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Author’s Note

Off the Mark was my very first novel, written in 2002-2003, but not published until 2012. I never set out to be a novelist. Like a lot of people, I often thought I might have a book in me, but I knew that writing is a very time-consuming endeavour and it seemed that I never had that time available to me; except that in 2002, this changed. I was being paid by my employer to sit at a desk and frustratingly wait weeks and months for work to keep me occupied, so at my wife’s suggestion, I started writing a book. The process saved my sanity. A few months later, I had written over 100,000 words.  Admittedly, some of those had been repeated several times, but still over 100,000 words. I still had time on my hands, so I read it through and found myself enjoying the novel, even though I had written it. I never intended it for publication, but I thought the overriding theme of sixties nostalgia with an added touch of humour might appeal to people of a certain age, so I sought a publisher.

When it was eventually released in 2012, I was overwhelmed by the response and I felt compelled to authorise a second print run to meet the demand. Several of my readers wanted to know more of the progress of my endearing main character, so Further Off the Mark followed in 2013, just as I reached retirement age. I then continued my writing career, mainly as a hobby since my subject matter never falls within the most popular genres that make big money.

Off the Mark has been out of print for several years, although the e-book format has always been available.  When I saw a second-hand copy selling for silly money, I decided to re-publish it at my own expenses as I believe it will never become dated. I used the opportunity to perform some minor surgery on it. While doing so, I found myself once again enjoying it. I hope others do, too.
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Chapter 1 
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A Momentous Day

'Grey skies are gonna clear up. Put on a happy face,' sang Mark Barker at the top of his normally quiet voice, not caring who would hear him.  They couldn't touch him now. He couldn't remember the next few words, so he lowered his voice a touch and continued 'Da da da da da da da dum. Put on a happy face.'  Then he shouted out 'Freedom!  I'm free!'

It was Friday July 23rd 1965. A truly momentous day.  It was Mark's last day at school and he knew his life would never be the same again.  The school was the Parkside Grammar School for Boys, in the small market town of Sanford in Norfolk. He had mixed emotions as he collected his cranky old bike from the dilapidated bike shed.  He couldn’t wait to get away because his time at school had been absolutely miserable and he hated the place; but there was a very slight tinge of sadness, as it was the last time he would see all those familiar sights which had played such a major part of his life for the last five years.

At no time had Mark ever considered the option of staying to take ‘A’ levels.  His parents had not discussed the matter with him. His elder brother and sister had both left school at that age, so it was accepted that he would follow suit.

He looked round as he pushed his bike towards the school gate... and freedom!  There was a rule that you didn’t ride your bike on school premises.  Why on Earth was he still bothering to obey the rules? Surely no one would dare to try to chastise him on his last day?  No, he was just taking a mature attitude to the question of safety and setting a good example to the younger pupils, but in a few seconds, he would no longer be a schoolboy.

He had sat his GCE ‘O’ levels a month earlier and was reasonably confident of a handful of passes, but it would be a few weeks before he learned the results.  Until then, what chance did he have of getting a job when he didn’t know what his qualifications were?  The career guidance at school had been no help.  If you didn’t have a very clear idea of what you wanted to do, their stock answer was to suggest the Civil Service (after all, weren’t they Civil Servants themselves?).

So following their suggestion, he had applied to join the Civil Service and had been granted an interview.  What a disaster that was!  Wearing his father’s only suit (which had seen better days, was several sizes too big for Mark and was brown!), and a brand new pair of stiff leather shoes that quickly gave him blisters on each heel, he made his way by train and tube to Saville Row in London.  He had allowed plenty of time to find the building where he was to be interviewed. So with over an hour to spare, he found himself slowly walking up and down Saville Row in pain on a sweltering July afternoon, gasping for a drink.

With fifteen minutes to spare, he announced his arrival and was led to a room where several other hopeful young candidates were still waiting from earlier appointment times. This was going to be a long afternoon! No one dared to speak.  This was a daunting experience for a shy sixteen-year-old and he sat looking at his nice new shiny shoes – and then across to the other candidates’ shoes.  Then at their suits (for they were mostly male).  Oh dear!  Their suits fitted their owners and were dark blue or charcoal – not brown!  He wished that he could go home straight away.

Eventually, it was Mark's turn to be interviewed.  He was directed into a large wood-panelled office, where several austere people sat behind a large austere desk. The only light was coming from the window behind the interviewers, highlighting the minute particles of dust that hung in the air.  He was invited to sit on a chair strategically placed about ten feet in front of the desk. The floorboards creaked loudly as he made his way to the chair. Surrounded by so much space, he felt like it was more like a hundred yards from the large desk. His head was swimming round and he was struggling to breathe. He found it impossible to look up and make eye contact with any of the interviewers, especially as they were only silhouettes against the afternoon sun. He couldn’t even manage to count how many interviewers there were.  He had never felt so nervous. He wasn’t the most self-confident person in the world, even with friends. With total strangers, he was a quivering bag of nerves.

As he continued his final ride home from school, the only question he could remember from that dreaded interview was ‘Which newspapers do you read?’  He answered quite truthfully the Daily Express and the Daily Mirror.  After all, they were the newspapers that his parents had delivered, so that is what he read.  It was no good saying the Times or the Observer, because he had never read them in his life, so any follow up question would have certainly caught him out.  Mark had been brought up to always tell the truth.

He had decided he wasn’t cut out for the Civil Service if it meant you were judged by the newspaper that you read.  Not that they had accepted him anyway!  But what was he going to do?  Probably something clerical.  He was good at Maths and English; useless at Art and Woodwork, so manual work was out.  On Monday, he would go down to the local Labour Exchange to sign on and get his National Insurance card and see what jobs were on offer.

