
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   Foreword. 
 
    
 
    
 
    The following pages contain many stories saved from my old computer when it was consigned to the bin. After all, we are all encouraged to recycle these days.  Whether or not they should have gone to the bin with it, is for you, the reader to decide.    
 
     If you get as much pleasure from reading just one of them as I had at the time of writing, then it will have all been worthwhile.
 
    
 
     Many were written from the female perspective, others from the male, while a few were written in the third person.
 
    
 
     Some are vignettes rather than stories, I question; does that matter?   I learned most of the rules for good writing, long ago, but regrettably, I still keep writing in my own sweet way.
 
     For the good points I thank my friends at Alsager Writers Circle for advice and encouragement; especially John who set the book in printable form.
 
    For any bad points or silly errors I take full responsibility.
 
    
 
     It is the pleasure of writing that matters to me. 
 
    
 
     Happy reading
 
    
 
     Martin Bourne.
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       Peggy’s Tale. 
 
    
 
      It was Wednesday afternoon. It was also St. Valentine’s Day. There was a skittering of snow on the ground with the threat of much more to come. Despite the weather, all but one of the Middlegate ladies’ ‘Morning coffee club’ turned up for their fortnightly meeting. 
 
        Madam Chairman, Ena Jarvis, was extremely embarrassed; having to tell the assembly that the guest speaker had cancelled her engagement due to the weather. However, it was plain to see that Mrs. Jarvis had her own ideas when she announced,
 
      “We will be our own orators for the day.” 
 
   She went around the semi circle of chairs asking each lady their most outstanding personal memory, hoping to arrive at a subject for discussion.
 
   First off, Ena herself told how she had been expelled from boarding school aged just fifteen years and three months.
 
   Next, was Christine Jones who told that she had passed her driving test just two weeks after her seventeenth birthday.
 
   Betty Jones, no relation, beat that by saying,
 
      “I was a widow ten days after my seventeenth.”  
 
   Urged to be a little more explicit, she told the group that after a hurried wartime wedding; her first husband had been killed when his parachute failed to open.
 
    
 
      Mrs. Jarvis decided that marriage at a very young age would make a good discussion. She soon changed her mind.
 
   More than once in fact. 
 
   Next person to be asked was Milly, a new arrival in the village.
 
      “I joined the Women’s Land Army at the beginning of the war. Within two years I was head rat catcher for the whole of Leicestershire.”
 
   That attracted a few giggles.
 
   Cicely Hubbard proudly boasted that she had been a debutante and when she was presented at court the King had winked at her. Everybody laughed, whether anyone believed her or not is another matter.
 
   Looking at an empty chair, Ena said,
 
      “That covers everyone except Peggy and I doubt whether she has ever seen anything interesting, living on her own for all those years.
 
   By the way, where is she?”
 
      “Just changing her shoes” somebody answered, before continuing,
 
      “Here she comes now.”
 
   Peggy Young shuffled behind her walking frame, her slippers dragging across the carpet.  
 
    
 
      “Good Morning Peggy, we are just collecting ideas, Have you ever done anything worth telling us about?”
 
      “Nah, not really. 
 
   Well, one thing you may or may not think interesting. 
 
   I did elope with Father Christmas when I was nineteen.”
 
   The entire group gasped, Ena loudest of all.
 
   The vicar’s wife had to put in her two penny-worth.
 
      “But surely, you have been Miss Young all your life. I happened to see your Baptism records only the other day. I was looking for something else at the time.” Peggy soon put her straight.
 
      “Alright clever clogs, eighty four years I have lived on this earth. 
 
   For eighty-three of them I have been Miss Young. For just twelve months I was Mrs. Young.  Work that out how you wish.”
 
    
 
      That was the deciding moment. Ena resumed her role as Madam Chairman. Peggy’s dubious nuptials were up for discussion whether she wanted it or not.
 
       “Please start the ball rolling Peggy. Take your time but do tell us your tale.”
 
      “Well.” Peggy began hesitantly. 
 
   (Peggy always started a dialogue with ‘well’)
 
       “I had a very generous childhood. Whatever I wanted I had, cost didn’t matter at all. To put it bluntly I was a spoiled child.
 
      When I was seventeen I was sent to a finishing school in Switzerland. At first I was very reserved but once I had settled down, I became a rebel and always seemed to be in trouble.
 
   Eventually I was sent home in disgrace. My parents having tried everything; didn’t want to know. They rented a small flat in town and told me to make my own way in the world. Unused to work, unwilling to take orders, I drifted from job to job. One count revealed that I had eleven different employers in nine months.
 
   My latest job was as a waitress in a small café next to Hargreaves’s department store. One dismal afternoon it was cold, raining, and the windows were running with condensation. As usual I was fed up, ever moaning and wishing for pastures anew. 
 
       Then the atmosphere lightened a bit. Father Christmas from Hargreaves’s had sneaked in through the back door for a drink.
 
   Like me, he was fed up. 
 
      “Squawking ungrateful kids, stroppy parents and an employer who expects maximum output for peanuts”
 
    Regardless of the black looks that I kept on getting from my supervisor, I sat and talked to Father Christmas for about five minutes. 
 
      “I’ll come here again,” he said. “Management think that I’m on a toilet break.” 
 
   He just welcomed someone friendly to talk to.
 
   That is how it started, he began calling in at about the same time every day. One day, we were both equally as grumpy.
 
   Hoping that he would ask me out that night, I asked
 
     “What can we do to cheer ourselves up?”
 
   His reply left me speechless.
 
       “We could always get married.” He said.
 
   Just like that. I didn’t even know his name, but thinking to myself,
 
    ‘I can be as daft as you can’
 
    I gave him a non-committal answer.
 
      “When?”
 
   His answer was equally disconcerting.
 
      “Being Father Christmas, I reckon that it should be on 
 
   Christmas Day. What do you think?”
 
   Whatever possessed me I shall never know, but I said,
 
   That will be a good idea. By the way, what is your name?”
 
      “Fred Young, what’s yours?
 
      “Peggy Young, how’s that for coincidence”.
 
    
 
      The chances of getting married on Christmas Day faded when we found that there was neither Vicar, Priest or Rabbi would be prepared to perform the ceremony on that particular day. All claimed to be too busy.
 
   Fred would not be beaten.
 
      “Then we’ll have to elope. We can get married over the anvil in the smithy at Gretna Green. The blacksmith is a friend of mine. 
 
   Gone was my life-long dream of going to my wedding in a horse and carriage. I just had to imagine a sleigh and two reindeer.
 
       That, my friends, is precisely how it happened. As soon as it was over I stuffed my wedding certificate in my rucksack and said, ‘That’s it. We’re married now, let’s get out into the world and enjoy ourselves’”
 
    
 
      At that point, Peggy paused for a glass of fruit juice before continuing.
 
     “Then we had the honeymoon of a lifetime. We travelled the world, staying in exotic places that I had only read about. I used to wonder where the money came from but Fred kept telling me “Don’t worry” so I didn’t.
 
   I suspected that there was some dishonesty somewhere along the line but didn’t give a damn. I was so happy.
 
      Well into the year I fell pregnant and we were both overjoyed. 
 
    
 
   In late September, Fred insisted that we should return to England as he would soon be preparing for his Father Christmas stunt again.
 
   Then, sadly at five and a half months I lost my baby. 
 
   While I was devastated, Fred shrugged his shoulders and continued as though nothing had changed. Except, he did start going out on his own rather a lot. 
 
   Then he didn’t come back one night.
 
   Next morning he called round to collect his things, saying that he had found someone else. 
 
      “The rent is paid so you can stay in the flat till the end of the month. Then it’s up to you.”
 
   That is the last time that I saw Fred Young.
 
      Straight away I decided that I wanted a divorce. 
 
   My solicitor, Mr. Underwood smiled when I told him the circumstances, exactly as I have told you today.   I was wrongly under the impression that if a marriage had lasted less than a year, a divorce could be had within three weeks. 
 
    
 
      “I think, Mrs. Young, that you would find it much cheaper to have a solicitor from the place of the marriage. That, I believe is Gretna Green
 
   So I will make a contact for you.”
 
   Mr. Underwood was as good as his word. He rang me two days later to tell me that he had made an appointment for me to see a solicitor in Gretna. 
 
   I was horrified when I arrived for my appointment. The man I was introduced to was a young lad, barely out of college. My first impression was, 
 
   ‘I bet he doesn’t know much. Can’t have had any experience’. 
 
   He fussed around making sure that I was comfortable then sat down himself behind a gigantic mahogany desk. He breathed on his glasses then polished them, smiled at me, then did it again. 
 
   At last he spoke,
 
      “Now then young lady, I understand that you want a divorce. Quickly.”
 
      “Yes, Sir, in three weeks if that is possible.”
 
      “Sadly it is not. I’m afraid you can not have a divorce in three weeks.
 
   Or three months. Or even three years I’m afraid.”
 
      “Why ever not I wailed.”
 
      “You can’t be divorced,” he paused, “Because, my dear, you have never been married.”
 
      “Oh yes I have, I have my marriage certificate to prove it.” 
 
   I waved it desperately in front of him.
 
      “No my dear, the man who performed that ceremony was an imposter, a rouge and villain. The certificate you have there is merely a souvenir, sold readily in the shop for a few pence. Go home, enjoy life, you are a free woman. It has been such a pleasure meeting you that I will waive my fee.”
 
    
 
   Peggy concluded.
 
      “I came home as Miss Young and have been ever since.
 
   It was long afterwards that I learned that the ‘solicitor’ was actually an office junior, nephew of my own solicitor.
 
    With hindsight, I wouldn’t change a single detail. 
 
   That dear friends is my story”
 
    
 
      By this time, the snow was quite deep outside the hall but nobody had noticed. They had all been to busy listening to Peggy’s tale.
 
    
 
   
  
 

 
 
   The Flying Car.
 
    
 
      Maud Brooke’s faithful Morris Minor swung precariously in the branches of a silver birch tree. 
 
   Her nephew Ted was very embarrassed as they both gazed at it.                                                                                          
 
      “Oh dear.” 
 
      “Oh Dear.”   Ted said it a second time with some conviction.
 
      “Is that all that you can say?  . . . Oh dear,” snapped Aunt Maud
 
   Actually, the matronly old lady was more worried than angry.
 
      “Well,” answered Ted, “I could have said oh dear, oh no or oh bother, but that would be pointless.  You always say that I waste words.  I could have used some swear words, I certainly know enough. You wouldn’t have liked that either. Now, if I had said what I really thought, like ‘Sorry Auntie,’ it would have sounded so inadequate.”
 
      White haired Aunt Maud looked every minute of her seventy 
 
   three years as she wailed,
 
      “Just you think about that scene outside my lounge window.
 
   My car,  . . . my only means of transport, . .  Hovering in the top of a tree like a bird’s nest. It’s just not on. Poor as we are,
 
   I reckon it will cost at least a thousand pounds to get that car down. A thousand pounds that I don’t have and that doesn’t account for any damage to the car. 
 
   I simply can not think what possessed you.”
 
      “The insurance will pay won’t they?” Ted asked hopefully.
 
      “No Chance.” Aunt Maud was emphatic about that.
 
      “With the keys left in the ignition and a sixteen year old schoolboy around. They would laugh at our claim. 
 
   It is an insurance company, not a benevolent society.” 
 
    
 
       At any time, no matter what Ted said, no matter what he did, Maud Brooke absolutely idolized her nephew. Yet he could manipulate her like a puppeteer with a doll on a string.
 
      “I did it for you Auntie. You asked for it.”
 
      “I did what?” she cried in disbelief. “You must be mad”
 
      “Just think” Ted countered,
 
      “How many times have you said, ‘I wish this car could fly?’   Even yesterday when we waited at the railway crossing for ages, you said it. Remember, “I wish this car could fly.”
 
      “That was merely a figure of speech you silly boy.” 
 
   Aunt Maud said it without raising her voice.
 
      “Well I made your car fly didn’t I?  I just made one simple mistake that I certainly won’t make again. You will have your flying car.”
 
      “So you think my car is Chitty- Chitty Bang- Bang and you are Caractecus Potts do you?”
 
      “Not at all. Potts is history now . . . . . so twentieth century.
 
   What I have achieved is decades ahead of anyone else.”
 
      “I would question that.” Maud shook her head.
 
      “Having said that, you got a car wedged in the branches of a tree, I think that you must be unique.”
 
      “Oh, look on the positive side Auntie, at least the caravan wasn’t hooked up to the back of it at the time. Now that would have looked comical.”
 
   At that, they both had to laugh, and that was the mood as they bid one another good night and returned to their bedrooms.
 
    
 
      Bed was rather a pointless exercise as neither of them slept.
 
   Maud Brooke was worrying about the future, mainly with finance in mind.
 
   Ted’s over active brain was churning over further modifications to his idea, though it wasn’t technology, rather the simplest of errors that had caused the current disaster. 
 
    
 
      The following morning Ted went into school as though nothing had happened.
 
   Loitering as he passed the offices of the Evening Sun, he read the poster in the window advertising a national competition.   
 
   Your Last Chance to Enter.
 
   Big Prize for the Best Photograph Submitted.
 
   Theme: - Unusual Things That Happen’
 
    
 
   What better opportunity could there possibly be. Ted turned back and caught the next bus home. With the light being just right, he took a perfect photograph of Aunt Maud’s car, still balanced between the silver birch boughs.
 
      Before the chemist’s had closed, Ted had taken advantage of the one-hour service, had the film developed, and subsequently lodged in the Sun office, with the three pounds entry fee. 
 
   Talking about money, Aunt Maud’s estimate of a thousand pounds to hire a crane to remove the car was woefully inadequate.  Double it and one would be more accurate. However the bill was paid somehow, and after that, the subject was talked about light heartedly with no bitterness or acrimony.
 
    
 
      Weeks later, life for young Ted took a turn for the better. 
 
   He received a letter informing him that his photograph had won the top prize in the competition; that was his first good news.  This was very soon followed by an amazing offer to publish it in a worldwide magazine.  
 
   The advance payment would be exactly two thousand pounds. 
 
   Ted was happy that the debt to Aunt Maud could be repaid.
 
    Even that paled into insignificance with what came next.
 
   The largest technical engineering company in the county offered Ted a design apprenticeship on the strength of his idea of the flying car.  Of course he accepted the offer. 
 
   During an informal discussion that followed his interview, he was asked how his technology worked.
 
   His brief answer,
 
      “Perfectly.”
 
   One of the interviewers then asked,
 
      “Please let us into the secret.  If your technology was perfect as you say, pray tell us what went wrong?”
 
      “It’s so silly.” replied Ted.
 
      “I forgot to check the tank.
 
     Aunt Maud’s car ran out of petrol on take off.” 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

 
 
    
 
   Dodgydot       
 
    
 
      Can you remember the moment with your beloved when you realized that ‘this is it?’ 
 
   I can even remember the one word that answered that question for me. 
 
   It’s a long story, so unbelievable, yet so true. 
 
    
 
   Way back in the last century, there was a time when I was working late.
 
   Numbers were bouncing back and forth between my eyes and the computer screen like tennis balls.  Figures just wouldn’t add up.  The clock on my desk said nine fifty. I didn’t need the little red dot to indicate that it was p.m.
 
    I should have gone home hours ago, but our financial year ended at Easter, and I wanted everything to be perfect well before then.  My first wife deserted me claiming that I was a workaholic, while Mum says it is the Hancock blood in my veins. 
 
   What I really needed was a holiday, or at least a short break away from it all.  However, that was not possible. 
 
      A very expensive divorce had nearly bankrupted me, and even worse, had taken Edward Hancock and Sons to the brink of disaster. 
 
   When I detected a tear run down my cheek, a voice in my head said,
 
     “Pull yourself together man, get a night’s sleep then come back and do it in the morning.”
 
      Saturday working had been abandoned at Hancock’s since my granddad’s time, but common sense prevailed and I began to shut the computer down.
 
      As I was putting my coat on I heard the familiar whistle and the a message appeared on the screen 
 
               YOU HAVE E-MAIL.  
 
   At that time of night, it must be important. I had to open up again to read it.
 
   Addressed to me personally, it read,
 
         Hi there good friend, 
 
                                DO you need a break?
 
                                IS your passport up to date?
 
                                WOULD you like a holiday absolutely free?
 
                                If you tick all the boxes, e-mail me,
 
                                                      dodgydot@mayfair dot com.
 
    
 
   I deleted it before shutting the computer down again.  So much for the new filter that I bought to eliminate junk mail.  Then as I drove home I wondered, was it a scam? Yes, it must be. But there was just something. Perhaps I was a bit slow.
 
   I couldn’t quite put my finger on it but there was an element of doubt somewhere.
 
      For a moment I wondered if Maisie, my ex was playing tricks on me.
 
   I soon discounted that notion, she was a cow, but even she wouldn’t stoop so low.
 
    
 
      Next morning when I opened the computer up, the first thing that I did was to look at deleted items. That one e-mail in particular. I read it again.                                 
 
    Even then, I was old enough and intelligent enough to know that absolutely nothing in this world is free.
 
    Though convinced that it was a scam, I thought, 
 
                    ‘What the hell, risk it  . . . . . .? For free’
 
   That was it. My moment of madness was over.
 
    I then got on with the work in hand and the previous night’s monumental task was completed in a very short space of time.
 
    
 
      Monday morning brought another e-mail from dodgydot.
 
   Hi there,
 
    You have seen sense. Your holiday is booked. Four days at Easter.
 
   No need to lose time from work either. Just go to the airport on Thursday afternoon and report to the VIP lounge by five o clock... 
 
   You will fly to Vienna, Ski, Friday, Saturday and Sunday, then, you travel back to Paris on the Orient Express on Monday. And YES! It is all free.
 
                                                  Best wishes   
 
                                                          dodgydot.
 
   p.s.        By the way, the ticket is for two persons.
 
    
 
   If ever there was a cruel wind-up that was it. But I still had a feeling that something was about to happen. I spent the next ten minutes looking through the window down into the workshops.
 
   Instead of seeing dozens of operatives working noisy machines, all that I could see were snow-capped mountains with dozens of skiers travelling up and down the piste.
 
    
 
      The next worry, if indeed it was true; who could I take with me?
 
   As far as I knew, the eldest daughter was still in Canada and the twins each had a husband and brood of kids to look after.   
 
        I had nobody.
 
   Then Paula Partridge, my PA, called in with the post.  Good old Paula, with her lightly freckled face and cute snub nose. As always she was immaculately dressed. That day, she was wearing a dark blue two piece suit; her fair hair pinned tightly to her scalp and held with two plastic combs.
 
   Fifteen years an army officer and didn’t everyone know it.
 
   The men on the shop floor called her the fiery icicle, yet she was the best employee that the firm ever had. By far. 
 
    
 
      I had just finished dealing with the post when Paula came in again.
 
      “I’m sorry sir; your ten o clock appointment has just been on the telephone. Yes, he’s cancelled. Surprise…surprise.  
 
   He blames heavy traffic on the M1.”
 
   That suited me fine. He only wanted to renegotiate his contract; obviously, it would not be in my favour.
 
   As Paula was leaving my office I called her back.
 
      “Hey Paula, how do you fancy a skiing break at Easter?  Free.”
 
      “I wish” she replied. “Luck like that never comes my way.”
 
      “If I invited you, then at the last minute I found that the trip was off, how would you react?”
 
      “Well, I wouldn’t break down in tears. That’s certain.
 
   You’d probably hear some words that I haven’t used since I was in the army; then I’d tell you that you were a flaming idiot to fall for a silly trick  . . . but what the heck? It’s worth a try.”
 
   Then I showed her dodgydot’s e-mail.
 
   Who could imagine a more unlikely couple, The Icicle and me?
 
    
 
      With much apprehension I got Ernie, the firms Chauffeur to take us to the airport. We duly arrived at the VIP lounge where all was revealed.
 
   We were faced with my three daughters, two with husbands, and all five of my grandchildren.  From what I could gather, the twins had jointly had a sizable win on the lottery and with a bit of help from someone else, had thought up the elaborate scheme to get me away for a break.  
 
    
 
      Regrettably I slept through most of the flight, and then later, conversation was rather limited as I concentrated on the road.  I had to drive through a blizzard during most of the hour and a half’s drive from Vienna airport to Semmering-Hirschenkogel.
 
    
 
      It was well past bedtime when we finally located our chalet which, we discovered, was sparsely furnished with just the bare essentials, two bedside lockers, a rail for coat hangers, and twin beds. There were two internal doors, a red one revealing a small galley kitchen whilst a blue one opened into an en-suite shower room and toilet. 
 
   After a quick cup of hot chocolate, we literally fell into bed absolutely shattered. Paula was asleep almost as soon as her head touched the pillow. 
 
   There was no doubt about one thing; it was definitely going to remain twin beds.
 
      All through Friday, Saturday and Sunday we had fabulous skiing. The conditions were perfect. Paula and I got closer and closer and I did begin to wonder what might develop. 
 
   Actually, we got on more like brother and sister than Managing Director and PA.  
 
      After a late lunch on the Sunday, we handed back the hired equipment then Paula went for a sauna, and I had a dip in the resort’s swimming pool.
 
   When Paula returned to the chalet, I saw that instead of fastening her hair tightly to her head, she had brushed it out and it dangled in long tresses over her shoulders. Instead of seeing the Icicle, who I had known for however many years, I was faced with a dishy young blonde.
 
   I felt proud to be with her as we sat in the bar enjoying our final meal.
 
   Even her steel blue piercing eyes looked romantic.
 
      It was later than I planned when we finally turned in. Again, Paula was asleep within seconds, her long blonde hair a striking contrast to the bright red duvet. As I lay in bed half-asleep, much to my delight, the distance between the two beds gradually seemed to get narrower and narrower.
 
   Sadly, when I woke up, that gap hadn’t altered one little bit. 
 
   That was reality.
 
    
 
      On Easter Monday, we had a very early start. Three thirty on a bank holiday morning wasn’t usually in my bible.  Once again, there was an hour and half’s drive to return the hire car, then a short taxi ride before boarding the Orient Express headed for Paris. 
 
      Everything that I had heard and read about that train was true. It would take far too long to describe the absolute height of luxury.
 
   We caught up with a bit of sleep before going for a first class breakfast.
 
   The delights on the train, then, as dawn was breaking, the beautiful scenery made such a romantic setting as we sped along past snow covered mountains, especially when dotted with verdant pastures on the lower slopes.   
 
      Paula still had her tresses hanging freely. Often my attention was with her rather than the scenery. 
 
      After a particularly delightful meal we entered one of the many long tunnels. To put it mildly, the lighting was dim.
 
   I looked at Paula, took hold of her hand and smiled,
 
     “Isn’t this the height of romance?” 
 
   We both gradually got closer to each other. Then, as I was looking wishfully at her ringless fingers, she extracted a gold pen from my jacket pocket.
 
      “I’ve been thinking,” She said, “We could streamline the factory with very little expense.”  
 
   She doodled many figures on the back of the menu. 
 
   Admittedly she had some brilliant ideas; however they were not the romantic ones that I had in mind. 
 
   An almost perfect weekend and I didn’t even get a kiss.
 
    
 
      By the time we reached Paris I was rather depressed and back in my workaholic mode. Nineteen hours on a train is a long time when your spirits are broken. Then it was a quick flight home. It was way after midnight when we landed. Almost the first person that we saw as we reached the arrivals hall was Ernie, the chauffeur. In his usual cocky manner he called,
 
      “Evening boss. Your place or hers?”
 
   I didn’t have chance to speak, Paula was so quick with her answer,
 
      “Mine” she said with such force.
 
   One word and I twigged what she meant. Everybody around knew,
 
    Major Partridge had spoken. 
 
   She added,
 
   “And don’t slow down for the bloody roundabouts.”
 
   By this time we were holding hands and Paula’s attitude had completely changed. I got that long awaited kiss even before we got into the car. 
 
   I didn’t go to work on the Tuesday.  In fact, I think that we only emerged from the bedroom for tea and biscuits. 
 
   Losing a day’s work however, meant that Wednesday was a very busy and long day. I even broke my golden rule and took some work home with me to do in the evening.
 
   Using Paula’s laptop after tea, I finally got the week’s work up to date. 
 
     With just a final twiddle before shutting down the laptop I happened to hit the e-mail tab on ‘sent items’. Two were signed  . . . dodgydot.  
 
   I had always felt that there was something not quite right, but couldn’t quite put my finger on it, now I knew.
 
   Wasn’t she a crafty young so and so? 
 
   I remember thinking to myself at the time,
 
                            ‘Just wait till I get her upstairs’.
 
    
 
   Slow Down.
 
    
 
      It’s so many years now since my accident. Some details are rather hazy whilst others are as clear as if it was yesterday.
 
    
 
      After I woke up in hospital, I learned three things, though I’m not quite sure in which order. My right leg had been reconstructed with more metal than a construction kit, my left leg had been amputated, and my fiancé terminated our engagement.
 
      You can imagine, I wasn’t the happiest of people. Of course some tactful git decided to tell me quite bluntly that I would never be able to walk again. I had enough sense to realise that already, but when put into words it made me more determined to prove him wrong. 
 
   After nine weeks physiotherapy I could stand with the aid of crutches and after another three I could take about ten faltering steps. And that was it. Neither cussed determination, stupidity  or anything else would make any difference. That was my limit and I was brassed off.   I can never apologise enough, but at the time I must have been an absolute pain to everybody.
 
    
 
      Eventually, it was decided that I could go to Saint Wilfred’s a convalescent home on the Isle of Wight. 
 
   I didn’t want to go, then I overheard a nurse telling someone that it was near Cowes.  That was enough.
 
   I was going nowhere near a farm   I hated cows. Gardens yes, but not farms.  After my next verbal outburst, that same nurse explained to me that Cowes was a town on the coast so I calmed down a bit.  
 
