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January Screams
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You start the year watching a revolting recipe

… being demonstrated on Instagram by a woman in gym clothes with long fingernails. Somehow, this social-media recipe-watching thing has become a time-consuming aspect of daily life, just because you once ‘liked’ someone’s gratin dauphinoise.

It’s horribly compelling.

The woman pours a colander of pre-cooked spaghetti into an ovenproof dish, then pours a jar of ready-made tomato sauce over it, then snips up a whole packet of sliced ham the colour of a dog’s tongue and dots it all over, then empties an entire cylindrical pack of Boursin over it, plus some limp over-boiled broccoli (this must be happening in America; they do things differently there), then puts it all into her oven and takes it out a split second later, by which time it has turned into a ‘cosy spaghetti bake’. She eats a forkful at her kitchen island, and does a little dance of joy.

You’re watching this at the crack of dawn on New Year’s Day. It can’t be good for the gastric juices, to gaze at this kind of thing on an empty stomach.

‘May I wish all my friends and followers a very happy and prosperous …’

Oh God, it’s started: the liberal dispensing of ‘Happy New Year’ good wishes from famous thespians to their unfamous followers.

They expect you to lap up the goodwill with awe and gratitude, as if it were manna from heaven being generously sprinkled by the famous thespian over YOU. But that word ‘all’ makes it meaningless. It simply tells you that the actor has woken in a good mood and a benevolent frame of mind and has lots of followers.

No one wants to be classed as a member of a nameless crowd of millions called ‘all’.

You feel bashed on the head and actually a bit bullied by this onslaught of blanket beneficence.

First cup of tea of the year, and the milk has gone off

… although the sell-by date is not till 5 January. This has happened because the milk carton is ridiculously enormous. They don’t sell half-litre ones any more, let alone litre ones, in the nearby ‘local’ outlet of the supermarket chain, only two- or four-litre ones, designed for massive cornflake-eating teenaged rowers. You feel under constant pressure to make a white sauce to use up the stuff: a béchamel lifestyle you do not want to take up.

This vast carton has been weighing down the fridge door for over a week, putting a strain on the shelf, so you’ll soon be squinting at the faded make and model number to recite it to the Beko small parts line. And now the milk plays its last mean trick on you.

You pour the required minuscule amount into the favoured mug with the favoured teabag in. Gasping with thirst, you pour in the kettle water. Hundreds of small white flecks rise to the surface with the urgency of champagne bubbles. The tea is ruined, the mug is sullied, the mug you have to use instead is not favoured, and the tea you have to drink is rust-brown and metallic-tasting.

On the hall shelf

… sits a shallow NHS cardboard box addressed to you, requiring you to send in a stool sample to check for bowel cancer.

You know deep down that this is not going to happen. The day will never come when you decide to tackle this particular mental block, requiring an unthinkable manoeuvre to do with spooning a sample into a test tube. How would you get purchase on it in the watery bowl?

But nor can you quite bring yourself to throw the box away, as this would be a wilful act of refusal to face God’s truth. So there it sits.

You step out into the world, and a bright-green electric hire bike

… is lying in front of you on the pavement, casually discarded by its previous rider. It looks as lifeless as a dead cow. On its side, it takes up a vast amount of space. The carelessness of the person who finished his or her lazy, expensive, non-pedalling bike ride with this heartless gesture, and landed you with this unwanted item too close to your premises!

This is an example of ‘Big Litter’.

A tiny, empty, fish-shaped plastic soy-sauce bottle from a box of sushi is lying in the gutter

So, someone affluent enough to buy a box of sushi, and greedy enough to consume it there and then, has been selfish and thoughtless enough to throw the miniature plastic bottle onto the pavement as soon as he or she has squirted out the last drop of soy sauce from it, perhaps annoyed that it ran out of soy sauce too soon, which it always does, as shops and takeaway cafés are so mean with their soy-sauce allocation.

You imagine the faint sucky noise the bottle made on its final squirt, and the frustration and disappointment of the sushi-eater who would now have to consume the final four rice-heavy items without the salty hit of soy sauce. Serves them right. What will future archaeologists make of the empty plastic fish?

