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Prologue


(2016)

For the very last time, Mark Barker placed his old briefcase by the hall table where he lay down his car keys and let out a sigh.

‘Is that you, Mark?’ his wife called from the kitchen.

‘Nah,’ he replied in an exaggerated Norfolk accent. ‘Tha’s the milkman. I jus’ called round for the usual.’

‘Well, you’ll have to be quick,’ Helen said as she approached from the kitchen, drying her hands on a towel. ‘My husband could be home soon… oh, Mark! It’s you!’ She feigned surprise.

‘Aah!’ he said. ‘Caught you! I thought as much. So it is the milkman!’

‘Oh, well. You’re at work all day. You know what it’s like when you spend so much time on your own. At sixty-three, you have to find your pleasure when you can.

‘Who lives at number sixty-three?’ Mark demanded in mock anger.

‘The milkman, of course.’

‘Huh! I wouldn’t mind,’ he added, ‘but we haven’t had our milk delivered for years.’

‘He’s still good for a special offer,’ she replied.

This was very similar to a conversation that had taken place a couple of years earlier and it pleased Mark that the two of them could still enjoy a bit of harmless fun. It was Mark’s sense of humour which was one of the things that had helped Helen decide on marrying him all those years ago.

‘Anyway, why are you home so early?’ she asked.

‘My manager had a meeting coming up and he needed to conduct the termination process with me first. That includes taking back my security pass which I needed to get off site, so he had to let me out early. I was pleased about that. I didn’t have any work to do and I was just twiddling my thumbs… as I’ve been doing for over a week now. I was just glad to get away.’

‘Termination process sounds a bit sinister,’ Helen said.

‘So is an exit interview like the one I had yesterday with a young girl from HR,’ Mark responded. ‘She had a list of questions that she had to ask. One was “Why am I leaving?”

“Er… I’m sixty-seven years old” I replied.

“Have you been the victim of bullying?” was another question she asked. I felt like making something up just to see her re-action. “Have you ever been sexually harassed in the workplace?” she asked. Just for fun, I hesitated to answer, I wondered what would happen if I’d said “yes.”

“Do you know, I think there are more people working in HR than in the rest of the company put together. We never needed HR in the sixties or seventies… even the eighties… so why do we need them now? But it’s not just our company; it’s everywhere you go. The world has gone mad.”

Mark had reached the retiring age of sixty-five when he was right in the middle of a big project and his manager had asked him to stay on. Now he was regretting it. The project had been beset with problems outside of his control and had been shelved twice. This was another sign to Mark that modern business was not fit for purpose. There had been far too many people involved; too many useless meetings and too many managers looking after their own interests. The first time the project was shelved, it had been claimed that they had gone over budget, but then the people working on it just sat around doing nothing for several months while funds were found from other budgets. They were still being paid, so why weren’t they allowed to continue instead of wasting time and money?

Mark was glad to be out of it. It was all so different when he first started work in the sixties. He couldn’t recall ever attending a meeting in those days, except for one to start up the Works football team.

He had been doing a lot of reminiscing lately. And when he thought of those early jobs and the people with whom he worked, he inevitably remembered the young ladies and the effect they had on him. The very first of these was Karen who rejected his advances with disdain. This was his very first experience of a broken heart– a condition that returned several times over the next few years. In fact, it seemed to Mark that in those early years after leaving school, he moved from one failed romance to another in very quick succession. He did eventually manage to lose his virginity, but he was soon on the shelf again.

He had a quick count back and decided that between 1965 and 1971, he fell in love no fewer than six times. Some of these affairs were more successful than others, but all ended in disappointment. And he never seemed to learn from his mistakes. But things had worked out well for him and he had now been happily married for over forty years.

‘I thought we might go out for a meal to celebrate my retirement,’ he said. ‘I fancy an Indian– a chicken Tarka sounds nice.’

‘I’ve never heard of that,’ Helen replied.

‘Well, it’s a bit like chicken tikka… but it’s a little otter.’


Chapter One


(Autumn 1971)

I Just Don’t Know What to Do With Myself

Mark Barker was feeling fed up.

‘I’m fed up,’ he said to Mary, his young colleague.

‘I’m fed up as well,’ she replied.

‘I bet I’m more fed up than you,’ Mark said.

‘No, I don’t think so,’ she said. ‘How fed up are you?’

‘Very fed up!’

‘Well, I’m very fed up with bells on!’ she claimed.

‘What have you got to be fed up about?’ asked Mark.

‘This boring job, for a start,’ she replied. ‘All I do is punch stuff into that damned silly machine… and drink this terrible coffee.’ She added the last statement as that was what she was doing at that precise moment while sitting at the desk opposite instead of in the adjoining punch room. Drinks were not permitted in the punch room.

Mary’s job title was Punch Girl. In 1971, you would be hard pressed to find a Punch Boy, just as there were very few female computer programmers like Mark, although there had been one young girl on his programming course the previous year.