Meanwhile, he had to tackle the three-mile bike ride home for the last time. Would his bike actually make it? It was clanking and making all sorts of strange noises.  His father had bought it for him as a reward for passing the eleven-plus.  It was a lovely shining black Raleigh back then, bought on the ‘never-never’ at ten shillings per week, but, apart from the fact that it was falling apart, he had outgrown it several years earlier, so the first thing he would do when he got a job would be to buy a new bike.... a three-speed bike with racy-looking straight handlebars. 

He contemplated the few happy times he had known during the last five years. He had played football and cricket for both his house and the school at under-thirteen and under-fifteen level. Had he stayed on, he was sure he would have represented them at senior level, as well.  Beyond that, he was struggling to find good things to say about his time at school.  In fact, it had been thoroughly miserable for most of the five years. 

Mark had always been a sensitive child and couldn't handle the never-ending teasing that he had had to endure. He had started his time at the Grammar School with his elder brother’s hand-me-down school blazer (a bright crimson colour) with leather patches at the elbows.  During the next five years, very few of his clothes were new. School assembly involved the majority of the pupils sitting on a hard wooden floor for nearly half an hour per day (except for the few Catholics who were exempted and then admitted once Prayers and hymns were over, to stand at the back).  That hard floor took its toll on a chap’s trousers. As well as the patches in his elbows, he soon had patches to his posterior. This meant that whenever he walked across the quadrangle, he was aware of sniggering behind him as all the boys competed for a new witticism. One of his nicknames was Steptoe, after the television series about a rag and bone dealer that was popular at that time.

Even when the lads were not sniggering at him, he imagined that they were. He became quite paranoid whenever anyone was behind him.  He ran up stairs to expose his patches for the least amount of time possible. His ‘friends’ were just as guilty.  On one occasion, his mother had run out of dark thread and used white cotton.  This made the patches stand out even more than usual.  In her day, everyone had patches. She considered she had done well by him.  After all, he had his football gear and his white P.E. kit, so he couldn’t really complain, could he?  Mark wasn’t the only person in the family and he should have a little more consideration for others!  But she had never had to attend a Boys’ Grammar School.

The other thing he disliked about Parkside Grammar was the masters.  Mark didn’t understand why so many of them had taken a dislike to him. He’d been in his share of scrapes, but he wasn’t a perpetual miscreant like some.  It was true that some masters didn’t like any pupils, so with them it wasn’t personal. 

Punishments were varied. A Prefect or a Master could issue ‘Punishment Parades’. This involved staying behind after school for half an hour under the jurisdiction of one of the Prefects. It was up to the Prefect to decide the activity of a ‘Parade’. Some liked the miscreants to stand to attention on the quadrangle for half an hour. Some got them to write out ‘lines’. There were even some prefects who did no more than take offenders into a classroom and let them do whatever they wanted as long as they were well behaved. Many pupils managed to get another ‘parade’ while they were serving the first one!

Detentions could only be issued by a master, but if anyone got three or more ‘Parades’ in a month, this led to an automatic one-hour detention. Three detentions in a term led to the ‘cane’. Only the headmaster was allowed to implement the cane as a punishment, but that didn’t stop some of the other masters from inflicting their own variations of corporal punishment.  

Mr. Underwood, the History teacher, seemed to take great delight in the use of a large black plimsoll applied ferociously to the posteriors of offenders, who had to bend over in front of the class.  Mark made a point of not misbehaving in Mr. Underwood’s class unless he had some new trousers!

Mr. Washington, the Geography teacher, on the other hand, liked to administer instant reprisals there and then. Blackboard wipers (those wooden blocks with a felt pad) would be thrown violently at anyone who didn’t appear to be paying attention. People talking could be dragged to the front of the class by their hair or ears and made to endure the ritual of chalk being rubbed into their gums.  

Although that was a little barbaric, most boys preferred this instant punishment to the approach taken by Mr Medwell, who regularly gave out detentions for any offence from missing homework to low marks in tests. Detentions were read out during Monday morning assembly and they had to be served on Tuesday afternoons. Tuesday afternoons were traditionally reserved for inter-house football or cricket matches. If you failed to turn up for detention, a further hour was added next time. Nobody told Mark this, so the first time he got a detention, he thought he’d leave it a week, only to find it doubled the next week.

Mr Medwell was Mark’s housemaster, so they had a mutual interest in Mark staying out of detention.  Not that Mr. Medwell ever showed any favouritism towards Mark. 

The French teacher, Mr Knighton, was definitely eccentric.  He insisted on speaking with an exaggerated French accent, even though he was born and bred in Norfolk. He translated everyone’s name into French. So Pete Williams was Pierre Guillaumes ... or Monsieur Guillaumes. Mr Knighton tended to ignore those people whose name he couldn’t easily translate.  He constantly smoked some horrible smelling French cigarettes that left revolting nicotine stains on his fingers and he had a very jaundiced looking complexion.  He was tall with a large crooked nose. He walked with a stooped gait and Mark thought he looked remarkably like President De Gaulle.

Then there was Mr. Forrester, the Latin teacher. All around the walls in his room were pictures of classical statues of nude men. On the shelves, in between the Latin Primers, were books of classical art – again all nude men.  Mr Forrester was a quietly spoken man who didn’t seem to mix much with the other teachers.

Mr. Charles (nicknamed ‘Elsie’, because his initials were ‘L.C.’) was the Physics teacher and when he didn't have lessons of his own, he would volunteer to help out with the football.  He insisted that everyone had a shower after the game and he stood in the shower area, watching, supposedly to ensure everyone complied. Although if Tony Riley was in the shower, you could be fairly certain that Elsie wouldn’t notice you. Tony was a big lad for his age. 

Elsie was another bachelor.  There were lots of bachelors at Mark’s school.

