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    To my mum,


There are no f-bombs in this one.
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A red glow flickered in my periphery. I turned my head. My vision didn’t clear, and now my ears were ringing. I pressed my hands to the sides of my face. Whose bright idea was it to wear Christmas earrings with bells and flashing lights? Oh, yeah. Mine. 

Ella and Louis crooned to each other through the overhead speakers about how cold it was outside. It was colder inside than out, though. A Melbourne December may present four seasons in one day, but there was no chance of snow during summer. 

I listened to the words of the song bouncing through the store. I’d always enjoyed the melody of “Baby, it’s Cold Outside”, but never paid attention to the meaning of the lyrics. Not until I saw a friend ranting about them on Facebook recently. I’d though it was romantic, the boy wanting to protect the girl from the icy weather. But I guess you could take it another way, that he was being controlling and pressuring her to stay the night with him. Regardless, it was still a nice tune. 

Humming along, I pushed the Santa hat off my forehead and continued down the aisle, checking the shelves for errant objects or towels I needed to refold. Manchester was one of the quieter departments, especially this time of year. Once I’d finished tidying my area, I wandered over to check on Kylie. 

The toy department was chaos. Children just can’t help themselves, though it wasn’t always the kids who set off all the noisy toys at once. I squatted to pick up the ball rolling past me and dropped it back in the nearby wire bin. It was days like this that made me wonder why I’d decided to work in retail.

“Need a hand?” 

“Heck, yes,” Kylie sighed. “Some little brat has rearranged the Lego shelf. Turned them all around.” 

Kylie worked from one end of the aisle and I started at the other, flipping the boxes to face the front. 

“Only another three weeks ‘til Christmas. It’ll calm down in here after that.” I’d been doing this job for years. Christmas and the end of financial year toy sale were the craziest times to work the toy department. 

“Done.” Kylie brushed her hands together as we met in the middle. 

“I’m hangin’ for a coffee.” 

“Sounds like a plan.” 

We ducked out the back to ask someone to cover us for our break, then headed off to the food court. Sipping my skinny hazelnut latte, I wrapped my fingers around the cup to warm them. The air conditioning seemed even colder than normal today. Maybe management was trying to simulate a white Christmas. I hated feeling cold all the time and could hardly wait to go outside into the sunshine.

“What are you wearing to the Christmas party next week?” Kylie asked. 

I shrugged. “Probably the same little black dress I wore last year and the year before. It doesn’t get out much, poor dress.” 

“Poor you more like it. Adam’s such a slacker. He should take you out more.”

“That’d be fun, but he’s right. It’s heaps cheaper to eat at home, and he is a good cook.” I twisted the lid on my empty cup around and around. “What are you wearing?” 

Kylie gave me the rundown of the four outfits she was debating over. I unwrapped my homemade salad sandwich and ate while Kylie showed me selfies on her phone of her different ensembles. I crunched on cucumber and carrot, wishing it was peanut butter and honey. 

I could happily eat peanut butter sandwiches every day like I did in primary school. I went through a peanut butter and jam stage and had a brief encounter with peanut butter and golden syrup, but I always came back to honey. 

Adam teased me about my sandwiches, saying they weren’t a proper meal. He chopped extra salad veggies for me when he prepared his lunch and put them in a container in the fridge to encourage me to eat a more balanced meal. I dutifully made my salad sandwich this morning because he was watching. Whenever I’m off shift on a weekday, I gorge on hot toast slathered with melted butter, a thick layer of peanut butter and a healthy drizzling of honey. 

I pointed to Kylie’s phone. “I like the red one.” 
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I ADJUSTED THE DRIVER
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