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About the Author

Tony Smith is a retired old fart living in a former coal mining and cotton mill town in the North-West of England. He watches and dwells on the town’s struggle to retain some of its former industrial glory and its slow but steady decline. Gone is the local council and with it, the town hall. The local fire station is gone and the police station is no longer user friendly. Gone are the banks and the only way of getting cash is via two or three cash machines shared by the whole town’s population. Supermarkets have dealt a death blow to a whole collection of high street shops which are now either boarded up or have become ‘nail parlours’, ‘take-aways’ or ‘booze bars’. Everything is online and people serving people is becoming rare. It’s called progress but Tony finds it utterly baffling. He finds many things baffling these days and writing has become his chosen form of escapism.

He is even baffled by his own inclination to write stuff. While he does enjoy it when he is doing it, his novels are not catching on and Tony has now come to accept that any thoughts he might have nurtured in terms of making his first million reside in the rubbish basket. He has no idea why he is still writing. Maybe he is simply clinging on to what he used to like about life, at least it keeps him going. Tony is persistent and he is giving it another go and hopes you will too.

His latest tome called Living under a Cloud is his fifth novel and it embraces two northern communities during the period 1958 to 1970. In the book, Tony uses some of the ideas that he featured in another series of books that he had published around 2013/15, which he hopes will provide the reader with something different to digest. Tony makes no excuses for his imagination which features strongly in this latest attempt of his to write something that is both enjoyable and, hopefully, thought provoking.

If this novel fails, Tony is going back to knitting (come to think about it, he can’t knit)!

Tony Smith





Dedication

I dedicate this book to all those who are driven insane by the changeable UK weather. Whilst the weather is generally nothing to laugh about, that’s exactly what we British tend to do, that’s how we cope with it.

For sharing this insanity I can only offer two pieces of advice: invest in an umbrella manufacturer and keep smiling.
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Breaking News

On the small island of Roa near Barrow-in-Furness, a small factory had been engaged in making photo-etched printed circuit boards for use in electronic equipment since soon after the Second World War.

The factory was the brainchild of Captain RN (Rtd) William Isherwood, and his contacts with Ferranti and Plessey enabled his project to take root and provided work for some 30-odd people, largely from Roa Island, but also from neighbouring towns such as Barrow-in-Furness and Ulverston. As a result of good management, Isherwood’s workforce was both happy and loyal, and staff turnover was minimal.

Roa Island was connected to the mainland via a causeway to a place called Rampside. Some one hundred or so people lived on Roa and, some of them worked in Isherwood’s factory, which was the only sizeable source of employment on the island; everyone else had to find work on the mainland in Ulverston or Barrow-in-Furness.

The social centre on the island was the Roa Boat pub, whose very existence depended on the survival of Isherwood’s. A seasonal small boat ferry sailed from Roa to Piel Island to the south of Roa and was a popular holiday utility.

An RNLI lifeboat house, mounted on stilts, was linked to Roa by a raised walkway, and launchings were fairly spectacular to watch as the lifeboat had to slide down a steep ramp to enter Piel Estuary and did so with a huge splash before getting up to speed as it headed south to Morecambe Bay.

Anyone standing at the jetty waiting for a boat to Piel Island had an excellent view of Fleetwood looking south, Barrow-in-Furness looking west and the sweep of Morecambe Bay to the east, including Heysham on a clear day. A row of twelve terraced houses facing south, known as Marine Terrace, close to the small jetty, stood out well and housed a number of Isherwood’s employees.

When William Isherwood first established his factory, there were a total of 32 employees on the books, including his managerial team. William’s son, Commander RN (Rtd) Rupert Isherwood, was made a deputy managing director, and William had intended that Rupert would take the factory over when he retired, but that didn’t happen; that’s another story.

Rupert now lies in a grave in Ulverston cemetery. The original management team consisted of Joshua Turner, company secretary, Ronald Bright, company treasurer, Paul Edwards, personnel officer, Justin Ebberson, plant inspector and Eileen Atherton, office manager.

Justin, a young man from Bolton, joined Isherwood’s in 1958 and was the first plant inspector whose role it was to see that all the machinery in the factory functioned well. Before Justin’s arrival, the role had been performed by the two men in the maintenance section, but it had proved to be too onerous on top of all the general maintenance work.

The job had been a most fortunate opportunity for Justin since it had coincided with a house being left to him on Roa by his late uncle and aunt, and Number 11 Marine Terrace became his new abode. Office manager Eileen Atherton was replaced in 1959 by Martha Appleton, having been sacked for having an affair with the deputy managing director.

In late 1958, Isherwood’s were encouraged by Ferranti and Plessey to fit components on the circuit boards that they manufactured, and Rupert Isherwood approached Justin to see if he would be prepared to take on the additional work to make all the changes necessary in the factory.

Seeing this as an opportunity to make a name for himself, Justin accepted the challenge and spent the whole of 1959 getting things ready. The year was not exactly a pleasant one for Justin, given that the womaniser, Rupert Isherwood, created a false rift between himself and a fellow employee, Jean Baxter, whom he had fallen in love with. In truth, there was no rift between them.

Jean left her employment with Isherwood’s and ended her relationship with Justin to protect him from Rupert’s jealousy. It took a whole year for the truth to emerge and for Jean and Justin to get back together again.

