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I’M IN HEAVEN


PART ONE


ON EARTH


CHAPTER ONE
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“Have you moved your bowels today, Mr Smith?” the student nurse had asked me, the previous day.

“I haven’t got any bowels left to move, love,” I replied. “The surgeon moved the lot out when he operated on me.”

I was reminded of the nurse’s faux pas when the book I was reading, The Campaign in the Western Desert, told of a soldier whose entire bowels and a good bit more of him had been removed by a shell from a German field gun. Nasty, but at least it was quick; and without all the farting around I had to put up with before my own bowels went up the hospital chimney. 

I laid the book to one side. The pre-op sedative was beginning to take effect, doing its job of instilling in me the desired ‘couldn’t care less’ attitude, a state of mind ideal for facing an operation but not perhaps for reading about the heroics of British soldiers in the Second World War. 

I turned my attention hopefully to the TV in the corner. Hopefully because I had noticed, courtesy of the pre-med I’d been given before my previous operation, how much better the programmes were when viewed in a semi-drugged state. It certainly improved Strictly Come Dancing. When I felt a bit better, if I ever did, it was my intention to write to the BBC suggesting that they might consider providing free sedation out of the licence money so they wouldn’t have to try so hard to make decent programmes. Not that they do try very hard nowadays, from all appearances

Watching the television reminded me that I wouldn’t be able to watch it when I really wanted to watch it; tonight when Manchester United was taking on Juventus in the European Champions League. The ward communal set could only receive terrestrial channels and the match was on Sky. Satellite broadcasts for the hospital’s patients could be obtained on a personal TV, but only at the cost of an arm and leg, even to those patients who already had only an arm and a leg.

I shared the ward with eight other cancer patients. Large parts of the hospital are modern buildings. Of the parts that aren’t most have been modernised. The cancer ward was not one of them, a throwback to the past. Nurse Evans told me that the money had run out before they got round to it and they’d probably be modernising it next year. I shan’t be seeing it. 

It is a large room dating from the Victorian era, with a high corniced ceiling and inadequate small, high windows, a room in which the smell of disinfectant habitually loses its daily battle for supremacy with the twin enemies of overcooked cabbage and stale pee. The decor also features overcooked cabbage of a sort, the colour of the walls having been painted this same shade of washed-out green. The floor-covering is more or less the same colour, where it isn’t stained brown from the rainwater that leaks in from the roof. One day when I was feeling especially sorry for myself I likened the ward to a giant tropical fish tank, the nursing staff in their assortment of coloured uniforms being the tropical fish, the patients the shit and grit in the bottom. Not the ideal place to die, or even to brush with death, if there is an ideal place to die; Old Trafford on a match day or the bar of my local on a Friday night would be much better options.

I had learned from conversations with the other patients that three of them had always believed in God, to a greater or lesser extent. Another patient, Mr Hussein, cancer of the pancreas, believed in Allah, which I suppose amounts to the same thing if you overlook the fact that Allah is a lot less forgiving of his followers than the Christian version of the Almighty and consequently has a much longer list of things you can’t do without getting the wrong side of him. The remaining three patients had started believing in God within seconds of being informed of their various cancers. This had only confirmed to me something I had always suspected; that nothing, be it the influence of religious parents, the guidance of Sunday School teachers, the promises of travelling evangelists, the assurances of faith healers, the hearing of strange ethereal voices, the experiencing of holy visions, the sight of a real tear in the eye of a plaster Madonna, whatever, could make a man start believing in God more, and with greater haste, than to be informed that he had cancer. As one of my Second World War books had succinctly put it, there are no atheists in the trenches.