There were two other members of the Computer Room team. James McDougall was the manager, who also did some programming and then there was Sally, who operated the computer. Sally and Mary covered for each other occasionally, but Sally was about to move on to a new position. She had become fed up as well. At that moment, she was being lectured to by James inside the computer room itself. This room was enclosed by two glass partitions, a brick wall and another outside wall with a large picture window, which, for reasons of confidentially, had its vertical blinds permanently drawn. Entry to the room was by a solid wooden door set into one of the glass partitions and it had to be kept closed at all times to maintain the environment in which the NCR500 was located. With the printer and its carriage control constantly shuddering backwards and forwards, it was a very noisy area. The central processor, with all its flashing lights, gave off a lot of heat, so the room had to be air-conditioned and was, therefore, a popular place for the small team during the warm months of summer.

But now, it was autumn and Sally was not really paying attention to what James was telling her. He was in the throes of launching the final application for the machine. This was the Nominal Ledger and he was passing on the operating instructions, but as Sally would be leaving soon, she couldn’t see the point. James had kept this last program to himself and as Mark had finished writing all his applications, he was now just there for program maintenance– hence the reason he was fed up, because this meant he had nothing to do unless something went wrong with one of the programs, which it seldom did.

And that was how he replied when Mary asked him why he was also fed up.

‘I thought becoming a computer programmer meant I’d made my mark in the world. You know… a bit like becoming a scientist. At first, I felt proud when I told people that’s what I did. Not everyone can be a programmer. I had to pass an aptitude test.’

‘I know,’ said Mary. ‘You got maximum marks– better than old Grumpy Drawers in there. He only scored nine out of eleven.’

‘Exactly! I bet none of our directors or senior managers could pass the test… and here I am twiddling my thumbs; doing nothing more than waiting for something to go wrong, so that I can fix it… except that old Grumpy Drawers would probably interfere, because that’s what he does. At least you’ve still got some regular punching to do. What am I supposed to do with my time?’

This wasn’t the only reason for Mark’s grumpiness. Only a year earlier, he was on top of the world; having started a new prestigious job, with a lovely new girlfriend and driving the car he’d always wanted.

‘What’s happening about your car?’ Mary asked.

Mark sighed. ‘Nothing at the moment. I don’t know what to do about it. I daren’t drive it. I am allowed to drive it to an MOT station for a re-test, but there seems no point. It needs so much work. It would cost almost as much as a brand new car– and I can’t afford to get it done. It’s in such a bad condition that no one will take it in part-exchange. I think it’s destined for the scrap man, but I still owe money on it, so strictly speaking, it belongs to the finance company.

When Mark had bought his Wolseley 1500, some people warned him that this model was prone to rust, but he was adamant that this was the car he wanted. Nothing prepared him for how quickly it started to disintegrate. At first, some small bubbles appeared in his front wings and then they developed into holes. He duly patched them up with filler, but soon after, the filler started falling out as the rust took hold. Then the rot spread to the inside of the wings. He could see the front wheels from inside the engine compartment. He knew that wasn’t right, but it all seemed like unsightly cosmetic damage to Mark’s untrained eye. However, when he took the vehicle for its annual MOT, he was told that the chassis and door sills were in a very dangerous condition.

A cousin told him about a self-employed welder, who operated out of a council estate garage. The welder charged Mark five pounds to do some work, but when he returned the car for a re-test, the MOT operator told him it was still not sufficient. ‘Look at this cross-member,’ he had said while poking it with a screwdriver and making it even worse. He then handed Mark another failure docket.

Now, just like the old days before he passed his driving test, he was back to scrounging lifts from colleagues and feeling fed up.

‘Why don’t you tell me one of your jokes?’ Mary asked.

‘Nah… I don’t feel like telling jokes. You’ll only laugh at me.’

‘I don’t usually,’ she replied with one of her wicked grins. ‘Go on tell us one before Grumpy Drawers comes out.’

‘Which one do you want to hear?’ Mark asked.

‘I don’t know… preferably one I haven’t heard before.’

Mark pondered for a while, and then said ‘Donald Duck went for a haircut. He asked the hairdresser for a condom. The barber asked if he should put it on his bill.’

Mary laughed and said, ‘That’s rude!’

Mark liked Mary, but not in a loving way. For one thing, she was very slightly built. Mark preferred a fuller figure. And for another thing, she had a boyfriend. Boy, did she have a boyfriend. She was forever singing his praises… to the point where it could easily grate on one’s nerves. Her Donald was wonderful and the best boyfriend a girl could have. One day, when she’d been droning on about her wonderful Donald, Mark said ‘I bet your Donald’s farts don’t smell!’

‘Do you know,’ she replied, ‘I don’t believe he does fart.’

It was too much for Mark. ‘Does he even shit?’

‘Well, I’ve never seen him,’ she replied in all seriousness. Mary was a good sport and didn’t mind a little rough language, as long as it wasn’t too crude.

Sally also had a boyfriend, so when the two girls got together, all they seemed to talk about was their boyfriends. And that was another reason why Mark was fed up. Because, at that period in his life, he didn’t have a girlfriend. He had recently split up with Melody and he missed her. It wasn’t that he was heartbroken about their break-up, but he had become used to having a regular girlfriend. He’d been dating her for about a year, which was the longest he’d ever dated anyone. He hadn’t always enjoyed the best of luck with girls, but Melody had been near to being perfect– except that he didn’t love her– and she didn’t love him. There was always a strong mutual attraction between them, but never true love. Perhaps it was that he still harboured feelings for Jenny– the lady who had taken his virginity a few years earlier, only to leave him heartbroken some months later when she resurrected an old affair with a married man. Mark had always felt more comfortable in Jenny’s company than with anyone else, and, in truth, his conversations with Melody were often hard work.