During that year Rupert was fired, and his wife Nicola left him and returned to her hometown of Plymouth, taking their two children, Simone and Ian, with her. Getting Isherwood’s office manager, Eileen Atherton, pregnant was the last straw.

William Isherwood’s retirement was put on hold when his son failed to live up to the moral standards of the family, and William continued to live with his wife Annie in their Rampside home opposite the village hall.

Retirement inevitably had to come, and fortunately, William found a suitable candidate in the form of Andrew Marr to take over the running of the factory on Roa, which enabled him to move to Plymouth, where he and Annie could enjoy the company of their two grandchildren.

Initially, Andrew lived in the Roa Boat during the week until he could find somewhere for him and his wife to live, but when William vacated his Rampside home, Andrew bought it, and his wife was able to join him at last, and they sold their house in Kendal.

1960 got off to a tumultuous start as a result of Rupert Isherwood running down Justin in his car in Ulverston on New Year’s Eve 1959/60. Rupert’s jealousy knew no bounds.

Whilst Justin spent the first three months of the year recuperating, Rupert fled to evade the law and ended up in Canada. He left behind two illegitimate children—one with Isherwood’s former office manager, Eileen Atherton, and another with Irene Edwards, the daughter of Isherwood’s personnel officer, Paul Edwards—not to mention his own son and daughter.

The result of all of this was that William had to return from Plymouth, putting his retirement on hold, yet again, to take on his managing director role whilst Andrew took on Justin’s role until he could return to work.

By April, things were back to square one; Justin was the plant inspector once more, and Andrew was the managing director. William resumed his retirement, and Isherwood’s just got on with the job of manufacturing circuit boards.

As 1960 progressed, Rupert Isherwood was tracked down in Canada and brought back to the UK to face trial in a Crown Court in Lancaster, where he was found guilty of causing grievous bodily harm to Justin Ebberson and sent to prison.

Meanwhile, on Roa, the relationship between Jean Baxter and Justin flourished and living together at Number 11 Marine Terrace brought them both immense pleasure, but it was not to last. Jean began to suffer from cancer around October, and she passed away on New Year’s Eve 1960/61.

Her funeral was held in Ulverston in January 1961, and shortly after Rupert Isherwood committed suicide in Lancaster Prison, showing, some said, remorse for his actions. 1963 marked a turning point in the life of Justin Ebberson and also in the life of Isherwood & Son Photo Etching Specialists on Roa Island.

After two years of grieving the loss of Jean, Justin finally moved on and, enjoying the company of a female, took on a meaning once more, although lust and love often got confused. On a more serious note, William Isherwood had a decision to make in relation to his factory. With no son to continue the business, what should he do?

He was quite clear in his own mind that he wanted the enterprise to continue; it was a serious source of employment to a workforce that had been seriously loyal to him, and he felt that he owed it to them to find a solution.

Isherwood’s work came from two major companies, Ferranti and Plessey, and after many hours of serious negotiation, Ferranti agreed to buy Isherwood’s, and it would guarantee the existence of the place in its present form for ten years. William was greatly relieved to break the news to his Roa Island workforce, and he slept better at night when it was all over.

Over the next six years, Ferranti continued the work at the Roa Island factory that William Isherwood had started, and from that point of view, they had stuck to their word. There were, however, some changes made to the management team which were unexpected.

It was decided that no company secretary was needed at Roa, and Joshua Turner was made redundant. Joshua received a generous redundancy package, and since he was now the joint owner of the Roa Boat pub with his wife Emma, he decided to dedicate himself to it and threw in some drinking as a form of compensation.

Company treasurer Ronald Bright was also surplus to requirements, and he was made redundant and received a similar package. In the case of the personnel officer, Paul Edward’s story was slightly different.

At the time of the takeover by Ferranti, Paul had been working for Isherwood’s for three days a week and spent the other two working for the aircraft manufacturer English Electric at their Warton manufacturing site. Ferranti didn’t like this arrangement, and Paul terminated his agreement with English Electric in order to devote his time to the Ferranti company.

Hence, he was not pleased when he was told that his personnel role was being dispensed with, and he resigned forthwith. English Electric were pleased to have Paul on a full-time basis, and he moved home from Barrow-in-Furness to St Annes-on-Sea.

Even Andrew Marr found his title, if not his role, changed from managing director to factory manager, and he, together with Justin Ebberson as plant inspector and Martha Appleton as office manager, now constituted the senior manager team at the Roa Island plant.

Six staff changes occurred between 1964 and 1970, mainly due to female staff getting married and leaving the island, in addition to the senior manager redundancies, but the future continued to look good as far as the workforce of 35 was concerned.

It was the first day back at work in 1970, and it was marked by a bombshell of news.

“Martha, get Justin for me immediately, please?” bellowed Andrew Marr.

“Right you are, Mr Marr,” replied Martha, who had been taken aback by the factory manager’s loud retort.

“Justin, the boss wants to see you right away, and he doesn’t look as if he is in a good mood.”

“Thanks, Martha, I’ll make my way to his office.”

“Come in and sit down, Justin. I have just had a telephone call from Angus McKay, the chap from Ferranti.”

Something special was about to be said, and Justin braced himself.

“Ferranti has sold the Roa Island factory.”

The news stunned Justin, and he was unable to offer any comment.

“Angus tells me that a firm in Salford has bought the factory.”

“Do you know who the buyer is, Andrew?”

