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What a mess. It has only been three months since my wife’s promotion in the office where she works and, apparently, she has already managed to cheese off her fellow workers. It appears they are in the process of deciding whether they should take a case against her in relation to bullying in the workplace, and they have asked her to sit down with them for an unofficial chat tomorrow morning before deciding if matters should be taken any further.

Yours truly is a member of the legal profession and therefore, naturally, my wife asked me for a bit of advice. I could see the worry on her face as we sat down to discuss the facts, and I couldn’t help but feel sorry for her. My wife has always been a diligent worker, and she has always managed to get along real well with her colleagues. I found it hard to imagine how things could have deteriorated so dramatically in such a short period of time, and felt completely sure we would find a way of resolving the matter without too much hassle or bad feelings.

“I can’t understand what the big deal is,” she said. “I mean, it’s all just a storm in a teacup really.”

“So, what exactly did happen?” I asked. We were sitting at our dining table, cups of tea in hand, and a pad in front of us for taking notes.

“Jennifer made out I accused her of stealing, which is a load of rubbish.”

“Stealing what exactly?”

“There was a box of bulldog clamps in the cabinet, and when I went to get one, they were gone.”

“Bulldog clamps?”

“Yes. The ones with the fold-back tips. Not the sharp ones. We don’t keep them in the office because they are dangerous.”

“Dangerous?” I asked. “What’s so dangerous about a bulldog clamp?”

“I cut my finger on one a while ago so I banned them. Health and safety, you know? Can’t be too careful these days. People sue for the stupidest of reasons. Of all people, you should know that, dear.”

“Okay,” I nodded, sorry for having asked. “What exactly did you say to Jennifer?”

“Nothing. I just asked her if she knew where they were, and she flipped out. I mean ... seriously?”

“That was it?”

“Yes. Seriously, I’ve never seen such an overreaction.”

“Okay,” I said. “Well, seeing as they just want to sit down with you for an off-the-record chat, I don’t think there’s really much to worry about. Who is going to be there anyway?”

“Mary, Mikey, and Jennifer herself. Just the ones from our own office.”

“Well there you have it, “I smiled. “You’ve been working alongside them for years. I can’t exactly see an outbreak of war, can you? I am guessing they are just finding it a bit awkward to get used to someone being made top dog, so to speak. I mean, after all, there was no actual boss in your office up until a few months ago, so they are possibly seeing the old dynamic as having been bent a bit out of shape. I’m guessing a simple, calm, and honest discussion will sort things out, so you are probably getting yourself worked up about nothing, honey.”

She thought for a moment, looking a bit dubious. “Come with me in the morning,” she said. “If you are there, things will get sorted properly. You can act as an intermediary ... make sure things don’t get out of hand.”

“I hardly think you need an intermediary for such a simple issue,” I said. “It might make it look as if you were pulling rank. It could make things worse, perhaps make a mountain out of a molehill.”

“I would prefer it if you did,” she said. “Please? It will only take a short while.”

“This is just a molehill, I presume?” I said, seeing her agitation.

“Of course. I’ve just told you what happened, haven’t I?”

“Well then, there’s no real need ...,” I began, but she cut me off.

“Please,” she said. “I would really appreciate it.”

* * *
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We parked the car outside my wife’s workplace the following morning, and headed through the main door. I noticed an edginess in my wife’s demeanour, but I put it down to the fact she might now actually be feeling a bit embarrassed at having asked me to come along after all. To be honest, I still felt my presence there would only serve to exacerbate the situation, that the others might see my presence as an attempt on my wife’s behalf to intimidate them into backing down.

For a moment, I thought she was going to tell me to forget about it, that she was fine, and for me not to bother. However, before I knew it, we were passing by Carol, the receptionist, who regarded us both with a somewhat frosty glance.

“Morning, Carol,” I smiled. “How are things?”

I’d known Carol for years, and we’d always shared a bit of friendly banter, but today was an exception.

“What are you doing here?” she muttered, regarding me with a scowl.

“I just came to ...,” I began, taken a bit aback, and feeling the need to provide some kind of answer.

“They’re in there,” she said, interrupting me, and nodded towards the door of the small canteen that she and the others from my wife’s office used as their own.

I nodded, and went to make a joke about it, but found myself shocked to silence when I saw the icy glare my wife was receiving.

This particular molehill might not be quite as small after all, I thought. There is definitely something going on here that I am not being told about.

I made to grab my wife’s attention to ask her a few more questions, but she was already storming through the canteen door. I followed her, feeling a bit like Daniel entering the lions’ den.

Unfortunately, my analogy turned out to be rather accurate. The lions were all present and correct, and they were licking their lips hungrily. Upon seeing me, their low growls changed to agitated rumbles, and I was inclined to reach for a chair to keep them at bay.

“We kind of half-figured you would be here, but we were hoping otherwise,” scowled Jennifer. “Obviously, your wife feels the need to call in the cavalry.”

It was becoming a morning of scowls, and I still couldn’t for the life of me see why. All of these people were normally very nice to me. Actually I would go as far as to call them friends. We had all been on nights out together, and we had all gotten along like houses on fire, so what the hell had changed? It was all very strange.

To be blunt, the open hostility was starting to piss me off. I was only in the building for a handful of minutes, and already I felt demoted from friend to persona non grata. To my knowledge, I had done nothing wrong, and whatever it was my wife had allegedly done couldn’t be that much of a big deal, surely?

“Hang on a minute, folks,” I said. “I am only here because my wife asked me to sit in as a kind of referee on some small disagreement. I am not here to take sides or cause trouble. As far as I am concerned, you guys are my friends—and my wife’s friends—and I really do not want to see that change, so let’s start by kicking the attitudes into touch, eh?”

“A small disagreement? Is that what she told you?” laughed Jennifer.

“Yes, something to do with paper clamps, or something like that.”

“Your wife accused me of taking a box of bulldog clamps, and bringing them home. That’s an accusation of theft, as I damn am sure someone with your legal knowledge would know.”

“My wife says she simply asked you if you had seen them. If it came across in some other way, then I am sure she is sorry about that. I am sure she didn’t mean it as an accusation, Jennifer.  Perhaps things have become blown out of proportion? Let’s sit down and try to sort this out, yes?”

“Yes, let’s do that,” nodded Jennifer. “But I think you are going to be very surprised with what you discover.”

I sat. I was starting to get a very uneasy feeling about all of this. My wife hadn’t said a single word since we arrived. At first, I imagined it was because she was allowing the others to speak uninterrupted, not wishing to pour fuel on the fire, but when Mikey plopped a folder containing a pile of sheets of paper on the table before me, I knew there was more to this
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