Nevertheless, it was a very convenient relationship for both of them. She had been renting a small country cottage and Mark had been able to enjoy the occasional overnight stay with all the benefits, but now she was gone. Her mother had been taken ill and so Melody had terminated her rental agreement and returned to live with her parents near Towcester so that she could help nurse her mother and keep house for her father. Mark had said ‘Towcester? I could pop up there sometime,’ but Melody wasn’t in the mood for levity at that time and she didn’t always follow Mark’s little jokes– another area where Jenny excelled.

He’d already had one long distance affair with Sandy from Peterborough and that hadn’t worked out too well. Towcester was the other side of Northampton and that was even further away than Peterborough. She didn’t try too hard to persuade him, but now, there were times when he wouldn’t mind ‘popping up’ one weekend, but with his transport problems, he had to forget that idea.

So he was, once again, celibate… and totally fed up. For the time being, he didn’t know what to do about it.

That evening, he couldn’t find anything worth watching on television. Most other families could now watch any one of three channels since the introduction of BBC2, provided you had a television set with 625 lines and a UHF aerial, but the Barker household still had an old set and just the two black and white channels. Usually when this situation occurred, Mark would take himself off into the front room to play some records, but he felt in need of company, so he decided upon a walk to the Bricklayer’s Arms just under a mile away. It was the pub that he and his old friend Dougie Davies used to frequent before Dougie married and became a responsible parent, so he wasn’t expecting to find his friend there, but it was worth a try. Perhaps, more importantly, Dougie’s father Tim might be there. Tim was a motor mechanic and it was he who told him about the Wolseley 1500 when Mark was looking for one.

Tim was there, but he was busy playing dominoes with some of the regulars, so Mark bided his time and ordered a half-pint from the Landlord’s wife. ‘Is Mike not here, tonight?’ he asked of her.

‘No, he’s gone to a licence victuallers meeting,’ she replied. ‘That means he’ll come home after midnight, half-cut and smelling of cigars. It’s a good job we’re not too busy.’

Mike used to work at Gresham’s, where Mark and Dougie were employed, but he left to indulge his long-held ambition to own a pub. Mark was disappointed to miss Mike as he was always good for some cheerful banter.

Just as Mark’s glass was getting embarrassingly low, Tim came up to the bar to replenish his own. ‘Can I get you a drink, Tim?’ Mark asked.

‘No, you’re all right. I’m getting a round in for this lot,’ Tim replied pointing to his fellow players. ‘Let me get you one.’

‘No, it’s all right, thanks. I shall be off in a moment. You know that car I bought a couple of years ago? It’s rusting away.’

‘I did warn you. That’s a common fault with them.’

‘Well, it’s failed its MOT. The sills and the chassis need a lot of repair work– and the wings are hanging off both sides. Have you got any suggestions?’

‘Yeah. Get rid of it. If it’s that bad, it will carry on getting worse even if you can repair it. Do you want me to have a look at it?’

‘Is there anything you could do?’ Mark asked.

‘Not if it needs a lot of welding work. That’s a job for a specialist.’

‘In that case, I won’t waste your time,’ Mark responded. ‘Do you know anyone who would take it in part-exchange?’

‘Not off-hand,’ replied Tim, ‘but if a dealer wants to sell you a car badly enough, someone will take in. Don’t expect very much, though. What are the mechanics like?’

‘Still very good… and that’s the annoying thing. It’s got a lovely engine. I always get thirty-five to the gallon– and it will cruise all day without complaint.’

‘That might help if it’s good for spares,’ Tim said. ‘I’d better get these drinks back to my pals. Let me know if there’s anything I can do.’

Mark finished his last mouthful of beer and trudged off home. He’d always had a propensity for self-pity, but he thought, by now, he had grown out of it, but ‘everything in his favour was against him.’ That was an old expression that a former colleague had taught him during earlier periods of self-pity. The darkness closed in on him as he kicked his way through the autumn leaves in his path.

His mood didn’t lighten when he entered his home to find his father in front of the television with his feet in a bowl of soapy water. It brought back a memory of the one time when he had brought Melody to his home. On that one occasion, she had offered to do the driving so that Mark could for once enjoy a drink without worrying about being breathalysed. Up until the point when they entered Mark’s house, it had been one of the most enjoyable evenings of their relationship. His brother had always said he would never bring friends or girls back to their house because he was ashamed of it. Mark didn’t wholly agree with that. Of course, it wasn’t a palace but it was part of who he was even if he had always determined to do better when he got married and bought a place of his own, but seeing his father with his feet in a bowl did thoroughly embarrass him.

There was no hot running water in their house so personal hygiene was achieved by having a strip wash in the kitchen and feet were bathed in a bowl of water, and usually carried out with discretion, but sometimes, when Frank Barker had been working on his feet all day, he liked to soak them.