One of the three new Christians, Mr Greening, kidney, whose skin was almost the same colour as the walls, now read the bible constantly, where before he had read only cowboy books. Another, Mr Broadhurst, liver, now not only watched Songs of Praise every Sunday but joined in the singing and encouraged the other patients to do likewise. The third, Mr Fairbrother, liver and onions - actually just liver, but Mr Fairbrother, managing to hold on to his sense of humour even in his adversity, referred to his cancer of the liver as such ‘for a giggle’ - didn’t display any outward signs of being a convert to the faith, but this was probably because by now he was too weak to hold a bible or sing along with Aled Jones of a Sunday evening.

The ward had been discussing heaven only yesterday. Mr Broadhurst, liver, started the conversation. “I wonder what it’s like?” he speculated. “Heaven, I mean.”

“Oh quite wonderful, I believe, quite wonderful,” said Mr Meakin, stomach, one of the patients who had always believed in God.

Listening to their conversation I wondered why, if heaven was so wonderful, Mr Meakin was putting himself through painful sessions of radiotherapy every other day in his desire to stave off getting there for as long as possible. But I kept out of their fanciful musings; I wasn’t looking for arguments, life is too short. Life was too short.

“Yes but what is it actually like?” persisted Mr Broadhurst.

“I think it’s all little white clouds,” said Mr Fairbrother, although true to form he may have been joking. “I think you sit about on little cotton wool clouds all day. Playing a harp maybe.” He mimed playing a harp to add graphic credence to his theory. 

“I hope you do a bit more than sit about on clouds all day,” said Mr Greening. “I sit about most of the day as it is, I’m a fireman.”

“You get to play cards though, don’t you,” said Mr Braithwaite, testicular and large intestine - a two-time loser - and another who had always believed. “Perhaps you’ll be able to play cards up there?”

I expected Mr Meakin to quash this notion immediately and wasn’t disappointed. “He most certainly will not be able to play cards,” he decreed, from atop his high horse. “Gambling is a sin in the eyes of the Lord; there will be no card playing when you’re in heaven, you can take it from me. Or sex.”

This prospect didn’t please Mr Fairbrother one little bit. “No sex?” He frowned. “I don’t think I want to go to heaven if I can’t get the legover every now and then; I’m a man who likes his legover.”

“You won’t have the need of the legover, as you call it,” said Mr Meakin sniffily. “You will be in the state of nirvana.”

“So you will be able to play cards after all, Mr Greening.” Mr Gearing, throat, didn’t speak very often as it made his larynx even more sore than it already was, but had obviously felt constrained to point out Mr Meakin’s error.

“Why will he?” said Mr Broadhurst.

“Well they allow gambling there,” said Mr Gearing, putting his larynx at risk again.

“Where?” 

“The state of Nevada. That’s where Las Vegas is, they’ve got slot machines and roulette and all sorts.” 

“And the legover,” added Mr Broadhurst. “You can get the legover there too. They have these hostesses. Long-legged hostesses.”

“I didn’t say the state of Nevada I said the state of nirvana,” said Mr Meakin, before the others could get too excited about their prospects of gambling and the legover with long-legged hostesses once they’d arrived in heaven. “A state of freedom from all suffering. You will be at peace with yourself.”

“Not if I’m not getting the legover I won’t,” said Mr Fairbrother. “It makes me bad-tempered, you can ask the wife.”

“Neither will I be at peace if I’m just sat on a cloud playing a harp,” added Mr Greening. “Besides I don’t like harps, I’m an electric guitar man myself.”

“As far as not being able to have sex, I don’t think you’re right there, Mr Meakin,” said Mr Broadhurst, after a moment. “As I understand it Allah is the same as God, it’s just the Muslims’ name for God, and when Muslims go to heaven - well they call it paradise - they get to deflower seventy two virgins.”

“Now that’s what I call heaven, you can put me down for some of that,” said Mr Fairbrother, enthusiastically rubbing his hands together in anticipation. “Pass me a turban and call me Abdul.”

“I think that’s only if you’re a terrorist and you blow yourself up,” said Mr Greening. He turned to Mr Hussein. “Isn’t that right, Mr Hussein?”