“The firm is called Black, Black & Blackemore’s, but I have never heard of them.”

“Did Angus say what line of business they are into?”

“No, he didn’t, and I have asked Martha to look the firm up and find what details she can.”

“What’s going to happen to us here on Roa? Did Angus say what’s going to happen?”

“He said that for the moment, we carry on producing what we already do. Someone from Black, Black & Blackemore’s will be in touch about the handover, and nothing will change until then.”

“So, we are completely in the dark!”

“That’s about it, Justin. I think we’d better keep this development to ourselves until we know more; there’s no point in worrying everyone at this stage.”

“What about Martha? Does she know what’s going on?”

“No, she doesn’t, and it’s best left like that.”

A couple of days later, Martha presented her findings regarding the Salford-based firm to Andrew.

“I’m afraid there is scant information available about Black, Black & Blackemore’s except to say that they are a high-tech company manufacturing products associated with meteorology.”

“Thanks, Martha.”

‘That’s not exactly helpful,’ thought Andrew, who then resigned himself to waiting until he was contacted by the firm.

It was the following week before Andrew got a phone call from Black, Black & Blackemore’s in Salford. A Mr Tom Wizard introduced himself as the managing director of the Salford firm, and the purpose of his call was to introduce himself and to arrange a visit to the Roa factory.

A fairly long conversation followed, but at no point did Andrew discover what the Salford firm produced or the business in which it was involved.

“Martha, ask Justin to come to my office, please and could you arrange for some tea for us both?”

Justin joined Andrew in his office, and once Martha had brought two cups of tea, she departed. Andrew began to bring Justin up to speed.

“I got a call earlier today from the managing director of Black, Black & Blackemore’s. His name is Tom Wizard.”

“What did he have to say?”

“He wanted to assure me that under their ownership, nothing will change, and we won’t begin work for them until he is sure that we are ready. To that end, he is going to visit us on Wednesday, January 21st. He wants to view the factory, section by section, and to meet all the employees.”

“Did he talk about what we will be making for his firm?”

“He wouldn’t be drawn on that. He said that he will confirm that after he has made his visit.”

“What about our conditions of employment? Will he honour the agreement we had with Ferranti?”

“Again, I couldn’t get anything out of him save that he will deal with it after his visit.”

“This all sounds weird. Ferranti sells us out to a firm in Salford that won’t tell us what they are involved in or what our conditions of employment will be.”

“That’s so, but he did insist that we won’t know any difference in the factory. He said we will carry on as before, but make some different circuit boards. It looks like he will be arriving by air.”

“How do you mean?”

“I can only assume that he will be coming in a helicopter. He has requested that we meet him on the green in front of Marine Terrace at 10 am.”

“How long will he stay?”

“He must depart at 3 pm. Justin, I want you to organise a tour of the factory and ensure that he meets all our employees.”

“Very well, Andrew, but that means that I will have to arrange for all our cleaning staff and security team to come in to meet him, it’s out of hours for them.”

“So be it. I will arrange for some refreshments to be laid on for the visit by our canteen staff.”

“Andrew, don’t you think we should take him to the Roa Boat for lunch?”

“No. He wants to see everything that goes on in this place, and that’s where the focus will be.”

“Well, I’d better get on with the arrangements then.”

“When you do, Justin, I want you to stress to everyone that our visitor may be directing some business in our direction, and we need to put on a good show. I don’t want any other information leaking out.”

Both men couldn’t hide their anxiety, which wouldn’t change until they knew more about their futures.

The following week seemed like an eternity, but Wednesday, January 21st1970, finally arrived. The whole of the Roa factory was prepared to be showcased to some high-flying businessman called Tom Wizard, and an air of anticipation could be felt in every nook and cranny.

How the visitor would arrive, no one knew; it was just assumed that he would turn up in a car, but Andrew and Justin knew differently. At 9:45 am, they both donned their overcoats and scarves; it was bitterly cold outside.

They walked through the factory gate into Piel Street, and turning left, they continued a short distance to a point that faced the green in front of the terraced row of houses that formed Marine Terrace. Both men scanned the sky to see if they could spot a helicopter, but they saw and heard nothing. A grey mist seemed to be making its way across Piel Estuary and ominously in the direction of Roa Island.

“If Mr Wizard is going to fly in, he better be sharp, or that mist will make it impossible,” remarked Justin.

Within a minute or so, the mist had arrived in force, and Marine Terrace disappeared from view. The whole of Roa was covered by this damp and dark mist, and both Andrew and Justin adjusted their scarves to give a little protection from it, and then it was a guess as to who would make the decision to go back inside the factory again first.

Before any decision was made, the mist began to lift and move off in the direction of Morecambe Bay, and as it did so, a well-dressed man could be seen standing in the middle of the green. Both Andrew and Justin looked at each other in total astonishment before looking again at the man who was now walking toward them.

“Good morning, gentlemen. I’m Tom Wizard from Black, Black & Blackemore’s. I believe you are expecting me.”

Neither Andrew nor Justin could bring themselves to comment on how their visitor had arrived, and so they just introduced themselves.

“Good morning, Tom. I’m Andrew Marr, the factory manager.”

“And I’m Justin Ebberson, the plant inspector.”

“Right! Shall we get on with the factory tour then?” remarked Tom in a very matter-of-fact way.

The tour of the Roa Island factory began with the stores section, where all the materials used in the production process arrived, and Mr Wizard was introduced to Yvonne Hall, who was in charge.