The evening in question had started out with Melody picking up Mark from the top of his road in her little Wolseley Hornet. It was mid-summer and would be some hours before the sun went down. He suggested a drive out to Great Massingham– one of Mark’s favourite villages. They started with a leisurely stroll around the two large village ponds, watching the water birds. Mark wanted to show off his wild-life knowledge and identified the mallards, coots and moorhens. ‘What’s that one? Melody asked.

‘That’s a goose,’ he replied.

‘I know that– but what sort of goose?’

Mark’s knowledge of birds was mostly gained from collecting the picture cards that came with packets of Brooke Bond Tea, and he couldn’t recall any geese, so he was stumped. ‘Er… a wild goose.’

‘Oh,’ said Melody with a huge dollop of sarcasm. ‘I would never have known that without your help.’

He then wanted to take a photograph with his girlfriend standing in front of the largest pond with the church tower just behind her to give a sense of scale and perspective. When he got the slides back a couple of weeks later, he was dismayed to find that the tower was growing out of her head. He hadn’t allowed for the fact that his viewfinder didn’t accurately represent what was on film.

Following the walk and the photo-shoot, they found the fish and chip shop and availed themselves of the owner’s wares. They ate them sitting in her little mini. After that, they needed a drink, so went to the village pub named The Rose and Crown for an enjoyable drink to round off a perfect evening. This was why a chap like Mark wanted to go out with a girl like Melody.

When she dropped him off at his house, he felt he had to offer her a coffee– and that was when they entered to find Frank Barker soaking his feet, smoking a woodbine and drinking a bottle of brown ale.

And now that memory made him feel fed up all over again.


Chapter Two


What’cha Gonna Do About It
(“Wotcha”)

It was a dank dewy Sunday morning as Mark set off on his bike to The Cock Inn to meet up with the rest of his football team. The team always met there for an away game, which that week was against the Bull Inn in Gledhill. The team manager divided the players into four separate cars and Mark found himself directed towards Kenny Stacey, of whom he knew little except that he was a half back who liked to venture into the opposition’s half to score whenever he could and he always dressed smartly even to go to a football match.

Normally, Mark would have travelled with Dougie, but Dougie often missed a Sunday League game due to home and family commitments. Mark, being a goalkeeper would never get away with that. His team would find a replacement and he would struggle to regain his place. It meant that he had to play every week regardless of illness or injury. His teammates nicknamed him ‘Mr Reliable’ because of this. It had been Dougie who had recommended that the two friends switched to playing for The Cock Inn, stating that he always liked The Old Cock Inn and then went ‘Phworr!’ to make sure everyone understood his double meaning.

Being the taller of the three players who had been directed to Kenny’s car, Mark sat in the front and, once they got moving, remarked how quiet and comfortable the vehicle was. ‘What is it?’ he asked, realising that he had just sat in it without looking.

‘It’s a Wolseley Six,’ Kenny replied. ‘It’s an up-market version of the Austin 1800 with the bigger engine.’

‘A bit pricey, I should think,’ Mark said fishing for some personal information.

‘Yeah, but I don’t pay for it. It’s a demonstration model. I get a different car every few weeks. Do you want to buy it?’

‘Out of my price range,’ Mark replied, ‘although I am looking to replace my old car. Mine’s a Wolseley, too. It’s a 1500.’

‘Come and see me some time. I work at Burton’s on London Road.’ Burton’s was a car dealer.

‘I would do,’ said Mark, ‘but I still owe three months on my HP payments.’

Kenny wasn’t going to be put off. ‘I’m sure we can do a deal where you can pay off the balance. Who’s your finance with?’

‘West Norfolk Finance Company.’

‘What you do,’ said Kenny, with one hand on the steering wheel and the other waving around, ‘is get a loan from your bank, which is for a higher amount than what you need for your new vehicle, so that you have enough to pay off what you owe, then come and see me and I’ll do you a good deal. It’s usually Geraldine who you would see at West Norfolk. Mention my name. She’ll probably waive the early settlement fee.’

Mark remembered Geraldine, although he knew her as Miss Tombleson. She was a very stern well-built lady, probably in her early forties, although Mark was no judge of such things. He had to visit her twice when there was a problem with the first two standing orders– and she didn’t strike Mark as the sort who would waive anything. ‘Are you sure about that? She struck me as quite a ferocious lady.’

‘Nah! She’s all right if you know how to handle her. When I was trying to negotiate a good deal on behalf of one of my customers, I had to go and sweet-talk her… actually, I had to give her a good shagging. After that, she was like putty in my hands. To be perfectly honest, she actually shagged me… the most violent shagging I’d ever received, but I’ve had no problems with her since then.’ The two men in the back seat were laughing. They were familiar with some of Kenny’s antics with women.

Mark wondered if Kenny was telling the truth. He couldn’t imagine anyone in their right mind tackling Miss Tombleson, but then, he could picture her getting violent. ‘I do remember that she had very large hands,’ he said.

‘Oh, yes,’ said Kenny. She is a very powerful lady. She was engaged to one chap… but she broke it off!’ There were more chuckles from the back seat. ‘I don’t know what it was, but she had some kind of hold on you… it may have been a full nelson!’

Dave from the back seat said, ‘Is that the one that bent over for you… and you said “What’s this?” And she said, “I thought we could open a bottle of beer before we start.” They were all laughing now, and Mark was now convinced Kenny was just telling tall stories.

