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The sudden appearance of the boss, right next to her desk, made Val jump. Again.

"What is going on here?" Shirley demanded.

As what was 'going on' was that her entire staff were sticking pins into a drawing of Shirley, there wasn't a rush of explanations. There were however a few nervous glances in Val's direction. Understandably so, as it was she who'd drawn the cartoon and invited her colleagues to vent their frustrations on it.

Val felt both hot and cold at the same time. Could she get the sack for this? Although the job had lost much of its appeal, Val didn't want, and couldn't afford, to lose it.

She said, "I'm responsible. May I speak to you privately?" Maybe she could ensure no one else got into trouble with her.

Shirley nodded and strode off to her office. The other staff started speaking, a few rose from their seats, but Val waved them back down.

"Don't worry, I'll talk to her and sort it out," she said.

Val tried to make her voice confident and her smile optimistic, but didn't feel either of those things. Shirley's reaction would be unpleasant at best, but it was herself she was annoyed at. Why on earth had she taken such a stupid risk? Earlier that same day Shirley had suddenly appeared in the office, making Val jump and catching the staff out.

"Gosh, eleven o'clock already, is it?" Shirley had said in mock surprise.

The expressions on the faces of her staff had been the genuine article; they wouldn't have made their coffee ten minutes early, nor been laughing over their horoscopes in the paper, if they'd thought she'd be back in time to witness it.

"Near enough," Tanya had said.

"My watch must be slow," Shirley replied, as though she thought she was being hilariously amusing. She sauntered off towards her own office.

"Usually is at home time," Tanya muttered.

"Shh, she'll hear you," Julie cautioned.

"Don't care if she does. She's a sarcastic cow."

Personally Val agreed both that it would be better to keep your voice down when criticising the new boss and that Shirley was indeed sarcastic, but didn't say so. Instead she sketched a quick, unflattering cartoon of Shirley and stuck her tongue out at it. Very childish, but it made her feel slightly better. She ripped it up and threw it in the bin.

The women were all squabbling, so didn't notice. Some blamed Tanya for getting them into trouble; as well as being the most outspoken, it had been her idea to put the kettle on. Others said 'someone' should have pointed out there was no written rule about when they took their breaks.

Soon the bickering subsided into a tense silence. Val sighed. Since Shirley had replaced their old boss, all the staff were irritable with each other. Harpers Accounting used to be a really fun place to work and they'd got everything done, despite the odd moments of silliness. Now they were miserable and unable to keep up with the workload.

Angie's door had always been open, literally and figuratively. Angie couldn't solve every work or personal problem, but if it was within her power to offer a solution she would. If she couldn't, she'd at least listen sympathetically and let the person know she was on their side. As a result, the staff were always ready to do that bit extra, when Angie needed them too.

Once, when Easter coincided with the end of the tax year, they'd all given up the bank holiday to get through the work and agreed to take a day off another time. Angie had just offered to put the kettle on to make her staff a drink, when they'd heard the chimes of an ice cream van.
"Can we go and get one, so we don't feel we're totally missing out on our day at the seaside?" Tanya had asked.
Angie laughed. "Go on then."

When everyone came back with their 99s and strawberry mivvies, they discovered Angie had pushed all their seats into a double row. Angie sat at the front, pretending to be the driver on a coach trip. They'd all laughed as though it was the funniest thing they'd ever done as they sang 'We Do Like To Be Beside The Seaside' and 'Day Trip To Bangor'. It hadn't taken up much more time than a normal tea break but two years later it was still talked about fondly.

Val knew they'd miss Angie after she retired. Everyone said Val should have her job, but Val didn't apply. She loved being part of a happy team, but didn't want to lead it. She'd be fine at the cajoling and rewarding parts, but wouldn't know what to do if that didn't work.

At first Shirley seemed OK. No one had felt able to pop into her office to talk over problems, but she kept the door physically open. She never joined the others for tea break chats, but did get their old kettle replaced when she ordered one for her own office. Shirley completed her own work efficiently, but that was kind of the problem. She was rigid about what was and wasn't her job and had no interest in teamwork or flexibility.