Mr Hussein smiled politely and nodded, although whether it was in agreement or that he was acknowledging Mr Greening wasn’t clear as he was listening to Meatloaf on his CD player. (He’s in the next bed to me and plays it very loud. I don’t mind because I quite like Meatloaf. If it was Coldplay I’d have strangled him by now.)

At that point the discussion ended abruptly when Nurse Jolley wheeled in the medication trolley, the grisly contents of which were enough to strike a radio disc jockey dumb, never mind a cancer patient. 

The exception to the rule of people starting to believe in God once they’d found out they were going to die was me of course. Norman Smith. Even though I now had only weeks to live I still didn’t believe in heaven and a life beyond death. When I’d been informed I had cancer I was tempted to start believing, but only very briefly; deep down I knew it was all so much nonsense and dismissed it from my mind almost from the moment it crept in.

The only other time I had considered the possibility of there being a God, apart from when I was very young and hadn’t known any better, was when I was sixteen and still at school. The captain of the school football team, although an exceptionally talented footballer, was both ugly and thoroughly obnoxious; I had conjectured briefly that perhaps God had made him a good footballer to make up for his being so ugly and unpleasant. However there was another member of the team, equally talented and exceptionally good-looking, who was as pleasant as they come, and that had convinced me otherwise.

Now, giving up on the television - Mr Broadhurst had used the remote to switch over to Loose Women and all the sedation in the world couldn’t make that bearable - I returned to The Campaign in the Western Desert. But I found it difficult to concentrate and in no time at all my mind drifted back five months to the time when the beginning of the end had started. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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A week after the beginning of the end started I answered the front door to find two Jehovah’s Witnesses hovering there. They smiled at me with their funeral faces and asked me if I had a little time to spare. 

Until a few weeks ago I looked young for my age; now I knew that I looked older than my fifty two years. The sight of the Holy Joes, poised like two vultures eyeing a meaty carcass, aged me at least another two years. As if the view from my front door wasn’t already a depressing enough sight without two of God’s Messengers adding to it! The other week the milkman had said that with my luck if I’d been a pair of knickers I’d have been bought by Ann Widdecombe. He wasn’t exaggerating.

I cursed. Why oh why hadn’t I looked through the window before answering the door? I knew that Jehovah’s Witnesses had a nasty habit of descending on the estate on Sundays and that Hugh Gaitskill Street, Harpurhey, with more than its fair share of sinners and no-hopers, ripe targets both, was one of their prime targets. My mind though, had been on other things. 

The taller of the Jehovah’s Witnesses had a threatening stack of Watchtower magazines in his hand. He offered me one and asked if I wouldn’t mind reading it when I could spare a little time. I wondered if anyone in the world could be so short of something to do as to spend even a minute reading such a load of old bollocks. You didn’t even get to have a pint with it; at least when you were more or less forced into accepting a War Cry or Young Soldier from the Sally Army bloke the chances were that you’d be having a pint. 

Whenever the Jehovah’s Witnesses trapped me I would always just stand there and let them talk themselves out. Very occasionally it got a bit too much for me and I put a bung in their flow.

“What about Hitler?”

“Hitler?”

“If there’s a God, what about the holocaust? Why did he let Hitler do what he did to the Jews?”

“He was testing their faith.” This was said with absolute conviction.

“Did they pass?”

“Pardon?”

“I mean it’s some test that, the gas ovens. That is if you weren’t one of the fortunate ones who’d been executed and had their skin made into lampshades.”

“Millions of Jews still pray at their synagogue on a regular basis.”

“Millions more don’t.” The Barbara Castle council estate had one or two Jews resident in its mean streets and I was pretty sure that only birth, death or marriage with a free buffet and bar afterwards would tempt any of them into a synagogue.

The Jehovah’s Witness smiled. “We must all celebrate the Lord our God in our own way.”

They have an answer for everything.