    
 
      I was taken in an ambulance with the windows frosted half way up. Just before we reached our destination I saw a sign Parkhurst Prison ½ a mile.  That would suit me fine, I might as well be locked up for life, I was finished.
 
    
 
      It wasn’t like that however. I was met by a charming uniformed lady. She was quite a bit older than I was, but still attractive and so pleasant.
 
   Getting me out of the ambulance wasn’t a five minute job but with the experienced help, it was quite painless. The Ambulance driver called,
 
     “See you soon matron” and was gone. 
 
              So she was the matron was she.
 
   But when I addressed her as matron she quickly told me,
 
      “There is no need to be so formal, just call me Mary. We are all friends here. Are you Anthony, Tony or what?”
 
   I gave her name, rank and serial number then added, 
 
      “It’s Tony to my friends.”
 
    
 
      Next morning I had my best surprise of all. It was occupational therapy, something that I was not looking forward to.
 
   Probably basket weaving like I had had in hospital. I never wanted to see another basket as long as I lived.  
 
    I was wrong.  I was separated from my new found friends and taken to a little courtyard outside the gym. Mary met me there with a brand new electric scooter.
 
      “This will be your legs from now on so look after it. Are you up for your first driving lesson?”
 
   I was.   Round and round that courtyard, out on the drive, in and out of cones till I could do it with my eyes shut.
 
   She then showed me the controls for travelling further afield.
 
      “Be very careful, high speed forward will take you at about eight miles an hour, you have been warned.”
 
   EIGHT MILES AN HOUR.   Now, I ask you,
 
   They reckon that my motor bike was doing one hundred and twenty eight miles an hour on the autobahn when that German lorry ran into me. 
 
    
 
      After a few days practicing on my scooter I was told that I could go anywhere that I wanted provided that I did no more than twenty miles altogether in one day, as that was the range of the batteries.
 
    
 
      “Where can I go that is interesting?” I asked.  
 
      “You say that you trained as a landscape gardener so why not have a look at the gardens at Osborn House, the former home of Queen Victoria.”
 
   When I agreed that it was a good idea, Mary rang and asked if it would be alright for me to visit on my scooter.  The answer was favourable.  In fact, I was to be given a guided tour of the gardens by the head gardener.
 
    I couldn’t have wished for more. And I wasn’t disappointed. I spent one of the best mornings of my life. Then the head gardener took me to lunch with the rest of his staff. Afterwards he asked,
 
     “Fancy a look round the house?” I did, but was dubious about entering the palatial residence on my scooter. No problem. One of the guides was given the task of accompanying me on a tour of the house. 
 
   Once again everything went well. Fair enough there were one or two rooms that I couldn’t go into because of the layout, but I was happy enough with that. That is until I tried to enter one lounge a bit too quickly. Bash against the door post. Back up and try again, crash into a china cabinet directly behind me. 
 
      “Don’t worry, no harm done” I was told, though I could tell by the expression on the faces of people around that I must have done irreparable damage to something.
 
   I’m sure that a previous resident of the property would not be amused.
 
   I was again reassured that everything was fine and that I would be welcome to visit again anytime.
 
    
 
      I was starting my journey home when the lodge keeper hailed me. “I have just had a phone call from Mary at Saint Wilfred’s. Would you please stop at the supermarket on your way home and pick up one or two things for suppertime.”
 
    I was only too pleased to oblige. At least it was another chance to show my independence with my new possession.
 
    
 
      My visit to the supermarket would have been fine if it hadn’t been for the gorgeous young lady who was reaching a tin of baked beans from the top of a display. She was petite, blonde, pretty face, nice pair of tits and she was dressed immaculately. 
 
   And her left hand was free of rings
 
   O..hh yes, I thought, forgetting my disability for a minute. 
 
   I wasn’t so excited when she walked across the aisle and placed her beans in the bag on the back of a baby’s push chair.  
 
   So, she had baggage. My devastation was short lived.
 
   So what. I realized that I wasn’t exactly God’s gift anymore. 
 
   I was so busy gawping at her that I collided with a large display of Easter eggs which was taking up half of the aisle.  Eggs, boxes and tins came crashing and smashing around me making a noise reminiscent of a steel band.
 
    
 
      Then the manageress approached.
 
   If you could imagine a female rugby player in her fifties, wearing typical national health glasses and trained to scowl, then you’d get the picture. 
 
   I felt I wasn’t welcome and would have beaten a hasty retreat but my way was obstructed by the debris that I had created.
 
    
 
      The pretty lass who I had been admiring, tried to console me and also calmed down misery guts the manageress.
 
   She was an angel that day. 
 
   In fact she still is. I know because I married her a year after the supermarket incident. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    A Nice cup of Tea.
 
    
 
      Life has its ups and downs.  My downs usually come at the weekend and at first it seemed as though last week was going to be no exception. 
 
   After yet another shouting match, my soon to be ex slammed the front door in my face. As I turned dejectedly to walk away, the door reopened and my mother in law called me back.
 
   I must add, at that time, my opinion of the mother in law was roughly on a par with her opinion of me, and that is pretty low.
 
    
 
      “Michael,” she began, “the kids are crying for you, come back in and talk. Have a nice cup of tea.”
 
      Now what difference a cup of tea would make, I have no idea but I accept that to some people it is the panacea of life and the cure to all ills. 
 
   It just so happens that I work in a tea factory, yet I have no such faith.
 
    However, desperate to see my children again, and even more so, desirous of peace in our time, I went inside with her.
 
   John was sitting on the stairs crying whilst Josie had gone to the bathroom, her usual retreat in times of stress. My ex was sitting at the dining room table as if nothing had happened, yet the frosty look on her face suggested that she would be happier if I was dead.  
 
       Mother in law addressed her;
 
      “Put th’ kettle on Ang.” 
 
   That indicated that she wanted me on my own.
 
      “Mike, I have observed and learned a lot since we last met. Maybe I have misjudged you: possibly; my daughter is mainly to blame for the precarious state of your marriage. Call it interfering if you wish but I believe that I can help. I want to see a happy home for the children’s sake. At least we all think the world of them.”
 
      “You are not quite right there you know,” I added.
 
      “You and I idolise the two that I fathered but Angie only has eyes for that yapping snapping half-grown mutt in the basket down there.”
 
   Clarice, the snapping poodle, wasn’t a pet, it was an obsession.
 
   I must emphasise that Angela is one of those people who regard animals, birds and reptiles as being far superior to all humans:-- except herself that is.
 
    
 
      Conversation ended abruptly when Angela entered with three mugs of steaming hot tea on a tray. I could have probably sorted out world wars one and two, maybe Afghanistan as well by the time it was cool enough to drink. 
 
   Whether we could reason with Angie was a different matter.
 
    
 
   Mother in law took the role of chairman.
 
      “Angela, please just tell us in a civil manner, why you don’t want Mike to see his children today.”
 
      “Because of where he intended taking them.  I’m not having my children upset by being forced to gawp at distressed animals vainly trying to escape from their tiny cages. That’s his sad idea of a day out not mine.”
 
      “Were you planning to take the kids to the Zoo Mike?  Not that I regard Zoos in the same way as Angela”
 
      “Indeed. Whether I agree or not, Angela’s feelings have to be considered. I definitely would not clash directly with her wishes. I am hoping to take them to the safari park at Bromcaster. 
 
   No distressed animals, no cages, just a pleasant and interesting educational day out that they will remember for a long time.”
 
      “Very commendable,” mother in law interrupted.  
 
    
 
      Angela, unable to accept defeat gracefully, stormed,
 
      “We all know Mike’s idea of a day to be remembered for a long time. John and Josie will never forget Boxing Day last year when he stooped to the lowest of the low and took them fox hunting of all things.  
 
   Thinking what to say next, I took a sip of my tea which was barely down to drinking temperature by this time. 
 
      “As usual, you took that outing completely out of context. 
 
   We had never intended going there at all.
 
   However when I saw the huntsmen assembled on the village green having the stirrup cup, I delayed my journey long enough to let the children see a spectacle that they will probably never have the chance to see again. Don’t forget, the hunting ban was due to take effect very soon afterwards. It was interesting and educational. We continued on our journey before the hounds left the green.
 
   To see the picture that John drew and painted afterwards showed how he was impressed with the scene. It took something like that to draw out his marvelous artistic talent.”
 
      “I did see that damn picture and burned it straight away. It was obscene. John still cries when hunting is mentioned.
 
   Again mother in law intervened.
 
      “If you burned his picture, ever likely John gets upset. I would as well.”
 
   As she poured some of her tea into the saucer, she shook me by saying,
 
      “I think it would make a very nice day out at the safari park, 
 
   I’d like to come with you if I may.
 
      That is what happened. We had another cup of tea then went to the safari park leaving Angela sulking at home.
 
   Mother in law’s quip of the day,
 
      “Did you notice that Angela never drank any of her tea?
 
   Perhaps that is why she is so miserable.
 
    
 
      The story isn’t quite over yet. We had a fabulous day at the safari park. I bought Josie a soft toy which she straight away called Effalump. With John, being more practical, I got him a sketchbook and packet of coloured pencils. Both children soon found their gifts an asset as we had a very slow journey home due to heavy traffic. John’s drawings of animals from memory were worthy of any adult competition. I expected trouble when we got home as it was well past the children’s bedtime. It didn’t happen that way. I was just about to drive away when Angie shouted, 
 
      “Hang on a minute Mike; come in for a cup of tea before you go.” The tea was made in a teapot and served in cups and saucers. She had even laid out the best china, indeed. Whilst mother in law put the rebels to bed Angie and I talked. .  and talked. In the end, I stayed the night and we agreed to give our marriage another chance.    Oh the magic of a nice cup of tea.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A Rose By Any Other Name
 
    
 
      There is one thing that I will never do. That is, buy flowers for a woman.  I say this without any bitterness, rather from a disappointing experience.
 
    
 
      It started when my boss, Ernie Washington decided to stand for Parliament. I hadn’t the slightest interest in politics, never did have.  Ernie thought that as his second in command I ought to attend his adoption meeting. He knew that my political views differed from his like north and south poles. But,
 
      “It is your duty,” he said.
 
   I don’t know about duty, but the very fact that Ernie was shacked up with my ex, I reckoned that he needed a bit of sympathy.
 
   So reluctantly, I went to the Guildhall to his blasted meeting.
 
    
 
      I was bored stiff and would have left early, but I was fascinated by some bigwig who had come down from party headquarters to support him. Not only did she talk a bit of sense, she was a raving beauty.  Slim, blonde, petite, even her clothes were immaculate. And she was a Miss. Miss Telly Watson, single and unattached.  Apparently she had been christened Matilda, which was soon reduced to Tilly.
 
   Tilly changed to Telly when she started to dabble in politics and she wanted to draw attention to herself. ~~~~ I digress. 
 
   I stayed till the end of the meeting solely to keep feasting my eyes on Miss Telly. I even addressed questions to her when given the opportunity, and possibly misread the smile that she gave as she answered.
 
    
 
   I became so stupidly besotted with that woman that when I got home, I studied her website and charted where her forthcoming appearances would be.  Next Wednesday she would be speaking in Lower Greystonecliff, a mere thirty miles away.
 
    If only they hadn’t taken my driving licence away when I smashed the firm’s van into a bridge. ( I wasn’t that drunk either.)  But never mind.  I checked, and discovered that by using bus and train, followed by a longish walk, I could get to Greystonecliff straight from work. And make it in time. 
 
   I made a supreme effort, ~~~ and failed. By the time that I got there Telly had made her speech and gone on to speak somewhere else. ~~~~~ Damn Damn Damn.
 
    
 
   Three days later, I had another chance. Telly was due to speak at Tomorrow Heath. Now that is only four miles from the Burton Arms where our darts team were playing. Dressed in my Sunday best I scrounged a lift to the Burton and started to walk.
 
   Then the rain came.
 
   But just to see a dishy bird like Telly, what’s a bit of rain.
 
   However, when the thunder and lightening raged, I had to shelter in a barn. Then I missed the timing and had to turn round and head back towards the Burton without even getting to Tomorrow Heath. Everything was against me.
 
    
 
     Next time I made sure. A taxi was expensive but at least it was reliable. Add to the cost of the taxi the most expensive red rose that I could buy, in a fancy gold coloured tube, and you get the idea of how keen I was.  I got to the meeting on time. Listened to all the speeches, never took my eyes of Miss Telly, ~~ and waited.
 
     At the end of the evening I was preparing to make my move when the local mayor presented her with the most fabulous bunch of flowers. After all my efforts, how would she take to my single rose?   
 
   I never found out.  Just after she had been presented with her bouquet I saw her turn to her agent and whisper
 
       “I bloody Hate Roses”.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Everything comes to she who waits.
 
    
 
   If the last straw broke the camel’s back, Lady Annabelle certainly broke my spirit. And many a time, even my will to live.
 
   For almost seventeen years I slaved for that evil witch without a word of appreciation.  
 
   Lady Annabelle Hartley was a First World War widow, who, though literally rolling in money, was so mean that it was unbelievable.
 
     I went into service when I was thirteen. 
 
   Fourteen was the usual age for leaving school but, because
 
   Lady A. wanted another young slave girl, strings were pulled and I went to live in the Manor House.  I cried bitterly on my last day at school and Miss. Rigby my headmistress was very sympathetic but said that her hands were tied.
 
   Lady A. was Madam Chairman of the school governors. 
 
   Miss Rigby did suggest that I might like to go back to school on my half day off each fortnight. My reading and writing were so good.
 
    “It just needs a bit of polishing,” she told me. 
 
      Lady A was furious when she heard about that.
 
    “You learn reading and writing and you’ll be getting ideas above your station young girl.”  And she made sure that I didn’t get a half day at all for the first six months.  I was the lowest of the low, cleaning fire grates and preparing vegetables and of course endless scrubbing floors.
 
    
 
   After about three years I was just like a zombie, bed, work and nothing else. Nothing to feed my mind. Then lady A.  Inherited her uncle’s  motor car. That meant having a chauffeur, Bert   He and I hit it off from the start. I helped him with his reading and he taught me to drive.  For a while life was bliss.  But all good things come to an end.
 
    Lady A.  Found out and immediately fired Bert on the spot.
 
       “You’ll have to drive me now” she told me.
 
    I did, only to find out that taking her shopping was merely added to all my other duties. 
 
    When she discovered just how good my reading and writing skills were, I also had to help in the office and eventually became a proficient typist.
 
    Because she was such a tyrant, I decided that I had had enough. More than enough. The trouble was, every time that I tried to get another job I failed. 
 
   Each time, as soon as a possible employer contacted her for a reference, the bitch blocked my move.
 
   The years passed by, almost blending into one another. Then came the war.  Cook died and Lady A. proudly told me that I would be expected to cook as well.  I’d had more than enough.    
 
   I know that I have said it before but this time I really meant it. This time, come hell or high water, I was off.  
 
    
 
      When it happened, . .was quite unpredictable. 
 
   I was in town, waiting outside a ladies outfitters for madam when in a neighbouring shop I saw a big advert.
 
             Join the Women’s Land Army.  
 
   Why not.   If I wasn’t too old at twenty nine,  I was away.
 
   And it happened, as quickly as that. I signed up there and then and was ordered to report to the same premises at five thirty the following Saturday. 
 
   I packed all my meagre belongings during the week and took great satisfaction in keeping the news from her ladyship till Saturday lunchtime.
 
     “You selfish little runt, Who do you think is going to look after me in my hour of need?”  My reply, “Some other mug” 
 
   She pretended to faint, something that she always did  when things didn’t suit her. I was so keen to get away that I was nearly an hour early reporting for duty.  Even at that I wasn’t the first. The young ladies who were already there seemed a pleasant group.   We were loaded into the back of an army lorry and taken to an old stately home that was to be our hostel and training centre. The six weeks training was hard work but good fun and surprise surprise, I passed out as the best recruit.
 
   My elation was to be short lived. Of all the agricultural establishments in the country, where did I have to be sent?
 
   Lady Annabelle Hartley’s Home Farm. I tried to get my posting changed without success,  Lady A’s need was classed as urgent.
 
     One didn’t question orders, there was a war on.
 
   I’m certain that the old cow was instrumental in my posting, and I don’t mean the Dairy Shorthorn that I learned hand milking on. 
 
   Once back, I soon learned many things about my lady that didn’t surprise me at all.  None of her farm staff were paid the minimum agricultural wage, but let anyone voice an opinion and they would receive the usual threat.
 
      “Shut up or you will be homeless and jobless; I will have your furniture in the lane before nightfall.”  She no longer had the same hold over me, yet was even more horrible than when I lived in the big house. Animals went short of food because of her meanness. 
 
   That distressed me. Then, when twin calves died because she was too mean to send for the vet, I decided yet again that I’d had enough.  On my day off I retraced my journey to the hostel and spoke with my Commander. 
 
      “Can you type?” she asked. When I told her that I could she motioned me into another room and asked me to type out a full report about the situation, omitting nothing.   My report was shown to another visiting commander who gave me a bit of an interrogation.  
 
      “So - you can type, you can drive and you passed out as best recruit, correct?”  “Yes Ma’am”  
 
      “Then, you’re not going back there. I have another job for you.
 
   As of now, you are an officer, reporting directly to the War Agricultural Executive Committee. We are known universally as the War Ag.   Your job will be to visit farms in the county who are not maximising the use of land for food production.” 
 
   My first call was to Lady A. This time, I was in charge. She didn’t like it but I made her correct every thing that was wrong 
 
   Everything.    OH, for the first time in my life,. . 
 
                                           I did enjoy my work.   Justice at last.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   No Monkey Business.
 
    
 
      There was a gale blowing into my face and it was raining heavily as I trudged up our Mary’s long drive. But that was nothing to the tears that were streaming down my cheeks. 
 
   Then the wait seemed interminable as I pounded on the front door. The door had barely opened when I pleaded,
 
      “Mary, can I please stay with you for a few days, I’m homeless.”
 
      “What do you mean homeless? You’ve lived up at the Manor for thirty years.”
 
      “I know” I sobbed “But not any more. I’ve left, finished, resigned.
 
   Gone for ever.”
 
   Mary snapped.
 
      “I can’t understand why, it was only last week that Lord Ashby was singing your praises. ‘Never in the history of Ashby Manor, has there been a better housekeeper’ he said. ‘Thirty years and never once a cause to criticize, that record can never be bettered’. He meant it too.
 
      “Well, I’m telling you, I have walked away from there for ever.
 
      “There must be something seriously wrong then.” She said. “Tell me more.” 
 
      “I don’t want to talk about it.”
 
   Our Mary should have been a detective. She kept up the barrage of questions relentlessly. After so long, I caved in.
 
      “It was that lad again, young Rupert.”
 
      “Oh the wayward sixteen year old, what has he been up to this time?”
 
      “Well,” I began, “He came home from boarding school for the weekend just before half term. While he was home, the young devil got into my pantry and pinched six jars of bottled fruit and two jars of raspberry jam.”
 
      “That can’t be that serious.” Mary didn’t seem to be very sympathetic.
 
      “Maybe not, on its own but he replaced the jars with jars full of tadpoles. In fact I think that he had thrown the fruit away and used my own jars again. In fact, I’m certain of it.”
 
      “What did you do about it?” 
 
      “Nothing. Lord Ashby is away and if I told her ladyship certainly wouldn’t believe me. She thinks her little darling can do no wrong.
 
      “Maybe not but surely, it still isn’t enough to quit your job over.”
 
      “Perhaps not but there’s more. Lots more.”
 
   Mary’s interrogation began again.
 
   I continued,
 
      “He’s home again. Half term this time. And what do you think that he brought with him this time?”
 
      “Go on tell me. Then I’ll make us a cup of tea and put the heater in my spare room. You seem quite determined.”
 
      “A baby monkey. And he let it loose in the pantry.  I had spent all week working hard to replace all the stuff that he destroyed the previous weekend only for master Rupert to let his monkey run amok along all the shelves; and he had the audacity to laugh when the damned thing knocked my jars flying everywhere.”
 
      “That’s distressing enough. But is it enough to give up your home and job for?”
 
      “We…ll” I hesitated.
 
      “You haven’t told me everything yet have you our Celia?”
 
      “No.”
 
    
 
      It was bed time before I plucked up the courage to tell Mary the full story.
 
      “I worked till eleven o-clock clearing up the mess and fell into bed exhausted. Then that article of a human being, --”
 
      “You mean Rupert?” she interrupted.
 
      “That’s right.” I sobbed. “He came straight from his shower with just a flimsy towel round his middle. I asked him,
 
       “What the hell do you think that you are doing in my room? This room is private. It is my home.”    
 
      “The hard faced so and so whipped the towel off showing his all, then he said, ‘Move over, I’ll give you something to make up for my sins’ and he tried to pull the covers off me. Luckily I had my umbrella handy and I whacked him with it and darted into my bathroom and locked myself in. I stayed till morning then waited till there was nobody about then came here.  
 
   I left a note for My Lady just saying that I had left due to circumstances. Nothing specific.
 
      By then, my tears were flowing freely again.”
 
    
 
      Once she knew all the details our Mary couldn’t have been more helpful. She prepared my favorite meal then suggested that I went for a lie down, as I was absolutely exhausted. I slept and slept, only waking up when I heard a violent hammering on the front door.
 
   I was shocked to realize that it was four-o-clock. Time for afternoon tea at the Manor. However I wasn’t at the Manor any more. That was when I first missed it. More tears followed.
 
   I pulled myself together and went downstairs.
 
   In the lounge I discovered who had been hammering on the front door.  Lord Ashby himself.
 
   As soon as he knew that I had gone he suspected that young Rupert was involved and had wrung the truth out of him. Whether he had the full story I never found out but Rupert was severely punished and Mary and I were given a luxury holiday paid for by Lord Ashby. After the holiday I returned to the Manor at an increased salary and instead of my rooms I was provided with a furnished cottage, guaranteed for my lifetime.
 
    
 
      The whole sad episode is now history. I wish it had never happened but it had, and I was better off for it.
 
   That just proves the saying that out of all evil there could be some good outcome if you look for it.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Lesley’s Inheritance.   
 
    
 
       One thing is certain, it is doubtful whether I shall ever have to pay inheritance tax.
 
   Yet when I consider what I inherited, I always start reminiscing.
 
    
 
   From my father: -......
 
       I had a keen enthusiasm for sport.  All kinds of sport, the rougher the better, he was an Oxford rugger blue as well as a motorbike trials rider.  With daddy it was more like an obsession, that’s why at first he was so disappointed when I entered this world as a baby girl.
 
   From my mother: -......
 
      It was curly blonde hair and a grim determination to succeed whatever the cost.
 
   She had unorthodox ideas about rearing children. She was hard and unsympathetic. One example I quote, when I was learning to ride a bike 
 
   I kept falling off.  My friends did the same, their mums used to pick them up then give a kiss and comfort before trying again. My old dear would stand aside and scream “You must persevere.”  She must have used that expression at least ten times every day. But I always did persevere and always succeeded.
 
   From them both: -... 
 
      Together with a perfect athletic body, I was blessed with potential Olympic legs according to daddy. With my legs and mum’s determination, there could be no limit to the possibilities.  
 
        Mum didn’t particularly like my interest in sport. I remember once when I told her that we would be boiling eggs at school tomorrow she was made up.
 
      “We never did cookery at the little school.” was her comment. 
 
   I left it for daddy to tell her that the eggs were for use in the egg and spoon race the next day.
 
    
 
      If you think that you can form an idea of my life pattern from what you have already heard, you would doubtless be wrong.
 
   My life had no gentle curves. Sadly, only sharp turns denoted the changes that took place. Having said that, I had a happy childhood despite mum’s harsh ways.
 
   The first turn in my life, by far the most traumatic, was the accident.
 
   For a long time afterwards I considered that my life was over. Daddy died in the crash, mum only lasted another three months and I spent the next two years in hospital wishing that I could go with them as well. I only saw, nothing to look forward to and too young to have much to look back on. 
 
    I was fourteen when I left hospital.......minus legs. My potential Olympic legs; no chance of my making the Olympics now. Mind you, before long I could do almost as much in my wheelchair as many teenagers did on their feet, or rather backsides. I wasn’t into hand held gimmicky games, and board games left me just that ............bored.  And before you say it, I could see no incentive to ‘persevere.’
 
    
 
      With mum and dad gone, options were limited. Either I moved forty miles away to live with an elderly aunt who didn’t really want me, or go into the children’s home at Corbridge Green, and I knew that they didn’t want me either.  I chose to go and live with Auntie Dora and after a frosty first two weeks,  she mellowed  and I became less resentful.  I decided to ‘get on with my life.’
 
   It was rather a change after two years in hospital repeating the phrase, 
 
      “I wish that I was dead.” 
 
   Auntie Dora’s house, being an old farmhouse, had wide doorways and long passages, so in my wheelchair I could whizz around the house at what auntie called “an unhealthy speed.”  I went to Oakwood Comprehensive  rather than the local school as the facilities there were more suitable.  Though some of the staff had reservations, I was allowed to take part in any activity that I could manage. The sports master was great, he even allowed me to create my own events. I remember once, borrowing some wheelchairs from the Red Cross and setting up my own racetrack around the rugger pitch. It was a hell of a laugh, five able bodied girls and me doing the 400 and 800 metres on wheels. Talk about a farce. 
 
   Me, ........ Legless Lesley, the handicapped one, had to be given a further handicap make it fair and give the others a chance. Life began to take on a new meaning, I gradually realised that I was happy again, for the first time since the accident.   
 
    
 
      When I was sixteen I left school and went to the sixth form college nearby. The trouble was that I had left most of my friends behind and just didn’t settle to the new life very easily. 
 
   At the same time, the local Church opened a youth club on two evenings a week in the village hall. I joined, but the vicar, nice old bloke that he was, was overbearing. He was scared stiff of me hurting myself. Instead of letting me fend for myself it was a case of,  
 
    “Will someone make sure that Leslie has a cup of tea.”
 
    or even worse
 
      “Don’t try to join in that game Lesley in case you hurt yourself”.
 