‘Seriously though,’ Kenny continued, ‘you’ll get a better interest rate if you use a bank rather than a finance company– and the car will be yours from day one. Come and see what we’ve got on the forecourt. Do you have any ideas what you want?’

‘I quite like the look of the Fiat 124 Sports.’

Kenny sucked in his breath. ‘You don’t see too many of them– and to be honest, I think you should steer clear of ‘em. They have lots of known faults and you can’t get the spares… plus… they’re prone to rust.’ That last remark made up Mark’s mind straight away. ‘Did you want something sporty, then?’

‘No, not really. I just liked the shape– not the standard 124; just the Sports version.’

‘Come up and see me sometime,’ Kenny said paraphrasing Mae West, just as they neared Gledhill and Mark decided he might do that.

That afternoon, he took his push-bike out to London Road and found the garage, but it was closed. Most of the second-hand cars were in a locked compound to the rear of the showroom and therefore out of sight. Lots of the bigger garages closed on a Sunday, which struck him as strange because that was when most customers would be free to look at cars. He abandoned his search for the time being.

He went home and did some sums. He was currently paying fifteen pounds a month for his rusting vehicle. He figured he could probably afford to increase his repayments to twenty pounds. Therefore, a loan to be repaid over two years could provide him with around four hundred pounds allowing for interest and paying off his outstanding loan. He didn’t really want to be as much in debt, but he had little choice. At this rate, he would never be in a position to get married and buy a house, but since he didn’t have a girlfriend, that didn’t matter at that time. After all, he told himself, he needed a car to get a girlfriend.

He was starting to have more self-confidence in his ability to attract a girl. He now wore spectacles that were a little more fashionable and he no longer believed that wearing glasses was such a big handicap as it used to be. In fact, Melody had told him that she found him to be very handsome and considered he had a kind, intelligent face. Of course, not all girls were looking for a kind, intelligent chap for a boyfriend, but some did– and that was the kind of girl that Mark wanted anyway, especially if she had a pair of shapely legs.

So, he was now feeling a little more optimistic about tackling his lack of transport and his lack of a girlfriend. That just left his boring job to address, but he had an idea.

When he went into work the next day, he asked his manager if he could have a quiet word with him.

‘I’m going to be busy for a while,’ James replied. ‘I’ll catch up with you later,’ and disappeared out of the office without even asking Mark what it was about.

Mary observed this and said ‘You’re not thinking of leaving, are you? I couldn’t stand to be left here alone with him.’

‘We’ll see how I can get on when I do speak to him,’ Mark replied enigmatically.

It was almost ninety minutes before James re-appeared. He was accompanied by a striking blonde who was wearing high heels. ‘This is Mark,’ James said waving his hand towards Mark who looked up with some surprise. ‘He’s written several of our programs.’

‘Wotcha,’ said the young lady with a broad smile.

Mark didn’t reply straight away. He hadn’t been told who the young lady was. He looked from her to James and back again a couple of times, waiting for an introduction.

Eventually, it came. ‘This is Dolly. She will be joining us next month– as Sally’s replacement.

‘Ah,’ said Mark. ‘Hello.’ He stood up and held out his hand. Dolly offered hers and Mark held it, but she let him grip it without actually returning a handshake. He was pleased with himself for not saying ‘Hello Dolly.’ He was sure she would get fed up with that. He quickly let go of her cold hand, feeling his usual measure of embarrassment at meeting a stranger of any gender, especially as he had to steel himself from gazing down to her impressive bosom which was peeking out of her blouse. He could tell immediately that she was going to cause a lot of interest with the other males in the building, but somehow, he didn’t find himself attracted to her, even though she seemed very friendly and likely to be good fun. For him, she was wearing too much eye make-up and rouge, which didn’t suit her pale complexion. He also thought it was a mistake for her to wear a vivid red jacket and matching skirt for someone of her skin tone.

James moved on to Mary, who had been busy punching data in the adjoining room but had stopped when she had heard voices. ‘This is Mary who does the punching and helps operate the machine sometimes.’

‘Wotcha,’ said Dolly again.

‘Wotcha,’ replied Mary with her friendly grin. ‘Welcome to the madhouse.’

‘Oh, thanks,’ replied Dolly with a chuckle. ‘That sounds re-assuring, I’m sure.’

While they were exchanging pleasantries, Mark had a better look at Dolly from behind. Her high heels brought her up to James’ height, but he was a little shorter than Mark. She had an awkward gait typical of someone who was unable to wear high heels with any degree of elegance. He often wondered why girls wore such shoes if they couldn’t walk properly in them. Now, Ellie on reception could manage them and never looked uncomfortable, but then Ellie was an elegant lady. Dolly was not. She was aiming for a glamorous appearance, but then speaking with a broad Norfolk accent. It didn’t work in Mark’s eyes, but he knew that wouldn’t deter some of the men in the other offices.

Nevertheless, he told himself to keep an open mind about her. He remembered his first encounter with Karen and how he had taken an instant dislike to her only to fall for her once he got to know her better.