Another time they’d been going on about the miracles performed by Jesus. Tiring of their twaddle I said, “I haven’t actually tried, but I’m fairly confident that I can’t walk on water. Can you walk on water?”

The JW looked puzzled. “No. Well of course not.”

“And Jesus was flesh and blood, a human being, just like the rest of us?”

“Oh indeed.”

“So how come he could walk on water while the rest of us can’t?”

He looked at me as though I were a small schoolboy who had just asked the teacher a very stupid question. “Well because he’s Jesus, of course.”

Priceless.

The only other time I had taken the Jehovah’s Witnesses to task was one day when they’d been banging on about the goodness of God and Mr Swindells from number 30 down the road staggered past. Poor Mr Swindells has suffered from Huntington’s Chorea for years and by now can scarcely walk at all. I pointed at him. “Look at Mr Swindells there. If there’s a God how can he allow people to suffer like that poor bugger has to suffer every day of his life?”

The elder of the Witnesses refreshed his happy miserable smile and said, “God moves in mysterious ways.”

I was about to point out that Mr Swindells moved in a mysterious way too but before I could the younger of the pair chimed in. “God only allows people to suffer who he knows will be strong enough to cope with the suffering.”

I shook my head, utterly defeated. How could you argue with logic like that? I thought to ask them if God couldn’t perhaps have chosen something less vicious than Huntington’s Chorea with which to test Mr Swindells’s faith, a wart on his nose perhaps, a boil on his arse maybe, but decided against it; they’d have some pat answer, they always do, what would be the point?

If they had called on me a few weeks ago I would have given them the time of day. Unlike most people I wouldn’t have offered them some pathetic excuse or told them I hadn’t the time to bother with them, and shut the door in their faces. I would have liked to, but I’d never been able to bring myself to do it. Truth to tell I felt a bit sorry for them; it couldn’t be much fun, traipsing the streets trying to find customers to share their delusions, with more likelihood of having a dog set on them than they had of success.

My Auntie Betty told me I was too soft with them. They had door-stepped me a few weeks ago when she’d called round with an apple pie she’d baked for me that had gone cold by the time I managed to get shot of them.

“You should do what Reg did,” she advised me.

I would have loved to do what my Uncle Reg did, but you have to be a bit of an extrovert for that; not me at all I’m afraid. 

After being door-stepped himself Uncle Reg had followed the Jehovah’s Witnesses, found out where one of them lived, and at half past eleven that night had knocked on his door and asked him if he wanted to become an atheist. The ploy hadn’t been entirely successful as the Jehovah’s Witness had invited him in for a cup of tea and tried to get him to join them, but he and Auntie Betty hadn’t been bothered with them since. “I told him what he could do with his God. And his cup of tea” Uncle Reg said. “And in no uncertain terms.” I knew what Uncle Reg’s uncertain terms would be and that ‘stick’, ‘up’ and ‘arse’ would be three of the words he’d employed.

I wasn’t able to do that. So I just listened to them, or pretended to listen, took their Watchtower and bade them goodbye. But that was a week ago. And a week ago I didn’t know I had cancer. This week I simply closed the door on them and left them standing there.

Cancer!

I’d known instinctively that it was bad news from the way the hospital consultant oncologist Mr Matthews had sucked in his breath before speaking, always a portent of bad tidings. “I’m afraid it’s not good news, Mr Smith. Cancer, I’m afraid. Of the bowel.”

“I see.” 

I hadn’t seen at all for I felt as fit as a fiddle. Nor had I any reason to suspect cancer; the blood test I’d had a few weeks previously had been for cholesterol (which incidentally had been fine; but what’s the use of having a good cholesterol count if you’ve got cancer?) “Is it bad?” I asked, hardly daring to.

The doctor nodded. “Stage four. Terminal I’m afraid.”