    I was accepted as a member, but never integrated to become one of the crowd. Even John, the good Samaritan who saw me home each night used to give me a gentle peck on the cheek as though he was afraid of me. How I longed for him to bung his tongue down my throat and give me a passionate kiss, or even a harmless snog. From the vibes that I picked up, I’m certain that, had I been an able bod it would rather have been a case of me having to slow him down. Depression set in again and I could see no reason to live.  I never actually tried to commit suicide, yet made up my mind to do it on numerous occasions.
 
    
 
      My depression lifted enormously when I was allocated a motorised tricycle. It was a Thundersley Invacar, the traditional pale blue vehicle issued to many handicapped people during the nineteen seventies. I took to driving it as the challenge that I needed.  Though not exactly fast, it was capable of speeds far in excess of the safe limit for the country lanes that I was so familiar with. 
 
   Before I had had it two months I recorded one speeding ticket and two police cautions. To be honest I drove like a hooligan and didn’t give a damn about the consequences. If I killed myself  .......  so what.  Now it was a machine and me, but still no people, and that is what I needed most. 
 
    
 
       One weekend during the long summer holiday, the youth club members decided to go camping in Buckley’s Wood.  It was a very disorganised affair. That is if you can disorganise something that has never been properly organised in the first place.  They had bought an old tent at a knock down price. That would sleep a dozen at a push. Others had grouped together and borrowed frame tents and two had even borrowed garden play-tents off the kid next door. Everyone intended taking their own food and drink, with no intention or facilities for cooking anything. Flasks of hot soup would doubtless revitalise stomachs chilled with cans of cooled lager.  What hurt me was when I overheard someone say,
 
      “Don’t tell Lesley as she wouldn’t be able to enjoy it. Best if she stays at home”.
 
   Like Hell I thought to myself.
 
    
 
      Come Saturday morning I watched some of them set out on their bikes, others hiked,    .......   not forgetting the Winterton twins who were taken in daddy’s four by four. 
 
   I shed a few tears and had never felt so lonely in my life.
 
    
 
   Even Auntie Dora had gone to the city on a shopping spree saying,
 
      “Don’t be surprised if I stay overnight. You’ll be alright won’t you?”
 
   I certainly would be alright. After dinner I tossed some old clothes into Alfie, my pet name for my Invacar,  and set out for Buckley’s wood. Call me a gate-crasher or whatever you like, I intended to join the others and camp for the weekend. When I arrived, some of the crowd were skinny dipping in the reservoir; others were lozacking round doing the usual nothing.  Some of the more energetic ones were trying to ride their bikes up the almost dried up river bed.  It was every bit as interesting as a purpose built race-track. What they could do I could surely copy. With a softly murmured “Sorry Alfie.” I aimed at the makeshift track and opened up the throttle.
 
      Momentarily I had a vision of a newspaper headline about my dad that I kept at home.
 
   ‘Fearless Ferguson hugged the rough track as though life itself was that very moment.’ 
 
   Two generations, two completely different people with the same name (well almost), yet the same quote applied equally to both.
 
   Disregarding looks,....the flying mud and grim determination would indicate to anyone whose daughter I was. 
 
   My father Les Ferguson had been the world champion motor cycle trials rider and I had had racing in my blood from birth.
 
    
 
      Mud flew everywhere, the engine was screaming for mercy whilst I was screaming with excitement. As the wheels spun we slid all over the place. At that moment I was my father........
 
                              ‘Les Ferguson rides again.’
 
   John, the friend who I mentioned earlier shouted,
 
      “Give us a ride.”  I did just that. There was no seat for him but crouching down on the floor, he shouted, 
 
      “This is more thrilling than any fair-ground ride.”
 
   Others soon wanted to do the same, so I started giving hair raising rides for any reward I could get. Cans of lager and sandwiches were the main currency, and the day ended with me having sufficient supplies to last the entire weekend. Not only had we integrated, but it appeared that Alfie and I were the most popular items on the site.
 
   So why go home?  John evicted his mate from the tent and welcomed me to his canvas abode.
 
    The fun of that afternoon and evening was only surpassed by the pleasure that I had drifting off to sleep in John’s arms.
 
   Life had taken on a new meaning.
 
   At that time I had no idea how much my life was to alter.
 
      In the next few weeks I discovered that new medical thinking had determined that I was now well enough to have a second try at using artificial legs.
 
      “You must persevere.” the consultant said.
 
   How often had I heard that in the past.
 
   It took a lot of perseverance but I eventually mastered them. 
 
   Just tin and plastic, they certainly weren’t Olympic legs, but that doesn’t matter. I shall be going to the Olympic Games anyway. I’ve just heard this morning, I have been selected to train for the UK wheelchair basketball team. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   It Was An Unusual Christmas
 
    
 
      The over used cliché tells us ‘always look forward, never back’.
 
   A very good sentiment, yet as another Christmas approaches, 
 
   I find myself looking back on Christmas’s past.
 
   As Christmas day is also my birthday I have distinct memories of many more dates and presents than would normally be the case.
 
    
 
      Of course I had dolls and the family doll’s house that has been handed down through the generations but as my parents were never short of a bob or two, gifts were always generous. Like the new bikes at eight and twelve, followed by a pony at thirteen. Even better, driving lessons at seventeen and for my eighteenth birthday a shiny new car showed just how much my family loved me.  Please don’t get me wrong,  I’m  not really so materialistic, the good times that we had every Christmas meant much more than any of the gifts.  The family get togethers, with Grandma and Granddad in the early days were as good as anybody could have wished for.
 
       Then, of course, I met John.    Love at first sight.  We were married and John immediately blended in as a close member of the entire family. Christmas was just the same, even better after little Lennie was born, only now. Instead of Grandma and Granddad it was now my mum and dad who became the doting grandparents.
 
    
 
      For years and years history repeated itself. Nobody could have been happier than I was. Then one year, Lennie announced that he was getting married at Christmas. Not only that, we ourselves would be grandparents in the spring. Life had turned full circle once more.
 
    
 
      Sadly, after forty five perfect Christmases, my life changed for ever. Whilst I was cooking the turkey, John and Lennie went to deliver one or two parcels to friends who lived the other side of town.  Just about the time I was expecting them back, I heard a commotion outside. On investigating, I saw our neighbours Fred and Daisy with a lady police constable. 
 
    Dammit, I thought, our sheep had got out again. Today of all days.
 
   No, the sheep were safe but. . . . 
 
   Within moments I thought my life was over.    There had been an accident on the viaduct ---- no survivors ---- very sorry, etc.  It wasn’t Lennie’s fault but he had had a drink or two too many that morning.
 
    
 
      For the next two years I just lived; mainly with the aid of a gin bottle. I was like a zombie most of the time, hardly ever leaving the house. And now, I’m ashamed when I think of the number of times that I contemplated suicide. I was treated for depression and though the drugs worked wonders, I needed some incentive to get out and about again.
 
    
 
      Two years after the tragedy, the charity shop where I used to work were desperate for volunteer assistants. After refusing three times, I relented and agreed to try it three afternoons a week. 
 
      I bought some raffle tickets one day and to my amazement I won the coveted first prize. ‘Spend Christmas day with a celebrity’.  I was given a list of seven names to pick from, five male and two female. That immediately narrowed my choice down to two, I couldn’t face men at any price.
 
    
 
      Arrangements were made and I really looked forward to my Christmas with Tracey Overton, the singer. The famous millionairess had recently  bought a castle as her main residence and according to reports it had been fully refurbished with no expense spared. I had a couple of telephone conversations with Tracey, who easily put all my worries to one side. Like I said I was really looking forward to it.   You can imagine my disappointment when she phoned again early on Christmas Eve.
 
   Due to a family problem she had to fly out to South Africa that morning. She was good enough to offer me a substantial cheque but that would be wasted on me. I already had more money than I needed. Realising my distress, Tracey then said, “Then I’ll contact a friend of mine, I don’t think that you will be disappointed.”
 
    
 
   Within the hour the phone rang again.
 
      “I believe you would like to spend Christmas Day with a well known personality.” 
 
   When I said yes, the caller continued, 
 
      “Then you shall. Would you like a day with Sir Raymond Franklyn?”        Would I. . . . .
 
   I know I said I couldn’t face men, but this was different
 
    Sir Raymond was everybody’s heartthrob, Comedian, actor, and singer of the most romantic ballads ever heard.  He was my own age group as well.
 
     I heard conversation in the background and then the unmistakable voice of Sir Raymond. 
 
      “I believe that you would like to spend the day with me tomorrow young lady. Is that correct?” Though I would rather be with my husband, I’m a widow.   I can’t think of anyone that I would rather be with 
 
   than yourself.”
 
      “Then I’ll just ask you three questions.
 
   Can you eat plenty?”  
 
      “Sure as hell beats spending the day on my own, and at this moment
 
      “Of course.” I lied. I didn’t eat enough to keep a sparrow alive.
 
   As the next question was,
 
      “Do you mind a bit of work? I had visions of mountains of dishes to be washed... I didn’t mind. The third question was apt.
 
      “Can you stand plenty of drink?” I was putting away about three bottles of gin each week so I answered that question with confidence. 
 
      “Then my chauffer will pick you up at eight thirty sharp, be ready.”
 
    
 
      I was ready alright but was taken aback when a luxury Rolls Royce drew up in the yard. It didn’t seem many minutes before we purred into the courtyard behind the Grand Hotel in Worcester.  Sir Raymond was there to meet us and after giving me a crushing hug he thrust a glass of sherry in my hand with the comment, “The first of the day, Happy Christmas.”
 
   He then dismissed his chauffer, “That’s it till five o clock Barnes, go home and help the kids open their presents.
 
    
 
      Turning to me, Sir Raymond said,  “Forget  the Sir Raymond, I’m Ray to my friends. That is unless we are in company.” 
 
   He continued, “ I would like to visit the fishermen’s cottages. They were flooded  last week so I’d like to give the people a little treat.”
 
   Driving the Rolls himself, we called at the cottages that were still inhabited,  bearing gifts for children and bottles for the adults. 
 
      “Next job is the hospital,” he said.  Again gifts and bottles were distributed. The cavernous boot of the Rolls was absolutely crammed full of parcels. We spent the entire morning going round the wards. I was persuaded to have a drink in nearly every one whilst Ray stuck to orange juice as he was driving. 
 
   For the first time in years, I was looking forward to my dinner. Where and when I had no idea.  
 
    
 
      “Right” said Ray, it is twelve o clock. Christmas dinner at Greenbank House, the retirement home.  This is where I’ll need help.” He wasn’t kidding.  Residents and their guests meant one hundred meals to be served.   . . . . . Mainly by Ray and myself.
 
   The next hour and a half I worked harder than I had ever done in my life. But I enjoyed every minute of it. Then it was our turn. Ray and I dined with the staff. And what a luxury meal it was.
 
   There was plenty of drink to follow, wasn’t I glad that I could take it.  
 
    
 
      There was no such thing as an afternoon nap though. But another thrill in store.
 
      “Do you like helicopters?” Ray inquired. 
 
   Now my one ambition, even before John died, was to go in a helicopter, so when I said I would love to ride in one he replied “Come on then.”  We went about half a mile and turned into a farmyard. Behind the main building stood a gleaming helicopter, his own.    It only seemed moments later that we were passing over the white topped Pennines, Just like Santa with his sleigh. 
 
    
 
      Our destination, I was told, was a large country club, miles from anywhere. Quite simply, 
 
      “There is a party on. One or two people there.”  
 
    
 
      That was no understatement. I had been to parties and hunt balls many a time but absolutely nothing like this. Loads of food, drink, and so many of the top personalities that I couldn’t take it all in at first. I’d love to tell you some of the people that I was hob-knobbing with but Ray asked me not to name anyone,  and I respect his wish,  but there  were celebrities from all walks of life, sporting, films and theatre, and more characters from the soap operas than I could ever imagine being under one roof.
 
   What is more, Ray introduced me to many of them saying,
 
      “I’d like you to meet a very attractive friend of mine, Brenda. Not only did she do sterling work helping me at lunch-time, but she has made the day for me.” 
 
      I felt chuffed; Ray had certainly made Christmas for me.
 
   I was enjoying myself immensely when somebody came in saying,
 
      “It really is a white Christmas now, look outside.” 
 
   Everyone rushed to the door and sure enough, it was snowing heavily, many cars were already covered and unrecognisable.  Chances of the helicopter taking off were zero. The problem was, the club hotel was already full to bursting with Christmas guests.                 After partying till way after midnight, Ray, myself spent the night in the helicopter, chaperoned by his aircrew. An auxiliary engine was kept running to provide warmth and power.   However, it was excitement that kept me awake, not the noise of the motor.
 
   I’ll tell you one thing,
 
                     It certainly was an unusual Christmas.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Major General.
 
    
 
      “You can’t go out like that,! She shrieked. “It isn’t decent.” 
 
   My mother was adamant. She always got so worked up about things that didn’t matter.
 
      I was an army nurse with nine weeks service to my credit and was ready to go back to camp after my first leave. 
 
   I suppose it is unusual for my age group, but I can’t feel comfortable wearing jeans  or trousers, so I planned to drive back in my mini skirt and my favourite crimson boob tube.
 
   Like I said, mum was furious and Gran’s interference  was no help either, 
 
   I took no notice of them and just got into my car. 
 
   Two hundred and twenty miles to drive, weather absolutely atrocious, and my faithful fiesta that I had had since I passed my test was on its last legs.  So . . .      
 
      Who the hell cared what I looked like? 
 
   Having said that, I hated going away leaving a bad atmosphere. Trouble was, neither Mum or Gran had hardly ever been away from Oakwood Priory,  the sleepy village that had been my home till nine weeks ago. 
 
   Their outlook on life bordered on Victorian.             
 
        The first few miles I knew like the back of my hand so that presented no great problem. Then I got to the motorway, and it was raining so hard that visibility was little more than zero.
 
    I’d just about got acclimatised to the conditions when  I came to a traffic jam. I  just sat twiddling my thumbs in the middle lane when I looked to my right. Alongside me was a sleek dark blue chauffeured car. Naturally I had to stare at the occupant of the rear seat. I couldn’t be sure of his rank but he was certainly a high ranking army officer. And the dishiest looking bloke that I had ever seen in my life. My imagination went wild. Oh, to get a date with him.  He saw me looking and smiled back. A smile that would turn any female to jelly. I knew at that moment that I wanted him however impossible that may be.
 
      Then we started to move very slowly. One lane at a time. He passed me, then I passed him, then he passed me, just the way it is on the motorways. Then equally as quickly, the traffic in
 
   front was gone. My officer (The cheek, calling him my officer) gave a royal type of wave and was gone. But the registration number of the car was unforgettable. To me anyhow. I assumed it was a very old English number, KG 4678. KG, which was my initials, followed by the numbers 4678 which were my birth date. The fourth of June nineteen seventy eight. That car was soon out of sight but certainly not out of mind. Thoughts were circulating in my head nineteen to the dozen.  . . Yes, many of my thoughts are better not printed.
 
    
 
      All too soon, I soon saw that number again. Over the brow of the next hill there was another mass of vehicles. This time many of them were in a tangled mess. I immediately grabbed my first aid kit and ran to see if I could assist. The dark blue car had the side smashed in and my officer, was slumped in his seat. Obviously he hadn’t been wearing his seat belt and I could see that he was badly injured. And  didn’t seem to be  breathing.
 
   Oh to give him mouth to mouth resuscitation.
 
   Yes please.
 
   But it wasn’t quite as simple as you might think. I didn’t see the smiling lips from a few minutes earlier. His mouth was all blood, snot and slobber. But still there was still a job to be done. Fortunately I had a Brook airway in my kit and lost no time in giving assisted breathing till the ambulance arrived. I must admit, it was a bit of an ego boost when a paramedic told me,
 
      “You have more than likely saved that man’s life“.
 
   I didn’t crack on that I was a trainee nurse but I’ve a feeling that he had guessed as much.
 
      It wasn’t the way that I wanted it but that was when I discovered the identity of my officer.  The   paramedic was just asking me details. Whether intentionally or not, he told me that Major General Laurence Blackwell was in a critical condition and the air ambulance was expected any minute.  For what it was worth, I also found out which hospital Major General Blackwell was being taken to. 
 
   Fingers crossed that he comes onto my ward.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Friends.
 
    
 
      Barbara Bolton, or Babs as she was usually called, and I have always been friends. Through nursery school, girl’s grammar, and later at uni, we always stuck together, yet we were as different as chalk and cheese. I have always been laid back and easy going whilst Barbara was what I call a pushy go getter. Yet, there must be some latent bond somewhere because we are closer than sisters.
 
      We have each worked hard, very hard, to achieve successful careers, Babs in banking and finance, me in retailing.
 
   Neither of us ever married though I did once have a live in lover.
 
      “It will all end in tears” said Babs every time we met. I argued otherwise but she was right. It did end with much heartache when his wife turned up hoping for a financial gain, 
 
   Secretly, both of us would have loved a romance but in our circumstances things were difficult. Every time either of us met someone, there was always that underlying suspicion that he might be a gold digger just hoping to tap into our hard earned wealth, a suspicion that always spoiled things. Babs always said that I was too easy going to get a husband  whilst I thought that her pushy attitude frightened men off 
 
    
 
      Business often separated us but Babs and I had made a pact that, come what may, we would meet somewhere in the world for a meal at least once a month. Eighteen months ago we were both on home territory and arranged to have lunch at our favourite venue, The Huntsman, at High Ash.  It was the most high class restaurant in the county, often frequented by high flying personalities.
 
      This particular day we finished our starter and whilst waiting for the main course Babs gave me some interesting information that a certain chain of twenty eight shops was having cash flow problems and could be bought for less than half the market value. I wasn’t interested. As I said, I was always the laid back, contented one and was quite happy with the chain of stores that I already owned outright. Babs in her usual pushy manner was emphatic that I agreed to her wishes, she even offered to arrange any finance if I needed it.
 
    (which I didn’t) 
 
      “Do you realise that you could treble your income by just signing one document? She said.
 
   My reply annoyed her. 
 
      “I’m quite happy with what I’ve got thank you. It wouldn’t worry me if my income halved, there is still more than I need.”
 
      “Have you no ambition? She stormed.
 
      “I did have once, but then I achieved it and built up a successful business. What more could I want other than a quiet life and maybe a nice fellow though that doesn’t seem likely.”
 
   I could see that Babs was getting very angry and worked up but I was determined and sat there very calmly. On the rare occasions that we did fall out, all was peaceful again by the time we had a few vodka and tonics.
 
    
 
      Apart from Barbara’s persuasive ranting, something else gave me rise for concern. On the next table a party of six were settling, four adults and two seemingly teenage children. Without being snobbish, they were not the usual type of clientele that dined at the Huntsman.
 
   In a sentence that included a few swear words one of the juveniles was emphatic, 
 
      “If I can’t have burger and chips then I won’t have anything.” 
 
   Presumably, it was his mother who responded using even more disgusting language,
 
      “You’ll blank blank well have what you’re blanking given so there.”
 
    
 
   I would have been happy to move to another table but Babs had other ideas. Already worked up with my complacency she turned her anger on this woman.
 
      “Shut it will you, you foul mouthed creature. That sort of language isn’t what we expect in here.”
 
   I froze, wondering what would come next when Barbara continued.
 
      “I said shut your bloody mouth before I shut it for you.”
 
   At that, each got up and faced each other. Who struck the first blow is unclear but within seconds they were both on the floor giving vent to their anger. When one of the men tried to separate them, the two juveniles joined in and a horrible melee ensued.
 
   I had no fear for Babs, she had a black belt in whatever it is that she does. I just sat and watched in horror.
 
    
 
      It wasn’t long before the maitre-d and the head waiter appeared.
 
   They soon separated the flailing bodies. The Maitre-d escorted Babs to the cloakroom whilst the head waiter asked the other party to leave. Determined to have the last word, the woman answered,
 
      “We wouldn’t stay here anyhow. Not now I’ve seen your blank blank price list. 
 
   I played with my meal, rather than enjoying it. Five minutes later, Babs reappeared, her torn and bloodstained blouse replaced with a white tee shirt bearing the logo of the Huntsman. 
 
    
 
      We decided to forgo the rest of the meal and retired to the lounge to do some serious drinking. Neither the fight nor my purchasing the chain of shops was mentioned again. We simply spent the time drinking and reminiscing.
 
    
 
      That isn’t quite the end of the tale. A few days later I had a phone call asking if I would meet a reporter from The Clarion, our local weekly paper. That was not unusual. Most weeks the Clarion carried news about one or another of my businesses.
 
   It wasn’t the usual business editor who called so I assumed that he must be sick or away.
 
      The fellow that turned up was a very smart young man. If looks matter, he would be every woman’s dream. He was from the news and gossip section and wasn’t bothered about my business dealings.
 
   He had heard about the fracas at the Huntsman and wanted the details first hand. I was reluctant to say anything but as he pointed out, either he had the full true picture or some hack would print their version of what they heard from rumours.
 
      Then conversation was easy and I spent one of my happiest hours for a long time talking about everything under the sun.
 
   We went out quite a few times after that, then decided to go on a last minute cruise together.
 
      Did we live happily ever after, maybe, but there’s more.
 
   Barbara, determined not to be outdone began going out with the Clarion business editor and guess what?
 
   There will be a double wedding at the Cathedral next Saturday. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Dragged Through a Hedge Backwards.
 
    
 
      Unlike my parents, I’m not a snob. I sincerely hope that I never will be.
 
   In fact I hope that nobody ever has cause to think otherwise. 
 
   Having said that, I have an almighty job trying to convince my fiancée that there are certain standards that should, and I believe must be maintained.
 
    
 
      My mother would have given anything for me to ditch my Peter in favour of her choice, Nigel Anson.   Peter came from, . . . shall we say, a very humble background. Admittedly, his parents were struggling to buy their own council house and far too many of their meals came from take-aways, but believe me, that family were what used to be called the salt of the earth. Peter had served his apprenticeship and worked hard at night school to get his Higher National  Certificate. 
 
   In the engineering world, the sky was his limit.  
 
   Mummy’s attitude was,
 
      “He will always be messing with those dirty spanners.” 
 
   Regrettably, Peter deliberately aggravated mummy because he despised her as much as she disapproved of him. 
 
   Admittedly, in her own curious way, once she had reluctantly accepted that we were engaged, she did try to get on with him. 
 
   However, in one conversation she openly criticized his lackadaisical attitude to English grammar. His defiant reply was,
 
      “’Er’s learnin may fer talk proper.”
 
   After that there were many spats between the two of them, nobody ever won.  Daddy found it difficult to get involved. He liked Peter who was handy at repairing our lawn mower, which was notoriously difficult to start. He also had a gadget that started the car when the battery was absolutely flat after mummy left the lights on. That made him good in daddy’s eyes
 
    
 
     When Nigel Anson bought himself a bright red sports car my mother renewed her efforts to make Nigel and myself an item.
 
   She was so devious and would stoop to any level to get her own way. Even though Peter and I were engaged she still tried it on.
 
   We were determined to get married with or without her blessing.
 
   Typical mummy, snob to the end, finally declared,
 
      “If you must marry that man, at least you will do it properly.
 
   No village Church for you my lady. We will book the Cathedral.”
 
   Protests were useless so we gave way on that one. In fact we left everything to her. My attitude was,
 
      “Whatever I say or do will be wrong, so you get on with it.” 
 
   And she did. No expense spared.  
 
   The only thing that didn’t fit in with her plans was the fact that the Bishop said that he wouldn’t be available to perform the service himself due to prior commitments. The Rector of St. Thomas’s however would be willing and available. Rector of St. Thomas was a title unique to our diocese and applied to the bishop’s deputy or second in command. Mummy was quite miffed about that.
 
       Meanwhile daddy just suffered in silence and signed the cheques.
 
    
 
      What happened next however was sheer coincidence. 
 
   It was the evening that Peter and myself were to go to see the Rector about publishing the banns and a general talk about the ceremony. Peter telephoned to say that he had to work overtime so he would go straight to the Cathedral. Mummy could have easily taken me in her car but no, scheming as ever, even at this late stage, she rang Nigel and asked if he would do the honours. 
 
      “Of course I will,” he said. “No problem at all.”
 
   Showing off as usual, he had the hood down even though it was chilly and looked like rain. 
 
      “I’ve just got to do a little detour to drop something off at my Granddad’s” he said.
 
   The little detour involved a trip of about twelve miles along country lanes and I was not happy. Being alone with Nigel, miles from anywhere was worrying. I didn’t trust him at any time. My engagement ring would mean nothing to him. I was also concerned about the time after he took a wrong turning. I was very worried about being late.  Nigel sped along the lanes at a ridiculous speed, At any other time it would have been exhilarating but with the hood being down, the wind was blowing through my hair and I must have looked really disheveled.   Fortunately, we did arrive in good time. The ante-room to the Rector’s office had a small en-suite washroom so I was able to tidy myself up before being ushered in to see the Rector.  I realized that I was still nearly ten minutes early but was still concerned that Peter hadn’t arrived.  The Rector must have been aware of my unease as he made small talk to pass the time away.
 
    
 
      Exactly on time, Peter was shown in. I was horrified. His shoes were covered with thick mud, as were his jeans. Obviously he hadn’t bothered to change into his trousers even though I had pressed them for him. To make things worse, he was wearing the horrible khaki anorak that served as a goal-post when they had their lunchtime game of football.
 
   To be very blunt, I would have felt ashamed of him turning up anywhere in that state.
 
   As though it didn’t matter he cheerily said,
 
   “Hope you don’t mind the mud, I stopped to give an old boy a hand with his wheelbarrow and because I felt sorry for him I stayed helping him for a bit.”
 
   “Playing football more like.” I snapped.
 
   If the Rector hadn’t intervened I think that it would have developed into an unseemly row.  
 