James took Dolly into the computer room and closed the door behind him to preserve the air-conditioned environment. Mary and Mark could hear the raised voices above the noise of the computer and its peripherals as James introduced Sally. Mary knew they wouldn’t be able to hear her over the noise from inside.

‘Well!’ she said. ‘What do you make of that? You can put your eyes back in your sockets, now.’

‘Not my type,’ replied Mark, ‘but she’ll brighten the place up.’

‘She’ll certainly do that. James is all over her. Look at the silly twit. He’s in his element, now.’ James was demonstrating all aspects of the computer– the paper tape reader, the cumbersome printer, the magnetic card reader and then telling Dolly what all the flashing lights meant on the CPU. Sally looked as bored as usual and after a while, she excused herself to visit the ladies.

‘He never talked to me like that,’ she said as she closed the door behind her.

Did you want him to?’ asked Mark.

‘No, not really. I’m just glad he’s found a replacement so that I can move on upstairs.’

James continued to demonstrate the computer to Dolly for a further forty-five minutes. Whether Dolly appreciated this attention remained to be seen, but he often took over the operating of the machine from Sally. His colleagues often said he was like a big kid with a toy. Sally declined to re-enter the room until James finally re-appeared and escorted his new member of staff off the premises, by which time it was almost lunchtime. Mark decided to take an early break and ventured down the road to the local branch of the Midland Bank to enquire about a loan. This was a small branch set up to serve the needs of the Industrial Estate.

Someone was just leaving the bank and Mark stepped aside to let him pass.

‘Mark Barker?’ the man said screwing up his eyes as though unsure of himself.

Mark looked at the man for a few seconds trying to imagine him without the silly little goatee beard. ‘Jarvis? Derek Jarvis! It was the beard that fooled me. You didn’t have a beard at school.’

Mark didn’t have happy memories of Jarvis. He was forever getting Mark into trouble and even snitched on him once, resulting in a detention from Mr Beresford and subsequently a punishment from a prefect when Mark was caught trying to take retribution. Mark left school feeling frustrated that he had never given Jarvis the beating he deserved. But now, they were both adults and he had to put such feelings of revenge behind him.

‘Do you work around here?’ Mark asked.

‘Yes, I work at Fuller Components ‘round the corner.’

‘Doing what?’

‘I’m a Credit Controller.’

‘So, you chase up bills and money owed to your company, do you?’ Mark had a rough idea of what Greshams’ Credit Controller did and assumed Fuller Components had the same function.

‘Yeah,’ replied Jarvis, ‘and a few other things connected with Accounts. What about you? What are you doing?’

‘I’m a Computer Programmer at Greshams.’

‘Cool,’ Jarvis responded. ‘You were always good at Maths, if I remember right.’

‘Yeah… well, it’s not so much about Maths– more a question of analysing a problem and using careful logic. Not everyone can do it.’ Mark felt the need to impress his old school mate.

Jarvis nodded as though in appreciation. There was then an awkward silence as both men wondered what to say next.

‘So, you bank here, do you?’ Mark asked for the sake of something to say.

‘No, I don’t. We needed some petty cash, so I volunteered to stretch my legs.’

There was only one bank on the estate and several companies used it as a convenience for such matters even if they banked elsewhere. Mark knew that Jarvis had stayed on at school to take ‘A’ levels, but here he was running errands, so Mark felt justified in leaving after his ‘O’ levels. ‘Anyway, I’d better get this money back to my colleague. It’s good to see you looking so well. Perhaps we’ll see each other again.’

‘Yeah, take care, Derek.’ It seemed strange to be having an adult conversation with Jarvis, but as he walked away, Mark noticed his old nemesis was wearing pink flares. Was that significant? Or was this how the latest fashions were going? Mark was always behind with fashion, but pink flares? Not that Mark could really pass judgement. He was wearing a lilac coloured shirt with a matching paisley patterned tie.

He remembered that it was Jarvis who brought some pictures of nude ladies to school and got them both into trouble because of it. He decided it didn’t matter anyway. He remembered what Dougie had said when homosexuality was decriminalised, ‘I don’t have any objections as long as they don’t make it compulsory.’

Mark entered the bank. There were just two hatches and only one of them was open with two people ahead of him in the queue. As he waited, his mind went back to those days at Parkside Grammar. They weren’t always happy times. Jarvis had been one of those who had made fun of his patched-up trousers and that still rankled. Since then, he’d had very little contact with any of the boys from his year. He’d encountered a few on the football field and some in the local bars on a Saturday night, but none to really talk to apart from Dougie who was from the year above. So much had changed since those days and he now felt like a different person. He was sure that he had changed physically as well, just as Jarvis had done. But one thing had not changed. He was still living in the same house with his parents; in a home that had no hot running water and very little in the way of modern conveniences.

As well as Dougie, his friend Ray had married and was now living in Dersingham. They had become good friends when Ray had joined him in the Work Study department, but Ray had since then also started a new career– in his case at another company elsewhere in town so Mark didn’t see as much of him as he used to– and having no transport did not help the situation. As much as he would like to move on to better things, he didn’t think he was ready for marriage yet, so much responsibility. In any case, he couldn’t afford it. His friends seem to manage their finances so much better than he. Perhaps if he didn’t spend so much on records, he might be able to put some money aside– and he could do with some better fortune with cars.