That’s three times you’ve been afraid, I thought. You’re not half as afraid as I am. Shitting bricks isn’t in it. I knew my next question, I’d heard it often enough from people in films or on television dramas cast in the same circumstances, the question they dreaded asking, the one they had to ask, the one I had to ask now. I steeled myself. “How long have I got?” 

“Well one never can tell for sure. But very probably less than a year.”

Less than a year? What sort of answer was that? A month is less than a year. Tomorrow is less than a year. Couldn’t he be more precise? Apart from that, didn’t you get six months? It’s supposed to be always six months they told you you’ve got. Except for the man in the joke whose doctor told him he had five months. “Five?” the man had complained bitterly. “Why only five? What have I done wrong? Everybody else gets six.” But this was no joke. 

Cancer, for Christ’s sake. I was no age.

“With treatment of course,” Mr Matthews added, breaking into my thoughts. 

“What?”

“Your remaining time before....that’s with treatment; an operation to remove part of your bowel followed by a course of chemotherapy.”

As soon as I left the hospital I bought a packet of cigarettes and smoked five of them one after the other. I’d stopped smoking in 1992, ironically in response to an advertising campaign warning smokers of the dangers of cancer, but even twenty years on I still fancied a cigarette occasionally, so why not now? It certainly wasn’t going to give me cancer, I’d already got it.

On the shelves of the tobacconist’s shop, written in stark black letters on a shiny white background, the packets of cigarettes informed me that ‘Smoking Kills’; the same uncompromising message on every packet, and in such large letters that for a moment I thought it was the brand name; that there were no longer cigarettes called Marlborough and Lambert & Butler and Silk Cut, that all cigarettes were now called Smoking Kills. It came as something of a surprise as I hadn’t looked directly at a cigarette packet for years, initially so that I wouldn’t start pining for a packet, later because I’d finally stopped pining.

Whilst I was enjoying the cigarettes, and I really did enjoy them, I asked the “Why me?” question over and over again. What had I done to deserve it? Norman Smith? Who had never done anyone any harm to anyone in his entire life. Not on purpose anyway, not knowingly. Why not somebody else, somebody more deserving of cancer? People who deserved to get cancer never seemed to get it. Well no one deserved to get it - I’d never wish it on anyone - but it wouldn’t have been the worst thing in the world if Mugabe or one of the other dictators that Africa constantly throws up was to cop for it. 

It wasn’t as if I hadn’t always looked after myself. While no one could ever accuse me of being a fitness fanatic I had faithfully eaten my five a day, walked regularly (not being able to afford a car for the last couple of years had helped), and went over the safe alcohol limit only occasionally and less than most. And yet there were people that I knew, people well into their seventies, who smoked like chimneys, drank like there was no tomorrow and the only time they ever saw a piece of fruit or vegetable other than a potato was if someone was eating it on the telly they were slumped in front of all day eating crisps and swigging Coca-Cola. There was a family over the road, the Stanways, four of them, eighty stones between them if they were an ounce, all of them on benefits but each without the benefit of a brain to tell them that they were eating themselves into an early grave. That last thought made me sit up - it wouldn’t be as early as the grave I was now headed for in ‘less than a year’. 

When I arrived home from the hospital the first thing I did was ring Bob Hill, Plumber, and told him I wouldn’t be starting work for him the following Monday morning. 

Six months previously I’d seen an advert in the newspaper sits vac columns, Become a Plumber. Earn a Thousand Pounds a Week! I answered it, signed on for the course, worked hard at it and passed the exam, easy-peasy. A friend of mine once said about the profession of Painter & Decorator that if you could piss you could paint, and plumbing isn’t all that much more difficult, largely a matter of common sense and the ability to drink lots of tea brewed by grateful housewives with leaks. I had high hopes for my new occupation, imagining that being a plumber would be just the ticket. Or if not the ticket certainly better than being a wages clerk, stuck in an office all day, or at B&Q telling people that the thing they were looking for was at the bottom of aisle B or the top of aisle C or was out of stock and could possibly be coming in next Tuesday with any luck. Being a plumber would get me out of the house too, and into other people’s houses, lots of houses, which would enable me to meet lots of different people. Maybe I would be lucky enough to meet an English Rose? One never knows.