    
 
   The Rector, bless him, was kindness itself as he started to go through the wedding ceremony and explained the religious meaning of each stage of the service. 
 
      There were gasps all round when we heard a commotion outside and heard a deep voice saying,
 
      “In the name of Jesus Christ, its cold out there.” We looked,  . . The door opened and in came an old man who looked even scruffier than Peter. The man wore a dirty ex-army greatcoat tied with string and a ridiculous child’s pixie hood.
 
   Talk about being dragged through a hedge backwards; that would be an understatement. I was expecting at least a mumbled apology for the blasphemy but nothing was forthcoming,. Instead, this man fixed his gaze on my fiancée. 
 
      “Well Peter,” he began, “You said that you were in a hurry to keep an appointment. I had no idea that it was here.”
 
   He went on to praise Peter, describing him as a very present help in trouble and saying that it was a pity that there weren’t more young men like him in the world. He added,
 
      “There I was, trying to make a start on clearing that ground ready for the archeological dig. This young man saw my difficulty, took pity on me and helped me to move that pile of soil and rubble. I cannot praise him enough.”
 
     “Indeed Bishop,” The Rector started, 
 
   I looked again, stunned.  Yes. It was indeed the Bishop himself.
 
   The Very Reverend Dr. Robert Willoughby-Smythe, MA.  DD. etc
 
   The Rector continued, 
 
      “Yes, Peter did say that he had been helping someone.”
 
    The Bishop then addressed Peter and me. 
 
      “Well you two lovely people, so you wish to be married in the Cathedral then?”
 
   When we both said yes, together, the Bishop then smiled,
 
      “In that case, such is my admiration for young Peter; I would like to conduct the service myself. I have to attend a series of meetings in London that weekend but I can easily catch the lunchtime train up here and be back in London in time for the evening meeting.
 
    
 
      The wedding went perfectly and afterwards the Bishop had a word with my mother, once again extolling Peter’s virtues.
 
   From then on, her attitude to Peter changed. 
 
   Well, . . .  he and the Bishop were on first name terms. Now there was something to boast about to her friends.
 
   I love her dearly but like I said before, she is still a blooming snob. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    No Toys Needed.
 
    
 
      I shall be retiring soon and going on a world cruise.  It will cost 
 
   thousands and thousands of pounds but that doesn’t matter,
 
    I’ve more money than I shall ever need.
 
       Mind you, it hasn’t always been like that.
 
   I grew up during the depression of the nineteen thirties and by jove I certainly knew what hardship was.  We lived on a smallholding. No electricity, toilet facilities consisted of a pail up the orchard, and all our water was drawn from the well in the yard. 
 
   Indeed, many was the time that, as a baby, my morning bath meant being dunked unceremoniously in a bucket of icy cold water freshly drawn from the hidden depths. Obviously I can’t remember the baths myself, but I remember only too well the screams from my sister when she was subjected to the same barbaric ritual a year or two later.
 
    
 
      I never had any toys, except the ones that I made for myself.   Other boys had meccano sets. All that I had was a drawer full of odd nuts and bolts, a few scrap bits of metal, and a very mixed set of spanners. From a very early age I was encouraged to dismantle things and try to put them together again. 
 
   When I failed, my dad was usually close at hand to put me right, generally with a full explanation, and a diagram drawn on the back of a fag packet.
 
       Dad was an engineer at the colliery but he had tuberculosis so he spent more time on the sick than at work. Like I said, we were poor but honest. We always just about got by, aided by the income from the hens and pigs.
 
    
 
   When my dad died I insisted on doing my bit by getting a paper round. 
 
   I wasn’t legally old enough but Mr. Thomas was a kind man and as I was big for my age, he let me have a round anyway. Imagine how proud I was, giving mum my first wages, a brand new crisp ten shilling note. And bless her; she gave me four shillings back for myself to save. 
 
   I had never had money to spend so saving was no problem.
 
      One day as I was doing my round, old Mrs. Fairbrother from the West Lodge asked me why I didn’t get a bike to do my round like all the other paper boys. When I told her that I was saving up for one she made me an offer that I couldn‘t refuse.
 
      “There is my Joe’s old bike out back, loads of bits and pieces as well.
 
   If you will clean out the shed for me at the weekend you can have the bike for nothing and anything else in the shed that you would like.”
 
   On Saturday morning I set about the task with great enthusiasm. 
 
   I found not only the one, but two other bikes as well, partly dismantled, and enough spare parts to stock a shop. I checked with Mrs. Fairbrother that it was OK to take everything and she even lent me a handcart to take my stuff home.
 
      The bike was a racing bike, one of the best that money could buy and it only needed cleaning up, which I did the following weekend. The other two, I built up from spare parts and put them in the sundries ring at the local market. Imagine my delight when one made six pounds and the other four.  Ten pounds earned not given. I was delighted. But I still kept saving. I had inherited dad’s toolkit. There were so many tools that I could have made a tidy sum if I sold them, but I chose to keep them for a while anyhow.
 
    My schoolteacher, Gaffer Griffiths knew that I had the tools and as he had an old car, he often asked, 
 
      “Can you come round tonight and bring your spanners? I’m having a bit of trouble with the car.”  
 
   I would go. It was a farce really. We both had only a smattering of knowledge yet we seemed to feed off each other and learned by our mistakes.
 
    
 
      Then the war ended and everyone was happy.  There was to be a sale of army surplus stuff at Tomorrow Heath, about fifteen miles from home.
 
    One item on the brochure that I looked at in the paper shop was, 
 
    ‘Quantity of bicycles, to be sold in small lots.’ 
 
   With all the spares that I still had at home I had pound signs flashing before my eyes. Mum was dead against me going to the sale on my own; anyway, she would have preferred me to buy some chickens. But I was determined and cycled to Tomorrow Heath with fifteen pounds sewn into my vest.
 
    
 
      I soon located the cycles that I wanted to bid for and decided that by bidding eight to ten pounds I would have the chance to make a good enough profit.  By chance, the previous lot was an Austin Ten army staff car. The notice in the windscreen gave the lot number and the comment ‘NOT RUNNING‘. 
 
   It looked a mess, but I drooled over it and was still mooching around it when the auctioneer came along with his followers.  
 
   As you have probably guessed, I moved my arm at the wrong moment, the auctioneer took it as a bid and I was too timid to shout out
 
      “No it‘s a mistake.”
 
   At the age of fifteen I had bought a car for £14 and five shillings. 
 
   Maybe I should have been delighted but, believe it or not, I was the most despondent person on the field that day as I paid my money over.
 
    
 
      I was looking under the bonnet when an old man who must have been well into his seventies, muttered, 
 
      “I bet the blooming plug leads have been swapped over.” 
 
   Who he was, I’ve no idea; but inspired, I reached over and set the leads how I thought they should be and, lo and behold the car started, even if it was running erratically. 
 
   Then I pondered, How to get it home? 
 
   Another problem solved.   I drove it. 
 
   Going home was a lot different to driving Gaffer’s car on the school playground, but somehow I managed it.
 
      The car was soon cleaned up and with Gaffer’s help we had it running sweetly.  I advertised it in the post office window and sold it the same week. With the proceeds I bought two more rough cars and tidied them up before again selling at a profit. Then I did it once more.
 
   Then: - disaster.
 
     I had been reported.   A nice enough bloke came from the council and informed me that I must stop dealing in cars. 
 
   Our land was rated purely for agricultural purposes and wartime regulations said more food must be produced...
 
   I was close to tears as I had been for years. 
 
    
 
      Two days later, the same bloke called again. What this time I thought.  However, that nice man came up with a great suggestion.  
 
      “The council will soon be moving to a new yard. Why don’t you try to rent their old yard for your cars? There is an old garage already there. And a petrol pump that only needs fettling.”  
 
   That idea nearly worked.   The council were sympathetic but wouldn’t let me rent the yard because of my age. 
 
   My answer, I got mother to rent it and employ me. She wasn’t happy about the idea but I convinced her that it was a sound bet. I worked fourteen or fifteen hours every day and enjoyed it. By the time I had been left school for a year, my garage was doing well and the year after that petrol rationing was ended and business never looked back. I was employing a mechanic and a lad by the time I was eighteen. Then came the next blow.  I had to register for national service.  Fortunately, the address of our small holding was Corner Farm so I registered my occupation as a farmer. I got away with it and was exempted from going into the army. 
 
   At twenty one I started another garage in a neighbouring village.
 
   Up till then, I had never borrowed a penny but when the opportunity to buy yet another garage occurred I took a massive loan and became the owner of three garages.
 
      There was just one thing missing in my life.  Because I was working all hours, I never had a girlfriend, a fact that disturbed me each time that I saw other lads from my year getting married.  My mother always used to tell people, 
 
      “He will end up marrying a widow with two kids.”
 
   Sadly she did not live long enough to see her prophesy come true but eventually that is what happened.
 
   Pearl’s husband was killed in a mining accident and I offered her a job doing my paperwork. Not before time I may add. While all my businesses were flourishing, the accounts were in a mess. 
 
    
 
      Pearl’s daughters took to me and we became a very happy family with no need to scrimp and save any more. Pearl was a very good manager. A year after we wed, there came another near disaster. The tax-men caught up with me for the years when my bookkeeping had been slipshod. Not only was the bill that they sent frightening, but it came exactly the same time as the government announced yet another credit squeeze. The bank wouldn’t help me. I’d taken some knocks in my time but having a wife and children to think about made this by far the worst.
 
    
 
      I think that we would have gone under till salvation came at the eleventh hour. Pearl received the compensation for her husband’s death. That saved the day. From then we prospered, our hard work paid off and we struggled no more.
 
    
 
      Then, last year, the petrol company offered me a deal that I couldn’t refuse. They purchased all three garages complete with the business. 
 
   From such a hard beginning I was now a millionaire   
 
      Just clearing the last bits and pieces from my office I looked through the window. Despite having all the toys that money could buy, my granddaughter was sitting in the yard astride a bucket of water, playing with a plastic duck.
 
   Well, now looking back, talk about the wheel turning full circle.
 
    
 
    
 
   Something Different. 
 
    
 
      I never had many toys or other treats when I was a kid. We were too poor.  Actually, that isn’t quite true, it was just that we lived poor because my dad was so flaming mean. His attitude to life was unbelievable. I’m told that it started when he was locked up for fighting during the general strike of 1926. He couldn’t get a job for a long time after that. Mind you, when he did get another job, it was as a fairly highly paid engineer. But the economies stayed. Even became an obsession,  how to save the last halfpenny. There were certainly no treats for mum and myself.
 
    
 
      The only treasure that I can remember was the doll’s pram that dad got out from off the tip and painted up for me. To go with that he got me an old doll from the second hand shop.  I thought that I was in heaven.  Don’t get me wrong, I’m not moaning, I accepted my lot. The only thing was that even from a very young age I always said that when the time came for me to get married, I wanted not only a perfect day, but a day different to anyone else. A day never to forget My mum always assured me that she would move heaven and earth to see that my wishes were honoured.
 
      Dad had always to add 
 
      “So long as it doesn’t cost too much”. 
 
                                                 *     *       *
 
      Life rolled on.  I left school when I was fifteen. Like almost all the other girls from our school, I went to work at the local factory,  ‘Price Crisps and Biscuits.’ The only difference being that where all the other girls went straight in to the packing shed I went into the pay offices. Jealous people thought that I was given the office job because my gran skivied for Colonel Price at the Manor House. The fact that I was in charge of the same office thirteen years later suggests that I progressed by ability.  Also, no doubt helped by the fact that I was still single. 
 
      I had made it down the aisle twice but each time it was as a bridesmaid. Never the honoured position.
 
   I reached a stage in life when nothing seemed to matter. Home life was, as ever, virtually non existent.  Work-wise, I had reached the top within my own domain, to advance within the company would involve too much training, so there was little to aim for.  Socially, life was also a disaster. Friends of my own age group had all married and most had kids of their own. The younger element had a completely different attitude to life, we didn’t mix.  Depression was taking over.
 
    
 
      Then, a writer’s group opened at Connersby.  It meant a four mile bike ride each way, though on a nice evening it was only a mile walk down the canal towpath. We met every Monday evening and I settled in quickly and enjoyed every minute of it, learning to express myself in both a depressing or cheerful manner with ease.
 
   One wet and windy night a new member, Nigel Harvey joined us. It was a night that I shall never forget because at the end of the meeting it was still raining the proverbial pets, and Nigel, bless him, offered to put my bike in the back of his van and run me home. Who could refuse?  As we stopped at the end of our lane I thanked him again and leaned forwards to give him a thank you kiss on the cheek. Then it happened. He took me in his arms and kissed me like I’d never been kissed before. I knew then that I was his. Yet I knew hardly anything about him. I knew his name, age and the fact that he worked in a library, nothing else.
 
    
 
      The following Monday I left my bike at home and walked along the canal, hoping that Nigel would offer to drive me home again.  And he did. From then onwards we met about four nights every week and every Saturday he took me to watch the football, home or away. Life took on a new purpose. I was well and truly hooked. Then, as far as I was concerned, so was Nigel. His inner thoughts I’m not so sure about but mine were wedding bells and hopefully, my day never to forget. 
 
       The question that I eagerly waited for at Christmas and New Year never came. Then Valentines’ day, still nothing. Except that is, for huge bunch of flowers and a card as big as a table top. My dad was horrified at the waste of money though really he was more interested in getting rid of a daughter. One less mouth to feed he said, forgetting that I paid well for my keep.
 
      By February the twenty ninth I plucked up courage and did the asking. That was it. We were engaged and planned to marry as soon as we could.  I made it known that I wanted a wedding day with a difference. Nigel wasn’t bothered so long as it didn’t interfere with the football that he was so passionate about.
 
    
 
      April the first was the suggested day. “All fools day well enough” my dad quipped dryly. As it happened that was too much of a rush and the first of May was substituted. Being a bank holiday, the old man’s caustic comment was. “Save people losing a day’s pay from work,” he couldn’t be nice if he tried.
 
      “I can get you the Labour hall for nowt if you get out in time for the bingo.”  If you could see the interior of that hall you would understand why his offer was turned down without consideration. I wanted Greystone Towers, a stately home about a mile past Connersby. When I called to make enquiries, the manager wasn’t available but I was devastated to be told that there had been other enquiries for the same day.
 
   The manager called me the next day and confirmed that indeed there had been three definite bookings for May 1st. But as the venue was so popular, they could cope with another one provided that I didn’t mind having my reception in ’The Long Gallery’   I didn’t mind at all, especially when I discovered that the gallery cost much less. I knew that I would be expected foot the bill. So long as I could have my day never to forget, with something different, I didn’t mind.
 
    
 
      The great day arrived. It was just five months and five days after we first met. I had butterflies aplenty. There were many things about Nigel that I still didn’t know. Perhaps I had been too hasty. The ceremony went perfectly, though the reception was cut short because both Nigel and my dad wanted, no insisted, on watching England play France on the television.  The other men folk decided to join them and the ladies wanted to take a walk on the terrace outside, an opportunity that rarely occurs.  
 
    
 
      That was alright till the football was over and the men returned.. Then, my dad and Nigel started arguing violently about some confounded penalty that had been missed. My attempts as peacemaker were to no avail In fact they both started fighting. Meanwhile I cowered in a corner ashamed and crying my eyes out.
 
   It was so bad that eventually they were both carted off to the hospital to get patched up. My day was ruined.  
 
   What a way to spend my wedding evening. Sitting waiting at casualty for my new husband to have his wounds dressed. 
 
    
 
      A kindly nurse asked if there was anything that I wanted. The only thing that I could think of was some A4 paper and a pen. My writing instinct kicked in and I decided to write the account of my wedding day, hopefully to read and laugh about in years to come.
 
   Then I overheard the arguing start again in the treatment room. Voices raised, the language was terrible and even worse, Nigel was using words that I wouldn’t even have expected him to know. 
 
    
 
      Enough was enough. I could stand no more. There was a bit of space left at the end of my page so I started writing again. Making a list of names.
 
    The kindly nurse passed again and commented,
 
      “Still writing then?” My reply: - 
 
      “I’ve finished my account of the wedding, I’m now making a list of people who I’d like to invite to my divorce party.”
 
   After always wanting a wedding day different to anyone else,
 
   I certainly had that.
 
   I’ll guarantee nobody else ever made such a list on their wedding day.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Celia’s Cycle Ride.
 
    
 
      I managed to cook Christmas dinner for six using a knackered old gas cooker and a camping stove. A bit of help would have been appreciated but sadly had not been forth-coming. 
 
   That’s usual in our house.
 
    Everyone else seemed to enjoy their meal but I only picked at a small helping. I was feeling just a bit out of sorts, in fact I’d not been too well for a week or two. A visit to the doctor in the new year was called for.
 
    
 
      Immediately the meal was over, the in laws announced that they were off to visit their other son. That was true to form, in that house, there was so much drink on the sideboard that they’d even had to move the goldfish.
 
   Our two children couldn’t wait to get back in the other room to play with their new toys and not surprisingly my Bert decided that it was the ideal time to take Tizer for a belated midday walk. 
 
   That left me alone . . . . . with a mountain of washing up to do. 
 
   The dishes were completed and put away about five minutes before the Queen’s speech was due.
 
   Bert very conveniently got back at the same time. 
 
   I was just about to flop down on the settee when he demanded,
 
      “Hey Duck, get us my pipe out of the other room before you sit down.” I duly obliged.
 
   Then I made myself comfortable, only to find that someone who shall remain nameless had pinched the batteries out of it for one of the new toys.
 
      “Bert, will you just reach over and switch the telly over please so that I can watch the Queen.”
 
      “Shift your idle backside and do it yourself. A bit of exercise will do you good.” he grunted
 
   I saw red, and it had nothing to do with Santa Claus. But, it was Christmas day and I didn’t want yet another row to spoil the day for the children so I suffered in silence.. . brooding on what he had said.
 
    
 
      If I wasn’t so scared of him I’d give him exercise. 
 
   We live in a third floor flat with no lifts. The washing machines and driers are in the basement.
 
   I go up and down to wash, iron, take the kids to school, do the shopping. Even taking Tizer for his walk often falls to me. Exercise, I think I get plenty.
 
   A day or two later, about the twenty eighth or twenty ninth, I was sitting trying to catch five minutes well earned rest when a bad fairy landed on my hand.
 
      “You haven’t been very honest about your exercise have you?” The voice told me.
 
   You don’t take the kids to school so often now that they are growing up do you?
 
   And the shopping. Yes, it used to be a chore, but nowadays you just get Mary’s laptop and type out your list, make it up to forty quid and Sampsons Super Sales deliver within the hour.
 
   Another thing, just think, how often do you take Tizer for a walk?
 
   I had to admit that I had developed a great technique.
 
   If I opened the door at dead on twelve-o-clock Tizer would charge down two flights of stairs and race up the snicket like a greyhound. Five minutes later I just had to call him and he would return at a similar speed. 
 
   The bad fairy’s voice had another snipe at me,
 
      “And the washing is not the chore that it used to be is it? Now that you and the neighbours have started sharing machines, one trip up and down sees the weeks wash done more often than not.
 
      It wasn’t a bad fairy at all, it was my concience.
 
   To be honest, though only thirty two, I felt absolutely worn out. 
 
      I thought no more about it till New Years Day. Bert came home from a car boot sale and said,
 
      “I’ve bought you a rowing machine and a stand still bicycle so that you can get yourself fit again. The bike’s OK but the rowing machine just needs fixing, I’ll do that in a few days.”
 
   Now, if you don’t know my Bert, in a few days means that it will still be untouched in five years time, watch this space.
 
   Sure enough though, the standstill bike was very good. Excellent in fact, and very much top of the range. It had a screen on the handlebars with three hundred and sixty five programmes. You could opt for a ten mile ride through the Yorkshire Dales, a five minute whizz round the centre of Leeds, Even London to Brighton if you wanted to.
 
    
 
      Better show willing, I thought. Next day, even though I was feeling rough again, I went down to the cellar and gave the bike a try out. Six miles through Snowdonia sounded ideal. 
 
   I started pedaling and a voice like a sat-nav kept telling me where I was and where I may pause if I wished. The first four miles were great, then the pedals got harder and harder to turn. The sat-nav voice informed me that I had had the down hill and level, now it was all uphill to the end of the course.
 
   I struggled on till I almost blacked out and decided to pack it in.
 
   How I got back up the stairs I have no idea but on the top landing, I just collapsed and rolled back down a few stairs.
 
   The commotion soon got neighbours out and I was helped into our flat. I heard Bert’s voice mumbling
 
      “Lazy bitch is just after a bit of attention, leave her alone.” 
 
   Another neighbour was more considerate and rang for the Doctor.  
 
   As luck had it, Doc Hampson was in the next block, so he was with me in next to no time.
 
   After examining me, he said,
 
      “Now then young Celia, I think that you have something that urgently needs investigating, but first of all let us deal with today’s injuries.
 
   You have quite possibly got a couple of broken ribs. Whether you have or not doesn’t matter, these days the treatment is just the same.
 
   Comfort and rest. Let Bert pamper you.
 
   Looking across at my husband; he emphasised
 
   Look after her, wait on her hand and foot. If nothing else, the exercise might help you to get rid of that beer belly.”
 
   My ribs were hurting like hell but I had to break out into a peal of laughter at that.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Wild Night.
 
    
 
   
  
 

   Is fifty miles too far to travel to a Carol Concert?  
 
   No,  Then what if you add a party of pensioners and a vague weather forecast that suggested, ‘possible snow, maybe heavy’.
 
   If that equation isn’t enough, throw in a borrowed mini-bus with no heater and a wonky headlight.
 
   That was the scenario.
 
   Me of course being the muggins who had proposed the outing.
 
       Some people expressed doubts regarding the time that we would arrive home. Especially diabetics, who were concerned about getting back in time for their evening meal. A little research indicated that the concert would finish at four o-clock; that meant that we would be out of the city, and on the ring road before the rush hour. The decision was made.  Fifteen of the more active British Legion pensioners accompanied me to the widely publicized event.
 
    
 
      The day started well, the concert began on time and everyone was happy. Then proceedings were delayed by a forty-five minute power failure. 
 
   The inevitable delay meant that it would be at least five p.m. before we got out into the rush hour traffic. When I explained my problem, the Concert Hall management treated us excellently.
 
   A complementary meal was laid on in the theatre’s restaurant. 
 
   Everybody left the restaurant contented. The fact that there were a few snowflakes whirling around troubled nobody.  If there was a downside, we were in the thick of rush hour traffic and progress was very slow. Snow and sleet alternated, that is till we left the bye pass and headed across the moors. The wind turned to gale force and the snow thickened. I was aware of a few murmers of discontent in the back but generally the punters understood.  However, after another hour battling against the elements I realised that getting home at all was doubtful. 
 
   It was a wild night.   I was cautious enough not to let my passengers know how worried I was. Then I saw a chance of possible salvation. The typical blue lamp and words, County Police.
 
   Would they help? Could they help?
 
    
 
   After thinking for a moment, the lone constable told me.
 
      “You need the Fiery Dragon; I’ll ring and let them know that you are coming.” 
 
   Then, pointing, he said, 
 
      “Turn left by that lamp and keep going, it’s a long drive then there are gates but they are rarely closed”
 
   I relayed the information to the lads, being honest with them,
 
      “The Fiery Dragon sounds like a pub.  I just hope they can cope with an invasion.”
 
   I turned down the drive as directed. Something didn’t seem quite right,
 
   then I saw the gates. And the sign,
 
     Riverbend home for retired ladies.
 
   An old people’s home, that was a laugh. However, at the time it didn’t seem very appropriate. 
 
    
 
   Where the Fiery Dragon came in I had no idea, but I soon found out.
 
      My call on the doorbell was answered by a charming old lady, probably in her late sixties. After I explained my mission she said
 
      “I’ll get the Fi---.    I’ll get Joan. She’s the boss.”
 
   As Joan appeared, I could see reason for the Fiery Dragon title straight away. She had the most gorgeous red hair that one could imagine. 
 
   It appeared just like a blaze of fire. She looked about thirtyish, same as myself and to put it bluntly, she was a stunner.
 
    
 
      “Welcome to Riverbend on this awful evening” she opened, “You are in luck. We shall be opening a new wing just after Christmas All the rooms are finished even if a bit spartan. I can certainly offer help in your hour of need. We’ll rustle up some coffee and biscuits first, then your chaps can introduce themselves.”
 
    
 
      After coffee and biscuits and introductions, Joan suggested,
 
      “How about if we have a jolly sing-song. A few carols would be very suitable seeing as we have just finished putting the Christmas decorations up”
 
   Another voice piped in,  “Would our visitors fancy a session of Bingo.”
 
      “Stuff the perishing Bingo, and the sing-song”
 
   yelled another white haired charmer,. who continued
 
      “Sixteen fresh men, I say  it’s a gift from heaven. Our Christmas has come early. Let’s have some dancing.”
 
   Another voice then chimed in,
 
      “I’ve got some suitable gramophone records in my room, We can’t let an opportunity like this pass by.”
 
    
 
      That is exactly what happened. Willing hands soon found the energy to move easy chairs and low tables to the edge of the large sitting room. Even the well decorated Christmas tree was relegated to the hall.
 
   Though the elements outside were doing their worst, the excitement in the home was like never before. 
 
   Of course, not one to be left out I asked the Fiery Dragon,
 
      “May I have this dance?”
 
      “Not this one. Later, maybe, but our dishwasher is on the blink. There are a lot of cups and saucers to be washed up by hand. first”
 
      “Can I help then?“ I asked
 
      “Too true you can. You wash, I’ll wipe.”
 
   And did we have fun. The most flirtatious dish washing session I’ve ever known. I flicked suds at her, she flipped me with the tea cloth and so on. 
 
   We had done about half when Joan decided to have a look how things were going in the sitting room. It was getting very noisy in there. 
 