Eventually, it was Mark’s turn to be served. When he asked about a bank loan, he was told he would have to go to the main branch in town, but the teller was helpful enough to telephone for an appointment. Of course, it had to be during banking hours, so Mark had to settle for an afternoon appointment on the Thursday of that week. He was owed some holiday so he decided that he would take the day off.

After lunch, Mark once again asked James if he could discuss something with him. He knew that Mary was listening so just to keep her guessing, he took his chair over to James’ desk and lowered his voice.

‘Would you say that our computer is under-used?’ he asked.

James agreed. ‘But we’ve loaded everything we were asked,’ he said. ‘What did you have in mind?’

Mark remembered his time in the payroll office when members of the Costing team would borrow the timesheets in order to extract the labour costs for each of the contracts. He told James about this and said that he thought that computerising this process would save a lot of work and ensure greater accuracy of the data.

‘I’ll speak to Mr Capstick about it,’ James replied. Arthur Capstick was the Cost Accountant. He discouraged his staff from using his first name, but Mark didn’t think he was that senior enough in the organisation that he should oblige him and always called him Arthur, even though he knew it annoyed him. Many people called him Mr Dipstick, but only behind his back.

‘I’ve got nothing to do at the moment,’ Mark said. ‘Why don’t I go and have a word. I’ve had a little bit of experience with Costing.’

‘I think he should be approached by another manager in the first instance,’ James said. ‘Leave it with me.’

Mark nodded in agreement. Old Slapstick could be very funny about such things, so mark went back to doing nothing– and James didn’t seem to be in any hurry to respond to his suggestion. After a few minutes, Mark took out a pad from a desk drawer together with his old flowchart template. When he got a notion in his head, he wouldn’t let it go. He felt that he knew enough about costing to at least make a start on the new program and at least it would keep him occupied.

As soon as James had disappeared to take a comfort break, Mary was pummelling Mark for information. ‘What did you speak to old Grumpy Drawers about?’ she asked.

‘I just told him that I needed to take a day off on Thursday,’ he replied.

‘Are you going for an interview?’ she asked.

‘In a manner of speaking… yes.’


Chapter Three


(Who’s) That Lady

‘James, have you spoken to old Slapstick, yet?’ Mark asked. Mr Capstick had several nicknames– Dipstick and Chopstick were just two more.

‘Not yet,’ replied James, without adding anything. Mark felt like asking him why not, but he restrained himself. Instead, he carried on with his flowcharts. Even if Old Slapstick wasn’t interested in Mark’s proposed program, at least at that moment, he had something to keep him occupied.

Before joining the department, Mark had always found James to be a very affable gentleman and he had once described James as one of the nicest people you could want to meet. This opinion was gained mostly in social environments, both men having participated in the inter-departmental darts competitions and had enjoyed some of the events organised at the company Social Club, such as a cribbage and dominoes evening. But now that they were working together, Mark saw a different, more serious side to his manager, which he put down to the extra responsibility of managing the small department and he now struggled to find any redeeming facets to his character.

At least when it came to actual programming and problem solving, James did respect Mark’s knowledge and capability, whereas Mary was always treated as a menial– and she naturally resented it. On several occasions James had seen fit to chastise her for minor grievances such as talking while working and chewing a toffee in the computer room. Everyone knew the importance of not taking food and drink into that area, but she felt that telling her off for chewing was over the top and had the temerity to tell him so, resulting in her being banned from the computer room for a period of time until it suited him for her to return. There was now a ‘bit of an atmosphere’ in the room. Mark hoped that Dolly’s arrival would change that for the better.

He plodded on with the skeleton of his new program, but he was struggling as he wasn’t really familiar with labour costing even though he had spent a few months in that department as a junior costing clerk. In truth, while there, he had achieved little beyond becoming proficient at filing and fetching coffee. That was where he had first met Karen, whom he had soon come to worship. Thinking about that time brought back many memories, such as his futile attempts to date her, his attempts to impress her with his sense of humour and his attempts to eye up her legs whenever he thought she wasn’t looking. That was when he first discovered that he was a ‘leg and bum’ man.

At one time, he had been concerned that preferring the sight of a shapely bottom over a pair of breasts was something of a perversion, but he soon learnt that this not the case. He was only seventeen years old at the time and still had a lot to learn. He now knew that it was his youth and lack of experience that had meant his efforts to woo Karen were doomed to fail. If he met her now at twenty-three years of age, he might have more success, except that she was now married and he hadn’t seen for many years. In his current situation, he could do with meeting someone like her.

Later that day, he heard someone enter the office. At that moment, he was concentrating on drawing a straight line to connect some of the symbols on his flowchart, so he didn’t look up immediately, but he was aware that someone was looking at him as they walked past and towards Mary’s punch room. When he did look up, it was to see the back of a young girl who was handing Mary a batch of clock-cards to be punched. He didn’t recognise her from the rear– and he was quite good at recognising the females in the building, especially from behind. She must be new to the company, but something about her demeanour left him feeling underwhelmed.

