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How To Read... 
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...this book. 

Did you see what I did there? 

For the 1975 release of Barry Lyndon, director Stanley Kubrick wrote a letter to projectionists stressing how much care had been taken to perfect the look of the film. The letter then went on to list a series of requirements that the humble projectionist should strive to meet in order to guarantee the film would be presented correctly and in a manner befitting the tireless attention to detail of its creator. 

Consider this introduction the same thing but for the book you hold in your hand. You may have noticed I have avoided the traditional chapter headings in favour of song titles. This is because the chapter headings are the soundtrack to the story. Much like Stanley Kubrick’s letter to projectionists ends with instructions on how to play the Barry Lyndon soundtrack during the intermission, my instructions to you include the titles of songs that should be played as background music while you read. 

But Mr. Writer, you say, I don’t have such an extensive Christmas music collection as you clearly do! How ever am I going to meet the suggested musical requirements? 

Worry not, because I am publishing this book in Space Year 2020 and we have the internet!  

There is a YouTube Playlist – 

Christmas Chopping YouTube Playlist 

There is also a playlist on Spotify – 

Christmas Chopping Spotify Playlist 

The YouTube playlist is better as there are a couple of substitutions on the Spotify one but it’s up to you. Other streaming services are available, which is why the song titles are in big letters so you can put together your own playlist if required. You could even seek out physical copies then burn a CD or make a mix tape, all things are possible! 

Appropriate lighting should also be employed while reading. I suggest sitting very close to a Christmas tree. Should you not have a Christmas tree, I recommend sitting with your back to a window with the curtains open in the hope that the light from a neighbour’s Christmas decorations can provide adequate ambience. 

As for snacks and beverages I will leave that up to you but the one rule for Christmas food and drink is it has to be stuff you would never go anywhere near at any other time of year. Should you favour an alcoholic beverage a fun game might be to try and match Jenny and Gavin drink for drink. 

That will be all for now. 

Oh, except if you didn’t obtain this book from the mailing list please sign up now at https://www.jennyringo.com/ so I can let you know when the next book is going to be released. Also, if you enjoy this book please consider leaving a review.

Okay, playlist ready? Lighting set? Drinks and snacks sorted? Then here we go...
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“Sometimes You Have to Work on Christmas” by Harvey Danger

[image: ]


We were watching that Friends episode, where Rachel quits her job at Central Perk and it ends with them buying a bunch of dead Christmas trees to cheer Phoebe up, which reminded me of the Charlie Brown Christmas special I used to watch every year as a kid, which prompted me to turn to Jenny and ask –

“Is it Christmas?”

“Fuck no,” she said without hesitation, “It’s like March or something, isn’t it?”

I shrugged, which isn’t a thing I used to do but since moving to the flat with Jenny I did it a lot. Something weird had happened to time since we moved. I had no idea whether we’d been there for six weeks or six months, although it felt like six weeks, but then it had felt like that since forever. I stood up, which took a considerable amount of effort given that it was early morning (I guessed because Jenny hadn’t left for work yet) and all I’d really done up to that point was sit up in my bed, which was also the sofa, and smoked two joints with Jenny, and I moved over to the window. Outside it looked as dull and grey as it always did. I looked for Christmas decorations on the neighbouring houses or the blinking of lights on a Christmas tree but couldn’t see evidence of anything being celebrated beyond the usual banality of low-income existence.

“Yeah, maybe you’re right,” I conceded before retreating to the comfort of my sofa sanctuary.

Jenny took a last toke on the joint before handing it back and announcing, “I’ve got to go to work.”

I nodded. She left. The Friends episode ended, and another began. It was the one where Chandler gets stuck working in Tulsa and can’t be with the others for Christmas. It’s one of those clip episodes where they just use the story as a framing device to revisit old highlights, but that’s not the point. It was another Christmas episode. This was too much of a coincidence.