“Where do you get all your materials from?” asked Mr Wizard.

“We use lots of suppliers, but all of the electrical components are supplied by Brennans Electrical Supplies, based in Workington.

“Where do you live, Yvonne?”

“I live on Roa, Mr Wizard.”

They then moved on to the cutting section, where Bert Farrington cut the circuit boards to size.

“Where do you live, Bert?”

“I live on Roa, Mr Wizard.”

Next came the tracing section, where Bob Burns and John Smith used templates to mark out the electrical circuits on the copper-sided boards.

“Where do you both live?”

“Barrow-in-Furness,” both of them answered.

As the tour proceeded, the man from Salford made copious notes, which made Justin feel rather anxious. The thing that puzzled him was why he wanted to know where everyone lived. They moved on next to the etching section, where Lindsey Grant submerged the circuit boards into a strong solution of ferric chloride, which etched the boards, leaving only the electrical circuits. Once this was done, the boards were washed down and then hung to dry.

“Lindsey, are you the only person in this section?”

“Yes, I am Mr Wizard, but it’s an easy job.”

“Where do you live, Lindsey?”

“I live on Roa, Mr Wizard. Next to the drilling section, where Nora Darwin and Stuart Naylor drilled holes in the circuit boards for components to be mounted.”

Mr Wizard took special interest in how the drilling machines were set up before asking them both where they lived. Both gave the answer Roa Island.

Malcolm Brown and Alistair Burgess were to be found in the next section, fitting electrical components to the circuit boards, which was probably the most laborious part of the whole process carried out in the factory, and they showed Mr Wizard the blueprints they worked on.

“Where do you both live?”

“Barrow-in-Furness,” they both answered.

“We could do one more section, Tom and then have a cup of tea,” said Justin.

“That’s fine.”

The two men then went into the edge connector section, where Sandy Fredericks and Johny Davies, both Roa Island inhabitants fitted edge connectors to the boards, which enabled them to be plugged into equipment stalls.

A short break was welcome but also a bit of a strain since Tom Wizard had shown no inclination to ask Justin anything as he scribbled his notes. It was therefore a relief when he remarked that the factory seemed to be well organised.

“I take it that I’ve seen the production side of things now, Justin, so what comes next?”

Next came the inspection section, in which Myra Farrimond and Susan Tyler inspected the completed circuit boards before passing them as fit for disposal.

“Where do you both live, ladies?”

“Barrow-in-Furness,” replied Myra, whilst Susan replied “Roa.”

Onwards to the packing section, where Roa man Alan Tinker packed the circuit boards ready for delivery and then left for the dispatch section, in which Sally Walker labelled the boxes and arranged transportation to the recipients.

“Where do you live, Sally?”

“I live on Roa, Mr Wizard.”

Justin then took Tom to his own section, maintenance, where Bill and Ben Stone, brothers, carried out routine inspections of all the factory equipment according to Justin’s checklists. Both men lived in Barrow-in-Furness.

Lunchtime had arrived, and Justin took Tom into the works canteen, where a table had been set aside for them, and they were joined by Andrew Marr. The canteen was in pristine condition, a fact that didn’t escape the attention of the man from Salford, and he looked at the list of today’s choice of food, and whilst it was fairly limited, it was appropriate for the size of the factory workforce.

Andrew felt a little embarrassed when he pointed out to Tom that they would have to join a queue in order to collect a meal, but Tom didn’t bat an eyelid, and he paid compliments to the canteen staff as he collected a plate of chicken and chips with peas and a cup of tea. With the meal over, Justin introduced Tom to the canteen staff, Brenda Smith and Gladys Aspinall, both Roa women.

“Thank you, ladies, for lunch. I enjoyed it,” said Mr Wizard.

Both Brenda and Gladys blushed but told him he was welcome.

“So, what comes next?”

“I’m going to introduce you to our team of cleaning ladies. This is Margaret Green.”

“Pleased to meet you, Margaret. Tell me, where do you live?”

“I live on Roa, Mr Wizard.”

“And this is Joyce Fry.”

“Hello, Joyce. Do you live on Roa?”

“Yes, I do, Mr Wizard.”

“This is Ingrid Jones.”

“Are you a Roa resident, Ingrid?”

“No, I live in Rampside.”

“And this is Samantha Prior.”

“Hello, Samantha. Can you tell me where you live?”

“Mr Wizard, I live in Rampside.”

“And last but not least, we have Elizabeth Battersby.”

“Nice to meet you, Elizabeth, and where do you live?

“I live in Rampside, Mr Wizard.”

“May I say to all you ladies what a splendid job you all do. The factory looks very clean indeed, and it is a credit to you all.”

“Who comes next, Justin?”

“Our security team are next on the list, and this is Albert Clitheroe.”

“Hello, Albert. Are you ex-services?”

“I was in the Navy, Mr Wizard.”

“And where do you live?”

“I live on Roa.”

“This is Richard Smith.”

“Are you ex-services, Richard?”

“I’m ex-army, Mr Wizard.”

“Where do you live, Richard?”

“I live on Roa.”

“And this is David Smith.”

“Hello, David, are you ex-services?”

“Yes, I was in the army.”

“Can you tell me where you live, David?”

“I live in Barrow-in-Furness.”

“Finally, this is Leonard Grogan.”

