A Fun Day Out
It was hopeless calling for Myhill, though the urge to do so was very strong, because he was wearing his I-pod and therefore wouldn’t be able to hear me fiercely whispering for him to bring my effing lighter back.  He was crawling away from me as fast as he could, which wasn’t really all that fast because, while he was the size of a juggernaut, his camouflage coveralls were only big enough to fit a hippo and were hampering his movements.  Even as I watched, he disappeared ponderously into the bracken, leaving me standing behind a tree.  

I weighed up my options.  I had a choice between going without a fag until lunchtime-which wasn’t really a choice, more of an effing impossibility-and crawling after Myhill.  I supposed that it wouldn’t be hard to follow him because he’d left a wide trail of flattened bracken in his wake.  But I didn’t fancy grubbing about on the forest floor, with my face only inches away from about a billion creepy crawlies.

As I stood and thought about it, I started to feel a bit shaky.  It could be because I’d had to get up at six o’clock in order to be here for an eight o’clock start.  It could be because I was dressed like a prat in borrowed camouflages that smelt pretty bad.  Or it could be withdrawal symptoms because I hadn’t had a fag for ten minutes.  I got down on my knees and started crawling after Myhill.

I found him not far away, sitting in a clump of bracken that was just tall enough to let him sit upright.  He was wheezing heavily in time with the tune on the I-pod, and he looked round at my approach, pulling his earphone out.

‘I should shoot you,’ he remarked, fumbling for his gun.  He was right.  I was wearing a diagonal red band and he’d have been wearing a yellow one, only it didn’t stretch round him, so he’d pinned it to his front instead, so we were on opposing teams.

‘Go on then,’ I said.  I sat waiting while he picked up his paintballing gun, pointed it at me, pulled the trigger, realised he’d got the safety on, pointed the gun skywards while he fiddled with it and then accidentally released all his ammunition in a trickle onto the grass.

‘F**k,’ he said.

He obviously hadn’t been paying any more attention to the pre paintballing instruction session than I had-or rather, we’d both being paying full attention, only to Joanne Brown from Revenues rather than the instructor.

Even dressed in the borrowed camouflages, Joanne was very distracting.  Somehow one button too many had come undone on her shirt, and her trousers were so tight that you could just see the barest outline of all that lay beneath.

So it was no surprise that fifteen minutes later, I was none the wiser about how to use the gun or what our group objective was.  However, I was fairly sure that Joanne was wearing a Wonderbra – the one that you can cinch together for the desired amount of uplift - and a thong.  Definitely a thong.

‘So now I should shoot you,’ I suggested.  Myhill was still shovelling the paint balls back into his gun, and he paused, waiting to see what I’d do.  

Our initial plan had been to get shot early on so that we could go back to the club house and have a bit of a sit down and a fag, and a cup of tea from the vending machine.  We’d even have been pretty happy to accidentally shoot ourselves in the foot in order to render ourselves hors de combat.  But then James who’s in the Territorial Army and who knows about these things said that getting shot wasn’t just like getting a splat with paint.  It stung like a pellet from a bb gun.  And then the Army lookalike guy who was running this thing said that the first ten people who got shot would have to do a lap on the assault course.  And you weren’t allowed to use one of the golf style buggies because I asked.  So Myhill wasn’t really sure if he wanted me to shoot him or not.

‘Tell you what,’ I said.  ‘Just give me my lighter back and we’ll call it quits.’

He brightened and felt in his back pocket for my lighter, but it proved quite difficult to extract it because his pockets were filled rather to overflowing with his generously sized rear.  The process was a bit excruciating because by now I was really dying for a smoke, but each time the top of the lighter was coaxed from the top of his pocket, the sweaty, chubby fingers lost their grip on it.  I was almost tempted to wade in there myself, and only the prospect of manhandling his outsize butt could outweigh my desperation for a fag.

Eventually the lighter was successfully extracted and I went to light up.

‘You can’t smoke in here!’ Myhill said, horrified.  ‘It will give away our position!’ He took aim at me again with a steely determination born of his desire not to go anywhere near the assault course.  We’d already seen it from the safety of the coach.  It wasn’t one of those where you could get away with doing a sort of hopscotch through tyres and wriggling under a cargo net.  This was the real deal with rope pulleys over muddy ponds and great high wooden walls that you’d really need a ladder to get over.  Unless you were Myhill, in which case you’d need a crane.

I sighed and put away the fags, and when I produced my hip flask which I’d filled to overflowing, his eyes lit up and he lowered the gun.

So me and Myhill had a bit of a nip from my hipflask, then we decided that we’d crawl along a bit further to where the bracken was so high that we wouldn’t have to be careful about keeping our heads down.  We could hear raised voices and the steady thump – thump of discharging rifles, but in between the bracken stalks we could see a lone furtive figure ducking around the trees as if he were looking for something.

‘Damn,’ I said.  We’d just about decided that we could risk having a quick smoke, but it would be carried straight to the man, who was wearing a blue band.  ‘Now what?’