I should explain but where to start? I met Jenny in the library at the University of Sussex where I used to be a student until I met Jenny. She basically ruined my life because she does magic, but for real, not like pulling coins out of your ear or tricking you into saying the card she wants you to say. She does magic that makes people lose their faces and summons monsters and could very well mean the loss of your soul, because that’s apparently a thing. Jenny introduced me to all of this whilst also burning down the library, which was attributed to me because I was there, so I was kicked out. To make it up to me Jenny invited me to move into this council flat she’d just been given, before which she had mostly been living on the streets. The library burning down had been a bit of a wake-up call and she’d quit magic and taken a boring office job so she could hold onto her soul without tearing a hole in the fabric of existence, although obviously her stupid office job seems to be doing more damage to her soul than playing with demons ever did, but that’s just my opinion. Anyway, I agreed to move in with Jenny thinking it would be temporary but I seem to have developed some sort of agoraphobia (that is the one where you can’t go outside, right?), possibly as a result of the PTSD from the library thing, so I’m kind of stuck here.

There’s something off about the flat. There’s the time thing I mentioned before. There’s no broadband, which is bad, but there’s not even a phone socket and it feels like this is something that could be sorted out but Jenny is always in a really bad mood when she gets back from work so after the first few times went badly, I decided it was safer not to mention it. The TV only has one channel that only ever shows reruns of Friends. There are other things too but I won’t go into all that now because I’ve written about it in other stories and also Jenny had just walked back in, which is odd because even with the weird time thing in the flat there was no way a whole day had gone by.

“You were right,” she said as she walked back into the lounge, “It’s Christmas Day.”

“I didn’t think it was Christmas Day,” I said, not quite processing what she had said, “I meant Christmas, as in the season that starts in October and ends with the Boxing Day sales.”

“Well, you were onto something. It’s actually Christmas Day.”

“Today?”

“Yes. Today is Christmas Day. The office is shut and everything.”

“Oh,” I thought about this for a moment, then added, “Merry Christmas!”

“Yeah, whatever,” said Jenny, taking the joint I’d just rolled and lighting up.

“So, what should we do?”

Jenny switched on the TV.

“This,” she said.

It was still the clips episode. It ended with Chandler resigning from the stupid job that made him work in Tulsa on Christmas. Maybe Jenny would relate and quit her stupid job, but then at least her job didn’t make her work on Christmas. For the first time since I’d moved to the flat the thought of watching any more episodes of Friends made me feel slightly ill. It didn’t help that the clips they were showing were from episodes I’d seen a dozen times by this point. I thought about how best to change Jenny’s mind about her plan for this most special of days, but I was struggling to think of any alternatives. I’d never been so unprepared for Christmas in my life. We didn’t even have a tree!

Then there was a knock at the door. This also never happened. On the odd occasion it had happened, it had ended badly.

Jenny was showing no signs of moving. I didn’t like answering the door on my own. Once when I was in halls at uni a guy collecting for charity came round knocking on all the doors and rather than telling him to piss off, I told him I was busy so he asked if he could come back the next day and I said yes. I didn’t think he’d actually come back, but he did, so I pretended I wasn’t in. He came back the next day and the day after that. In the end, it just became part of my daily routine to hide and pretend I wasn’t in when the charity guy came knocking. I couldn’t be trusted to open the door to a stranger on my own and yet looking at Jenny, feet up on the coffee table and already chuckling along to the past exploits of Chandler and co., there was clearly no getting out of it.

“I’ll get the door,” I tried as a last attempt at convincing Jenny to go instead.

She didn’t move.

I took a deep breath and stepped into the hallway. The front door of the flat was made of thick, frosted glass in a sturdy wooden frame and I could see the silhouette of a person outside. As if aware they were now visible, they knocked again. I studied this outline of a person for a moment, hoping to discern some sense of purpose from the way they were standing. Was that a clipboard they were holding in their hands? Or perhaps they were one of these more modern charity muggers and it was an iPad? Maybe it was a Bible or that Bible sequel they sometimes try to get you to read but I always confess I never read the first one, although by then I’ve already committed to going to their next gathering and am basically full Mormon.

Have I done enough build up? Are you suitably apprehensive about the figure outside the door? Have I successfully conveyed my absolute dread at the possibility of having to interact with another human person who wasn’t the one I lived with? It’s too late if not, I’m opening the door now.

As I opened the door I was greeted by a tall, smiling woman. She was maybe 40 years old but I’m terrible with ages and think anyone even slightly older-looking than me is 40 so she was probably more like 30. Let’s go with 35. She was wearing a smart, grey suit and glasses and her hair was pulled right back in a way that looked like it must have been painful to get ready in the morning. She was also wearing two, yes, I did check, two Santa hats. I
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