Three weeks job searching later, just ten days ago, after nearly two years on the dole, I finally managed to get a job. I had Become a Plumber! However I wouldn’t Earn a Thousand Pounds a Week! Not now. Well what would be the point of starting work when I was going to die? Bugger that for a game of soldiers; it was my own plumbing that needed sorting out, not somebody else’s. But that wasn’t possible according to the doctor, you couldn’t simply take out the old ballcock and put in a new one, apparently you couldn’t do that with bowels. 

I thought to ask Mr Matthews for a second opinion, wondered why I hadn’t asked him for one in the first place. Anyone could make a mistake, it happens all the time, especially in hospitals. There’d been a case in the paper not long back where they’d sawn the wrong leg off somebody and if they couldn’t tell the difference between a right leg and a left leg they could certainly misdiagnose cancer. 

I phoned the hospital. Apparently Mr Matthews’ opinion was a second opinion, the first opinion having been given by his registrar Dr Cooley. “We do not take the decision to tell a patient he has terminal cancer lightly, Mr Smith,” the doctor said in a firm but not unkind manner. “There is no doubt about it, I’m afraid.” Afraid again. Was there anything he wasn’t afraid of? A benign pimple perhaps? “It’s a benign pimple, I’m unafraid.”

Suitably admonished, and not bothering to seek a third opinion, I apologised for wasting the doctor’s time and went out and bought another packet of Smoking Kills. “Is there any brand that kills quicker than the others?” I asked the girl behind the cigarette counter at the Co-op. “Double tar perhaps? Only I’d like to get it over with as quickly as possible.” She either didn’t hear me, likely, as she was still talking to the previous customer about her holiday in Ibiza, or concluded that I was some sort of nutter, because after sending the customer on her way with the information that Ibiza was ‘shit hot and she couldn’t wait to get back there and out of this fucking hole thank fuck’ she just passed the cigarettes over and asked me if I had a loyalty card. Is it possible to be loyal to the Co-op? The Co-op is the shop you go to when there’s nowhere else open or for something you’d forgotten when you’d done your shopping at Tescos.

The following day I told Auntie Betty and Uncle Reg the bad news. 

I think the world of my Auntie Betty, my mother’s sister, and wished she’d been my mother. My mother had been a pain, a half empty glass person long before the expression had been coined. True, she was a semi-invalid, but then so were lots of people, and they didn’t go about all day with a face like a wet week in Wigan.

My mother was the most contrary woman I have ever known, could ever imagine knowing, more contrary than Mary, Mary. If it had been my mother who had done the gardening at 12 Hugh Gaitskill Street it wouldn’t have been silver bells and cockle shells all in a row that she grew but deadly nightshade and hemlock or something equally noxious.

One of the many memories I have of her perverseness was an occasion we went to the seaside for a week’s holiday, Bridlington as I remember, although it could have been Scarborough or Whitby or any of a number of North Yorkshire seaside resorts she dragged me to once a year, all of which she said were “Very nice but I wouldn’t go again”. I’d seen a boat trip advertised for later that week. Ten miles up the coast and back in The Good Ship Saucy Lee, stopping off at a small island for swimming and lunch. I’d really fancied it. I like swimming and I like lunch. I knew my mother would raise all sorts of objections if I told her I’d like to go on my own, leaving her to fend for herself for the day. I also knew that if I suggested we both go she’d find ten reasons not to - the boat would break down and we’d be stranded for hours on end; there’d be a storm and we’d be washed overboard; a sea monster would emerge from Davy Jones’s locker and swallow us whole; it would be another Poseidon Adventure, and that had made her poorly just watching it, and don’t mention Titanic. With this in mind I contrived to walk her past the sign the following morning. Pointing it out I summoned up a suitably derisive look, curled my bottom lip and said, “Huh, I don’t fancy the idea of that!” Five minutes later tickets had been booked for the following day, sailing at 10 prompt, no refunds, bring a pakamac and waterproof footwear. 