When two people wanted the same week off work, Shirley signed the form of the most senior employee and returned the other with 'denied' written across it in red ink. It was company policy that senior staff had first choice over holiday periods, but the red pen was entirely Shirley's invention.

Val had quietly explained, "Angie would have asked them to see if they could work it out between them. Once that had happened to me. I wanted the week off for my cousin's wedding and Tanya hoped to attend a pop concert with friends. As the concert was on Tuesday and the wedding not until Friday, we split the week between us."

"Thank you for sharing that fascinating insight into your life," Shirley said. "Allow me to return the favour by telling you that whenever I'm given requests for time off, I'll deal with them according to company policy."

Val was hurt; all she'd intended was to help everyone concerned. If Shirley could only learn to be a bit more like Angie, life would be easier for them all. However, rather than mellowing, Shirley had gone from unfriendly to downright nasty.

Not long afterwards, Julie asked if she could start later in the mornings and stay later to make up the time.

"Working hours are nine to five-thirty," was Shirley's immediate response.

Val tried to talk her round.

"Let me guess, Angie would have said yes?" Shirley practically sneered.

"Maybe, maybe not, but she wouldn't have made a decision without asking why the request was made."

"In case you haven't yet worked it out, I'm not Angie."

"I know that."

"And do you also know what hours you're all contracted to work? It shouldn't be difficult to remember as you were reminded less than a month ago."

Shirley was right, new contracts had been brought in just after Shirley started. Several people's job descriptions had been changed with a 'take it or leave' attitude from head office.

"Quit grumbling and be grateful you're not in my shoes," she'd snapped when Tanya suggested a pay rise should accompany the new contracts. Actually, since then she snapped at nearly everything.

If anyone arrived even a minute late, they'd be called into her office and given an unnecessarily loud official warning. At five twenty-nine she'd walk round the office, checking no one had been tempted to switch off their computer a moment too soon. Stationery supplies had to be signed for and written requests put in for medical or dental appointments, including a signed statement that it hadn't been possible to arrange this outside working hours.

Shirley's attitude had rubbed off on everyone to some extent. People snapped at each other if someone borrowed a pen without asking, and refused to help out if something wasn't strictly their job. Slowly everyone was becoming a little less happy. Many of them had looked for other jobs; the lack of these making them feel trapped. The number of days people called in sick had increased. Even when staff were present, stress meant work suffered, which didn't please Shirley, who became more irritated and demanding. It was a vicious circle.

Val decided they needed to do something to release the tension or life would be unbearable for everyone. At lunchtime she drew a silly cartoon of Shirley and invited everyone to stick in drawing pins, attack it with staplers, or deface it with highlighter pens. A few people made half-hearted attempts, which they giggled at. Julie reached over to have a try and realised she was holding a paperclip, not a pin. Everyone joined in her laughter.

One girl's mascara ran, giving her face a weirdly comic look. Soon they were all laughing almost uncontrollably. If anyone stopped, the sight of the others chortling away set them off again. Val was reminded of their 'day trip' to Bangor, with Angie driving the office chairs. It wasn't that the situation was especially funny, Val realised. It was more that they were happy to all be on the same side once again.

That was until Shirley had appeared, making Val jump for the second time. She tried to warn the others by hissing, "It's Shirley."

"I know and her hair's all curly," Julie answered, pointing to the damage she'd done to the top of Val's drawing with a hole punch. That set everyone off again.

"What is going on here?" Shirley demanded, causing them to shut up immediately.

Val was sure someone would get into trouble, and as she'd made the drawing, it would have to be her. She'd admitted responsibility and trailed Shirley to her office. Her face felt like it was burning, and her stomach as though she'd swallowed a huge chunk of ice.

As soon as they reached Shirley's office, she gestured to the sheet of paper Val hadn't realised she'd snatched up. "What is that?"

Val, her hand shaking slightly, showed her.

"It's supposed to be me?"

Val nodded.

"And you've all attacked it like some kind of voodoo doll?" The quiet calm of Shirley's voice was completely unnerving.

"No! Well sort of, but it's not like we mean you any real harm!" Suddenly she realised how horrible that must seem to


















































d2d_images/cover.jpg
VOODO VAL

a short story by

PATSY COLLINS