“Hello, Leonard. Are you ex-services?”

“Yes, Mr Wizard, I was in the army.”

“And where do you live, Leonard?”

“I live in Ulverston.”

“Do these five men provide all your security cover, Justin?”

“No. They provide 24-hour coverage during the weekdays. The MOD provide cover at weekends, and that’s due to the fact that our products are used by the armed services.”

Justin and Tom left the main factory building and strolled across the yard to the first of two smaller buildings, which housed the five office staff.

“Mr Wizard, this is Eunice Critchley. Eunice handles finance.”

“Hello, Eunice, are you a Roa girl?”

“No, Mr Wizard, I live in Barrow-in-Furness.”

“This is Janice Jones, and she handles general administration.”

“Hello, Janice.”

“Tell me where you live.”

“I live in Ulverston.”

“And this is Marion Holmes. Marion also handles general administration.”

“Nice to meet you, Marion. Can you tell me where you live?”

“I live in Barrow-in-Furness, Mr Wizard.”

“This is Joyce Turnbull. Joyce looks after wages.”

“Hello, Joyce. Can you tell me where you live?”

“I live in Rampside.”

“May I introduce you now to our office manager, Martha Appleton. Martha is ex-Navy.”

“I’m pleased to meet you, Martha. Do you live on Roa?”

“No, I live in Barrow-in-Furness.”

With the tour of the factory over, Justin took Tom next door, where the factory manager had his office, and Martha accompanied them. Andrew was waiting for them.

“Come in, Tom and sit down.”

With all four sat down, hopefully, there would be a chance to elicit some information from the man from Black, Black & Blackemore’s in Salford as regards plans. Tom Wizard was guarded in terms of what he was prepared to say, but he complimented them on how well his tour of the factory had gone.

Then he asked, “Don’t you have a company secretary or a company treasurer or personnel manager?”

It was Andrew who answered.

“We did have, but around four years ago, Ferranti decided that we didn’t need them and they were made redundant.”

Everything seemed to be going into Tom Wizard’s notebook.

“Where do you both live?”

Andrew replied first, “I live in Rampside.”

Justin replied next, saying, “I live on Roa.”

“So, there are 35 people currently employed here,” said Tom, looking in Andrew’s direction.

“Yes, that’s correct.”

Andrew then took the bull by the horns.

“Tom, can you tell me what we will be producing here on Roa now that your firm has bought the factory?”

“You will go on producing circuit boards as you do now, but they will be different circuit boards.”

“What will the boards be used for?”

“You don’t need to know that,” replied Tom.

Andrew, Justin and Martha all looked at each other, although it was Martha who was most taken aback since she had just realised that the factory had changed hands.

“What can you tell us about staffing levels and terms of employment, Tom?”

Tom looked at his watch; it was nearly time to leave, and he got up out of his chair and began putting on his overcoat.

“Look, gentlemen, all I can say at present is that you have nothing to be worried about. When I get back to Salford, I will sort everything out and get back to you. You won’t begin any work for Black, Black & Blackemore’s until March, and until then, you will carry on working for Ferranti’s. Trust me!”

Andrew, Justin and Martha donned their overcoats and scarves and left the factory with Tom to walk the short distance to the green in front of Marine Terrace.

“Now you three stay here on the road whilst I stroll over to the middle of the green and thank you all for everything.”

As Tom strolled across the green, Martha wondered what the hell was going on, and both Andrew and Justin kicked themselves for not asking Tom how he had got here. Within seconds of Tom reaching the centre of the green, a sea mist seemed to sail across Piel Estuary and enveloped the whole of Roa Island, obscuring Tom in the process.

There was a damp hush all around as the mist condensed on all that it touched, leaving drops of cold liquid everywhere. After a few more seconds, the mist lifted and seemed to float off in the direction of Morecambe Bay and Heysham, leaving behind no trace of the man from Salford. The factory managers looked at each other in astonishment.

“What was that all about?” asked Martha.

“I have absolutely no idea,” remarked Andrew, who went on. “I had intended asking him how he got here, but I never got round to it, but I think it would be best if we kept this to ourselves.”

The three managers walked back through the factory gates, where the duty officer, Albert Clitheroe, remarked that that was the second time today that a sea mist had enveloped Roa, but no one responded.

At the end of the working day, Justin walked to his home at Number 11 Marine Terrace and was delighted to join his wife Sheila and his 2-year-old son, Toby. It was lovely to be in a warm house on a cold and dark January night and away from the drama that had unfolded at work.

He was tempted to describe events to Sheila, but it all seemed so unreal that he thought he would discredit himself if he did. He did, however, decide that a drink was needed, and he suggested to Sheila that they pop into the Roa Boat later. Sheila thought that it was unusual for Justin to suggest that and realised that something must have happened, and she agreed.

“I’ll call round at Nellie’s and ask if she will look after Toby for an hour or two.”

Once Toby was bedded down, Nellie arrived and was only too happy to help out.

“Now you two go and have a drink together and don’t worry about what time you get back.”

Sheila kissed Nellie and showed her where she had put some supper together for her before leaving for the pub with Justin.

Surprisingly, the Roa Boat was heaving, and most of the punters were employees at the factory, and it was evident that they were all talking about what had happened earlier in the day.

Sheila soon caught on to the fact that a special visitor had been to the Roa factory today, and most present believed that his inspection of the factory was aimed at doing business with the place, but there were some confusing comments to listen to.