Mary thanked her and the young girl turned to go back. Mark was again aware of her looking at him and this time, he did look up, but neither of them spoke and both looked away immediately. However, that quick glance registered a picture of an unattractive troubled girl. She was very pale and had a drawn appearance as though she had been deprived of sleep for several days. Her hair was thin and lifeless, and she walked with her shoulders hunched as though she bore the troubles of the world. She was also painfully thin. The word ‘emaciated’ came to mind. Her clothes were ill-fitting with no semblance of colour co-ordination. And yet, her eyes were dark and searching. She was soon out of sight and Mark turned to Mary. ‘Who’s that?’ he asked.

‘Tha’s the new girl in Payroll. ‘er name’s Polly.’

‘Not Polly!’ said Mark. ‘We’ve got Dolly joining us soon– and now there’s Polly. You know there’s a Molly in the Canteen, don’t you?’

‘Golly!’ said Mary.

James joined in. ‘There’s a chap named Wally in the Drawing Office,’ he said.

‘Does he have a brolly?’ Mark asked.

‘He likes an iced lolly,’ Mary said, which probably wasn’t true, but she was encouraged by hearing James enjoying some light relief for a change.

‘How jolly!’ Mark said, then after a few moments having failed to find any more rhymes, he added ‘She didn’t look well.’

‘She’s an anorexic,’ Mary said.

Mark had heard of the condition but knew little about it. This was the first person whom he had met who suffered from it. He didn’t feel any sympathy towards her. He felt her condition was self-inflicted. He assumed that she just wanted to be as thin as possible and that seemed to be a foolish attitude, particularly as he didn’t find waif-like skinny models to be attractive.

Normally, when a new girl joined the firm, he would be fishing for more information, such as whether she had a boyfriend and where she lived, but he put her to the back of his mind. She really wasn’t what he was looking for.

And so, it was back to his flowchart.

‘So, Mr Barker. You want to take out a loan, do you?’ the Assistant Bank Manager asked in his crisp upper-class accent. ‘What do you want it for?’

‘I need to replace my car,’ Mark replied submissively.

‘And how much do you want to borrow?’

‘I was looking at four hundred pounds. I’ve based that on what I think I can afford.’

‘All right. Let’s have a look at your account. I see you already have a standing order. What’s that for?’

Mark was half expecting to have to answer a lot of questions, so he was prepared for it. ‘That’s my existing vehicle– it’s fifteen pounds twenty-five pence a month. It was fifteen pounds and five shillings when it started before decimalisation. I need to pay it off before I get my new car, so I’ve allowed for that in the amount I want to borrow.’

‘Do you have any other debts outstanding?’

‘Just two things. I pay five bob a month for a suit from Fosters and a pound a month to my sister’s catalogue for a record player.’

‘What do you do for a living?’ Mr Wainwright stared unnervingly at Mark as he asked the questions as though looking for signs of deceit.

‘I’m a computer programmer.’ Mark always liked to announce that.

‘Oh… a clever chap, then?’

‘No, not really. It’s more about analysing a problem and thinking logically.’

‘Yes, as I said– a clever chap. Did you go to Cambridge?’

‘Yes. I took my girlfriend. We had a lovely day out.’

The man smiled. ‘No… of course, I meant did you study at Cambridge?’

‘No. My parents couldn’t afford to send me to university.’

‘Which school did you attend?’

‘I went to the local grammar– Parkside.’

‘Really!’ Mr Wainwright said, suddenly showing a little more interest. ‘I went there; probably a few years before you. What year were you in?’

‘I started in 1960,’ Mark replied. ‘What about you?’

‘51 to 58.’

‘What House were you in?’ Mark asked, realising that he was now asking the questions.

‘Granville,’ was the reply.

‘So, you were a boarder?’

‘Yes, were you?’

‘No, I live locally. I was in Nelson house.’

‘Fancy that,’ said Mr Wainwright. If he was anything like the boarders in Mark’s day, he would have looked down on any of the day boys. ‘I wonder if we shared any of the masters. Was old Mortensen still teaching Geography?’

‘Not in my time. We did have a new Geography master joined the same time as me, so perhaps he left just before then.’

The Bank Manager was trying to think of other masters who might have still been there. ‘What about Joe King?’

‘Oh, yes. He was Deputy Head– always joking about his name and the fictitious names of his relatives… May King, Ray King, Lee King, and so on.’

‘Yes, a chap in our form asked him if he had an adopted Spanish son called Juan. He took it in good spirit if I remember. There was an old chap– Maths, I think– been there forever…’

‘Tommy Thompson?’ Mark suggested.

‘That’s him. Was he still there? He must have been about ninety. Then there was Mr Charles who liked to watch the boys in the shower.’

‘Yes, he was still there… and still indulging his little interest.’

‘Shouldn’t be allowed. I wouldn’t let my children go to that school if I thought he was still doing that.’

‘Well, I don’t think he did anything other than looking,’ said Mark. ‘There were worse things than that going on.’

‘Did you ever get the cane?’ Mr Wainwright asked. ‘I did… several times. God, it hurt!’

‘No,’ replied Mark. ‘I came close once or twice, but I had a few detentions.’

‘Well, who didn’t? Anyway, we’d better concentrate on the matter in hand. I don’t see any problem with granting you an advance. I just need you fill in this form and add your signature.’

Mark wondered if the connection with the school had made the decision a little easier
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Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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