   She came back saying,  
 
      “That Frank, the one with the military blazer seems to be having a whale of a time with our Minnie Sherwin. She’ll show him a thing or two given half a chance.”
 
   I flippantly muttered quietly, but not quietly enough.
 
      “I could show you a thing or two given half a chance.”
 
      “What did you say?”
 
      “You heard. I could show you a thing or two given half a chance.”
 
      “Oh, you’ll get the chance alright.”  She smiled”.
 
   Once we finish these dishes I’m off duty.”
 
   And I did. We had a fantastic time. I said earlier on that it was a wild night. That was an understatement. It was a hell of a night.
 
    
 
      After that I became a regular visitor to Riverbend especially at Christmas and New Year. I gave a lift to most of my British Legion friends at the same time. One or two romances looked likely.
 
   So much pleasure, all following one disastrous outing.
 
   Sadly things didn’t work for me out long term with Joan but think about the old cliché ‘It was nice while it lasted’.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Nine Leg Farce.
 
    
 
      Be it weekday or weekend, on the first day of every month I always clean my brasses and silver. My routine never varies.
 
   Brass first, followed by silver, then I polish the cutlery, finishing off with my most memorable possession,  my Jasper Unwin Cup or  as my husband sarcastically calls it,  “My Unwon Cup.” 
 
   I have to do the cup last because without fail I start reminiscing.
 
   My mind goes back to June nineteen fifty, when I was head prefect at the EGGS.  If you’ve never heard of the EGGS, it stands for the Eastleigh Girls Grammar School, a place that has been very dear to me for over half a century. 
 
    
 
      After the exams were over, the last fortnight of summer term was dedicated to sport. Our school was unique, having what was called 
 
   ‘The Excused Decathlon.’  As the name suggests, it consisted of ten events. The difference being that if desired, we girls were each allowed to drop one element.  Naturally we always chose our weakest. 
 
   Much to the teacher’s annoyance, we always dubbed it
 
                        ‘The nine leg Farce.’ 
 
    
 
      I had come close to winning it in the previous two years against older competition, so this time I was hoping for third time lucky.
 
   Without being big headed,  I reckoned I stood a very good chance. 
 
   Apart from Susannah Lexington, my only concern was my two weaknesses, cross country running and climbing the rope ladder. The rope ladder was a new innovation. It replaced  putting the shot as our new headmistress deemed that unladylike.
 
    
 
      I had an unexpected lucky break. Our Billy came home on leave from the Navy after three years in the Pacific. He soon told me,
 
      “The secret of climbing a rope ladder is to treat it not as a ladder, but as a single rope with steps.” 
 
      “How do you mean?” I asked.
 
   He showed me, scaling the ladder in seconds  Within the hour I had mastered it and was full of confidence.
 
    
 
      The idea of the competition was that each element had a  standard.            Either a time or a distance.  Achieve the standard and you were awarded ten points  Fall just short and you got eight, whilst if you were well below, it attracted  a mere five points for entering.
 
   However, should anybody go well above the standard,  bonus points were awarded on a percentage basis, an extra five being possible. 
 
   In the rare event of anyone beating the school record in any element, the points total would be doubled to thirty. 
 
   Mind you, that only happened once whilst I was at school.
 
   I had already decided to drop the cross country, hoping that I could easily rack up enough points without it.
 
    
 
      During both sports weeks it rained relentlessly but our skins were waterproof and all but a few wimps got stuck in and we did our best.   
 
   As expected, I only got eights for the throwing events, javelin and tennis ball. 
 
   I was disappointed to get only eights in the swim and cycle races, but I was more successful in the rope ladder, the 100 yards sprint and the long and high jumps, getting ten, plus bonuses in each. 
 
      Having dropped the cross country, that only left the white water kayak which was by far my best task. Secretly, I hoped to achieve double points in that, as I had exceeded the record time unofficially more than once. 
 
    
 
   Then came disaster. 
 
   Because of the rain, the river was in full flood and the school governors decided to cancel the white water event on safety grounds.
 
   Maybe I had racked up enough points already. 
 
   Nobody had done brilliantly. But Susannah Lexinton must have been very close to me on the points table.   I was worried.
 
   Even more worried when I had a terrible dream.
 
   I saw the three stage podium with a triumphant Susannah grinning on top, and me on the bottom, a tearful third.
 
   That just couldn’t happen. . . .  I felt that I had earned it.
 
    
 
      “What the hell’s up with you this morning?” asked our Billy. 
 
   I told him about my dream and added,
 
      “I shall have to take part in the cross country and try to score five points for finishing.
 
   I can’t hope for any more. I always get stitch, cramp and even a migraine when I try that event”
 
      “Hey, listen up girl. I heard a very good saying once.
 
    
 
      If the task seems too hard,
 
         Never admit defeat.
 
         When you think that you can not win,
 
         Get out there and cheat,” 
 
    
 
     “But I couldn’t” I wailed. “I just couldn’t.” 
 
      But in the end, I did.  Me and Billy got on our bikes and went for a ride round the cross country course. When we got to the level crossing, Billy had the solution. He suggested, 
 
      “Hide behind the signal box till all runners have passed, then gently stroll down the railway track to the Honeysuckle Lane bridge. After that, it’s a simple trot up the lane back to school. Cut out at least a mile and a half.”
 
   That is what happened.  I trotted gently back into school with the tail enders and surprise surprise, I got eight points.. 
 
   All was well till Susannah challenged,
 
      “You cheated you cow.”
 
      “I never”
 
   Hattie Hatton the gym mistress heard it. 
 
      “Can you prove that accusation?” she fumed.
 
      “There was five of us, we saw her walking down the railway line miss.”
 
    said Susannah. 
 
      “If you could see the railway line so clearly, where were you?” 
 
   asked Hattie,  rather puzzled.
 
      “On the canal tow . . . . .well, up near the canal miss.”
 
      “On the towpath maybe?”
 
      “Oh no miss, no way.”  
 
      “Susannah,  . . . the only way that you can see the railway line is from the canal towpath. I know that only too well. If you saw Jennifer, you must also have cheated yourself,  by going along by the canal. 
 
   You weren’t the first, and doubtless you won’t be the last.”
 
      “No way Miss. We never cheated.”
 
      “This  . . . is something for the headmistress to sort out.” said Hattie. 
 
   We were each sent to the head.  Me first. Sister Anne was a friendly looking Nun, though she could be very stern.     
 
   It was the first time that I had entered her office,  other than too receive praise,  but that day I was prepared to admit my misdemeanor. 
 
    
 
      Sister Anne stared into space for what seemed an eternity whilst I stood trembling.
 
      “Jennifer Mackenzie, what . . . have you to say, for yourself young lady?”
 
   I put it as tactfully as I could, that though I was very sorry, I felt inwardly that circumstances had cheated me.
 
      “Please be a little more explicit.” She said.
 
      “I felt that I could get a certain thirty points in the white water event ma’am.  I was robbed by the decision to cancel it.”
 
      “Since you have been honest enough to own up, and considering the circumstances, I will be lenient. 
 
   She thought for a moment before announcing,
 
      “You will receive no points for today and in addition, you will have ten points deducted from the total already earned. 
 
   Promise me faithfully that you will never cheat again throughout your life  and we will say no more about it.”
 
    
 
      Apparently, the others continually denied any wrong doing. 
 
   Eventually however, one of the Ashton twins broke down in tears and confessed, implicating the others as well. 
 
   They were all severely punished.  
 
    
 
   Presentation time that day was very different to any other year.
 
   One could tell from the undercurrents of conversation that all was not well.
 
   Sister Anne herself mounted the podium, microphone in hand.
 
   She began,  
 
      “Ladies and gentlemen, Girls of Saint Mary’s,
 
   Sadly I am ashamed to tell you that in this year’s decathlon there have been allegations of cheating. 
 
   To her credit, one girl has owned up and has been punished.
 
   Five more have told untruth after untruth and have been disqualified from the competition. The matter is over. It will never be mentioned again. 
 
   Having said that; there will be no presentation today.
 
   However, I can take pleasure in telling you that the Jasper Unwin Cup has been awarded to Jennifer Mackenzie ”
 
   Although feeling guilty, I still felt that I had earned it.
 
    
 
   It was some years later, when I applied for a teaching post at that same school. I learned that I would still have won the cup easily, even if nobody had cheated at all. 
 
   Needless to say, . . . .  I didn’t get the job.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Old Red Bag.
 
    
 
      I’ve had a good life. Mind you I have worked hard for everything that I’ve got. I have never gone short of anything and usually had whatever I wanted. Everything had to be top of the range and brand new of course. Nothing second hand for me. 
 
   Come to think about it, there was one exception, isn’t there always? 
 
        One day, James, my chauffer wanted something for the car and took a detour round the back streets. Whilst he was getting whatever he needed, I happened to look in a ‘charity shop’ window.  The first thing that I saw a bulky red handbag and for some reason that I shall never know, on impulse I went in and bought it.
 
    I treasured it for years even though it caused me many problems.
 
    
 
      When he first saw it Sid, my husband went mad. Bulky, ugly and probably holds more than an army kitbag were some of his angry comments. Of course, it didn’t go with anything in my wardrobe so I had to buy more clothes. Not that that was any grievance. although the colours was offensive to Sid’s politics if you get my meaning. Every outing, no matter where, I took my favourite bag. All others were relegated to the cupboard under the stairs. Many was the time that Sid bought me new ones as a treat but no, my red bag became an obsession. 
 
    
 
      As time passed, more and more clutter found a home in my bag. My best friend Joanne  once said at our ladies’ group, 
 
   “Whatever you need, ask Julie, she will have it in her handbag.”  
 
   Sure enough, be it a lighter, tin-opener, tape measure or so much more, I could usually produce whatever was required.
 
    
 
      One day, we were invited to a special ball in London. Everybody who was anybody would be there, even the Prime Minister.
 
    My instructions were to buy a new ball-gown, regardless of cost and even get my diamond tiara out of the bank safe. Of course the snide quip, 
 
   “And don’t dare bring that bloody handbag.”
 
   I had my own thoughts about that.
 
    
 
       Joanne went down to London with me on the train and expressed her concern.
 
       “Sid will be furious with you for taking that bag.”
 
   She was right, I thought it tactful to leave it in the cloakroom with the coats.  It was a great evening and I was introduced to many important people.  
 
   Just before midnight, Sid and myself were talking to the Prime Minister and his wife when he coughed violently then collapsed onto the floor.
 
      “Damn, he’s having an angina attack and his spray is at home.”  
 
   In moments I retrieved my bag from the cloakroom and produced an angina spray, just in time to save the PM from any further consequences.
 
    
 
      I was forgiven for taking my red bag to the ball and for many years after that I was even encouraged to take it wherever I went.
 
   I still have it to this day but it got very heavy. So I have seen sense in my old age and have a much lighter one now.
 
                                        Still red of course.                                                                               
 
    
 
    
 
   Be Prepared.
 
    
 
      My brains left this planet the moment my mother told me,
 
      “Donald Birchwood is coming home.”
 
   I immediately got my mobile phone out and started to text him.
 
   She saw my reaction, and waving that finger she added forcefully, 
 
      “It’ll end in tears.  . . . Let me spell it out for you young lady,
 
                                        It-will-end-in-tears.”
 
    
 
   Donald Birchwood went away, supposedly never to return. 
 
   He found fame and wealth as a country and western singer. When on the North American circuit, he shortened his name to Donnie Birch.  We had exchanged texts regularly but I hadn’t actually seen him since school days. 
 
    And who could forget that? 
 
   Especially that last snogging session behind the bike-sheds.  
 
   I’m sure I would have given myself to him that day if fate hadn’t intervened.
 
   Fate in the form of two prefects seeking out errant smokers.
 
    
 
      And now he was coming back. Of course he was going to see me on his first night home. I knew that.  He said as much in his next text.
 
      Whatever he wanted to do that night, I was well prepared. 
 
   If he fancied a high speed whiz up the motorway on his motor bike that would be fine.  I go to work on my little phut phut so I had my crash helmet and leathers in readiness.
 
      Now, if it was my choice, we would spend an evening in my little cottage. That would be perfection. With two microwaves I could turn the contents of the freezer into a banquet in a quarter of an hour, twenty minutes at the outside.
 
   Then I could envisage us cuddled up on the sofa whilst the logs crackled in the fireplace.   Absolute magic.
 
   Mind you, should he even think of straying  towards the door at the foot of the staircase,   I was also well prepared. 
 
   ---No, not the way you think. 
 
   It was already arranged. The moment the landing light got switched on, my sister, who lived across the road, would send little Katy round to borrow something  
 
    
 
      Not surprisingly, Don made the decision. He wanted to go down to the Cade Lamb for a drink. Actually, I think he was keen to see what it is like now There have been so many alterations done to the place since his Granddad had died.
 
   Hoping to impress,  I wore a very low cut net-over-nylon  full skirted pink and lilac dress. I felt really good. 
 
   Not for long though.  Don saw one or two of his old mates as soon as we entered the pub. After getting me a port and lemon he grunted,
 
      “Back in a few minutes.” and proceeded to the dart-board with his old pals.
 
   About every half hour he would bring another drink across and ask, 
 
      “You alright doll?  I won‘t be long” then return to his darts.
 
    
 
   To add insult to injury, at the end of the evening, Don came across again and told me, 
 
      “I’m just going with Pete to see his new motorbike,  I’ll see you around.  Cheerio.”
 
    
 
      I was tough enough to get home without showing any emotion but then the floodgates opened. I cried all night.
 
   I should have been prepared for it. 
 
      “It will end in tears” my mother said. And she was right, wise old girl.  I lay in bed thinking about Don. 
 
   Cad, spoilsport,  selfish, arrogant, how many more bad words could I think of to describe him? 
 
   Yet, if he knocked at my front door next morning I would welcome him with open arms.
 
                    And, sure enough,  . . . . I did. . . . .Oh yes I did.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Sun, Sangria and Something Else.
 
    
 
      For me, life at work changed when Pauline Fairchild announced that she was getting married. Someone in the office said,
 
      “We’ll have to make sure she has a good hen night.” 
 
   I thought to myself great. I needed a good night out. 
 
   My life was in a rut. Not quite the seven year itch. Indeed, it was now over eight years since Dave and I tied the knot. 
 
   Since then, two kids who came earlier than planned, plus helping Dave to get the farm back on its feet after his parents died, there wasn’t much excitement for me.
 
   I just felt that I was merely another head to be counted.  
 
    
 
      Dave couldn’t object to me going. After all, he had his college reunion last month and came home in a taxi absolutely plastered.
 
   Then reality hit me, trawling round the pubs of Nottingham at 
 
   two o clock on a bitter freezing November morning didn’t really inspire me. I said as much to Rosie the tea girl, who promptly went round the entire office repeating what I had said.
 
   I was soon aware of the general buzz. Ellie is misery guts, a wet blanket and other comments with even less taste. 
 
   Needless to say, the others must have thought about the cold weather and the whole idea went flat. Well, not quite. No idea involving a bit of fun was ever shelved in our office.
 
    
 
      About ten days later, Kathy from the computer section called out,
 
      “Hey up girls, get a load of this.”
 
   We all gathered round her screen as she read out,
 
   Have your own beach barbecue on the Costa del sol.
 
       Reading on, it described a break that sounded fantastic. 
 
   Return flights, bungalow accommodation, floodlit barbecue on the beach with everything provided, including food, and even someone to cook it.   Friday/Saturday would cost five hundred pounds or Saturday/Sunday for six-fifty.  Parties of ten persons required. And there were ten of us in the office.
 
   The only fly in the ointment was cost, voiced by Vera, a single mother who was always struggling to make ends meet. She wasn’t exactly on her own either. Even taking the Friday option, fifty pounds, seven weeks before Christmas.  It would take a bit of finding.  Then Sandra, Pauline’s bridesmaid, came up with a brilliant idea. 
 
      “Tomorrow starts the next accounting period. If we all knuckle down and work harder than ever for the next four weeks, 
 
   the extra bonus will easily cover that without us even noticing it.
 
   Let the firm pay.”  
 
   So it was agreed. We all committed ourselves, and Kathy booked it on the internet straight away. One comment in the background did utter the fear It’s to be hoped that nobody drops out now.
 
    
 
      How close it came to somebody dropping out was soon  evident when I mentioned it to Dave that night. 
 
      “Not bloody likely” he roared. 
 
      “We’ve heard all about all those beach parties in Spain. Fellows get you drunk on sangria and then anything can happen. Even if I say that I trust you, Can you trust yourself?”
 
   To me that was a stupid question. I’d never even looked at anyone else since we were married.  Yet there was plenty of temptation, especially when I was working in packing last summer.
 
   When I said as much to Dave he retorted angrily with,
 
      “Don’t think that you will be able to act like a bloody nun with all those daft single women.”
 
      “Christ,  I’ll go dressed as a nun if that’s what it takes.”
 
   Dave laughed, then played a trump card. 
 
      “Bet you fifty quid you don’t. 
 
   In fact, if you’ve got the mettle to go,  and remain dressed as a nun till you come back,  I’ll give you your fifty quid and maybe buy you that fitted kitchen that you keep harping on about as well.” (He omitted to say that I was getting that for my Christmas present anyhow).
 
   The bet was on.   I told the others at work and after much mickey taking, two of the others agreed to support me and dress as nuns for a laugh.  The outfits were ordered, and Rosie’s boyfriend agreed to borrow his firm’s minibus and take us all to the airport. There wasn’t a lot of time to talk about it during the next month, we were all too busy working hard to accumulate the extra bonus.
 
    
 
      Then came the day. The second Friday in November.  The boss was furious when ten of us requested a lieu day on the same day but he had the sense to know when he was beaten. 
 
   Instead he wished us all good luck.  
 
    
 
      We certainly raised some eyebrows at East Midlands airport. 
 
   Imagine, three nuns,  with seven rather scantily clad women who were actively propping up the bar. The flight however was uneventful.
 
   The accommodation was fine and the barbecue was excellent.
 
   The same syndicate had a string of barbecues right along the beach and as we expected, sangria flowed freely.  Not surprisingly all ten of us were well inebriated by midnight, which at that time we thought was the end of the evening.
 
      About a hundred yards down the beach at the next barbecue  were a party of golfers who were staying at the nearby golf resort. Just when the two parties merged isn’t quite clear, but that is what happened. At first the only difference was that the sangria flowed even faster. 
 
    
 
      Having eaten and drunk more than enough, we started playing soft ball cricket on the sand.  Somewhere along the line, after one or two long hits, cricket changed into kiss chase - - with nobody objecting. Despite being very athletic myself,  running in a nun’s habit meant that I was soon caught by a dishy looking American named Rory.   Now who ever taught Rory to kiss deserved the congressional medal of honour.  Within moments I was like putty in his hands. After a snogging session like I’d never known before,  I put it to him that he had taken an unfair advantage, and suggested that if I removed the lower half of my habit I could out run him any time. He joked,
 
      “I don’t know how fast you can run, I do know that I have to be one hundred per-cent fit for my job. Nobody ever beats me.”
 
   I retreated to a beach-bar toilet to remove the long thick skirt,  knowing that it would reveal the frilly next to nothings that I was wearing underneath. But I didn’t give a damn  I only wished I could remove the top as well to show off my long rich auburn hair. Damn Dave and his bet.  Mind you, I did feel a  bit embarrassed when I overheard two of the others talking. 
 
   Dominated by Vera’s voice the conversation went something like:-
 
    
 
      “By heck, Ellie’s pulled well, the jammy cow.”
 
      “Has she? Who”
 
      “That blonde Yank. Didn’t you see them He’s already undressed her with his eyes. And massaged her tonsils with his tongue. 
 
   His hands haven‘t even started yet.”
 
     “The lucky bitch.   All I got was a peck on the cheek”
 
     “Yes,” Vera continued. “Brad was telling me that his name is Rory Tapp,  He is a famous racing driver.  And multi millionaire.”
 
   I had to feel guilty but steadied myself with the thought, 
 
    ‘Well we are on holiday aren’t we?  I deserve a bit of fun.”
 
    
 
   It was only my thick nun’s habit that kept Rory’s hands at bay, and that was about to change. There was little doubt that things would go further than they should.   I was only too willing.      
 
                       So what!  said the sangria within me. 
 
    
 
      Back on the beach, I challenged Rory to chase me again, but first he and I talked for a while under the romantic moonlight. When he asked what I did and where I lived,  I told him that I lived on a farm,  his eyes lit up, and he drawled,
 
      “Oh yea, my folks have a ranch back in Texas. It’s so big  we can drive all day and still not get to our boundary fencing”
 
   I mused about us struggling on our ninety acre holding and thought ’You big headed sod’ 
 
   He was so good looking, so passionate but his attitude really took the edge off it.   I saw him differently.
 
   Looking at my watch I noted that it was already four o-clock. Another hour,  and back at home Dave would be just getting up to start milking. A hundred and twenty cows, Then get the kids up, breakfast and take them to my sister’s for the day.
 
          Poor Dave,  - - -  I couldn’t cheat on him. - - -  No way.
 
    
 
   I had to let Rory down gently.   Though I could have easily outrun him, I let him catch me without too much effort. His intentions were obvious, but he soon found my reception cool when I squared up to him and said,
 
      “Rory, there is something that I simply must tell you.”
 
   He thought for a moment, hesitated and lit a fag, then said,
 
      “Go on, tell me - - - you really are a bloody nun?”
 
      “No, not at all. But I am a married woman,  with two children.
 
    A happily married woman I might add.” 
 
    
 
   His response was very different to the one I expected.
 
      “Gee. There’s no winners and no losers then. I’ve got a missus and five  kids back in Texas. If she found out that I’d been playing around with a chick it would cost me millions.”
 
    
 
      As we walked back to the bungalow, he still had his arm round me, I didn’t mind that. 
 
                                          *          *           *
 
      It was midday and almost time for our plane  before most of the crowd woke up. Each was keen enough to talk about their own adventures the previous evening,  but all seemed more concerned as to whether I had made it with Rory or not. 
 
   I never lied, just gave non committal answers to their questions.
 
   Questions that are still being asked to this day. 
 
                                                   And will be for a long time. 
 
      You see, Kathy had taken a photograph on her phone camera.
 
   Me,  top half in the nun’s habit and the bottom half in my frillies. She played about with it on her computer and turned one nun into five. She put a letter below each one so that it read  E.L.L.I.E.
 
   Then the bloody little minx pasted it up on the wall in the ladies loo.             Well, we were on holiday weren’t we.   
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   I Wish. Or Do I?
 
    
 
      Even to her dying day, my mother was very strict.  I shall always remember, when I was a little girl, she made every fault or misdemeanor rhyme with something.  And each time, she drove the point home with such force that I remembered it for days afterwards. Weeks even.
 
   For instance if ever I was late she would say, 
 
      “You know, late rhymes with wait.”  She would always justify that with the anecdote,
 
      “When I was a nurse, if I was late going on duty, someone else had to sacrifice their valuable leisure time and wait for me.”  
 
   Then if ever I said I needed something she would say, 
 
      “Need rhymes with greed. Don’t forget, with your father being a prisoner of war, there is no money to spare for what you think that you need. Once again I would feel really told off.
 
      I developed a very subdued personality but clearly remember one day when I did feel a bit challenging, I asked her,
 
      “Mum, what rhymes with disobedient?”
 
      “It does not rhyme with anything. A smacked bottom is what you deserve for that.”
 
   I soon learned that my thoughts were best unspoken.
 
   One day however, I did forget myself. At the time my best friend had just had a new pink fairy cycle and I just happened to say, 
 
      “I wish that I could have a pink bike like Mary Parker.” 
 
   As soon as I had said it I knew what was coming.
 
      “Young lady, I wish rhymes with selfish. You should be thankful. If I didn’t scrimp and save you would not have a bicycle at all. Be satisfied.”
 
   I remembered that one more than any of the rest of her many rants. 
 
   I wish rhymes with selfish. 
 
    
 
      Time moved forwards.  The war ended and daddy came home. Mum ruled him with a rod of iron. It certainly wasn’t the happy household that I had looked forward to for so long. 
 
   I lost count of the times that daddy said,
 
      “I wish to hell that I was back in Germany, it wasn’t nearly as bad as this.”
 
   When he said it after yet another row mother was quick to add.
 
      “Be careful what you wish for, it may come true.” 
 
   Not much chance of that I thought. I reckon mum was thinking the same thing.
 
      But it did. After suffering her for so long he cleared off with a young red head from the council offices. They both went to Germany, got themselves good jobs and more importantly, they found happiness.
 
    
 
      Again, time passed by. I passed the scholarship for the Grammar School and made fair progress. Then, much to mother’s annoyance, I got myself a boyfriend. 
 
   One day we were strolling along leafy lane when something caught my eye.
 
      “I wish that we had a bird table like that, let’s have a closer look.
 
   Without thinking about any traffic I dashed across the road. At that very moment Slater’s bread van came round the corner and knocked me flying. My life was never in danger but my left leg was shattered and for some time there was a danger that I would lose it. Clever surgeons did their best and saved it but it looked horrible. Ghastly. Ugly. And of course in those days it was only very rarely that ladies ever wore trousers and girls ~~~~ never.
 
   One day when I was feeling depressed I said, 
 
      “I wish they had amputated it,” 
 
   Sympathetic as ever, mum answered,
 
      “Just you remember, never even dare to wish any such thing. 
 
   Be thankful that you have two legs and can walk.”
 
      “Yes, with a terrible limp.” I replied.
 
   It didn’t matter, my wish never came true.  Eventually though, I did have cause to be thankful. 
 
   After working with injured servicemen during the war, plastic surgeons developed their skills to such an extent that with a few operations and skin grafts my scars almost disappeared.
 
   Yet, I could so easily have been a one legged adolescent. 
 
   The moral of this is, just think twice before you wish for anything.
 
   It may come true.    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
     Judy.
 
    
 
      When asked about memories over the last five years I thought right back to the beginning.
 