‘Let’s shoot him,’ suggested Myhill.  ‘I’m dying for a fag.’

We both shot more or less in unison, but Myhill hit the tree to the man’s left and I hit the floor somewhere to his right.  The man jumped, then spun round and ran towards us, rifle brandished.  We tried to work out what to do to fire another shot but hadn’t quite managed it when the man’s furious face appeared over the bracken.  It was Matthew from HR.

‘Oh, it’s you two,’ he said, lowering the gun.  ‘What the hell are you playing at?  You nearly scared me to death.  Can’t a guy have a wee in peace?’

‘Hang on though,’ I said.  ‘You’re a blue and he’s a yellow and I’m a red.  ‘We’re supposed to be shooting each other.’  Matthew chewed it over, pushing his very earnest round-lensed glasses higher up his nose.

‘But I’m not sure how to use this gun,’ he finally admitted.  ‘I wasn’t really listening.’

Obviously, Matthew hadn’t been distracted by Joanne.  Being in HR, you’ve got to be so politically correct that you risk the sack for even noticing that someone’s female.  Matthew had been so busy checking that he’d got his asthma inhaler and the spare cartridge for his asthma inhaler and his hay fever relief tablets and his hay fever relief eye drops and his emergency sticking plasters and his antiseptic cream for bee stings that he’d missed the bit about how to use the gun.

Which explained why his pockets were bulging and why he rattled when he walked.

‘Come and sit down and have a fag,’ I suggested, not because I particularly wanted to hand out my diminishing supply to all and sundry but because I wanted to stop the rattling, at least until the first ten people had been shot.

‘But I need a wee,’ Matthew insisted.  ‘Where am I supposed to go now?  There’s you lot on this side and everyone else over the other side.’

Our distant position was thanks to Myhill because he knew one of the maintenance staff, and the man had given us a lift to the furthest point of the compound in the back of his land rover.  The reason being that we didn’t want to be shot until the assault course danger was past, and the best way not to be shot for a bit was to start as far away from everyone else as possible.

‘We won’t shoot it off if you go for a wee,’ Myhill assured him.  ‘I’m a good shot but I’m not that good.’

I sniggered and Matthew looked crossly from me to him without any danger of getting the joke, before heading back to his tree.  He rejoined us when he’d finished.

‘Okay then, let’s have a fag,’ I said, as Matthew settled into our brackeny hiding place.

‘But…’ Matthew began.  He was very hot on not smoking in company time, although I wasn’t convinced that we actually were in company time.  I mean, it was only half past eight and if we weren’t here then I’d be sitting in the canteen with Myhill and the others, drinking vending machine tea, smoking and looking at page 3.  So strictly speaking, the company owed me a cup of tea and a copy of The Sun.

‘We ought to be entering into the spirit of the thing,’ he said in his earnest HR voice.  

‘All right, then,’ said Myhill to my surprise.  He wasn’t usually one to enter into the spirit of company initiatives-apart from the inter-insurance company football league, which he’d really gone in for.  Although that was probably because all he’d had to do was waddle down the pitch once until he was wheezing, then collapse onto the subs’ bench.  That way he got to bunk off for the afternoon to sit on a bench in the sun, having a fag and eyeing up the female players.

‘Why don’t you run away and try to hide behind that bush over there and we’ll try to shoot you before you get there?’ Myhill suggested to Matthew.  Matthew huffed and puffed but didn’t volunteer to give us some target practise.

‘Well, shut up about the spirit of things, and have a smoke,’ Myhill said.  ‘Unless you’ve got any chocolate?’

As it turned out, Matthew did have some chocolate as an antidote to sudden low blood sugar - or as an antidote to a sudden chocolate craving - so he shared it round.  He also had some brandy in case the compound was gripped in a sudden ice age & he needed the warmth.  Myhill produced a rather grubby copy of The Mirror which he’d filched from the paintballing club house.  While it lacked the photographic delights of The Sun, it still had a few cartoon strips at the back and a smutty agony aunt page, so there was enough to keep us occupied for a bit.

When we’d finished reading, Myhill dug out his stubby betting shop pencil and we started having a go at the crossword.  We did a bit better than usual once Matthew had commandeered the pencil.  If Myhill thinks of an answer that doesn’t fit in the boxes, he just puts two letters in one box to make it fit, and if his answer’s too short, then he simply shades in the unfilled boxes, declaring that it must have been a misprint.  We were having quite a heated whispered argument about whether ‘bo***cks’ could be the answer to ‘a self-contradictory phrase’, which is why we didn’t hear the man making his way stealthily through the undergrowth until he was on top of us.  

He was wearing a green band, which meant that he was a director.  All the directors had been put in the green team to make doubly sure that no one shot them.  We’d had a talk the day before in the boardroom about how we’d all be equal on the day and that the directors wanted to be treated like everyone else.  However, you’d only have to see the furious expression on a director’s face as he tried to get into his beemer without smearing yellow paint onto the cream leather to know that your chances of promotion had gone for good.  Far better to pretend that your gun’s jammed and to let him shoot you.