“If that bloke called Wizard was looking at the place to see if it was suitable to do business with, he would have done so through Ferranti, and somebody from Ferranti would have been with him.”

“Why did he want to know where everyone lived?”

Sheila listened intently to what was being said, but what she was really taken by was what was said by Richard Smith, one of the factory security men.

“I tell you, he came in a mist!”

“What do you mean he came in a mist?”

“He didn’t come in a car, that’s for sure.”

“Well, go on, Richard, what did you see?”

“After I met that Wizard bloke, I was having a word with Albert Clitheroe on the factory gate. Albert was on duty, and out of the factory came Mr Marr, Mr Ebberson, Mrs Appleton and this Wizard bloke, and I followed them down Piel Street toward the jetty that the ferry uses. They stopped at a point overlooking the green in front of Marine Terrace, and the Wizard bloke left them and walked into the middle of the green.”

There was a great hush in the pub as everyone was tuned into the tale being told by Richard. Even the landlady Emma and her husband Joshua stopped pulling pints as the crunch point was about to be delivered.

“And this sea mist comes rolling in and covers all of the green as well as the rest of Roa, and you couldn’t see Mr Marr or Mr Ebberson or Mrs Appleton or that Wizard bloke.”

Richard paused whilst he took a swig from his pint, which annoyed some of his impatient listeners.

“Get on with it, Richard!”

“Well, then the mist lifted and moved off toward Morecambe Bay and Heysham.”

“What about that Wizard bloke Richard, what happened to him?”

“When the mist had gone, he had gone. He must have hitched a lift in that mist.”

“Come on, pull the other one, Richard.”

“It’s as true as I stand here.”

All sorts of alternative explanations were then offered up from a range of disbelievers: he probably caught a ferry, or he hid his car somewhere and made for it before the mist disappeared. It was too much to take in, and several different conversations started up on a range of non-related topics, except in the case of Sheila.

“Justin, I saw two sea mists momentarily embrace Roa today. Is there any truth in what Richard said?”

“Yes, there is. This morning, Andrew and I waited near the green, and the mist came and went, and after it had gone, Tom Wizard was waiting for us on the green. Later in the day, as Richard had said, Andrew, Martha and I took this chap from Salford to the green, and a mist arrived, and when it left, he had gone as well.”

Sheila could tell that Justin was being truthful, but she didn’t pursue things further; something was going on; she knew it.

Justin was not forthcoming with any other information; he felt totally mystified by the whole episode and didn’t want to appear stupid.

Justin seemed to be called into Andrew’s office with some regularity these days as the current takeover drama unfolded.

“I’ve had another call from Tom Wizard, and he’s calling in to visit us at 10 am in the morning.”

“That’s short notice.”

“Yes, it is, but if he clarifies what’s happening, then he’s welcome.”

“How is he coming?”

“Same as before, I suppose. He wants to meet us on the green in front of Marine Terrace.”

“Right.”

“Tom is bringing someone with him called Ivor Spite, but he didn’t say what his role was.”

“What arrangements are we making for lunch?”

“I think we will take them to the Roa Boat. We will probably need a drink by lunchtime. Ask Martha to get in touch with the pub.”

The following morning, Andrew, Justin and Martha donned their winter coats and scarves and made their way into Piel Street to wait for the arrival of a sea mist.

Word had got round the factory about the pending arrival in double quick time, and the whole workforce downed tools and joined their senior managers on Piel Street. This was an unusual spectacle, and the Marine Terrace residents either came out to see what was happening or peered out of their front room windows.

At 9:50 am, a sea mist was spotted near Piel Island heading slowly in the direction of Roa. It wasn’t long before the whole of Roa was covered by mist and its accompanying dampness.

“What’s happening? I can’t see a thing, and it’s blasted cold,” remarked Ben Stone.

The Marine Terrace residents couldn’t see out; the green mist was so dense, but there was nothing special about that. Sea mists rolled over Roa fairly often.

The mist began to rise, and as it did so, two well-dressed gentlemen could be observed on the green. They were met by a round of ooh’s and aahs as the factory workers looked on in absolute amazement.

“It’s true. You can travel by mist.”

“So, Richard was telling the truth!”

As Andrew, Justin and Martha strode over to greet the two men, the workforce made their way back to the factory, buzzing with excited conversation at the same time.

“Good morning, everyone. Let me introduce you to Ivor Spite. Ivor is the Superintendent at Wythenshawe Weather Centre.”

This takeover is getting more incredible by the hour thought Justin and his thoughts were shared by Andrew and Martha.

Tea was laid out in Andrew’s office, and the meeting got underway with Tom starting things.

“I want to talk to you first of all about your terms and conditions of employment with Black, Black & Blackemore’s. All the current employees will continue working in the roles they have at present.

“They will receive the same pay and work the same hours. Starting and finishing times will remain as they are now, and the same overtime arrangements will apply. Holiday entitlement won’t change, and neither will pension arrangements.”

Andrew remarked on how relieved he was to hear that.

“One of the reasons that Blackemore chose this factory was because of its geographical isolation. From a security point of view, that’s a distinct advantage. Another reason is that your setup will allow a wide variety of different boards to be produced, none of which will be made in large numbers. I might describe you as our circuit board tailor. I know you can produce boards to a high standard, which is just what we want.”

“That’s very kind of you to say,” remarked Andrew.