This is an example of ‘Small Litter’, and it is as detestable as the fainted bike.

Vomit at the crossroads

This is ‘Hogmanay’ vomit. In its lumpy, semi-liquid way, it does actually look quite Scottish, like a spilled tin of Scotch broth.

It must be the calling card of one of the men who were hanging around in the middle of the night making loud grunts.

A scattering of raw onion slices

… are lying whitely on the pavement a few doors beyond, outside the kebab shop. These are not vomited onion slices, but discarded ones. Someone decided they didn’t need quite so many onion slices on their kebab, which indeed they didn’t.

A dog will eat those onions and will be poisoned by them, onions being one of the foodstuffs they mustn’t eat, along with chocolate and raisins. The dog will then have diarrhoea.

So many stomach-churning food-related sightings in such close succession before 10 a.m. on New Year’s Day: this will surely make it easier to start the January detox.

A stranger staring at her phone is walking straight towards you on the pavement

… not noticing you. She has earplugs in both ears, so she is not hearing you either. Basically, she’s absent in every way except physically.

You decide to do something tinglingly enjoyable. You walk straight towards her, making a beeline for her body, just to see how long it will take for her to snap out of her phone reverie and notice you. Will she smash her forehead right into your face? She’s about to. At the last moment she spots you out of the top of her phone-consumed eye, and looks up, annoyed (and a bit embarrassed?) that you’re almost nose-to-nose and she hadn’t seen you.

You experience the pleasing illusion of having ‘taught her a lesson’.

Text arrives from friend, with five ‘x’s at the end

It’s a ‘Happy New Year’ from one person especially to you! So it means something! Hooray!

But five ‘x’s? This x-flation is getting ridiculous. A couple of years ago, the convention was two. Then, all of a sudden, two seemed a bit formal and cold, so you both went up to three. Three meant ‘very close friend indeed’.

Then this friend put her three ‘x’s up to four. So you had to do four back, so as to seem equally loving in return.

Thus the x-currency has inflated. You now need to keep a constant mental note of how many ‘x’s you give to each friend. There’s the stern one-x-er, who sticks rigidly to one, refusing to play the escalation game. Good for her: an elegant move, although it can sometimes come across as a bit icy. Then there are the emotionally reserved perpetual two-x-ers; even two now look a bit unfriendly, as one ‘x’ used to. Then there are the reliable three-x-ers; that’s the mass of close friends you’d invite to your birthday party. Then there are the unpredictable friends who vary from three to two to one, depending on the emotional heft of the message.

Now, in a sudden outpouring of love, your four-x-er friend has gone up to five. Five! How to respond? Has to be five back. Four would look as though you’d counted and thought five just one too many.

The panettone you were given for Christmas

… is still taking up space in the kitchen bread-bin, only a quarter eaten, still in its thick, loud cellophane wrapper. The stark fact is no one wants to eat it. The attractive tall, red cardboard packaging it came in – it did look splendid, an Italian marketing triumph, and how effusively you managed to thank the giver! – has long since been thrown away, along with the other festive wrapping, picked up by the bin men on their superb post-Christmas clear-up. So all you have left is this large lump of plastic-wrapped stale Italian cake, which isn’t even quite cake, but a sort of sweaty cakey curranty bread, giving off the weird, sickly-sweet smell of a basement breakfast room in a family-run Italian hotel.

‘I actually don’t mind panettone, as long as it’s toasted,’ says the cheerful member of the family who claims to be willing to chomp his way through the stuff and insists, ‘Don’t throw it away.’ But it’s now five days into January, and he still hasn’t got round to eating it.

You rashly went for the ‘drop’ Norway Spruce

… rather than the ‘non-drop’ Nordmann Fir, thinking it was the more elegant, discerning choice of pure-bred Christmas tree. But now the day has come for removing it, there’s hardly any tree left.

It was already shedding badly by 19 Dec, and was pretty well bald by Boxing Day: just baubles on twigs.