‘What the devil are you doing in here?’  The man demanded, looking around.  It didn’t take a genius to work it out as we all had fags in our hands, there were two hip flasks and a pile of chocolate wrappers in clear view, and Myhill and Matthew were squabbling over the newspaper.

‘We were just…having a bit of a breather,’ I said hopefully.  ‘You know.  After all that running around.’

The man didn’t look impressed.

‘Sir,’ I added, in case he was the director that used to be in the Army.  A new ex Army department director had turned up about three months ago, and the first thing he’d done was put an end to the department’s unofficial ‘no tie’ policy, and he’d also done something even less popular, which was to issue an edict stopping all the women dressing like tarts.  I wasn’t really sure what he looked like because he didn’t tend to mingle with the lower ranks. 

A bit of a contrast to his predecessor who’d previously been director of a brewery and who’d certainly known how to run a good p*** up.  We’d once had a lock-in in the training room that had gone on til a quarter past three.
The man crouched there rubbing his chin, and I felt the chances of my getting a P45 by the end of the week increasing with every passing second.  He opened his mouth and we all braced ourselves.

‘Can I join you?’  He asked.  ‘I can’t be doing with this sort of lark.’  

Not the Army guy after all, then.  I didn’t really want to share our supplies but you can’t say ‘no’ to a director unless you want the sack, and he might defend us if the scarey director appeared, so we all budged up a bit and plied him with chocolate and some of Matthew’s brandy.  Best of all, he sided against Myhill on the ‘bo***cks’ issue, and also ruled definitively that Klingon words weren’t allowed in newspaper crosswords, which would prevent a lot of future crosswords from being irredeemably screwed up.

We had quite a restful morning as it turned out.  The director had got a very tiny digital radio with headphones, so we took turns listening to the cricket, and he let us put bets of up to a tenner on the racing using his mobile phone and his account at Ladbroke’s, and I was almost sorry when the whistles started blowing to signify the end of the competition.

‘Thank f*ck for that,’ said Myhill, lumbering to his feet and trying to stamp some life back into his legs.  Matthew repacked his pockets and I made damn sure that I got my lighter back, then we all started walking through the woods to the club house.  We had to put a few leaves in each others’ hair and find somewhere to dump out our unused ammo, and arrive a few minutes apart as otherwise people might suspect that we’d spent the morning on our arses smoking and drinking rather than running about shooting people, or more likely, getting shot.

Despite our precautions, the major running the paintballing centre was suspicious.

‘How come you haven’t got any paint at all on you?’ he demanded.  Not to the director of course – he was as paint-free as all his director friends, who’d unsurprisingly won the bottle of bubbly.

‘We’ve done this sort of thing before,’ Myhill lied.  ‘But for real, like.’  He lowered his voice.  ‘Only we’re not supposed to talk about it.’

Before the guy could ask what on Earth Myhill had been doing in the Special Forces, unless he’d been the ballast to keep a tank weighed down, fortunately one of the directors harrumphed for our attention, then did the usual bit saying thanks for coming and how we’d really worked as a team, and ended by telling us that all the fresh air and exercise should have revved us up so we’d have a doubly productive afternoon to make up for not being in in the morning.

We’d all started groaning – only, not so loudly as to get in trouble for it – when our tame director took the floor, and you could tell by the way that the other director conceding the lectern without a fight that our guy had the most clout.

‘Actually, Morris,’ he began,  ‘I’ve seen first hand this morning how much effort all the chaps – and chapesses -  have been putting in today.  And look at them – all exhausted and covered in paint.  What say we let them have the afternoon off, then we’ll see them fresh as daisies in the morning?’

The other directors were dead against this – you could see it in their faces – but now they were the ones that didn’t dare to start complaining.

‘And Major Thomas,’ he continued, holding aloft the bottle of bubbly.  ‘Have you got enough of these to go round?  Yes?  One for everyone, then.  Stick it on the company tab.’

There was a spontaneous round of applause and our tame director – who was actually a tame CEO, only he didn’t look much like his brochure picture when he was in combats – tipped us a wink before leaving the stage.

The strangest thing of the day then happened.  For the first time in my life, I had the flickering of a career aspiration.  I’d never really wanted to rise above the common herd because it’s a lot more cr*p for not a lot more money, but to be able to do really cool stuff like give everyone a bottle of champagne and stick it to the other directors – now, that was worth aiming for.  

I didn’t say anything to the others, not wanting to sound like a total idiot, but Myhill caught my eye and I knew that he was thinking the same thing as I was.  We had just got to be directors ourselves, or die trying, and we’d start trying tomorrow.

The next day we arrived at work in true executive style fifteen minutes earlier than usual – and we were each armed with The Telegraph rather than The Sun.  We got ourselves a cup of coffee instead of tea because that’s what the directors drank, and opened our papers, reading in silence for a while.  Myhill was the first to speak.

‘What sort of effing paper’s this?  It hasn’t got any t*ts in it.’