“I do want to make some changes to the organisation, however.”

‘Here we go,’ thought Justin.

“Blackemore’s want you to be as autonomous as possible as a factory, and to that end I want you to recruit a company secretary, a company treasurer and a personnel officer.”

“That’s a surprise but a welcome one,” said Andrew.

At this point, the party paused for lunch and headed to the Roa Boat, where Emma and Joshua had laid out a nice lunch, for which everyone was grateful. Andrew took the opportunity of mentioning to Joshua the factory’s desire to recruit a new company secretary and that if he was interested, he should call into the factory and discuss it with him.

Joshua already realised that something special was going on; he had witnessed the arrival earlier that day and heard all the rumours.

With lunch over, the meeting got underway again, and Tom handed over to Ivor, who had been silent up to this point.

“Let me start by explaining that Black, Black & Blackemore manufactures cloud machines in Salford, and they are all sold to private owners. The owners, however, are all members of The Guild of Cloud Owners and their cloud machines are housed in a large hangar at Wythenshawe Weather Centre, where their owners obtain their weather tasks.”

Once more, Andrew and his fellow senior managers were in awe at what they were hearing and sat with their mouths open.

“I won’t overpower you all at this stage with how we operate in Wythenshawe or how the cloud machines function or what we do with them, that will all be revealed as time goes by, so let me move on to how we plan to move you on to start manufacturing circuit boards for our machines.

“Deliveries of components for the circuit boards you produce for Ferranti will cease at the end of this month, and we estimate that your stores’ supply will run out mid-March, and the last Ferranti boards should be dispatched by the end of the month.

“Whilst all this is happening, a fresh supply of components, along with all the other necessary items you will be using, will arrive in your stores at the start of March. Here is a list of what your stores will hold, and it will all come from Brennan’s Electrical Supplies in Workington, as they do now.

“In the next couple of weeks, each section in the factory will receive all the information they need to manufacture circuit boards for us. For example, the cutting section receives details of the board sizes, the tracing section receives templates for the board circuits, the drilling section will be given details of where the holes should be drilled and so on.

“Finally, Justin, you will receive a calendar that shows the order in which the different boards must be produced and how many.”

“So, if I have followed you, Ivor, the month of March will be spent completing work for Ferranti and starting work for Black. Black & Blackemore’s?”

“That’s correct, Justin.”

“Will we get to see a cloud machine and learn about how it works and what you do with them?” asked Justin.

“We will arrange a visit to Wythenshawe Weather Centre in due course, but the first priority is to get your production geared up for our work. Here is my card.”

When the meeting was over, everyone left Andrew’s office and made their way into Piel Street to await the taxi-mist. Word spread around the factory like wildfire, and once again the workforce downed tools and joined the senior managers and their visitors. Most of Roa’s inhabitants had also joined the throng of curious spectators.

The cold day didn’t deter anyone, and what they were all waiting for was spotted making its way across the Piel Estuary toward Roa slowly but surely. The thing was, it just looked like a sea mist; nothing was mystifying about it, it was just an ordinary sea mist.

The arrival of the mist made everyone damp and blocked out all the island’s features, even the person next to you disappeared, but it didn’t stop Tom Wizard and Ivor Spite from walking deeper into it, as did a certain Richard Smith, who did so from a different position than the others.

Only a couple of minutes had passed before the silent mist began to lift, and the houses in Marine Terrace came back into view, and lift-off was accompanied by screams which scared all the spectators.

‘What on earth is going on?’ thought most of those present.

As the mist slowly lifted, it began moving and appeared to be heading over the lifeboat station toward Morecambe Bay, and a screaming body dropped out of the mist just beyond it, and it created a large splash as it hit the water.

Several of the factory employees ran along the raised gantry toward the lifeboat station and threw a couple of lifebelts over the gantry toward the person in the sea, who was immediately identified as Richard Smith.

It only required the use of a rope to pull Richard to shore, and he was taken inside the factory, covered by a couple of blankets. The canteen ladies gave him a hot drink before letting him go home to change his clothes.

Black, Black & Blackemore’s new factory on Roa Island was full of excited employees after this visit by Mr Wizard and Mr Spite. The talk of the place was obviously the arrival and departure of the new bosses.

To arrive and depart in a mist was totally unbelievable, and everyone wanted to know more about what was going on, and they looked toward the factory manager to give them an explanation.

Richard Smith’s attempt to get to grips with the mist was a source of great debate, and he was now in great demand to tell what he knew, but his fall to earth, or perhaps that should be sea, whilst being frightening to watch, led to a huge amount of laughter.

Andrew retired to his office once the Blackemore’s staff had left, and he was joined by Justin and Martha to talk over the next moves. Clearly, it was time to tell the factory workforce about the takeover, and a date was set. It was also necessary to rehire three senior managers.

After a short discussion, Martha was set the task of contacting Joshua Turner regarding the company secretary position, which Andrew had already mentioned to him, Ronald Bright regarding the post of company treasurer and finally Paul Edward’s regarding the personnel officer post. In the case of the latter, it was felt that Paul was unlikely to want to return, but they would cross that bridge when they came to it.

Emma Barton was smiling to herself as she looked around at the punters in her pub, the Roa Boat. The place was absolutely heaving with folks. This was not normal, but she was very happy that it was happening; the mists were earning her a fortune. Talking of mists, there was a very distinct one in the pub with its own characteristic nicotine smell that left stains on the walls.