The one master who was universally disliked by all pupils and masters alike was Mr. Tucker – the P.E. teacher.  He would occasionally start a lesson in a quite jovial mode; but for no apparent reason, he could suddenly turn.  The boys would be going about their vaults or head-springs and making a certain amount of schoolboy noise when gradually more and more people would notice that Mr Tucker’s face had turned to thunder.  Everyone would stop what they were doing and move to the edge of the gymnasium. It would go deathly quiet. It would stay like this for five minutes – sometimes longer. The only noise being the occasional shuffling of nervous feet.  Everyone knew how frightening Mr. Tucker could be in this mood, so no one dared move. He had been known to knock a boy to the ground for very little. 

Then it happened. With a voice like a thunderstorm he would explode.

‘WHAT DO YOU THINK YOU ARE DOING?’ he shouted to the whole class. 

Naturally no one replied. ‘THAT’S NOT WHAT I ASKED YOU TO DO!’  Actually, it was, but that didn’t matter.  He’d flipped and was now out of control.  Every class would suffer his terrible wrath for the rest of the day. The word would get round to any class due to take P.E. that day and each class would creep into the gym as though walking on eggshells. The headmaster was afraid of him, so what chance would a small first-former have of standing up to him?

Once Easter was over, Mr Tucker took the swimming lessons in the unheated outdoor pool, joining the dead insects and rotting leaves, regardless of the weather or temperature. He showed no mercy.  His method of teaching you to swim was ‘Do it or else!’ Mark wondered if one day, there would be a tragedy with Mr. Tucker.

Of course, not all the teachers were perverts, eccentrics or sadists – just most of them! Or so it seemed to Mark.  The one teacher he quite liked was Dave Jenkins – who took Biology.  Dave actually seemed to enjoy his work.  He had a good stock of jokes he would recycle for every new intake. He talked about the ‘Plat-billed Duckypuss’ and the ‘Anti-Spine Eater’.  All the teachers had nicknames, mostly derogatory, but Mr. Jenkins was known as ‘Dave’, which just happened to be his first name! Dave was married and lived with his wife three hundred yards down the road from the school.  It was a great disappointment to Mark, when he heard some years later that Dave had been dismissed for homosexual activity.

As he came within a mile of his home, Mark could see his ‘little girlfriend’ on her bike in front of him.  He had no idea of her name, but she lived a couple of streets away from him and he saw her most days, either on the way to school or on the way home. On a good day, he would see her in both directions - some days not at all.  He had plucked up courage a few months earlier to say ‘Hello’ as he overtook her, but so far, no more than that.  She attended the local Girls’ High School and wore a bright green blazer, a green beret and a green and white striped frock.  There was little or no interaction between the two schools, which meant a chap like Mark grew up in isolation from the opposite sex. To him, they were a different species. 

She was lovely. She had long auburn hair tucked up under her beret. She was tall and of medium build.  Mark guessed she was good at sports, because she had very shapely legs. She seemed to ride along so effortlessly whatever the weather conditions. At first, he was too shy to even overtake her, preferring instead to ease up if she appeared in front of him.  Then he started approaching a little closer until he decided all he had to do was say ‘Hello’ as he overtook.  The first time he did it, he felt very pleased with himself. She gave him a polite smile and said ‘Oh, hello’ with just a hint of surprise in her voice.  After that, he knew he couldn’t overtake without speaking, so somedays he overtook, somedays he didn’t.  This was no great hardship, because he could hang back just enough to admire her legs and the way they changed shape as they pedalled up and down. Yes, definitely good at sports.  

Today might be the last time Mark would see her.  Could he say a little more than just ‘Hello’?  No, of course not.  He considered that his horn-rimmed National Health glasses made him an ugly youth.  She wouldn’t welcome being seen talking to someone like him. Her friends might see her;  but he would ride past and say ‘Hello’ for the last time.

His clanking bike announced his presence and as he got beside her, he slowed and said ‘Hello. Is this your last day, as well?’ He couldn’t believe he’d done that, but he had and now he could feel his heart beating faster.

‘No’, she said. ‘I’ve still got another year of my A-levels’ Oh, dear! That meant she was a year older than he was, so she definitely wouldn’t want to talk to him. 

However, she carried on. ‘What are your plans, now?’

‘Well, I’ve still got to find a job. The Careers Officer was no help, although I did get an interview with the Civil Service,’ Mark replied. ‘I don’t think that was for me.  My uncle keeps telling me to go into the RAF.  He flew in Wellingtons in the war.’ Then Mark hesitated for a few seconds, before adding ‘And he wore 2 pairs of socks. It gets cold when you fly at altitude, you know.’ He paused to see if his little joke got a reaction. His lovely companion looked across at him; then she smiled and started laughing.  The family joke had worked; or was she just being polite?.

“Very good,’ she said, still apparently amused.

Now Mark didn't know what to say next.  His head was racing and he was starting to feel a little breathless, even though they were only pedalling at a modest pace. He hoped she might say something else, but she didn't. He contemplated racing on ahead, but decided that would look very odd. What did he talk about when he was with his mates at school? Then he said, 'Do you like jokes?'

She looked across at him with a bemused look on her face and he wondered if this had been a good move. She replied 'Yes,' but without any great conviction.

'Right then,' he began and then paused while a heavy lorry went passed.

'A stranger entered a saloon in the old Wild West and ordered a drink.  He remarked that the ... er, bar, ..., the er, saloon was empty.' Mark's companion was just looking ahead and his mouth was starting to feel dry. He wasn't sure she was all that interested and now he wished he hadn't started; but he continued 'The bartender said "They've all gone to the hanging."

"Who are they hanging?" the stranger asked.

"The Brown Paper Kid," was the reply.

"That's a strange name. Why do they call him that?"

"Because all his clothes are made of brown paper. He has a brown paper shirt; brown paper trousers; a brown paper waistcoat and a brown paper hat."