   I was twenty four and had the job of my dreams as PA to the Lord Mayor. I also had my own house and car plus a sizable inheritance from my aunt. The one thing that I didn’t have was a boyfriend but that never seemed to bother me.
 
   I had a great social life and couldn‘t have wished for more.
 
   Then, one day,  I was checking out the local chemical works ready for the Lord Mayor’s visit when my entire life changed.
 
   With a bang.
 
   After the accident, . . . everything bad,  I had the lot, worst of all, I had lost my sight.
 
    
 
      There’s no need to tell me about depression.
 
   Feeling sorry for myself,  . . suicidal,  . . why should it happen to me.    Yes, I know.
 
    Looking back I must have been a right wet blanket.
 
   Pain in the backside, call it what you will.
 
   Yet everybody was so kind to me. Perhaps that was the trouble, people were too good. Even one day as I stood in confectioners  getting myself a cream cake a complete stranger said,
 
       “I’ll buy that for you my love.” 
 
   For all the good intentions, I felt embarrassed and found it patronising. It only added to my depression. I couldn’t help myself, I sat on the church wall and cried.
 
    Then I heard a voice that I recognised immediately. My friend Darren Mackintosh. Never a boyfriend,  yet he had been my soul mate since play school. 
 
   “What’s up this time?” he asked rather curtly. 
 
      “Everything.” I answered. “Absolutely everything.”
 
   Instead of the sympathy that I naturally expected from him,
 
   he gripped the shoulders of my coat and said sternly,
 
   “Now look here Tina, you’ve got two choices. You can either be 
 
   ‘That nice looking blonde from the council offices’,
 
   or if you prefer to spend your life being a miserable cow  you could be just  ‘that blind girl from Acacia Avenue’.     Please yourself.”
 
   And at that he stalked off in a huff.   My tears flowed more freely than ever. 
 
   I was alone. Darren had made it evident that he had no sympathy for me whatever.
 
    
 
      When my tears eventually stopped I sat there bewildered. Thinking how callous my best friend was. Thinking about what he had said,  Then I decided, . . . no way was I going to be simply known  as the blind girl, I wanted something out of life.
 
    
 
      I arose and started walking, firmly yet not knowing which direction to take. It was the first time that I had really been alone since the explosion.   After my first few steps I heard the familiar voice again. Darren hadn’t gone far and as soon as I made a move he was once again by my side. 
 
      “I can tell by the way that you are moving that you have made a decision and I can make a reasonable guess what you have decided.”
 
      “Yes, I want to move forward.”
 
      “Then I’ll help all I can.” he replied.
 
    
 
      What I didn’t know, was that Darren had already started the ball rolling to obtain a guide dog for me.
 
   In a very short space of time I was called to a training centre and introduced to Judy.  My eyes of the future. I worked hard and the cuddly white Labrador and myself were as one within a couple of days.  She was well trained and I was determined.
 
    
 
      As forecast by Darren, my life was back as near as possible to how it had been before I lost my sight.
 
    
 
      One day just after Easter, I went to the hole in the wall to draw some money. As usual, it was busy and I had to wait in a queue.
 
   When it came to my turn, Judy held me back, barking loudly. 
 
   As I tried to comfort her she became aggressive. I had never even heard her bark in anger before. She kicked up such a fuss that young David from reception in the bank came out to see what was up.  He soon spotted that someone had fitted a magnetic false front to the cash dispenser. Obviously with fraudulent intent. 
 
   The police were called and were on the scene within what seemed to be seconds.  A young sounding constable asked me if I saw the person in front of me doing anything suspicious.
 
   Naturally I said “no”.
 
   His colleague cruelly chimed in, 
 
      “Don’t be daft, can’t you see that she’s blind?” 
 
      “Sorry love,” was the brief apology. 
 
   To me it was the wrong policeman that apologised.
 
   Then sergeant Coates appeared on the scene.
 
   Knowing me well, he tactfully asked  whether I could describe the man who stood in front of me in the queue.
 
    I told him:-
 
      “He was about two inches taller than me, that would make him five foot nine. If it matters, his mobile phone rang with the William Tell Overture and he spoke with a broad Liverpool accent.
 
   I also said that he was a pipe smoker. It smelt like the St Bruno that my dad always smokes. He was quite likely a mechanic or the driver of a heavy vehicle as his clothes reeked of diesel.
 
   As I was adding that he must have had a scruffy appearance as Judy was restless while we queued, Judy broke free and chased up the street. She stopped and waited by a coal lorry, barking madly again.
 
    
 
      The driver was soon questioned and fearful of Judy’s reaction, confessed to fitting a magnetic front to the cash machine.
 
   Both the police and the bank officials were overjoyed with the result of the foiled crime and heaped praise on Judy and myself.
 
   I had to emphasise that it was down to Judy though I agreed that I had her well trained.  That was the day that I met my future husband. The young police constable.                     
 
    
 
    
 
   The Good Old Days.
 
    
 
      I pose the question:- Were they the good old days?
 
   Surely, that is a topic that can’t seriously be debated for two reasons. 
 
   For one thing, be they good or bad, to refer to the olden days is talking about such an indeterminate period in history.
 
   Much more importantly, the whole topic is little more than one’s frame of mind at any given time. 
 
     For instance, take the Lord of the Manor.
 
   Struggling financially, he has to sell parts of his family estate to raise money for the maintenance; either of the Manor House or his ex wife,
 
     He will look back on the good old days. 
 
   Now, at the same time, the decidedly poorer honest workman, homeward bound in his Ford Fiesta after a day’s work, would think back forty years to when he had to work a longer day, then do the same journey home on his bicycle.
 
    He is going to look back on the bad old days: 
 
   Add to that, think that his arrival at home would maybe met with a loaded clothes horse dominating the fire, probably with condensation streaming down the window panes. Not nice.
 
    Take that scenario back yet another generation; his father would quite likely have made the same journey on foot, the luxury of a bicycle being little more than a pipe dream.
 
   Would you describe those as worse than the bad old days? I don’t know, but it is almost certain that today’s pessimists would prefer to look forward a few decades and say,
 
      “Those three men were lucky to have a job at all.”
 
    They were all . .  the good old days.
 
    
 
      A completely different slant on the same subject concerns school children.
 
   Today, education is aided by computers and calculators. Fifty years ago, success was achieved with brains and canes. 
 
   Another thing, in the playground, the teacher would supervise proceedings armed with his cane or belt.
 
   In these enlightened times, that is regarded as brutal. 
 
   `The modern ideal has thugs ruling the playground with knives and guns while Sir stands by with a notebook. 
 
   I ask, which are the good days and which the bad?
 
    
 
      Now, while we mention education, one subject that can be discussed, is some of the facts that pupils were taught. 
 
   I refer to one subject in particular. 
 
   Well, in earlier times, it wasn’t exactly taught but when the inevitable question,
 
      “Where do babies come from?” was asked, a hurried answer was, 
 
   “The stork brings them, or from behind a gooseberry bush.”
 
   Nowadays, every minor detail is taught, probably too much. 
 
   Judging by the morals these days there must be a happy medium between the two.
 
    
 
      Finally, in a completely different view of the subject, the prophets of doom try to frighten everybody, asserting that before so long, global warming could reduce the land mass throughout the world by up to a fifth.
 
   In the good old days, there was a very disturbing weather forecast. A very optimistic gentleman called Noah loaded animals two by two into a home-made boat, never stopped smiling and got on with his task.
 
    
 
   I rest my case. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Keeping up to date.
 
    
 
      I may be old and my few grey hairs have plenty of space between them but one thing that I’m pleased about is that when it comes to modern technology I am up to speed with it.
 
   See what I mean, I’m even talking young-speak now, up to speed indeed.
 
   Mind you, it hasn’t always been like that. 
 
   When Lazlo Biro patented the ball pen in nineteen thirty eight, and Logie Baird perfected his television in the same decade, I felt proud to have lived through an age when the height of technology had been achieved.
 
   I was wrong. After the war things went a bit too fast for me.
 
   When somebody developed multi channel television with remote controls, I honestly thought that technology couldn’t go much further, in fact, I didn’t want it to.
 
   You could say that I was a proper ‘stick in the mud’.
 
    
 
      I shall never forget my embarrassment when a little girl in the doctor’s waiting room asked me if I had got a Wii.
 
   I thought that she was being very rude and far too personal but  fortunately, her mum twigged my train of thought and explained to me what her daughter meant. I told the good lady,
 
      “I’m not into technology at all.” and she just gave me an understanding smile as if to say, 
 
   ‘you old people’.
 
   I didn’t say any more but I thought to myself,
 
   I never need a calculator to work out the VAT, I bet you do.
 
                                                   *
 
      One concession was forced on to me. I had to get a new fangled telephone. To me it was a waste of money, but I needed to make some urgent calls one day and continually hit the proverbial brick wall. 
 
   You all know the routine; to do this, press one, to do that, press two, to speak to one of our advisors press star.
 
   Nobody ever says what to do, if, like me at the time, one still had a traditional dial phone that had served its purpose for more years than I could remember. 
 
   It had digits nought to nine but no hash, no star.
 
   My business that day was so urgent that for the first and last time, I had to go next door and ask if I could use my neighbour’s phone. The following day I got a new press button type phone, needless to say, I bought the cheapest in the store.
 
    
 
      The next move towards my ‘conversion’ came when I had a telephone call from the Town & Country Bank.
 
   One of the younger staff members started in the usual cheesy way,
 
      “Good morning Mr. Smith, How is your retirement going?
 
   I hope everything is to your satisfaction.~~~Yes,~~~ Good.”
 
   Without pausing for breath, she continued,
 
      “If you could spare a moment of your time, I would like to make you an offer that you can’t possibly refuse. We are way ahead of our competitors in offering a series of tuition classes. The object is to teach our more mature customers how to use a computer for on-line banking.” 
 
   She concluded her recorded speech with,
 
      “And before you say that you haven’t got a computer, the Bank is offering the permanent lease of suitable computers at a ridiculously low rental.”
 
      “I’ll think about it.” I replied rather half heartedly.
 
    
 
      Later that week, I had a chat with our Tommy. He really is, what do they say? With it?”
 
   He sounded very forceful when he said,
 
      “At last, maybe you’re seeing common sense. For goodness sake dad, you simply must try to get up to date with modern technology.”
 
   I managed a grunt before he added,
 
      “One thing though, forget about the computers that the bank has on offer. They will be obsolete and suitable for Bank’s purposes only. Dig deep and buy yourself a decent lap-top. You can get a good one for about three-fifty.”
 
      “How much?” I bellowed. . . . . . .
 
    
 
   Eventually, a compromise was reached when he decided to buy one for himself so that I could have his old one.
 
    
 
      I really enjoyed the course offered by the Bank. Even more so I enjoyed going for a drink with the tutor afterwards. 
 
   She, Stella that is, was a stunning red haired widow about ten years younger than me.
 
   To use modern-speak once more, we hit it off.
 
   It didn’t take much effort for her to talk me into signing up for a computer course that she was running as an evening class at our local college.
 
   By the time that course was over, I was in a position to teach her a thing or two You can interpret that how you like.
 
    
 
      After that, I suppose that I thought that I knew it all, but when my seven year old granddaughter asked me if I had seen her eye-pod, I had to reply,
 
   “I don’t even know what one is.”
 
                                                  *
 
      Stella bought me a mobile phone for my birthday. I had firmly assured all and sundry that the last thing that I ever wanted was a mobile. I’d never had one, never wanted one and never needed one. Having said that, I accepted it with good grace, but only because it was Stella who gave it to me. 
 
      “You will have learn how to text now.” She told me.
 
      “No way!” I responded very quickly. 
 
   I made the excuse that my fingers weren’t steady enough and I stuck to my guns for a month or two. Eventually though, I asked our Tommy to give me a bit of guidance, just so that I could accept messages from Stella, as by that time I was besotted with her.
 
   After persevering, I managed a few two word messages to start with, but, surprisingly, it wasn’t long before I was as good at texting as she was.
 
      It is funny how so many things in life turn full circle. A few weeks ago, I sent our Tommy three texts and two e-mails without any response. 
 
   When I challenged him, I was flabbergasted at his reply.
 
      “Oh come off it dad, I haven’t switched my computer on for over a week now, just can’t be bothered.”
 
      “What about the texts?” I asked.
 
      “Same thing really, I leave my phone at home more often than I take it with me these days.” 
 
   Seeing as he was the one who criticized my lack of interest in technography in the first instance, I felt bound to respond angrily.His answer to me was a cracker.
 
    Just listen to this,
 
      “It is alright for you old codgers. You have all the time in the world to mess about with computers and things. I lead such a 
 
   busy life that I don’t have the time to bother with them any more.”
 
    
 
      I give up. I’m seriously thinking that I would need my Sat-Nav to find his brains.  
 
    
 
    
 
   That wasn’t Fun.                  
 
    
 
      To be honest, I had nothing to complain about, but I was getting bored with the repetitive regularity of meals on wheels, so last Friday I decided to go out for my midday lunch.
 
   Being Saint Georges Day, the obvious choice was the George and Dragon.
 
   Just as the Church clock was striking twelve noon, I was the first guest of the day in the newly refurbished restaurant.
 
   I won’t dwell on the meal other than to say that the roast beef and Yorkshire pudding followed by two helpings of apple pie were perfect.
 
      The problem was that I ate far too much; certainly more than I was used to. Afterwards I had a job to carry my glass of beer to one of the luxury arm chairs in the lounge. 
 
   Once seated, I caught the tail end of a television programme, which, to put it bluntly, was absolute rubbish.
 
   Doubtless, somebody might have enjoyed it. It was when a charming young presenter appeared on the screen and said,
 
      “That was fun” that I became really annoyed.
 
    Fun indeed. 
 
   I was so incensed that I looked up the definition of fun in the pocket dictionary that I always carry with me. 
 
   It said very briefly,
 
                           ‘An amusing diversion, enjoyment, or pleasure.’ 
 
   What it did not say, was how ones definition of fun changes over the decades. But, as happens to me far too often, it started me reminiscing and. I was surprised how my idea of fun had changed throughout my lifetime.  Perhaps that young lady presenter was correct. 
 
   The programme might have been fun to her age group.
 
    
 
      I thought back to when I was seven years old and the time that I went into forbidden territory. Rosie Bright told me that there was loads of frog spawn in Black’s pit and she wanted some. What Rosie wanted, Rosie had to have.
 
   Black’s pit had claimed the lives of two boys from the children’s home the previous year so it was strictly out of bounds. 
 
   But, to get some frog spawn in a jam jar and watch the tadpoles hatch or whatever they did would certainly be an amusing diversion. It was a great idea, until on the way home from Sunday school we tried it.  Armed with a jam-jar, no longer host to the classroom daffodils, I set about my mission.
 
   It was fine till Rosie fell into the water.
 
   Her new white skirt was soon a different colour, mud with green and white streaks. Trouble was she panicked and couldn’t get out, so I tried to help. Within moments my grey shorts had taken on the same colour.
 
   If it hadn’t been for a very angry fisherman, the story would probably have ended there for both of us. However, his skill and fitness ensured that we were rescued, if only to face the music.
 
   I know that the frog spawn was lost but still, thinking about the episode,         It was fun. 
 
    
 
      Forward a decade. There was a general election in the offing but to my annoyance, age denied me the right to vote. 
 
   Rosie Bright, who was by now my girl-friend was also too young.  We decided to make our protest in. . . . shall I say, a different way.  We obtained photographs of the three main candidates from the widely circulating literature. 
 
   Then, in the art room at college we modified them.
 
   The Labour candidate was easily transformed in to a pirate with the caption, :-
 
                                “I’ll look after your money for you”
 
    
 
   The Conservative bent lovingly over the most luxurious motor car imaginable, with the caption, :-
 
         “Free petrol for all, -- If you have a big car”
 
    
 
   We placed the Liberal Democrat in a very romantic position with a jewellery laden lady from the sub continent, complete with sari and head scarf.  His caption was, :-
 
     “I’ll guarantee arranged marriages or purchased wives for everybody within ten years.”
 
    
 
   Each was then given the most ridiculous manifesto summary.
 
   Bert Black, the Labour man promised that he would try to stay sober most weekdays. He was a local business man and bent as an Easter egg even without a skin full of lager.
 
    
 
   The Conservative, Nigel Doddington-Smythe guaranteed that he would spend no more then three months abroad on holiday between now and the July Parliamentary recess. 
 
   He was son of the local squire and was noted for his playboy lifestyle, especially on daddy’s yacht.
 
    
 
      I felt sorry for Isaac Aylot, The Liberal Democrat. His assurance was that whatever the other candidates offered, he would knock it.  He seemed such a nice bloke and his missus was an absolute stunner.
 
   For no particular reason, the remaining candidates were left alone.
 
     Saturday afternoon and Sunday saw four reams of paper printed and folded so that my brother, and his horrible fourth form pals from Greystone Grammar, could be press ganged into helping with a mass leaflet drop late one night.
 
   We caused uproar. Seemingly, the candidates were not happy, neither were the diehard supporters of each party
 
   Television was still in its infancy but News of the prank soon reached the reporters and to my sorrow, not long afterwards, I was identified as the instigator.
 
   I was hauled before the court, charged with Public mischief and misusing college property. The magistrate was quite cross as he told me that I had been a very naughty young man. He asked me what made me do such a stupid thing so I told him, That was fun.
 
    
 
      Fast forward another decade. I was twenty seven and guess what: there was another general election in the offing.
 
   I thought back to my antics ten years before and it seemed so juvenile and pointless. Now, I needed a man’s hobby. 
 
   I was into motor bike scrambling. Rosie wasn’t bright any more if you get my meaning, but the excitement of being a newly wed was long past. I used to spend my weekends ripping up the countryside on a motorbike whilst Rosie stayed at home with the twins and a barrel full of nappies. The thrill of flying mud and the potential danger excited me. The noise of the bike was perhaps a fewer decibels than a shrieking wife and two squawking kids but believe me, 
 
   That was fun.
 
    
 
      After another decade, at thirty seven, I had calmed down and moved to live near the coast, so my highlight was playing with the kids on the beach. They were still not quite past the sandcastle stage. That is provided that I did all the work. But I enjoyed it. There was also cricket in the sand dunes and paddling in the sea.  We had great times and afterwards I could always say, That was fun.”
 
    
 
      Forward yet another ten.  I was now forty seven. The twins were both at university so I reckoned that it was time for Rosie and me to have a nice holiday on our own. Probably abroad
 
      Not so.  Rosie’s parents had reached an age where if we didn’t take them on holiday, they wouldn’t have one.
 
   I said “So what” but Rosie was insistent and as always she won. Grandma and Granddad joined us in a six berth luxury caravan down on the south coast.
 
    The typical English weather dominated the holiday. 
 
   It absolutely poured down every single day. If it had been a house, we would have been housebound. As it was, we were confined to a tin box for a full fortnight. We watched telly, we argued politics, we played cards and dominoes and even more surprising, we played scrabble till I think we had used every word in the dictionary.
 
   Yet, talking in the car on the way home we all agreed that despite all the difficulties, that was fun.
 
    
 
      Ten years after that, my life had changed a lot. Rosie and I had parted company. The divorce nearly saw me off financially so my new life was very restricted. I started writing monologues, schoolboy type poetry, and a few short stories. 
 
   You might say how boring, but it passed the lonely evenings away. Then one day, at the factory, the personnel manager heard about my writing and asked if she could see some of my work. Anxious to keep in her good books I sorted out some of my better stuff and left it in her office. Next thing that I knew, she called me in with a special request. 
 
      “Would you do me a favour and read some of your work to the residents of an elderly people’s home at an entertainment evening?” 
 
   After a very apprehensive start, I did just that and enjoyed myself much more than I had expected.
 
   Requests from three other similar homes in town soon followed and I enjoyed each, more than the previous one.
 
   I quickly learned that the technique of developing quite a rapport with the punters was inspirational. That was fun.
 
   .
 
      Finally, we fast forward rather more than a decade. I am now a doddering septuagenarian. At home, the lawn is not mown, the breakfast dishes will still be in the sink, Fido hasn’t had his walk, but, I have just spent a couple of hours reliving the highlights of my life.  Now to me, that really was fun.
 
    
 
      The next thing that I was aware of was a light kiss on my forehead and a sweet voice saying,
 
      “Wake up Mr. Smith; we are closing now, till six o-clock.”
 
   As I opened my eyes I was faced by the most beautiful young lady I had ever seen, poised to help me out of my chair.
 
   Now, that wasn’t fun,  . . . . . . . it was Heavenly bliss.                                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Playing Away.
 
    
 
      When I found out, nobody can imagine how hurt I felt. 
 
   My Peter had the seven-year itch after barely two, However, he promised on his granny’s life that his first affair would be his last.. 
 
   Six months later, when I was told that he was doing it a second time I glanced skywards and offered a silent
 
   ‘Mother you were right’, but once again I forgave him.
 
   By the third time, I knew that the finale was near.
 
   Of all people, virtually on our own doorstep, he started escorting Polly Potts from the corner shop. Common as muck she was. 
 
   It was a widely known fact that anybody could have her for three artichokes and a wet tea bag. 
 
   I didn’t wish to know, but one of my own machinists enjoyed telling me in great detail what the shameless couple had been doing behind the boathouse in Ashlea Park. 
 
      That was when my decision was finally made. I saw a solicitor.
 
   I was too embarrassed to use my own company solicitor so a friend recommended a lady who specialized in divorce matters 
 
   Though she was only a junior partner in Wilson Thomas and Whiteside, she had an excellent record.
 
   Tearfully, I explained to her that I still loved Peter dearly, but no way could I take any more of his philandering.
 
   Stern faced Miss Whiteside reassured me.
 
      “Easily sorted. An amicable divorce, takes about five minutes and it shouldn’t cost you too much,”   
 
   An amicable divorce. I had difficulty trying to imagine such a thing, yet it happened as easily as that.
 
   It was when the judge emphasised,
 
      “All assets to be divided equally.” that alarm bells sounded.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      “What about the business?” I wailed.  “That is mine, started with one sewing machine in my bedroom. Since then I’ve put twenty-five years of sweat and toil into it. Peter’s input has been minimal, after all, he is only a second rate salesman.” 
 
      “I’m afraid it doesn’t matter,” the solicitor said. 
 
      “That isn’t how it works. 
 
   Either you need to buy out your ex husband’s interest, or you will have to find a way of working together even though you are no longer married.”
 
    
 
   I tried everyone that I could think of who might possibly agree to be a sleeping partner in the firm. Nobody wanted to know. 
 
   Next option was the bank. After much prevaricating, the manager referred my application to his head office. 
 
   That took ages and my nerves had taken me to the verge of suicide by the time I had my answer. 
 
   Yes, I could have my loan, but not a penny more, and the terms and repayments were draconian. 
 
   There was no option, I had to accept them, making the comment, 
 
      “It looks as though I shall have to live on porridge and weak tea for the next three years.”
 
   His sarcastic reply was,
 
      “So be it then. I’ll wish you good luck  . . . and I hope that you like porridge.”  
 
   Mind you, I knew full well where his sympathy lay, he was one of Peter’s golfing pals.
 
    
 
      That was it. I was just getting used to my new status when I had yet another cruel blow. The accountant’s bill for all the valuations, plus my solicitors bill, and an interim tax demand all came through my letterbox on the same morning. The three came to just short of eight thousand pounds.  
 
   This time there seemed nobody to turn to for help. Later, lying in bed spending yet another sleepless night I thought to myself,
 
   ‘I wonder’.
 
    
 
      Peter’s Uncle Ted was a retired sea captain, absolutely dripping with money and I knew that he had a soft spot for me. 
 
   He was an outcast from the family, mainly because he was a very unsavory character where females were concerned. He just could not keep his hands to himself, that’s why we all avoided him.
 
   However, I was desperate.
 
   His reply to my request stunned me,
 
      “My dear Marie, of course you may have a loan, why ask me such a silly question. You can have as much as you like for as long as you like.”
 
   And he wrote a cheque out there and then.
 
    
 
      About three weeks later I received a phone call from Uncle Ted,
 
      “Would you like to have dinner with me on Friday night?”
 
   I was very apprehensive, reluctant in fact, yet I owed him so much.
 
   Not just the money, but the peace of mind that he gave me during my traumatic hours.
 
      “Yes I’d love to.” I lied.
 
   Then I realized that it would be Friday the thirteenth.
 
   On Friday night his chauffeur driven Mercedes picked me up and we proceeded to the Golden Fleece, the most high-class venue in the city.
 
   After the usual bowing and scraping, the Maitre-D led us towards our table. Then I froze in my tracks. Seated at a table by the window were three men. Peter, my accountant, and worst of all, my bank manager.
 
      That ~~ was the time for a swift exit.   
 
    I spun round, almost knocking Uncle Ted flying.  
 
      “I can’t go in there.” I wailed.
 
   I’d prefer a coffee and a sticky bun in the station buffet.”
 
   When I explained my reasons, the Maitre-D tactfully said,
 
      “Follow me.”
 
   He escorted us to a quiet alcove, out of sight of the rest of the diners.  
 
    
 
      As expected, the meal was perfect. Uncle Ted had roast beef while I chose baked salmon with a richly flavored hollandaise sauce. Sadly, I only picked at it nervously.
 
   I was too worried; not only about the trio in the main restaurant, but also what I might be faced with in back of Uncle Ted’s car afterwards. After all, I’m not daft, he must have had some ulterior motive, and the randy old devil would never change his ways.
 
    
 
   While we were waiting for the sweet trolley, Uncle Ted was called away to answer the telephone. Whilst I sat there pondering whether to make a run for it, I heard a familiar voice, 
 
      “I hope that you like porridge.” 
 
   It was Peter.
 
      “Have this on me,” and from behind his back he produced an expensive looking bottle of wine. 
 
      “Mind if I sit down till Uncle Ted gets back?” he asked.
 