At dinner in the boarding house that evening my mother refused to eat anything. “I’m going on a boat tomorrow, aren’t I,” she said, as though it was all the explanation necessary.

“So?” 

“Well I’ll be seasick if I’ve got food inside me.”

“Now you’re being silly.”

“Don’t call me silly, I’m your mother.”

“Well you are being silly.”

“I am not. It stands to reason a body will be seasick if she’s got food inside her and the boat starts rolling about the way boats do.”

I sighed, long-suffering. “We’re sailing up the north Yorkshire coast, Mam, not shooting the rapids.”

“Are you trying to tell me it won’t roll about?” 

“Well it’s a boat, it’s bound to roll about a bit, that’s what boats do, it’s part of the fun.”

“There’s nothing funny about being seasick, it’s horrible. People never eat the night before they go on boats if they’ve got any sense.”

I tried reasoning with her. “How do you think people who go on fourteen-day ocean-going cruises manage? They eat every night before going on a boat the following day. And every day. Breakfast, dinner and tea. If they took any notice of you they’d go the whole fourteen days without having anything to eat. They’d come off the boat starving to death. I mean the main attraction of an ocean cruise is that you can eat all day every day if you’ve a mind to. And a lot of people do. Some of them came off a stone heavier than they went on. If everyone thought the same as you hundreds of people at P&O would be out of a job.”

“Well that isn’t my lookout; and anyway what’s it got to do with the post office?” 

My argument didn’t make a scrap of difference. I knew it wouldn’t. She didn’t have anything to eat that evening, nor did she have breakfast the following morning. When we arrived at the top of the gangplank she asked the man taking the tickets how long we’d be on the boat for. He said six hours. She told me she was already starving hungry, she couldn’t go that long without food, and went back down the gangplank. Back on dry land she turned to me, still at the top of the gangplank, and said she hoped I didn’t think I was gadding off enjoying myself and leaving her on her own all day. I told her I wouldn’t be enjoying myself, I’d had something to eat the night before in addition to a big breakfast so I’d probably be spewing my ring up over the side of the boat every five minutes. She called me a cheeky young bugger - I was forty- six at the time - and told me to get off the boat this minute.

I did as she commanded, much as I would have loved to stay on the boat and call in at the island for a swim and lunch; I knew that life just wouldn’t have been worth living if I hadn’t. 

When my mother was alive I often wondered if life was worth living. 

Things didn’t improve much after she died, three years ago. What advantages her passing away made to my future life was effectively taken away from me less than six months later when the firm I worked for as a wages clerk, Hargreaves & Son, went to the wall, taking Hargreaves, Son, me, and two hundred jam and preservatives workers with it. A slogan I dreamt up without too much trouble, ‘No jam tomorrow’- I’m not bad at that sort of thing and once won a holiday for two in Cornwall (“Nice but not as nice as Scarborough, I wouldn’t go again.”) - was chanted daily by the redundant workers outside the factory gates, in a vain attempt to save their jobs.

Hargreaves and Son was an old-fashioned firm, steeped in tradition, which was the main reason it had gone under. One of the traditions it was steeped in was having an antiquated wages system, which I found to my cost when I tried to obtain a position as a wages clerk with some other firm and quickly learned that my wage clerking skills had been taken over by a technology of which I knew nothing. What was a spreadsheet when it was at home? A computer at Hargreaves’s was as rare as a poor dentist, and lacking a computer of my own - when I needed one, usually for Googling something, I used one of the library’s - I’d never come across spreadsheets, nor any other modern aids to wage clerking for that matter.

It soon became clear to me that even if I’d had the necessary skills to get a job
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