"What are they hanging him for?"

"Rustling!"

Mark was aware that he had rushed the joke, but then his companion burst out laughing and he felt so relieved.

This was going well. He was just starting to overcome his nervousness. ‘By the way, my name is Mar....’ Just then his pedal came off and as his left foot flew round where his pedal should have been, he lost his balance and fell against his young friend’s bike. She managed to control her fall and with an amazing amount of dignity, she remained upright and came to a controlled stop. Whereas, Mark fell over in a heap on the kerbside and rolled under a privet hedge, with the wheels of his bike still spinning. 

She obviously wanted to laugh, but she made an effort to show some concern for his predicament. However, when she saw him crawl out from under the hedge with the remnants of an old bird’s nest on his head, she couldn’t help herself. She was still laughing as she parked her bike and asked him if he was hurt.

‘I think I’ve ruined my dignity,’ he said, trying to act as though it was nothing. Actually, his left leg was throbbing, but he wasn’t going to make a fuss. ‘Are you all right?’ he asked her.

‘Yes, I’m fine. What happened?’

‘My pedal came off.  Can you see it?’ he asked, looking round.

‘Yes, here it is,’ she said, picking it up from the gutter. ‘And this looks like the nut that should hold it on? Can you fix it back on?’

He was thinking that there was more than one nut in the gutter, but just said ‘I’ll need a spanner to do it properly. I’ll have to walk home. You carry on.’ He hoped she might walk home with him, but he could hardly expect it. In any case, he was now feeling so embarrassed that part of him welcomed her probable departure.

‘Well, I do have to hurry home to help get ready for tomorrow. We’re going on holiday. So I hope you don’t mind if I carry on.’

‘Of course not. Where are you going?’ 

‘We’re off to Cornwall.’ she replied.

‘That sounds nice.  I hope you have a good time.’ Mark suddenly had a vision of her lying on the beach in a swimsuit.

‘Thank you. Bye!’ and she elegantly mounted her bike and glided off into the distance.

And that was it.  Mark had talked to a girl – and she had talked back to him.  Why hadn’t he tried to talk to her before?  He might never see her again.  He still didn’t know her name. She probably didn’t know his, because he didn’t quite complete his name before he toppled over.’ Still, she was very friendly to him and when she had laughed at him, it wasn’t really malicious. 'Damned stupid bike!' he thought.  God, she was lovely! He’d have a fantasy about her that night; especially with those legs. He would repeat that image of her lying on a beach in her swimsuit.

Mark had never had a proper holiday. His Aunt Dorothy and Uncle Len had a beach hut on Heacham beach, so the family sometimes caught a bus or a train to visit them on a Sunday. Several of his relatives would turn up. His mother had eight sisters and four brothers, so this was a popular venue for the family in the summer. At that time, Heacham beach was all shingle and there was little in the way of amenities, but his parents weren’t interested in holidays, so it had to suffice. 

When he was six years old, Mark had spent a fortnight with Aunt Irene and Uncle Ted who owned a pub in Thetford. Uncle Ted always made fun of Mark. At six years old, Mark’s teeth were a little crooked, so he couldn’t say ‘six’ without a bit of a lisp.

‘How old are you?’ Uncle Ted would keep asking.

‘Thix’, said the young Mark. Laughter all round.

‘Stop teasing him, Ted’ said Aunt Irene. ‘He’ll soon be theven!’ 

Nevertheless, Mark enjoyed much of his stay at Thetford, because at the back of the pub was a huge amount of land, lots of interesting outbuildings, a small copse, chickens and ducks and a large hole in the ground, which everyone called ‘the pit’. No one knew why the ‘pit’ had been dug out. Perhaps it was to extract flint. A lot of the older properties in Thetford were made of local flintstone.

Uncle Ted had a cruel sense of humour. One day, he convinced Mark that there was buried treasure under the little mossy tussocks that proliferated on the far side of the ‘pit’.  So Mark spent many hours digging amongst these, only to end up sadly disappointed. 

He enjoyed collecting the chicken eggs and preparing the feed twice a day. And he loved climbing up Castle Hill and rolling down into the dried moat below, but he couldn't do this on his own, because he was so young and most of the time, his aunt and uncle were too busy running the pub to take him. So he had to spend hours on his own, in and around the ‘pit.’

The next year, he declined the offer of a second holiday on the grounds that he wanted to be with his friends, but it was mostly because he didn’t like Uncle Ted making fun of him. Mark's elder brother had also only ever had one holiday at Thetford.

Mark continued to push his tired old bike home, feeling hot and bothered. As he passed ‘her’ house, he saw her bike parked against the garage wall. She spotted him from her bedroom and leaned out to call to him, ‘I’m Janice,’ she said. ‘Did you say you were Mark?’

‘Yes, that’s right,’ he replied and his heart starting thumping all over again.

‘Good luck with the job hunting’.  That was nice. He wondered if.... no, of course not!

And then he was home; to his parents’ semi-detached Thirties-built house with its pealing paintwork, metal windows and overgrown garden; and there was his mother, talking over the low fence to Mrs. Nichols, the next-door neighbour. They had both lived there for over thirty years and had benefited from each other’s company when the children were at school and their husbands at work.  Once they got ‘gassing’, it was very hard to separate them.  They never went round each other’s houses, but would stand talking over the fence for hours on end. Their kitchen windows faced each other and at a given signal, they would both go outside for a natter.

As Mark leant his bike against the shed, they stopped talking. ‘That’s it, then?’ said his mother.

‘No, I thought I’d go back next term. I’m missing it already. There’s bags of life left in this blazer.’ His mother didn’t appreciate his sarcasm.

Mrs. Nichols asked ‘Any luck with a job, yet?’