But now, as you lug the poor thing out of the house, it does a final flourish, dropping its last few hundred needles onto the carpet and (somehow) into your underwear.

At least it’s almost weightless as you carry it to the heap of dumped trees beside the recycling bins – the heap that started forming at teatime on Christmas Day with the first ruthless throw-out.

The New Year gym initiative

… is dampened by the fact that the thinner woman on the cross-trainer next to you is doing her exercise on a harder, hillier setting than you, and for three times as long. You glimpse across at her screen: ‘50 minutes remaining’. Fifty! So she’s chosen to do this exhausting thing for a full hour, while texting. And she’s clearly ten years older than you.

The undrinkable cappuccino in the café

It’s freezing and you crave the comforting reward of a cup of coffee with foam on top.

In your imagination is the perfect cappuccino, the one you once had at a coffee house in Vienna, brought to you by a grey-haired waiter in black tie. It was small, exquisite, piping hot, its creamy foam marbled with a darker wisp from the rich coffee underlay. It was presented on an oval tray beside a glass of water with a spoon spanning from rim to rim, plus two sugar lumps and a Viennese biscuit. It was post-museum nectar for weary legs and Bruegel brain.

Here, you watch with mounting dismay as, for the second time this week, you encounter too much milk.

Why did you ask for a cappuccino rather than an Americano? It was because last time you ordered an Americano ‘with hot milk on the side, please’, the barista said, ‘Oat milk?’ and you replied, ‘No, HOT milk’, and she said, ‘You mean oat milk?’

Today’s barista, not barrister – you’ve heard that joke, and this one is more overworked than a barrister anyway – absorbed in milk-concentration, drips a tiny puddle of espresso into the bottom of a bowl-sized cup. She wipes the runny nose of the milk-frother, pours a massive amount of milk into a metal jug from a polythene carton inside a Tupperware box, froths it up, and then loads the cup with a baby’s-diet amount of milk, before coaxing out lumps of foam to form a thick top layer.

It’s the foam you’ve been fantasising about; the foam that will melt in the mouth, sweetened with the dusting of hot-chocolate powder.

As soon as you’ve had a few licks of that, you go right off the whole thing.

The bewildering choice of flushes

To get into the café’s loo in the first place, you had to type in the code on the receipt: #3842. It’s a roomy ‘disabled’ loo, all levers, ropes, panic buttons and bell-pulls.

And now there’s a choice of flushes. Should you use the eco flush (the smaller chrome button on the right) or the fuller, more wasteful flush (the larger one on the left)? It’s a borderline case. You press the eco-one and it doesn’t quite do the trick. So you have to wait in the noxious cubicle for it to complete its pathetic throat-clearing little cycle and try again with the one on the left. And you have nothing to read except the words: ‘Now wash your hands for twenty seconds’.

The confidence-sapping bike stand

Nipping out to do errands, you lock your bike to a bike stand which is wearing, around its ankles, two old D-locks that are still locked. They must once have been locked to bikes, but the bikes have gone. How did the person steal the bikes without unlocking the D-locks? It’s a mystery, a conjuring trick known only by the Magic Circle of bike thieves.

Even if you’re only rushing into the shop for five minutes, those minutes are now fraught with anxiety. Right now, out there, somebody might well be enacting the ‘separate bike from locked D-lock’ trick, and when you come back, your bike will be gone. You’ll report the crime to the police, who will close the case within twenty-four hours.

Daffodils before snowdrops

Something has gone very wrong with the natural order of flower-appearance. February used to be the month for daffodils to start being sold too early in British supermarkets. But now they appear in January, before the snowdrops in the garden have come out.

These daffodils must have been specially propagated and force-grown in a micro-climate across the Channel before travelling to Britain in a refrigerated lorry.

They’ve gone up from the previous £1 a bunch, so this is no longer Daffodil Poundland, but £1.50 is still far cheaper than the usual price of bought flowers.

The poor things are lying bone-dry in a green plastic basket beside the till, so the only kind response is to snap up seven bunches
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