked for Regulus had of course any idea when they were being call monitored or even when they being listened it to by the Golden Trumpet monitoring team. Annoyingly this team seemed (to Pip’s eyes, at least) to be made up of ex-Nazi concentration camp guards. They also all wore an extremely pathetic red polo shirt on which there was printed a golden hearing trumpet on the lapel pocket.
The rules were strict. Courtesy and politeness must be paramount at all times. The technical advice should be concise and correct. The customer’s name must be used three times during a call. (The only time Pip had ever used a customer’s name at all had been when he found himself talking to an obviously Asian customer called “Mr. Shita”, and he had used the customer’s name on that particular call a lot more than three times.) The amount of time spent on the call regardless of the nature of the problem was monitored and was to be no more than fifteen minutes. In theory agents who did not pass their call monitoring review: (code 36 on the phone) were liable to a disciplinary review, could lose any potential bonuses, and could eventually lose their job. To Pip “spunk trumpet” was just the latest in a whole line of things he was looking forward to avoiding, and if possible, breaking.
Carol from the “Golden Trumpet” team pressed stop on the portable mp3 player and the small glass fronted interview room fell into silence as Pip’s voice stopped as the monitored call was disconnected. Pip noticed the annoying trumpet symbol on her t shirt and gave his usual smile that was designed to make its target not only forget what they were doing, but also be vaguely scared for their safety. Carol squirmed slightly in her seat but decided to press on.
“So what do we think of that call then?” she asked innocently. Pip remembered the call of course but he never took any notice at all of call monitoring. His simple attitude was, “fuck it, I’ll deal with the shit when it hits the fan, and not before”.
“Well I don’t know what you think of It.” he smiled. “To me it was just a phone call.” Carol looked nonplussed. To Pip there was definitely no “we” in I. Not ever.
“Well yes,” continued Carol, trying not to sound patronising and failing miserably, “but if we count the omission of the customer name completely, the generally surly manner and the fact that at one point you were definitely swearing not too silently under your breath then the call monitoring score comes out as…” she turned the piece of paper over she was reading from, totting up all the zeroes as she went. “Well, actually about minus thirty really.”
“Did I fix the customer's Internet connection?” he asked in a fair semblance of the surly manner in which the call they had both just listened to had been conducted.
“Well yes.” conceded Carol. “But it’s hardly the point is it? Your approach…”
She got no further. Pip leaned forward in his chair and taking the piece of paper signed it at the bottom, before handing it back to Carol with a flourish.
“I don’t see the problem.” he said slowly. “The woman’s internet was broken. I fixed it. The customer and I are not shagging. We don’t even know each other. I don’t get a warm rosy glow after or during ANY call otherwise I would have spontaneously combusted years ago. I have absolutely no interest whatsoever in anything you say, or your average spunk trumpet stats and percentages. As far as I’m concerned it’s just an excuse for you lot.” (He pointed at her red polo shirt) “To get a free T shirt. I’ve signed your form. Can I go now?”
Carol gulped and nodded. Pip uncurled himself from his chair and decided to have a fag outside. No point in wasting his code 32 (meeting), which he could potentially spin out for the foreseeable future. Well, until somebody caught him skiving anyway, which was another weapon in Pip’s seemingly limitless arsenal of total indifference. In short, he didn’t care if he got caught skiving at all. Most people if they got caught having a crafty fag in the car park by a manager would be mortified. Pip simply admitted he was skiving and allowed himself to be led to wherever it was he was actually meant to be. Which was on the phone talking to customers usually.
Which altogether begged the question of why Pip was still employed with Regulus Telecom in the first place. Pip took great solace in the fact that employment law being what it was these days most employees had to take very drastic action indeed to get sacked outright these days. Yet Pip more or less breezed through his shifts (when he actually managed to turn up) as if he were somewhere else. Which strangely worked. Managers who were new to Regulus often saw Pip as a target to be taken down, but usually backed off more out of curiosity than anything, and this was the secret of his success. Quite simply the managers above Pip were constantly intrigued as to what exactly it was he would do next; what elaborate excuses he would come up with for his absences; why he had been on a three-hour lunch. One manager summed it up pretty accurately when he said that waiting to see what Pip did next was a bit like putting an incontinent puppy on a trampoline; the outcome was obvious but you had to wait for only a little while to see which way the shit was going to fall.
Pip stood just outside the designated smoking hut (he couldn’t help himself even here) at the back of the car park smoking a fag. It took a while. So long in fact that a casual bystander may just possibly have a better look to makes sure that the cigarette was actually lit. Eventually however he finished and made his way back slowly to the main entrance, swiping his staff card across the door entry system and going inside. The remote access door was logged per card as a matter of security of course, each card being unique to that person, and any manager could pull up a report of how many times Pip (or anyone else) had been in and out of the door. In fact, for a short time in the previous year they had based a weekly sweepstake on the results of such a report. Pip knew the card was logged of course, but basically didn’t care.
He returned to the call centre floor and almost crawled back towards where his team were seated. He sat at his desk and putting on his headset poked the button that put him into “ready”; ready to accept a call that is.  Much to his annoyance the phone binged
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