‘No. I’ll have a look in the today’s local paper to see who’s desperate enough to give me a job. If not, I’ll be down at the Labour Exchange on Monday.’

Mrs Nichols continued, ‘My nephew’s got himself a job at that canning factory over the river. He’s earning twelve pounds a week. Why don’t you give them a try?’  Mark was not impressed. Her nephew had gone to the Secondary Modern School and didn’t need to take GCE’s.  He might be earning twelve pounds a week now, which was a good wage for a sixteen-year old, but in five years’ time, he would still be earning twelve pounds a week and probably still doing the same job.

Mark went inside, took off his blazer for the last time and tried to wash the bicycle grease from his hands, with only partial success. 

Then he sat down in front of the television. He picked up the Radio Times and the TV Times. At that time, you needed both magazines to find out what was on the only two channels available to UK viewers. It was 4.15 – too early for anything decent on television.  So he opened the local paper instead and turned to the ‘Situations Vacant’. He scanned past the ‘Farm workers’, ‘Accountants’ and ‘Secretaries’ and his eyes fell upon an ‘Office Junior’ position at the Water Board. He read it carefully. It read –


‘Office Junior required to work in busy accounts office. Age 16 – 19; Male. Must be good at figures and have a neat hand. £7.10s.0d per week. Three weeks holiday after six months qualifying period.  Must be of smart appearance. Good prospects of promotion. Minimum qualification four GCE ‘O’ levels, including Mathematics and English Language. Written applications must be received by 3rd August 1965. Address correspondence to –

R.J Thompson,

Accounts Manager,

Anglian Water Board,

20 – 24 Bridge Street,

Sanford,

Norfolk.’


‘That sounds like a good match,’ thought Mark and after checking that there were no more half-suitable vacancies, started writing a letter on rough paper. He wouldn’t mention the ‘O’ levels at all. He could explain the situation at the interview.  When he had finished the letter, he left it on the sideboard. He would get his father to check it when he returned from work.

Mark then went into the front room where he had his old Dansette record player and his small record collection. He picked out a few singles and placed them on the auto-stacker. Nobody else in the family shared his taste in music, so he always went into the front room to listen to his records. They were mostly 45’s, but he now had eight LP’s.  They were all ‘mono’ records, because you weren’t meant to play stereo records on his old Dansette. For a few years, he was into American pop music, such as the Beach boys and the Four Seasons. When his uncle gave them their first second-hand record player, the first record he ever bought was Sherry by the Four Seasons. When he bought the Record Mirror, he was always more interested in the American charts than the British. This meant he would be aware of the titles of records by his favourite artists long before they were ever released in Britain. 

One day, back in 1963, Mark was in the local record store, listening to a couple of new releases in one of the small record booths, when he picked up a record by the Impressions called It’s All Right. He had seen this listed in the American charts, but had never heard it, so he gave it a spin. He was overwhelmed. The lead singer (whom he later found out was the young Curtis Mayfield) had a sort of falsetto voice like the Four Seasons or the Beach Boys, but there was something else which moved him. The arrangement was perfect, with a lovely clipped brass effect and an infectious rhythm, but it was that voice and the harmonies that did it for him. He listened to the flip side, a lovely emotive ballad called You’ll Want Me Back – more of that same lovely soulful voice and those close harmonies. He bought the record. 

After that, he had explored this particular genre, which he later found was described by some journalists at that time as New Wave R & B. Over the course of time, the term ‘R & B’ has been used confusingly to describe several different loosely related genres, but at that time it was a fairly generic term for almost anything from Black America. 

The record shops didn’t always stock Mark’s type of music, so Radio Luxembourg, The Station of the Stars, was usually Mark’s key to hearing his music. The radio reception was poor and sometimes non-existent, but if you were serious about your music, you put up with that. At that time, most of the programmes on Luxembourg would be sponsored by a particular record company, so if they went to the trouble of issuing a record in Britain, they made sure it was aired to some extent. 

Back on the Dansette, the first record Mark had selected was You’re No Good by Betty Everett. This triggered off memories of his disputes with his mates at school, who had bought the cover version by the Swinging Bluejeans. Since the fifties, there has been a long history of British artists (and even white Americans) taking R & B songs and turning them into pop hits.  This had always annoyed Mark who had a greater awareness of the originals than his friends and cringed whenever he heard these pale imitations. Because without exception, to him they were always pale imitations - never adding anything original, but always removing the soulful element of the original.

Mark's friends considered him to be a little eccentric and narrow-minded. He felt they were the ones who needed to open their minds. It wasn’t just a matter of taste – it would be a funny old world if everyone had the same taste – but they were locked into accepting what everyone else accepted. All he wanted was a level playing field where all versions of a song could get equal ‘air’ time.  Pirate radio might have helped the situation a little, but it also marginalised Radio Luxembourg, so Soul and R & B continued to attract only a minority interest.

While he listened, he contemplated his future. Today was a momentous day. Not just because it was the end of an era, but also because it was the beginning of a new one. He had to start considering himself as an adult and he would now have more control over his life. He decided to set himself some objectives. He didn’t write them down, but he would commit them to memory. They were –

	To get a worthwhile job (not necessarily the first one offered) within 2 months.

	To get a half-decent set of clothes, both for work and for casual use (no more patches!).

	To gain more experience of girls (a date would be nice, but let’s not get too carried away!).

	To get a new bike.
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Chapter 2  
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Home Comforts 

Just before six o’clock, Mark’s father, Frank, arrived home from work and collapsed in his well-worn armchair. By trade, he was a coach painter and sign-writer, but he worked at a local food-processing factory where his main activity was general painting or decorating, with just the occasional sign to paint, mostly on lorries or vans. Before the Second World War, he had been in partnership with another man, running their own successful sign-writing business called ‘Barker & Howell’. The partner, Geoff Howell, contrived to avoid the call-up and continued the business during the war, but taking over sole ownership. With the shortage of skilled labour during the war, the business went from strength to strength. 