   Without waiting for my response he sat on the vacant chair.
 
   We talked and talked. Within a few minutes his topic was how he missed me and mine how I was missing him. 
 
   The sweet trolley never arrived, but nobody noticed.
 
   Despite my determination not to, we decided to get together again and give our relationship another try.
 
    
 
      Many weeks later, that I found out that that scheming Uncle Ted had contrived all the events of Friday the thirteenth; it was his way of getting us reunited.
 
   Even the Maitre-D and the sweet trolley waitress were in on the act. 
 
   So what. It doesn’t matter. It worked. 
 
   Peter and I are gloriously happy together again.                                                                 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Rain Again.
 
    
 
      Every Tuesday I meet my granddaughter Gemma from school. She likes to watch children’s TV then she has her tea and  afterwards I take her to brownies. 
 
   A few weeks ago, the usual routine was spoiled by a violent thunderstorm. Having a good mackintosh and wellies ensured that she arrived at my house with no more than damp hair to worry about. However, just after we had got our wet clothes off, a savage bolt of lightening cut off our electricity supply.
 
   Of course to a seven year old, that was the end of the world ~~~ No telly.  
 
   Every suggestion that I offered about how we could pass the time away failed. Each idea that I had was wrong. 
 
   In her eyes, they were either babyish or boring. It was when she said,
 
      “You’re so not cool grandma,” that I flipped.
 
    That, coming from a seven year old, was a bit too much. As the rain bore down relentlessly, I responded with,
 
      “You think of something then.”
 
   Quick off the mark she answered
 
      “Tell me a story.”
 
   Apart from the usual children’s fairy stories that she had heard far too many times before, I didn’t know any tales suitable for a child of her age.
 
    Then I had an idea. Thinking about the weather at that time I decided to tell her a true story. However, to make it more interesting, I jazzed it up with a lot of fiction. 
 
   At least, that made it sound better than the nightmare that really occurred.
 
                                                     *   *   *
 
      I began,
 
       “A long time ago, when I was just twenty one, I went on my own on a camping holiday.” Already Gemma interrupted.
 
      “But surely grandma, you must have had some friends to go away with?”
 
   I answered, 
 
      “Oh yes, I had plenty of friends, good friends. We had all camped at St. Luke’s Cove many times before but that particular year they all wanted to go abroad for a holiday. It was something new to have what we now call a package holiday.
 
   I would have dearly loved to join them but it cost forty nine pounds. That was such a lot of money in those days. It was not long after my father had died and I just couldn’t afford it. There was no choice as I was giving mum a lot more for my board than my friends had to give their parents. 
 
    
 
   We still had dad’s old canvas topped Land Rover so I loaded my camping gear, plenty of books and my sketch pad, and headed for the coast. The sun was shining and I had the top open and drove along pretending that I hadn’t a care in the world. 
 
   About five miles before St. Luke’s Cove the sky clouded over and there was a hint of drizzle in the air. It wasn’t enough for me to close the top although I did think about it. However by the time that I had arrived at the camp-site and unloaded my stuff it was raining steadily. That didn’t really matter, I had pitched tents in the rain many times when I was in the Girl Guides.
 
      Once pitched, I made my tea then settled down with my transistor radio and a good book. Of course, I knew that in the morning the sun would be shining again. But I was wrong. The rain was still coming down by the bucket-full. When I peeped out of my tent I could see that many campers were packing up and going home. 
 
   Not me. I was tougher than that. I spent the day visiting a ruined castle about six miles away, enjoying the hike despite the rain. To avoid cooking in the wet I  stayed in a café for my evening meal. The trouble was that the rain never stopped.
 
   By the fourth day I hadn’t even got a dry pair of socks to put on and my sleeping bag was getting wet. To make matters worse, the wind direction changed and it was blowing a gale right across the field. I remember putting on a post card to my mum, ‘if it blows any harder the seagulls will have to walk’. 
 
      That was then that common sense prevailed. I decided that enough was enough. I sadly loaded my sodden gear into the Land Rover and headed for home. I had to stop in the village for some petrol. In those days John from the garage used to come out and put the petrol in for you. He was on the phone when I drew up to the pump but he indicated that he would be with me in a minute. I went round the back to use the toilet and spent a few moments looking at some of the scrap cars that were dumped haphazardly in what had once been the garden. Then, I saw something different. What used to be called a council living-van. Like a green shed on a trailer. The road workers used to pull them behind their steam roller and use as a dining and rest room as well as a place to store their tools. This one was looking very sad and was full of junk but it was dry.
 
   My mind was working nineteen to the dozen. I had the camping gear, could this be used instead of a tent? 
 
   John came round the back to see where I was and told me,
 
      “Aye, somebody left it to have new tyres on it then ne’er came back for ’er.” He then quipped flippantly, -
 
      “Want to buy ’er?”
 
      “How much?” I asked.
 
      “Give me t’ price of t’ tyres and a nice kiss and ’ers yours.”
 
   It was as simple as that. The deal was struck. John and I shifted all the junk out of it and I hooked it on the back of the Land Rover and made my way back to the camp-site.
 
       Then, there was a problem that I hadn’t expected. The farmer who owned the site, who was usually so nice, was very cross.
 
      “You can’t bring that blooming thing here. Where would you put it?
 
   The caravans wouldn’t have it with them because it isn’t a caravan. You can’t go on the camping field because it isn’t a tent. I’m sorry, cart it away.”
 
   When I pointed out that there were no campers left anyhow, he relented and agreed. 
 
      “OK just for a day or two then.”
 
   I was really content though I did wonder whatever mum would say when I got home.   After having beans on toast for tea, I settled down once again with my book and radio whilst the rain outside still beat down. By then it didn’t matter, I was really snug in my new home. 
 
      About half past seven, I was startled by a knock on the door.
 
   I had never had visitors when camping, so was both curious and concerned. On opening the door, I was amazed to see John from the garage.
 
      “I just thought I would pop up and see how you were coping with your new toy,” he opened. 
 
   Then before I could answer, he continued, 
 
      “But while I’m here, would you like to come down the Welshman’s Arms for a drink with me? Or if you prefer it, I have a nice bottle of wine in th’ car.”
 
   It was so cosy in my van that we agreed to do justice to the bottle of wine and also the last of the home made cakes that I had brought from home.
 
    It was such an enjoyable evening that we did the same thing again the following evening and indeed every evening till it was time for me to go home.
 
   As I had my sketch-pad with me, I spent hours planning and drawing how I intended my van to look by the time I had done what I wanted with it. John was also very artistic and between us we had designed the ultimate luxury.”
 
    
 
      Then, Gemma interrupted me once more,
 
      “I bet you were sorry when it was time to go home weren’t you grandma?”
 
      “I was indeed, especially as that was the day that it stopped raining for the first time. But the story didn’t quite end there. John came all the way to my home many weekends after that to help me to do the work that we had designed. Then, when at last it was finished, he patted the bright green paintwork as if it was a real person and said,
 
      “Tha’t a bonny lass although I say it mysen.”
 
    
 
      At that Gemma interrupted again, bubbling with excitement.
 
     “Do you know Grandma, that’s just what my granddad always used to say to me.” 
 
   I enjoyed telling her, “Yes, my darling, the year after it was finished, John and I were married and if you haven’t already guessed, John was your granddad.”
 
   I had only just finished telling her the saga when I saw my son walking up the path to fetch her home. Apparently, brownies had been cancelled that night.
 
   I think that she went home a happy little girl.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A lonely time.      
 
    
 
      After the break up of what I had always thought was a happy marriage, living on my own was not very pleasant.
 
   I had been reduced to living in a one bedroom flat above the greengrocers. The house had been sold, the car had gone, and after paying high bank interest, I was just about making enough money to live on. That is if one could call it living. However, it was the sacrifice I had to make, otherwise the business would have gone into receivership and not only me, but forty other people as well would have been unemployed.
 
      My former wife, (I hate the expression ‘My ex’) had bled me to the limit, or at least, her cowboy lawyers had. 
 
   I was lonely. Yes, I had company at work, including a pool of thirty girls and young ladies, but I hardly dare speak to any of them lest they assumed that I was either wanting a date, or even more. The definition of harassment in the workplace is frightening, so, like I said, I lived a lonely existence.
 
    
 
      The very thought of Christmas on my own was even more depressing. To me, Christmas Eve seemed like the longest day of the year rather than one of the shortest. I worked right up till half past five, then had to force my way through the last minute city shoppers in order to catch my train. 
 
   By the time I arrived at my home station, the sleet that had been falling all afternoon had turned to snow. As I crossed the road by the Building Society, I noticed an elderly looking lady, crying. In fact she was almost hysterical. Being covered in snow, she looked even more pathetic. I was in no hurry so I tried to establish the cause of her distress. In between sobs she managed to tell me, 
 
      “Some lout snatched my bag and ran away. A youth who was close by supposedly called the police from a mobile phone and gave me the message,
 
   ‘Stay just there and wait, someone will be along in a minute’. That was three quarters of an hour ago, nobody has arrived yet.” The poor lady was soaked through and frozen. It would have been inhuman not to offer help.
 
      “I doubt whether anyone will come now,” I told her.
 
      “You’d better come with me and get that wet coat off. My flat is only just up there”
 
   I pointed to the windows, with the blinds still down. 
 
   Compassion definitely took the place of common sense. Other than learning that her name was Carol and that she was sixty nine that day, I knew nothing about her. Once in my flat, she removed her anorak. I then realised that the anorak was useless and that every other garment that she wore was equally soaked.
 
   Now what could I suggest? It was a situation that I had never faced before
Having established that she lived in Willowdell, a village, two miles away, I ought to have put her in a taxi and sent her home. 
 
   Silly me, never thought about that. 
 
      “I’ll think of something for you.” I offered.
 
   It would have been ludicrous to offer any of my clothes; me, six foot four and former captain of the rugger team, whilst she was about five two and no more than eight stone wet through, (which of course she was).  She was in the bathroom, stripping her wet things off, still crying, when I located the overall that my cleaning lady used. That inspired another thought. There was the Santa Claus suit that I had borrowed for the works party last Saturday. I gently tapped the bathroom door and said,
 
      “See if any of these will do for you to wear whilst we put your wet things in the tumble dryer.”
 
   The bathroom door opened just enough for me to pass the few items through.
 
    
 
      A couple of minutes later, as I was making a pot of tea, Carol emerged. I had to laugh. She was wearing red trousers, furry boots that were obviously at least two sizes too big, and Jenny’s floral pink overall. She really looked the pantomime clown.
 
     “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t laugh,” I said. “We are both the victim of circumstances.” 
 
   Mind you she had dried and brushed her long white hair and as I 
 
   looked closer, I thought to myself, ‘Carol you are one hell of a good looking woman.’ She looked twenty years younger, whilst I felt twenty years older. Ironically, that would make us both forty nine. A fleeting thought, ‘Bingo, watch this space.’ 
 
   But, I assure you, that’s all it was, only a passing thought.
 
   Maybe I was depressed but certainly not desperate, or daft. 
 
   I was wondering what the next move would be when Carol casually asked,
 
      “What do you usually do for your evening meal?”
 
   I told her, “I was thinking of having egg and fried bread, you’re welcome to have the same if you can put up with my cooking.
 
   I always manage to give my eggs a charred lattice halo.”
 
   The reply was very concise.
 
      “I think that if you will allow me, I can present you with a nicely cooked egg. After all I have had about sixty years practice.”
 
    
 
      That is exactly what happened. For once, egg and fried bread was like a banquet to me. I didn’t tell Carol that I was planning to have beans on toast for my Christmas dinner.
 
    
 
      A couple of hours later, the comical attire was consigned to the wash basket. Her clothes were dry and she was dressed again.
 
   I tried every phone number that I knew but all taxis were pre-booked and not available. Attractive as she was, staying the night was not an option, the only alternative was to walk the two miles to see her home safely. Fortunately it had stopped snowing, so with much light hearted banter, the walk was not so bad as I had feared. Once there, I declined the offer to go in for a drink but as I left her at the door of her bungalow, she openly said,
 
      “At least let me give you a kiss before you go.”
 
   And she did. It wasn’t exactly passionate, but a really meaningful kiss. Certainly, it was something for me to think about on my walk home. 
 
    
 
      Next morning, though it was Christmas day, I just couldn’t be bothered to get out of bed. As I lay, feeling sorry for myself, I thought about Carol and the previous evening.
 
   Eventually, I slipped on a tee shirt and track-suit bottoms and made a cup of tea. My concentration was disturbed by a knock on the door. Who the dickens could that be, Christmas morning. At least it wouldn’t be the postman with yet more bills.
 
   On the doorstep stood the smartest, dishiest young blonde that I had seen in years. She spoke first,
 
      “Are you Peter? I nodded.  She offered me a bottle wrapped in Christmas paper and continued.
 
      “My name’s Heather Blake. May I thank you most sincerely for the help that you gave Auntie Carol last night, a kindness that she will remember for ever. I am taking her to the Feathers for Christmas dinner and we wondered if you would like to join us rather than being on your own.”
 
    
 
      Without hesitation I accepted the offer and, may I say it, I had the best Christmas that I ever had. Besides being very attractive, Heather was very good company, with intelligent conversation and a wicked sense of humour. 
 
    
 
      I decided to return the compliment and invited Heather and Carol to a company dinner dance in the city. Then of course, a few days later we celebrated the New Year. This time, it was just Heather and myself; her aunt (great aunt actually) tactfully developed a migraine and left us to enjoy the celebrations on our own. 
 
   After that I saw Heather at every opportunity; it developed into a whirlwind romance. In fact, we got engaged on St. Valentines’ day. I had never known such happiness and the situation has not altered even to this day.     
 
    
 
    
 
   My Special Day.
 
    
 
      The first time that I ever attended the counting of votes after an election will stay in my mind as long as I live. I could never forget hearing the returning officer’s words,
 
       “And so I declare that Oswald Ackroyd has duly been elected.”
 
   That was it. My Ozzie had been elected Mayor for the next twelve months. Yes, I know that he is nothing more than a lecherous bumbling twit.  Other people also knew it. I intended to use  that to my advantage.
 
   The important thing is, from the following morning, as Mayoress, I would be entitled to a four thousand pounds dress allowance. 
 
   Ozzie would be allowed the same but I had already decided, a couple of new suits would be good enough for him; I could easily spend the rest on myself.
 
    
 
      I was sitting musing and pondering just how and where I would be able to spend my new found fortune, when Nellie Hollinshead came across. 
 
   Nellie was the retiring Mayoress. 
 
   You certainly could not say that we were friends, her politics and mine were as opposite as it is possible to get.  
 
   But . .  That is only a minor detail.
 
   The thing is, Nellie is my Ozzie’s bit on the side. I know that and she knows that I know. The brazen cow even talks openly about things to do with my husband that I alone should know. 
 
   For example, only a couple of nights ago when he was first proposed, she said
 
      “Maybe a Mayor but never a stallion.”
 
   Mind you, that’s why people like Nellie, she always says it like it is. 
 
    
 
     However, as it turned midnight, I said to myself, never mind Nellie, never mind Ozzie, this is to be my day.
 
    I thought, well, it is a special occasion.  The very idea of spending somebody else’s money  . . . .  What a novelty.
 
   Nellie started, in her fancy Dorset twang, 
 
      “Hi Sis, I have just popped over to put you in the picture, how the system works, or rather, how to work the system.”
 
   Trying to express my disinterest without being rude, I just nodded.  Naturally I was more interested in my dress allowance. 
 
    
 
       She continued.
 
      “You know Parkinson’s warehouse on the industrial estate?” 
 
      “Yes” I replied.
 
      “Saturday, that’s today,” She said checking her watch which said five past midnight,
 
     “It’s the last day of their sale. Go there, ask for the manager and tell him who you are. He will let you buy everything wholesale. Shop till you are fed up.
 
   You may think that’s not possible, but believe me it happens.  When you’re done, pay the bill with your plastic and keep the receipt. 
 
   That, (Now listen) is your private property, nobody else must see it. 
 
   Then, Sunday morning, type out each item listed, with code numbers but not the price.
 
   On Monday, go to Parkinson’s store in High street with your list.
 
   Get them to price everything up retail, then submit your account to the treasurer’s office.   I did that last year and was fifteen hundred quid up straight away.”
 
   I liked what I was hearing. My morals soon went through the half open window.  
 
   Sod the hundreds of unemployed on the Brightpool Estate,  
 
   Forget the thousands who were starving abroad.
 
    This was my special day and I was going to milk it.
 
    
 
      Then, even better, Nellie offered, 
 
      “I’ll take you if you like. We can go in the Mayor’s Rolls Royce.  I’ll order the chauffeur for nine o clock.”
 
   I just could not believe my ears. But we went, shopped like demons then had lunch on expenses and then shopped some more. Nellie reckoned that I would be well over two grand up by the time my bill was recovered.
 
   We loaded the civic Rolls till it would hold no more. 
 
   That still left two cartons to be delivered by carrier.
 
    
 
      After dropping Nellie off first, I began to savour the luxury of travelling in the Rolls Royce.
 
   After all, it would be my transport for the next twelve months. 
 
   As we turned into Acacia Crescent I twigged that there was something wrong. 
 
   Not one, but two police cars outside our house. 
 
   A young wet behind the ears constable greeted me,
 
      “Afternoon Mrs. Ackroyd I’m sorry but I have some bad news for you. Councillor Ackroyd is down at the police station answering questions. 
 
   In fact, we’ve locked him up.”
 
   That in itself didn’t bother me at all, I would be better off with him out of the way, but I panicked when the copper said
 
      “I must ask you for his computer, it may contain evidence.”
 
      “And if I say no?”
 
      “Then we’ll take it anyhow.”  
 
   That was when I thought, if this is serious. I wonder how he I stands as Mayor, and more importantly how I stood as Lady Mayoress with all its’ trappings.
 
   It was late that night before I found out that there had been suggestions of vote rigging and other illegal practices.
 
   All were proved beyond doubt to be unfounded and Ozzie was freed, 
 
   but whatever,  . . . . nothing could have spoiled my special day. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Uncle Charlie’s Multi Purpose Gadget
 
    
 
      From when I was very young I can always remember going to visit Uncle Charlie and Auntie Claire on a Saturday.   Not every week, but usually alternate weeks.  I used to love it. Uncle Charlie had a haulage business, sending lorries all over the country, and often abroad as well. He also had a few fields where he reared calves.  I would sit for hours in the cab of a big lorriy making a noise and pretending that I could drive it. I also liked playing tricks on Violet in the transport office. I didn't like her much and often used to put a toy  mouse in her pockets or a rubber frog on the desk when she wasn't looking.
 
    
 
      Auntie Claire spent all her life in a wheelchair  but she was always happy, and what is more, always busy.  People  used to ask   "How does Claire manage to do  all the cooking and  sewing?" I never heard the answer but she did it all, and when it came to growing plants in the greenhouse there was nobody anywhere who could do better. 
 
      Uncle Charlie did everything that he could to make life easier for Auntie Claire by inventing all sorts of gadgets. You see, besides being a successful businessman, he was a brilliant engineer. He had a workshop at the back of the garage and spent all his spare time in there.  His pride and joy was his 
 
   'Multi purpose gadget'
 
    It was like a big blanket chest on wheels.  It's main functions were cleaning, It would clean the quarry tile floors in the kitchen and conservatory,  yet press a switch and it was equally at home on the deep pile carpets in the rest of the bungalow.  Take it outside and open a wee tap and it made short work of the neat flag-stone path between the bungalow and the garage and even tackled the oily garage floor. There was a strap that fastened to the front of Auntie Claire's wheelchair so that it pulled her around with it. She looked as if she was on an ice-cream vendor's tricycle as she hoovered round. Fortunately there were no steps anywhere. The bungalow had been especially built for Auntie Claire years before she was married to Uncle Charlie. When the gadget was not in a cleaning mode, it's powerful batteries could pull Auntie Claire along at a frightening speed and she loved it.
 
       All that was just for starters.
 
   There was a small computer type keyboard.  Type your own name and the machine dispensed your favourite drink. Uncle Charlie told me that it could be programmed to take up to twenty different drinks. Collect all the dirty cups afterwards, put them in a small drawer and press a red button. Two minutes later the cups were sparkling clean. Work was always going on to try new ideas. Some worked and many other ideas were a complete failure but Uncle Charlie never gave up trying.
 
      There was one task that Auntie Claire couldn't do, that was change the beds, and that is a job that mum always did for her on the Saturday visits.
 
   My visits to Uncle Charlie's stopped abruptly when I was twelve.  Auntie Claire became very ill and sadly died on my twelfth birthday.
 
   On the first visit after the funeral we found that Violet from the office had moved into the bungalow with Uncle Charlie and was living as his mistress.
 
   I was sent out to play as usual but was aware that things were not happy and eventually I heard mum shout out "I'm not comming here to help that woman so there". She stormed out of the house, grabbed my arm and said 
 
      "Come on we're going home".  I found out that Uncle Charlie had been carrying on with Violet for some time before Auntie Claire died but didn't quite understand what that meant at the time.   I did know that I really missed my Saturday visits. 
 
   I cried for Auntie Claire,  I prayed for Uncle Charlie but it seemed that nobody cared. I grew to be very bitter and confused.
 
    
 
      When I was fourteen life changed for the better. I got home from school on my birthday to find a twelve speed racing bike propped against the coalhouse wall with a note that simply said
 
    'Happy Birthday from Charlie.'   I had been brought up properly and knew that the right thing to do was to ride over to Ashcroft and say thank you but I waited for mum to come home from work first.  She was not very happy but didn't forbid it, so next day that is what I did.   
 
    
 
      Everywhere looked so different.  In the conservatory where the 'Multi Purpose Gadget' used to stand, there was just a pile of clutter.  Once in the kitchen, where Auntie Claire used to sit, there was a great big chest freezer that looked as if it had never been wiped down since it was new.    Gone were all the nice cooking smells that I was used to. All that you could smell now was chips, pizzas, and that distinctive smell of cardboard when it has just come out of the microwave.  It was so depressing.
 
    
 
      I had to go down to the garage to find Uncle Charlie. As usual he was in his workshop. I noticed that his 'Multi Purpose Gadget' was covered over with a sheet, obviously not having been used for a long time. When I asked about this he simply said "That cow is too bloody hidle to use it" refering to Violet.  he added 
 
      "She would sooner pay someone to clean up rather than do it herself.  Perhaps it was rather a depressing scene but it turned out to be a good day for me.  Uncle Charlie offered me the one thing that I wanted more than anything in the world.
 
   A Saturday job.   Helping in the garage with cleaning and repairing the lorries.  I used to work hard and learned as much as I could, so much so that when I left school two years later I became a full blown apprentice, day release, the lot.
 
    
 
      By the time that I was nineteen I was quite capable of running the business on my own.  Well, not quite, there was a new lady in the transport office now. Monica had worked at the same job years ago before she left to have a family. When given the opportunity to return and fill the gap left by Violet she jumped at the chance.  I don't think that even Uncle Charlie could manage without her now.
 
    
 
      Life was great from that time onwards. I worked hard and took on more and more duties as Uncle Charlie eased off .
 
   Violet disappeared from the scene, having taken a sizable amount of money out of the bank first.  My uncle merely commented that he would have willingly paid double the amount just to see the back of her.
 
      I met, and started courting Monica's daughter, Sally and as  far as I was concerned, life was perfect.
 
   Sadly, Uncle Charlie was killed in an accident two years later and although I was shattered at first, it was nothing to the shock that I had when I discovered that I had inherited everything. The business, the bungalow, and such money as was left after the death duty people had taken their plunder.
 
   I was still a young man, quite wealthy and with so much to be thankful for.
 
   I felt inclined to write my life history because this morning I opened an envelope addressed to Uncle Charlie. In it was an inventors magazine that he subscribed to. I couldn't help but be nosey and have a look.  On seeing the first page I gasped!!
 
   Lo and behold, somebody has 'invented'  something almost identical to 
 
   Uncle Charlie's Multi Purpose Gadget.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Party Spirit. 
 
    
 
      I was standing in the bus queue the other day when I heard a couple of young lassies talking about their office Christmas party. 
 
   I felt like interrupting and telling them that they had no idea what a works party was like.
 
       If the breathalyzer and political correctness aren’t enough, the Health and Safety at Work act would ensure that the old fashioned party has gone for ever. However, I didn’t interfere, instead, I started reminiscing.
 
    Oh the parties that we used to have at Mathew Dobbs and Company in the nineteen fifties and sixties. 
 
    
 
      Dobbs’s nut and bolt factory was the main employer in the town, and a very good firm to work for. The one downside was that promotion was difficult. That was a pity because I had always been ambitious. Changing departments just never happened. Once in the packing shed, always in the packing shed. The same applied to the machine shop and the office block. There weren’t usually any opportunities to cross from one to the other. I was one of the lucky ones. When I returned from National Service my job no longer existed so I was fortunate to have been given a trial in the accounts office. It was emphasized that I was only given that chance because I had been in the army pay corps.
 
    
 
      That is how I came to know so much about the office parties.
 
   To me, the last one ever was by far the most memorable. Mind you, the form had never varied over many years. On the day that we broke up for the festive break, we all worked as normal till about half past three, the usual afternoon breaktime. Then everyone descended on the typing pool and moved all the furniture to the end wall. The stock room was also cleared to make way for the food and drinks. The party spirit started while the preparations were being made. 
 
   Dress code never varied. Men wore their working suits as usual but the ladies used to tart themselves up as seductively as if it were a fashion show. Even the aptly named Miss Frost managed to look coquettish for the occasion. Christmas decorations, many home made, were produced from somewhere and put up methodically by the taller men; the nails already being there from the previous year. An artificial tree was made to look very Christmassy when adorned with tinsel and strips of coloured paper. The supply of mistletoe, which seemed to be never ending, was well distributed throughout the room, especially the dark alcoves. 
 