Fag smoking pundits with pints in their hands were busy giving the world their opinions on taxi-mists, and much coughing and laughter accompanied each vocal outburst. The young ladies from Marine Terrace had hoped to have a serious discussion about the forthcoming dance in Rampside village hall and the potential talent they may espy, but instead they got dragged into a misty talk.

At least it was all mist talk until Richard Smith came into the pub with his son and daughter. Five pairs of female eyes couldn’t help focusing on Richard’s son, who looked extremely handsome, and his sister was also attractive. Susan went to the bar to get some drinks, but she was also hoping to find out something about Richard’s offspring.

“I know what you have come to the bar for, Miss Susan Tyler, you’ve got your eye on Richard’s son, haven’t you?” remarked Emma.

“Well, he is nice, Emma.”

“His name is John, and he is 23 years old. He is an accountant with an Ulverston company.”

“Mm, that’s interesting.”

“Don’t you want to know about his sister?”

“I don’t want to dance with his sister, but she looks nice.”

“She is nice, and her name is Florence, and she’s 20 years of age.”

By the time Susan got back to where all her friends were sitting, John and Florence were already sitting with them, and lots of introductions were being made.

‘A fat lot of use that was going to the bar,’ thought Susan.

A certain slightly inebriated Richard Smith suddenly became the centre of attraction. Having been plied with drink, Richard had been persuaded to tell the tale of the time he broke into a mist, and the Roa Boat turned deadly silent in anticipation of what he might say.

“I had no idea what I might bump into when I ran into the mist. I just kept running until I bumped into something solid.”

“It was Nellie Elwell’s dustbin,” shouted someone.

“Shurrup and let Richard go on.”

“Well, on my left shoulder, I felt a hot gas blowing, a bit like a car exhaust, but it had no smell to it.”

It was at this point that one of the male beer drinkers made a huge, horrible-smelling fart, which necessitated a regrouping of punters to minimise its impact. After the reshuffle, Richard carried on.

“The thing I had bumped into felt metallic, and feeling it with both my hands, I edged to the right to get away from the hot gases, and I came to what must have been one end of whatever it was. Again, I explored with both my hands, and I got the impression that whatever it was, was tubular in shape and was suspended above the ground.

“Two spiky things were sticking out of the end, but I don’t know what they were. One was higher up than the other, and as I got my hands on it, my jacket got hooked on the lower spiky thing and whatever it was started rising, taking me with it.”

You could have heard a pin drop at this moment.

“I hung on for dear life as I got lifted into the air inside this dense mist and struggled to untangle my jacket, and when I did, I fell out of the mist and into the estuary next to the lifeboat station.”

“Is that it?” asked one of the punters.

Richard had to confirm that it was, and he suddenly lost the interest of everyone who now turned to some serious smoking and drinking to make up for lost time, whilst the young ladies from Marine Terrace eyed up John when they could see him through the nicotine haze.





What’s in a Mist?

The Roa Boat was the only place to go on Roa Island to socialise, and many of the factory employees called in for a drink and a chat, much to the delight of landlady Emma Turner. It was just a few days after the visit by Tom Wizard, which was still a topical talking point amongst the regulars, that a group of young women from Marine Terrace piled into the place.

“It’s not often that I see you lot together during the week,” commented Emma from behind the bar.

“We are having a conference about mist’s,” replied Yvonne from Number 2.

Yvonne’s housemate, Nora, took a chair by a table close to the pub’s open fire whilst Yvonne got the drinks in, and they were joined by Lindsey, Susan and Sally from Number 1. All the girls were single. Sally was the youngest at 22, whilst Nora was 23, and both Yvonne and Lindsey were 24. Susan was the oldest at 25, and she was divorced.

There were two things to talk about around the fire in the pub, which made it all feel nice and cosy. Men were top of the agenda, and with the monthly dance in Rampside village hall coming up soon, it made it a highly important topic. The subject of mists would no doubt be an interesting and unusual thing for them to discuss, and Emma would be all ears when they began talking about it.

The five factory employees were joined tonight by 18-year-old Peggy Campbell from Number 5, and she was excited to be there. Peggy had only recently come of age, and she had long looked forward to seeing what life was like in the Roa Boat.

As soon as she walked into the pub, Susan spotted her and beckoned her over to join them, whilst Yvonne went to the bar to get her something. Emma stressed to Yvonne to make sure that Peggy didn’t have too much to drink since she was a virgin drinker.

Not long after Peggy had stepped inside the pub, Kathleen Aspinall from Number 10 appeared on the scene. Kathleen was 20 years of age, and her mother, Gladys, was one of the canteen ladies in the factory. Kathleen was also beckoned over to the group around the fire, and Yvonne found herself back at the bar again, getting another drink.

The whole group gelled extremely well, and they soon got talking about mist, although none of them knew much about it.

“Our security guard Richard is sure that that Wizard guy got picked up by a mist,” said Yvonne.

“It can’t be true,” said Nora, who went on, “We’ve all seen steam coming out of a kettle, haven’t we? That’s what a mist is like, and you can’t use it to be a taxi, can you?”

Peggy may only have been 18, but she was a bright young lass and countered Nora’s comment by saying, “They use steam to drive steam engines and they are
































































































































































































EPUB/media/9781037127007.jpg
TONY SMITH