When he returned from the war, Frank Barker had been unable to buy back into the business, which made him very bitter about his ex-partner. He had no trouble finding work, but with no working capital, he could no longer remain self-employed. At first, he worked for companies that allowed him the opportunity to pursue his specialised trade, such as local hauliers or motor traders, but over the years, he had been made redundant several times as new spraying techniques superseded his skills. He had been with his current employer for the last six years.  It wasn’t a brilliantly paid job, but there were little perks, such as cheap tins of food.

He occasionally did a little private work at home, mostly as a favour for old friends. Frank saw such jobs as his beer money.

Mark told him about the letter. ‘What do I know about applying for an office job?’ was Frank's gruff response. That was true but not what Mark wanted to hear.

‘Well, just read it through, anyway. It’s important for me to get a job and I’d hate to miss out because I said something stupid or ambiguous or anything’

His father replied, ‘I’ve got a sign to paint tonight, so I won’t have time.’ 

Mark could feel himself getting annoyed. ‘Well, that’s typical. It would only take a couple of minutes. That just shows how much you care about my future. You’re always the bloody same!’

His mother intervened, ‘Frank, it won’t take you long.’

Mark could tell that his father wasn’t very keen, so he stomped off into the front room to listen to some more records. He always did that when he needed to cool down. ‘Your tea’s nearly ready,’ said his mother, calling after him.

The front room was originally intended to be used for special visitors and only to be used occasionally. However, as the family had grown up, an overflow room was definitely required. In any case, special visitors had been non-existent. So Mark and his brother were now the only ones to use the room. It was no longer fit for special visitors. The settee was the same one that had been in use for thirty years. Springs and horsehair were protruding from various openings in the upholstery. Moreover, the room was very cold in winter and often too hot in summer as it caught the afternoon sun.

Mark played one record, but he was too angry to enjoy it, so he returned to a plate of sausages, eggs and chips with a slice of white bread.

‘I’ll have a look at your letter once I’ve done the first coat,’ said his father.

‘Thank you,’ Mark replied, trying to sound a little grateful, but still feeling a little aggrieved that he hadn’t got a better reaction the first time.

Life in the Barker household was prone to these little squabbles. Sometimes they blew over quite quickly, like this one. Other times they could be really fierce and fester for days on end. The usual cause of disagreement was the television. 

Each person in the family had different tastes in entertainment and with only one television in the house and in the days before video recorders, it was a real powder keg situation. The family would sometimes have an amicable agreement at the start of the evening as to what they would watch, with some attempt at ‘give and take’.  But this seldom worked out satisfactorily, because favourite programmes would often clash – and all this with only 2 channels! 

Comedy programmes such as Steptoe and Son and The Likely Lads, as well as a few game shows were universally accepted. Mark was the only one to enjoy Science Fiction and The Man From Uncle. His mother liked Coronation Street and a ‘good play’. His father insisted on watching The Black & White Minstrel Show as well as documentaries and political discussions. Mark’s brother liked detective series, such as No Hiding Place and pop music, which usually annoyed the rest of the family.

When Mark lost out and went off into the front room to play records, he might find his brother had beaten him to it, so he would be doubly confounded!

This being a Friday meant his mother would be going to Bingo and his father would be off down the pub. His parents never went out together.  With a little luck, Mark’s brother would be going out as well, so that would give Mark a free rein to watch whatever he liked.

The main living room also doubled as the dining room. After everyone had finished their meal, finished off with a cup of tea, and while Mrs Barker did the washing up, Frank set up his painting gear on the table. Mark loved to watch his father at work. He was a real craftsman and produced work of the highest quality. He could sign-write in any script, which was ironic because his handwriting was practically illegible.

The job that night was a house name. The wooden plaque had already been gloss-painted in black, which left the wording to be applied. This was to be MILL VIEW in capitals. Frank laid the plaque flat on the table and measured the position of the letters, which would all be the same height. He chalked up a piece of string with a loop in the middle. He held the 2 ends against the designated position for the top of the letters. Then he clenched the loop in his teeth and pulled back his head. When he was sure everything was in the correct position, he released the loop and the string hit the sign, with a soft thwack. Once the small dust cloud had cleared, this left a perfectly straight guide line in chalk. He repeated this process for the bottom guide line. Had the letters included lower case characters then a third and possibly a fourth line would have been needed, but not this time.

He looked at the lines for a few minutes and decided they were spot-on. Sometimes, he had to wipe off the chalk and repeat the process several times, but this time, he’d got it right first time.

Now he chalked out the rough outline of the letters. This was to ensure the text was positioned centrally and correctly spaced. When he was satisfied, he placed the sign on top of a few books to give him the required height and then leant it against a couple more, making sure there was no risk of it slipping. He opened a tin of light grey undercoat and stirred it for a few seconds. Then selected his finest brush and picked up his mahlstick (pronounced ‘maulstick’) in his left hand. The mahlstick acted as a bridge to support his right hand and prevent fatigue. Mark watched every stroke with total admiration until the operation was complete. Every edge was razor sharp and all letters were of a uniform size.

Frank would leave it to dry overnight and the next day he would apply the gloss coat, which was to be a golden yellow. Sometimes, he would use gold-leaf, but that was expensive and probably not appropriate for an external sign. He cleaned his brush with thinners and tidied everything away. He was not the tidiest man on the planet, but when it came to sign-writing, he was meticulous about putting everything away in its proper place.

Then he was ready to read Mark’s letter. Mark suggested that Frank should read the advertisement first, which he did. Then he read the letter.  After a little consideration, he said ‘That looks fair enough to me. Of course, this time of year, there’ll be lots of people applying. But you stand as good a chance as anyone.’

