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VM (Jack) Frost was born in Stamford, Lincolnshire. Moving with his Air Force parents to the Mediterranean island of Malta in the 1960’s, he remained there until 1976, when he returned to the UK to complete his education. Leaving school with negligible qualifications, he joined the British army where, after completing several operational tours, he left as a senior non-commissioned officer. Since then, he has undertaken such diverse work as: grill chef, baker, mechanic, and builder. 

After a period working as a residential social worker with troubled adolescents, he became a police officer; firstly with Thames Valley Police, and then later the Metropolitan Police, where for the remainder of his 15 years service, he served on the front line carrying out both investigatory work and public order duties, including the quelling of the 2011 Tottenham riots. Finally out of uniform, he now lives in Malta.

A Handful Of Frost is his fourteenth book.

Ode to a phone

My little instrument of torture

You tell me things you shouldn't oughtta.

Sometimes you bring joy,

But sometimes misconstrue the words of a boy.

Vibrations in my pocket - excitement building, but then...

It's not who I wanted - your Pavlovian tone has fooled me again!  

Your news app brings news of war and strife, 

Or tales of woe, from an ex-wife.

When I'm deep in the bottle you obligingly fire off, 

Regretted missives to him or her, 

Invariably misconstrued by the receiver.

Yes, my little instrument of torture, I wish you would,

But you don't much care about texts misunderstood.  

Cursor blinks faithfully, awaiting my next faux pas,

Too late, it's off - has it got there? Shit - yes it has! 

I take you from my pocket once more,

You feed my OCD, and that I abhor.

But touch you, feel you, I must do, 

What did I do, without you?

Whatsapp - counting the ticks - when was it last seen? 

My companion at a table for one - let me polish your screen.

We've been inseparable since I first bought you, 

but how I now hate you, my little instrument of torture...

V.M. Frost

Marsaskala, Malta

November 2019
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“I’ve been farting into the same cushion for the last eighteen months.”

So said Uncle Junior Soprano to Tony. Like Uncle Junior, I too have been farting into the same cushion, but for five years. Unlike Junior, my reasons for this aren’t because I’m on bail and considered by the Feds as a flight risk, but because I am doing this voluntarily.

Five years ago, I became a self-exile. I readily exiled myself from a country that I no longer considered my own. The likes of Tony Blair began the programme of ridding Britain of its identity and the left wing social media continues his crusade.

So here I am on a Mediterranean rock - ironically among people, some of who still hanker for the days of British colonialism. For half of the year, it’s simply to hot to stray far from my fan and the fact that the beach is no more than a five minute walk away, doesn’t make me want to go there.

Sometimes, I wake with good intentions, but after walking little more than a hundred yards under sun so hot that it literally strips the paint from car roofs, I turn around and scuttle back to the safety of my imitation leather sofa, where I continue to fart into its cushions.

The sofa, provided by my landlady has a covering so thin as to make tissue paper feel thick and luxurious. Now, I don’t know whether it’s that thinness or my overuse of it – farts and all – that has rendered its surface to something akin to a lunar landscape, but the fact remains, that it is well and truly fucked. Actually, it looks as though a pack of Alsatians have had a mass fight upon it, their claws tearing the material to shreds and I have had to cover its scars with a towel. The cover is particularly relevant today, as my landlady is coming over for the rent.

I’ve taken to rising after ten o’clock, but rent days are the exception. This is because the sweet old lady that visits once a month and presents me with gifts of wine and chocolate at Christmas; will be arriving at eight.

Her full day will have already started several hours before. She will have got up, made breakfast for her husband and son, before packing their lunches to take to work. After they have left, she’ll clean the entire house.

After picking up the rent and making small talk – invariably about the family she slaves for – she will accept a glass of water before collecting the rents from the flats above and the salon below and then drive halfway across the island to visit her mother in a nursing home.

She already knows about the sofa, by the way, but I still cover it up nonetheless in the same way that ever since the day I signed for the flat, I have covered up my tattooed arms. At the time, I figured that with her being old school, she’d be more likely to grant me the flat, if I didn’t appear to look like a yob. It was mid-July then and my long sleeved shirt, as I sat, sweat dripping from my nose and onto the contract before me, had raised her old eyebrows. Trouble is, with that precedent set, every month, for the last five years, I have greeted her similarly covered, and similarly soaked in sweat.

She knows about the sofa, because last year, when I announced that I would be abroad for a month, her husband told me that he would decorate the flat in my absence. If I could just prepare the place for painting by moving the furniture away from the walls, he’d pop over and get to work.

My landlady is an old school cleaning fanatic. She comes from the same generation that shroud the furniture and chandeliers in the front room with thick plastic. That room is only used when guests visit and those coverings only come off the furniture for the duration of the visit. 

Although I once returned from a shorter trip to find that she had moved the fridge and cleaned behind it, she has been known to comment on how clean I keep the place and with reasonably priced apartments scarce these days, I am careful not to earn her displeasure by neglecting the dusting.

When I had first taken over the tenancy, there had been a local man living in the penthouse and after he left under a bit of a cloud, the landlady and her son came over to clean the flat in readiness for the new tenants. I’d had reason to go up to tell her something and when I’d gone inside, I saw her up on a chair cleaning the tops of units and cupboards and lamenting the fact that she’d refunded the man’s deposit before seeing how “dirty” he’d left the place. 

It had been at this point that I’d realised I needed to meet her scrupulous standards – on rent days anyway – and that meant – and still means – that I need to set my alarm on rent mornings and spend a couple of hours cleaning so that we can do the transaction and make small talk in a laboratorial environment.