‘Can you think of anything I can say that would make my letter stand out?’

‘Just make it as neat as you can.’ That was ironic coming from Frank.

As Mark prepared to write out the letter again, he discovered there was neither writing paper nor envelopes in the house, so he would have to fetch them from town tomorrow. His bike would have to be repaired before then, so he gathered up a few tools and went outside to do just that. He discovered that the thread on the pedal was slightly damaged so he wasn’t sure how long his repair would last. He decided a road test was in order.

It was still a fine warm evening as he headed off down the lane. On any summer evening, you could be sure to find a small group of neighbours having a chat somewhere down his road. Most of them were friendly and Mark quietly said ‘Hello’ to one group of three. In the other direction, he could see Mrs. Cooper and Mrs. Pettit standing at Mrs. Cooper’s gate. Both had given Mark a bad time over the years whenever his football had gone into their gardens, so he didn’t bother to speak to them.

Mr Pettit was now retired. He owned a Morris 1000, which he’d owned from new and was his pride and joy, although he spent more time polishing it than actually driving it. When he did go out in it, he would drive the complete length of their road (about 300 yards) in first gear. All the neighbours would cringe to hear the car screaming up the road.  When he returned, he would take a good ten minutes to park the car. It had to be in exactly the right position outside his gate and exactly the right distance from the path. He had a narrow driveway, but parking in that was a major undertaking, which he only tackled when he was sure he wouldn’t be going out for a while. He was incapable of performing a three-point turn in the quiet road. He had to drive to the end of the road (a further three hundred yards) where there was a very small T-shaped lay-by. Even then, he took several minutes to perform the simple manoeuvre. He had never had to pass a driving test and it showed!

Mark’s pedal seemed to be holding up quite well, so he ventured down Hall Lane, which is where the lovely Janice lived. She lived in the first of a small development of ten modern houses where there used to be a small orchard. This at one time had been an illicit source of apples, greengages and plums for Mark and his friends.  He’d seen many of his old haunts disappear during the last few years, particularly the old hollow oak tree in the meadow down Sandy Lane, which used to be in the countryside. Now it was part of a large Council Estate and Sanford was gradually creeping out into the countryside like a large malignant growth.

Mark couldn’t see any sign of Janice as he rode past. Not that he looked too hard. He wouldn’t want her to think he was riding past just to get a glimpse! He decided to call in to see his old friend Podge, who lived a few doors down from Janice. Podge (real name Roger) and Mark used to be very good friends, but had ended up in different classes at school and had drifted apart recently. This was not helped by the fact that ‘Mrs Podge’ was a bit of a snob who didn’t approve of her two sons associating with the Barker brothers. Mark wasn’t sure what Podge would be doing next year, so he wanted to see him.  Unfortunately, when he knocked at the door, there was no reply and the house looked deserted. On a Friday, the family often dashed off to the coast in their caravan.

So he headed off back home, again glancing sideways, but not too obviously, towards Janice’s house; still no sign.  If he rode up and down the road enough, he might eventually spot her, but he couldn’t do that, could he?

A little further on, he passed his father who was heading towards the pub on his bike. Mark’s mother had already left to catch the bus to take her to Bingo. His father didn’t stop, but as he passed he asked if Mark’s bike was all right now.  Mark just said ‘Yes’. He didn’t have too many long conversations with his father.

Then he was back down his own road – New Street (It was new, back in the 1930’s). All the houses on the left-hand side were built to the same semi-detached design, while the houses on the right had been added slightly later and were all different in size and style. Mark’s own house – number 21 – was easily the worst decorated in the street. Frank Barker wasn’t going to spend all day painting at work and then come home only to start all over again on his own property. 

It was a three-bedroom house, with a small kitchen, the living room, the front room and a small bathroom. The toilet was outside, next to the coal shed. Both formed a lean-to attached to the kitchen and faced Mrs Nichol’s kitchen, so any visit to the ‘seat of comfort’ could be observed by their neighbour. There was no light or heat in the toilet, so during the winter months, visits were not a pleasant experience. On one occasion, during a heavy storm, Mark had not engaged the latch fully and the door blew wide open, revealing his predicament to the astonished Mrs Nichols, who was busy at her kitchen sink. The toilet roll was attached to the door, so that came streaming out onto the path.

The house had one coal fire in the living room and one in the front room, but the front room chimney had not been swept in years and Mark’s mother was paranoid about the chimney catching fire, so fires were not permitted in this room. Mark had decided he would buy an electric fire when he started earning. There was a back-boiler to the living room fire, but this had gradually become firred up, so was now very inefficient. This meant that it was not possible to have a proper bath. Hot water was obtained by boiling up a kettle on the gas stove in the kitchen. Personal hygiene was achieved by having a ‘strip wash’ in the kitchen, with the curtains drawn so that Mrs Nichols couldn’t see. When Mark had been much younger, his mother would wash him standing up in the large porcelain sink (Mark was in the sink, not his mother!). 

Mark occupied the front double bedroom, which faced north-west and was extremely cold in the winter. Ice would often form on the inside of the window and it was not unusual for Mark to see his breath condensing as he exhaled.  He used to share the double bed with his brother Brian, but once his sister married 3 years earlier, Brian moved into the smallest bedroom overlooking the back garden. 

Their parents’ bedroom also faced the back garden and was the warmest of the bedrooms due to its position above the living room and the fact that it included the airing cupboard and the hot water cylinder which retained what little hot water that might be generated by the back-boiler. The only room in the house that had a carpet was the front room. All the other rooms had cold linoleum on the floor.

But now it was summer and Mark returned from his little ride down the lane, happy that his bike would stand a trip to town the next day.  His brother had not come home from work at tea-time, so he must have gone straight out with his friend Ian who had his own car. The house was not locked. In fact, the house was never locked. In the sixties, people of their class did not fear burglaries. There was nothing of real value in the house. The next day, Mark would park his bike in a side street in town, without any kind of lock, confident that it would be there when he returned. Life was different in the sixties.

The rest of the weekend was uneventful in the Barker household. For Frank Barker, this consisted of him finishing his sign on Saturday morning, and then nipping down the pub. In the afternoon, he settled down to watch the horse racing on television. Then after tea, he was off to the pub again. On Sunday, he went to the pub at lunchtime, came home to a delicious Sunday roast, eaten an hour after everyone else, then slept till teatime, in front of the television, stirring only to make his usual Sunday afternoon smells and noises. 

Mark went into town on Saturday morning to get his stationery and then later, he posted his letter. He spent the rest of the weekend reading newspapers, magazines and books (he was currently into H. G. Wells), watching television and listening to records ... and of course, had an argument with his brother over television.

Mark’s mother went into town on Saturday morning, using the excellent Eastern Counties bus service. She came back fully laden with two heavy shopping bags. She had also ordered a delivery of groceries from The International. These would be delivered by bike on Monday. On her way home, she picked up some fish and chips for the family’s lunch. After Frank had finished watching the horse racing, she sat down to watch the wrestling, with Kent Walton doing the commentary. Her favourite wrestler, Les Kellet, was wrestling that day. Unfortunately, he lost. She would get very agitated by the antics of these wrestlers.  ‘It’s all a fix,’ Frank would keep saying. Or ‘It’s just a farce!’ 

After tea, she was off to Bingo again. When she returned, she emptied some dried peas into a bowl of water to soak overnight, ready for Sunday lunch. She spent Sunday morning preparing the Sunday roast. This was Yorkshire Pudding served as a starter followed by roast beef, roast potatoes, cabbage and those dried peas. On Sunday afternoon, she sat in the chair next to Frank to watch an old black and white film, only stirring to nudge Frank when he snored or made disgusting smells (‘You smelly old bugger, you! I’m going to stop giving you marrowfat peas!’). Sunday tea consisted of potatoes and vegetables left over from the lunch, fried up as bubble and squeak.

Everyone sat down in the evening to watch Sunday Night at the London Palladium and the Sunday play.

In fact, this was a fairly typical weekend in the Barker household. This was supposed to be the start of a whole new life for Mark, but nothing seemed to have changed. 

––––––––
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On Monday, Mark went to the Labour Exchange to get his National Insurance card and register for work; but there were no jobs suitable for him. There were loads of jobs for factory workers, shop assistants, female typists and building workers of various skills, but no clerical positions for someone of Mark’s age and (lack of) experience. He was not entitled to unemployment pay, so for the next few weeks, life for Mark was not that much different from being on his school holidays. He went to the Labour Exchange several times a week, without success. He found 2 more possible jobs in the local paper and duly sent off his applications, but the only reply he had was from the Water Board, who rejected him without an interview. No reason was given.

When he saw Janice in town with another boy, he felt very despondent. The boy was obviously much older than Mark and Janice wore make-up. This was further proof that she was out of his league, which he considered was probably Third Division South!  However, he still managed to have a fantasy about her that night. 

He didn’t bother to go and see Podge again. He figured if Podge wanted to see him, he would come round. His friends from school all lived quite a distance away, so he knew he couldn’t see them. He would just have to make do with his own company, but Mark had become used to this.

That Friday, in the local newspaper, he saw an advertisement for a clerk’s position at the Electricity Board, which he optimistically applied for. It occurred to him that he was working his way through the Utilities on the Monopoly board. 

This time, he did get an interview, so he donned his father’s brown suit and borrowed one of his ties. He didn’t think his school tie was appropriate. He duly attended the interview and was still a little nervous, but he settled down after a while. There were three interviewers and apparently twelve applicants, so the odds were against him, but it was a useful experience.

Again, when he received his rejection letter, there was no explanation of where he was falling down, so he had no idea what he ought to work on before his next interview. Being nervous was certainly not going to help him, but he knew how important it was to get a job, so he was bound to feel anxious. These people always kept him waiting for a while and that didn’t help! A tailor-made suit would be a very big plus. But for that to happen, his father would have to go without cigarettes and beer for a few weeks, and his mother would have to forego her Bingo for a similar period, so it wasn’t going to happen.

He told himself it was still too early to be getting despondent. He still had a few weeks left before he could say he hadn’t fulfilled the objectives he had set himself a few weeks earlier.
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Chapter 3  
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First Objective Met 

During the last 2 weeks of August, things started looking a little more encouraging for Mark. First of all, he got his GCE results.  He had achieved 6 passes – Maths (grade 1), English Language (grade 2), English Literature (grade 4), French (grade 5), Spanish (grade 5) and Physics-with-Chemistry (grade 6). Grade 6 was the lowest possible pass mark. 

Now at least he could quote 6 ‘O’ levels on any application form and this included Maths and English which seemed to be preferred by a lot of advertisers. He also achieved another interview. He was in the Labour Exchange one day, talking to a member of staff, who said ’We’ve just had this job in. It’s on the new industrial estate at West Sanford at a company called Gresham Installations.’ That name rang a bell with Mark. ‘They’ve just moved up from London as part of the overspill.’

‘What’s overspill?’ asked Mark.

‘It’s a government initiative to relocate businesses out of London to various parts of the country. The businesses get subsidies to encourage them to relocate. The local authorities also get government assistance to build new council houses to encourage the employees to relocate as well. They’ve targeted several towns in Norfolk – Thetford, King’s Lynn and Sanford are amongst them. All the new houses being built in North Sanford have been earmarked for overspill employees. Greshams are still in the process of relocating and their offices have only been open a few days. We’ve had quite a few vacancies
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