Prior to going away and redecoration, I had spent two days scrubbing and polishing anything that didn’t move. This was because with me away, I was sure she’d not be able to resist accompanying the painters and wandering around all those areas she doesn’t normally get to inspect on rent days.

Now I know a thing or two about cleaning. My work has been inspected by the best military minds there is and so, confident that I was leaving the place shining like a new pin – including the tops of the cupboards she’d lamented over upstairs, and even the inside of the oven – I locked up and headed off, satisfied that even with the aid of white gloves, she wouldn’t be able to fault my housekeeping.

My return coincided with another rent day, but before that, we had cause to speak over the phone. With the anticipation of a child awaiting praise for a job well done, I asked her whether everything had been OK and to her satisfaction. There was a frosty edge to her voice, when after a pause, she reluctantly conceded that the place had been clean, but it had been what she called, “gentleman’s cleaning.” 

Gentleman’s cleaning? You call two straight days of cleaning and scrubbing, Gentleman’s fucking cleaning?

Seething, I resisted the urge to remind her that I lived there. It wasn’t a bloody show house. With the subject of cleanliness addressed, and with her tone lacking the friendliness I was used to when she took my money, she turned to fixtures and fittings.

She had, she told me, had to replace the shower hose and bath tap because they had been rusty. “I think,” she’d continued, “that it’s because you have sprayed them with cleaning products.” While she wittered on about how I should just wipe them with soapy water, I again resisted the urge to remind her that she had furnished the flat (new at the time I moved in), with the cheapest Chinese products she could have found. Consequently, the morning after I’d peeled off the manufacturer’s protective layer of plastic from the “stainless steel” kitchen sink; it had already sprouted rust spots. My efforts at scrubbing it with a pan scrubber like I have with real stainless steel in the past, had taken a layer off what ever metal it had been, leaving grey patches where I’d scrubbed. This had been something else I’d hidden – and still do – with the aid of strategically placed sponges and dish cloths every rent day. But I digress.

What on earth, she had also incredulously demanded to know, had happened to the sofa? There had been real horror in her voice on this one and I think that she could see the eighty Euros she must have paid for the sofa, washed down the drain along with the cleaning products I’d had the nerve to use.

Still angry about the gentleman’s cleaning and advice on how to wash shower fittings, I could only come out with the fact that I’d been sitting on the damn cheap sofa for five years (I omitted the farting bit), and that I’d either replace it when I left, or else she could deduct it from my deposit. And then had come her next gem of a question.

Had I also been spraying the sofa with cleaning products?

So yes, today, like all rent days, I’m up, bleary-eyed, dusting, mopping and covering up the sofa. I also had a problem with the fridge, when after I removed a large fridge magnet to wash the door down, I discovered a patch of rust or something, that appears to be the result of a reaction with the fridge magnet. Foolishly, I tried removing the stain with lighter fluid and when that didn’t work, I scraped at the rust stain with a knife. This lifted the coat of lacquer that was applied to the door at the factory and the resulting mess now covers a good quarter of the fridge. So the fridge has now been added to the list of things I have to disguise when rent day comes. I could plead ignorance I suppose and say I sprayed it with cleaning fluid before she’d advised me against such things, but for now, it’s covered with magnets and leaflets detailing recycling and rubbish collection days. I’ll be screwed when it comes to leaving of course, but I’ll worry about that when the day comes.

As ever, it’s fucking hot and my gentleman’s cleaning activities have left me in a pool of sweat. Wearing just my underwear, I’m peeping through the window. The minute I see her car pull up, I’ll get dressed, cover my arms and sit at the table, furiously mopping at my brow as if nothing has happened. When she comes up, I’ll offer her the glass of water that she always accepts because that’s how she was brought up, and we’ll make small talk about her family. I’ll smile through beads of sweat, hand over the cash and then she’ll be off to change her mum's bedpan before rushing back home to prepare the evening meal. I won’t get undressed or move the cloths from the sink just yet though, as she has been known to come back up having forgotten her pen, glasses or car keys. Once I’ve watched her drive away like a guilty schoolboy, I’ll strip off and get back to farting into the cushion.

It had never been my intention to be like Uncle Junior, going nowhere and farting into the same cushion, but five years later, it’s exactly what I’ve been doing.

I took early retirement you see. Very early retirement, and with a decent pension to boot. Not for me all of those warnings from older and wiser retirees who had warned that after a honeymoon period, I’d be bored; hanker after employment even. I did do a bit of bar work once, but not the serving drinks kind of bar work. Rather the stagger down a narrow and winding staircase, arms piled high with crates of empty beer bottles, to stagger back up with their full replacements, clean tables and empty ashtrays kind of bar work. I’d reasoned that although I didn’t need the money, the work would keep my mind active.

Waking the next morning after my first night’s work, I’d barely been able to get out of bed. Muscles that I hadn’t known existed screamed in pain, pooling lactic acid into every part of my body. Even as a regular gym user, I’d felt as though I’d been in a car crash. Telling the friend that ran the bar, thanks but no thanks, I went back to swimming, multi-national barbeques - and yes - you guessed it, farting into my cushion.

As I’m up early, I may as well take the opportunity of going to the bank to withdraw some cash from my British account. Now I’ve paid the rent, I’m strapped for cash. The ATM will only allow me to withdraw two-fifty a day and so I have to get it over the counter. I don’t get why the same bank whose ATM only pays out two-fifty, allows their cashier to insert my card into a reader and using the same system as the ATM outside, pay me as much as I need.

When I first arrived, I did try to open a local bank account, but it seemed impossible without promising them either your first born, or at the very least a kidney. I’m more than attached to both kidneys and my first born, now twenty-four, would be more than likely to object should I drag her into the bank, with the explanation that she now belonged to the bank’s director. They do helpfully give you
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