   Then just after four we would help the canteen staff to carry the goodies upstairs and the party would start with everybody eating as though they hadn’t been fed for months. The spread was lavish, always a whole turkey and a large ham with the local butcher present to carve as much as you wanted. One year I remember, there was a whole salmon as well. Take home bags were provided as required.
 
    At first, liquid refreshment was only tea, coffee and soft drinks, but then at about same time every year, Sir Mathew would turn up, always saying the same thing, 
 
      “Hey, fellows, there are a few boxes in the Bentley, fetch ’em up will you.”  
 
   We all knew that the boxes would contain enough drink to stock a pub, with the exception of one which would contain a substantial gift for each of us. It is quite a few years since I stopped smoking but I still treasure my cigarette case, two or three lighters and a cup full of Parker pens, all inscribed 
 
   ‘Merry Christmas. With the compliments of Mathew Dobbs and Company’.
 
    
 
      Once the drink started to flow, the dancing started and the party atmosphere became very lively. There was always a lot of horse play. Without fail, at the very least, one or two of the young office girls would get ‘paid with thanks’ stamped on their bottoms.  
 
   Probably, these days it would be considered as bullying but that was never the intention and was always taken in good spirit.
 
   The mistletoe was put to good use, and not surprisingly a lot of the men managed to make advances towards women who they had fancied during the year. Having said that, all behavior was kept within certain limits.
 
   Sir Mathew saw to that. What he missed, his spies would delight in telling him.
 
   If anyone transgressed, they would more than likely be unemployed by New Year. 
 
   I nearly came unstuck once in my younger days. I was with Dawn, a raven-haired beauty from the printing room. We were cuddled together on a desk in a dark corner, perhaps a bit too passionate. 
 
   I soon twigged that she was game for anything, and I mean anything. 
 
   All too soon, I was aware of Sir Mathew himself addressing us angrily with,
 
      “What’s going on here, some people just don’t know how to behave in public.”
 
   I virtually froze. My job, my career, even my entire future gone for certain, and all for a quick fumble with an inebriated teenager.
 
   To my relief, Quick as a flash, Dawn saved the day.  
 
      “I’m very sorry Sir Mathew, Nathan has just asked me to marry him and when I said yes we got carried away a bit.” 
 
   That changed things. The old man located and shook both our hands before announcing the fact to the entire assembly.  (Incidentally, my so called engagement to Dawn lasted about three weeks,) We were as different as chalk and cheese and I soon discovered why they called her Dopey Dawn.
 
    
 
      All good things come to an end. A few years later, Sir Mathew died. The business was taken over by a multi national company and my job content changed. I never went near the works for months. I was either at head office or somewhere miles away.
 
   The new set up was a hard company to work for and meanness and unrest were always evident. You can imagine my surprise therfore when I had a phone call one day asking if I was going to the Christmas party at Dobbs’s. (Everybody still called it that)  Naturally, I went and was amazed to see that the fayre was equally as good as it always had been. The drink was plentiful from the beginning and it looked as though a good time was being had by all. 
 
   At about the time that Sir Mathew would have usually put in his appearance, the doors opened and his widow, Lady Helen announced, 
 
      “ Please, ladies and gentlemen, may we have a moments silence while I introduce Miss Margery Pearson, your new managing director.”
 
   She looked so young, yet as she walked in, one glance told you that she was class, real class. Her clothes, her hair, her entire demeanor were absolute perfection.
 
    No other way to describe her except to say that she was a stunner.
 
    
 
   However, nobody was more stunned than I was when, after saying a few words to the assembled guests, Miss Pearson made her way straight across to me, saying,
 
      “Nathan, come into my office for a moment will you please.”
 
   I followed meekly, wondering whether I was Nathan Smith or Father Christmas. Once inside, she removed her jacket and hung it on a coat hanger before sitting on an antique chaise longue. 
 
   She indicated me to sit beside her. As if her looks weren’t sufficient, her perfume was enough to make me weak at the knees. 
 
   After commenting about the heat in the small office she undid the top button of her pristine white blouse and I wondered ‘what next’
 
    
 
      What next indeed. Certainly, I must emphasize that common sense was deleted from my vocabulary. I’m afraid that morals went through the window and I thanked my lucky stars that I was no longer married.
 
   Maybe it was wishful thinking, but I was very wrong. 
 
   Miss Pearson, reached behind and picked up a buff file which I soon realised was my full service record from right back to my training days. After highlighting some of my achievements she calmly sat there and said, 
 
      “I’m offering you the general manager’s job at this factory, will you accept?”
 
   Manager at the factory where I had spent so many happy years. What a way to end a Christmas party. It definitely wasn’t the end that I expected.
 
    Then I thought to myself . . . .    I shall be in charge at the next party. . . . . . Wow, that is progress
 
    
 
   What happened after that defies comprehension.
 
    Remember me saying that I had deleted common sense from my vocabulary, To prove the point, I calmly sat there and said,
 
      “Yes, I’d be honoured to accept the position.” 
 
   Then like a fool, I immediately tried to get a date with her
 
   I used to be flippant in my younger days but this time it was probably the drink talking.
 
   Naturally, she told me in no uncertain terms not to be so silly.
 
   I apologized for my stupidity and no more was said at the time, .However, I also persevered with Margery Pearson and after three months she finally agreed to go out for a meal with me. 
 
    
 
       Regrettably, after a disastrous strike at the parent company, it was decreed that there would be no more parties. I was saddened, but nobody, not even head office, could take away my memories of Christmas office parties.
 
    
 
    
 
   My Latest Love Affair.       
 
    
 
       Thinking back over the years, I reckon that I have had a good life. My career has followed an ecclesiastical path, so progress has not been as swift as I might have wished, but it has been steady and very satisfying.  For most of the time anyway.  
 
   If I quote from the creed: We have done things that we ought not to have done and left undone things that we ought to have done. That is me.
 
   Yes, I’ve made mistakes; I’ve certainly done things that I regretted afterwards. 
 
   However, one thing that I regretted at the time subsequently turned full circle and became the best thing that ever happened to me.
 
    
 
      A widow at the age of twenty three, I beat my grief by concentrating on little else but work for far too many years.
 
   Then came the time that: - for diverse reasons, I decided that I would like to take early retirement. After I had posted my letter of resignation to the Bishop I walked home from the letter-box with a heavy heart. If only I could open that box and withdraw the letter I would have been happy. But, of course I couldn’t.
 
    
 
   It is difficult to describe my reasons for wanting to retire. Perhaps I had been in the same parish for too long. I got the feeling that people were standing me on a pedestal.
 
   Rather than being an ordinary human being doing a job that I loved, I was so used to hearing comments like, hey up, the Vicar’s at the door, put a clean cardigan on, or hide that pile of washing quick. The number of times that I saw people rapidly getting rid of their fish and chip papers or football coupons is unbelievable. Another thing, nearly everybody swears these days. I don’t like it; but I like it even less when somebody accidentally slips up in front of me then bows and scrapes as though they had committed some mortal sin. 
 
   To put it bluntly, I just wanted to be an ordinary person.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
      The Bishop’s response to my letter was as expected. He was difficult, raising all sorts of objections, however, in the end he knew that he was beaten. I began to say my goodbyes in the parish and think seriously about what to do with the rest of my life.
 
   Then, one morning I had an unusual phone call from the Bishop himself.
 
      “Victoria, I’m about to make you the proverbial 
 
   ‘offer that you can’t refuse’. I’m sure that you would love a semi retirement position.”
 
      “Tell me more.” I eagerly interrupted.
 
      “A vicar is urgently needed in the parish of Greystone Bridge in the very north of the diocese. It is a scattered rural parish with a very low population. At present it is administered by a vicar who runs two other parishes as well. That is a situation that was always hated by the parish veteran Lady Annabelle Worthington-Smythe. 
 
   When she passed away recently she left an annuity for the parish to employ its own vicar once more. There is a retainer in the village, called Mr. Taylor, also paid by the parish, who will do any heavy work that needs doing.
 
   The salary isn’t great but I believe that the new vicarage is one of the most luxurious barn conversions that anyone could wish for. Please say that you’ll consider the post.” 
 
   As he put the phone down my head was in a whirl. The offer sounded too good to be true, I had almost made my mind up to accept the living when the phone rang again. Once more it was the Bishop.
 
      “By the way Victoria, I forgot to mention that there is a car that goes with the job.
 
   You won’t get it straight away as some nephew wanted it for himself and contested the will.  That, I believe, has now been resolved.”
 
    
 
   The chance of a car made my decision a lot easier. Going round my own patch on my shaky moped has been hard going this last year or so. 
 
     I rang the Bishop just after lunch and provisionally accepted the offer. 
 
      “Then I’ll take you up there tomorrow for a look round. We’ll have a day out. And by the way, I have known you, in fact I’d like to think that we have been friends, for over twenty five years; please call me Philip.”
 
    
 
      We arrived at Greystone Bridge in a heavy thunderstorm, not a good start. Then we saw the Church, talk about neglect, it was unimaginable. It was what I call a timber and tin building, Borders were overgrown, brambles everywhere and the Church itself had never seen a coat of paint in years.
 
   I was close to tears when the Bishop offered,
 
      “Come on then lass; let’s see what the catering is like in the local pub.”
 
   Now that was a contrast beyond belief. Old world charm, yet everything was perfect. All the woodwork and brass were polished and gleaming and the meal itself was divine, that was the Bishop’s description not mine though I fully agreed with him. Before the meal was over, I told him, 
 
      “I reckon that you have found yourself a new vicar.”
 
    
 
   Two months later I moved to Greystone Bridge, arriving in an even heavier thunderstorm than on my previous visit. However, the vicarage was so spacious and convenient that I had made it a home within a day.
 
      Early next morning I was wakened by a loud knocking on the front door. On the step was a very unusual looking chap. A rustic if ever there was one. He was at least six feet tall, bald yet with longer side whiskers than a sheep, and spectacles like bottle bottoms. His attire suggested that he was a tramp though something about him suggested that I was wrong. 
 
      “Are thay t’ new vicar?” he enquired abruptly. 
 
      “I certainly am, and who might you be?” 
 
   (Adding under my breath, “At this unearthly hour”)
 
      “Ahm t’ Grave Digger. . . . .  No JCB, just spade an’ sweat.”
 
      “And the name is?” though I had already guessed.
 
      “Syd Taylor. Call me Sailor, everybody else does.
 
   Then he got straight to the point of his visit.
 
      “We’m got trouble Vic. You know old Mrs Harris from t’ garridge. ‘Ers gone jed, and I dunna know where ‘ers agoin be put. There ai’t nowhere left.”
 
      This was too much for a doorstep conversation; I invited him in and put the kettle on. Then I asked him to be a little more explicit. It transpired that the widow of a former garage proprietor had passed away and there appeared to be no room in the church-yard for her to be buried. 
 
   “Surely she would wish to be interred with her late husband.” 
 
   I volunteered.
 
      “Not bloody likely Vic, ‘Er allus said as ‘er would never go down t’ same hole as that two timin git. 
 
   Let some o them as lay beside ’im when he were alive lay with ‘im now ‘e’s jed.” 
 
      “Oh dear,” I mocked, Like you say, “We’m got trouble.”
 
      “Sure have Vic.
 
   I wasn’t happy about the way that he kept calling me Vic whether it was short for Victoria or vicar and I resolved to speak to him about it later. Then I thought to myself why? Isn’t that just what I had wanted to get away from, everyone being so formal? 
 
   If he wanted to call me Vic then I would just have to get used to it.
 
    
 
      While Sailor supped a second cup of tea, I hurriedly dressed then offered to walk down to the church-yard to see what could be done.
 
      “What is under that patch of brambles?” I asked.
 
      “Nowt” he registered firmly. 
 
      “Used ter be a gate there but it i’nt no more.”
 
   I couldn’t understand a gate leading to nowhere, so I had to ask even more questions.
 
      “Used ter be, years ago. Lord an Lady Greystone from th’all would come ter front o’t’ church in t’carridge an’ pair,
 
   but t’ servants ad ter walk across th’ fields an’ go in t’back way.
 
   Then wen t’owd folks died, young Mr. Ted got a motor car an he would give any servants a lift ter church just like the good Christian as he were.
 
   Back road never got used no more, and then it got growed o’er like what it is now.”  
 
   I saw a possible solution to our problem.
 
      “Do you think that if you cut those brambles away there might be room to bury poor Mrs. Harris there?” 
 
      “Appen” was his brief reply. And that is exactly what happened. With some help from me and countless cups of tea, Mrs. Harris was finally interred in the church-yard at the furthest point from her dear departed.
 
    
 
      Then with a little coercion I persuaded Sailor to dig the borders whilst I weeded the paths. Then I visited the local garden centre and scrounged enough plants to make the church entrance very attractive. One day when it was raining I was in
 
    th’tin shed round t’ back when Sailor uncovered an ancient mowing machine.
 
      “Appen ar could fettle that up an get er goin if we can get the bits,” he offered.
 
      “Brilliant” I replied. “You are a treasure, I could kiss you.” 
 
      “Nowt stopping tha lass.” He offered his face towards mine.
 
   Slightly shaken, I went to give him a peck on the cheek. 
 
   With split second timing he turned his head so that the kiss was full on, both sets of lips. 
 
   He hung on to me, I thought Wow, and then, he casually broke away and said,
 
      “Eeh tha makes a good cup o tea Vic.”
 
   I thought about that kiss quite a few times during the next few days but said nothing.
 
      With the borders in full flower, the church looked quite attractive and noticeably the congregation began to swell. I had offers of flowers for inside the church, one lady offered to repair the many hassocks that were only really fit for the bin and one man even offered to paint the outside woodwork if we provided the paint. I felt that I was really settling in.
 
    
 
      About a fortnight later, I looked in the tin shed which Sailor now used as his brew room. Shining brightly was the mower, obviously now in full working order.
 
   I expressed my gratitude then discussed one or two other parish matters. I was aware that Sailor wasn’t too happy. 
 
      “What’s up Sailor, I can see that something is troubling you.”
 
      “Sure thing Vic. Appen ar thought as you’d give me another kiss for fettling t’ mower. P’raps ar were wrong.”
 
      “Come here you old softie,” I said and gave him the reward that he expected.  Again he hung on, like a limpet this time, and kiss, I’d never known anything like it in half a century. After another Wow, my next thought was, What next, and then, surprisingly enough Who cares?
 
      After that, every minor task, every favour, always required a kiss. I began to realise that I had feelings for Sailor. I didn’t want a relationship at my time of life, but to be honest, I wasn’t quite sure what I did want.
 
    
 
      It was getting on for three months after I arrived in the parish before I got the message that the executors had released my car and I could fetch it any time. Sailor and I went up to the Hall next day. I nearly cried when the garage doors were opened.
 
   There stood a big filthy old relic.
 
      “Only fit for the scrap-yard.” I told Sailor.
 
      “Dunna be daft Vic, ‘ers a real classic motor’. 
 
   A Harmstrong-Siddley Just look past the muck and cobwebs. You got class there.” 
 
   I did, and Sailor was quite right. Apart from requiring a good cleaning, there appeared to be nothing wrong with it and when Sailor started it up it ran as sweetly as any car I had ever seen.    
 
   We took it back down to the church and made room in the tin shed for it. During the next two days we scrubbed and scraped and got it looking presentable. As we were busy cleaning, Sailor dropped a bombshell. 
 
      “Ah be agoin to t’ doughters weddin a Friday.
 
   Er lives in Cyprus so I be avinn a fortnit there.”
 
   I was devastated.
 
   A fortnight without Sailor. -
 
   That, was when I realised just how strong my feelings for him were.
 
   When I took him to the train on Friday morning, it was the first time that I had seen him other than ‘in his rough’.
 
   Now, he was wearing a beige suit with a dark brown cravat.  He did look smart. If I hadn’t already fallen for him, I would have done then.
 
   I watched his train depart then I cried like I’ve never cried before.
 
   How have I dealt with problems all my life? Work.
 
   I went back to the tin shed and rubbed and polished till that car looked even better than when it left the show-room fifty years before.
 
    
 
      I was polishing as though my life depended on it when I heard footsteps, then a familiar voice calling, 
 
      “Victoria, Are you there”
 
   It was the unmistakable voice of Bishop Philip. I was in full dirt, with a filthy headscarf covering my hair and an even filthier surplice protecting my dress. . . .  Oh dear.
 
      “A true labour of love” was his opening.
 
   Without thinking I replied, 
 
      “Yes, your worship. You could say that this is
 
    ‘My latest love affair.”
 
      “That answers a lot my dear. My journey has been worthwhile.
 
   I have sensed a great change in your demeanour lately, your phone calls have sounded so bubbly and happy, and then I hear stray rumours of romance. Now, I can see for myself that your latest love affair is no more than a lump of shiny metal.”
 
                                         *~*~*~*
 
      Believe you me, yon Bishop is going to get such a shock when Sailor comes home. 
 
   We shall have to pay him a visit and announce that our love affair is the real thing, not the car at all, even though I wouldn’t part with it at any price.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Last Day of Term.
 
    
 
      You have all heard of Macbeth. The three witches, and their amazing  predictions.  I have no wish to disappoint anybody, but none of that actually came from the fertile imagination of the famous playwright. 
 
   Believe it or not, it all originated with a five year old girl.
 
    
 
      Marybeth was a lovely little girl, so easy to please. She lived with her parents in a quaint little cottage in the middle of the forest. 
 
   Like all little girls, she was looking forward to Christmas.
 
   As I said, she was so easy to please. A few coloured pens and pencils would make her very happy. If a book on birds or maybe dogs could be added,  that would be marvellous. In two days time she would be hanging her stocking up by the inglenook fireplace,  and she knew that there would be one or two coins in the toe of it. Grandma had promised that because Marybeth was so clever at reading. She could read what it said on the coins, one penny, and ten pence, and could even manage twenty pence if Granddad was there to help her. 
 
    She hadn’t been to school for a few days because mummy had been poorly, but they said that she should go for just one more day, the last day at school before they broke up for Christmas, 
 
   Marybeth had to walk to school on her own. Mummy was still  poorly in bed and  Daddy had to cut plenty of logs to keep the fires burning brightly right through the holiday period. 
 
   She had walked on her own before and didn’t mind one little bit. After all there were no busy roads to cross.  One couldn’t imagine a smarter looking child. Highly polished black bootees with a bright red coat, topped by an embroidered black bonnet. 
 
   She was such an innocent little girl, no show was necessary with her.  Paper decorations meant nothing. The cobwebs,  with the dew frozen on to them made a much more Christmassy vista. Likewise, no need for a tree with gaudy baubles. The sun, filtering through the almost leafless trees as she walked along, lit up a scene to stir her vivid imagination.
 
   This particular morning, as she passed the clearing where the gypsies sometimes camped, there were three odd looking ladies cooking their breakfast in a big iron pot over an open fire.
 
   They did look funny.
 
   Marybeth knew lots of people, but had never seen anyone who looked like that before. She was not the type of person to just walk past so she opened the dialogue.
 
    
 
      “Hello, I’m Marybeth, who are you?”
 
   One of the ladies bent down to her level and whispered, 
 
   “It’s Christmas time.  Have you heard of the three wise men?”
 
   “Ye’es.” Marybeth hesitated.
 
   “Well,” the lady answered, “We are the three ladies. We don’t claim 
 
   to be wise, that would be big headed. We don’t have  big heads,”  
 
   “I can tell that by the size of your hats. They are such a funny shape.” 
 
   She then added,
 
      “What are you doing here?”
 
   “We’re here to look after you and to make sure that you have a lovely Christmas.  I can tell you that before nightfall you will go to a banquet. There will be more food than you could dream about.”
 
   Then the second lady tasted some of the food out of the pot, sniffed then turned to Marybeth.
 
      “And I can tell you that before you see any more stars in the sky, you will have seen the baby Jesus.” 
 
   The third lady smiled and bent down till she was level with Marybeth’s face.
 
      “Best of all, I can tell you that before long you will have treasure like you have never known before. Go on your way with our blessing.”
 
   Marybeth was puzzled. Three ladies telling her what was going to happen. 
 
   It was spellbinding. She was used to Grandma telling them that it was going to rain, and she was usually right, but this was much more involved.
 
    
 
      She arrived at school just in time. Teacher held her hand and said,  
 
      “I‘m glad that you have come to school today Marybeth; you are in for a treat.” 
 
   They had singing first. Teacher played the piano and they sang Christmas carols till playtime.
 
   After playtime, they all had to go into the top classroom. 
 
   In there was all the food for the Christmas party.
 
    Marybeth thought it was like a banquet, then she remembered what the first lady had said. Her prophesy had come true. 
 
   Still ---she hadn’t breathed a word about it to anyone. The ladies had told her that she mustn’t tell, . .  and she hadn’t. 
 
   The party went on till dinnertime. They played games and had a quiz, then they ate so much jelly and cakes that nobody wanted much dinner. 
 
      After dinner they all went across to the big school to watch a show. Marybeth had never seen a play acted before and took everything very seriously.
 
   Then, one of the shepherds came to the front of the stage and said in a loud voice,
 
      “If any of the little children in the front row want to come up onto the stage,  we will lift them up and they can see over the stable door.  Of course, Marybeth was one of the first up. 
 
   As she looked over the door, it was a bit dark,  but she saw two donkeys  (She didn’t know that they were blown up plastic ones) and the old stone sink that used to have flowers in it.
 
   Inside the sink was a big white towel and then someone shone a torch and  . . .  Yes, . . .she was sure that it was baby Jesus lying there. So still and peaceful.
 
   The second lady had been right. Two out of three predictions had come true. That was good enough, because Marybeth knew very well that there was no chance of the third, she would never have any treasure.
 
   She came from a poor family.
 
    
 
      After school Marybeth ran all the way back to the clearing. 
 
   The three ladies had gone.
 
   There was no sign that they had ever been there, not even ashes from their fire.
 
   She wondered whether she should tell mummy when she got home. After all, she had promised the ladies that she would tell nobody.  As it happened, when she got in, Grandma was there cooking a nice hot tea for them all.  Marybeth was so excited about that that she forgot all about the three ladies.   Grandma asked Marybeth what she had done at school that day. First she told about the singing.
 
   We sang some Christmas carols. One about Good King Wesley’s lass and one about somebody called Noel. Then we sang 
 
   We wish you a merry Christmas and went out to play.
 
    
 
      After a few prompting questions,  she told Grandma all about the party and all the jellies and the cakes. 
 
    
 
      “Is that all?” asked Grandma, as if she knew that there was more to come. 
 
      “Oh yes, lots more.  After dinnertime we all had to go across to the big school.  Teacher said that we were going to watch a maternity play.” 
 
   The old lady smiled and corrected her.   
 
      “I think that she meant a nativity play.  Was it good?”
 
   Marybeth took a deep breath and said,
 
      “Grandma, do you know what? They lifted me up to look over the stable door and  guess what I saw,”
 
      “What did you see my darling?”
 
      “Baby Jesus wrapped in a towel in a sink.”
 
      “Well . . . Do you like babies then?”
 
      “Oh yes Grandma, I really do.”
 
      “Then come with me.”
 
   Grandma took Marybeth’s hand and led her up to mummy’s bedroom. Along side Mummy’s bed was a white cot and in it she saw the tiniest baby that ever was.
 
      “Come closer and have a look.” said mummy   “Isn’t she a treasure.  Her name is Carol”
 
   Marybeth knew then . . . .  all three predictions had come true.
 
   And she knew that they would all have a lovely Christmas,                       and they did. The thing is:- 
 
   Now you know where Shakespeare got his idea for Macbeth from.                         
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

Maria
 
    
 
      I hadn’t seen my mate Ted for about three weeks. Even then it was him, who saw me first. He asked,
 
      “Are you moving into your new house or not?”
 
   I knew that Ted was interested, rather than nosey but I answered him without any confidence, 
 
      “I still don’t know but I’ve got to make up my mind before tomorrow morning, the contract is due to be signed at half past nine.”
 
   I had taken an option on the new house while they were still digging the foundations. At that time Joanne and I were an item.
 
   When we split a couple of months later I never told the builders just in case we got back together again.
 
      “Why the doubt, “says Ted,” It seems to me to be the bargain of a lifetime.”
 
      “If you want the full story mate, have you got five minutes.”
 
      “Certainly.” Ted enthused. “Ten if you like, Your yarns are always worth airing.”
 
   I didn’t start at the beginning. Mindful of events the previous evening,  I began when I first met Maria.
 
    
 
      I had just got out of the bath and was preparing to watch the telly when there was a knock at the door. On answering, I was faced with this five foot nothing blonde beauty. She shook me by asking if she could come in. After a moments hesitation I agreed. 
 
      “Can I clear something up that puzzles me” she asked. 
 
    I was all ears.
 
      “Well, I have recently inherited this block of flats from my granddad and there were four letters on his desk, all from you. Two, giving notice that you intend to vacate the apartment and two withdrawing that notice. What is going on?”
 
    
 
      So, if she was the new landlord I decided to let her have a few home truths.
 
      “There is nothing that I would like more than to continue living here but as any of the tenants will tell you, the Brassingtons are the cause of all the unrest.
 
      “The Brassingtons.” she asked. Tell me more. Who on earth are the Brassingtons?”
 
      “The neighbours from hell.  . . Downstairs flat,  . . own all the cars in the courtyard  . . and the litter.
 
    Nobody dare speak to them without getting threatened with violence.”
 
   Maria bristled.
 
      “I’ll speak to them alright. I didn’t even know that they were tenants. Come with me.”
 
   When we got to the bottom of the stairs she told me, 
 
      “You wait there.”
 
    
 
      I waited as she strode across to where young Brassington had his head under bonnet of a big red American type rust bucket.
 
      “Hey, you” she commanded.
 
   I cringed as I plainly heard “eff off” emanate from under the bonnet.
 
   She no more than grabbed his ear and pulled his head clear.
 
      “Don’t you ever dare to address me like that. I suppose an apology is too much to expect.”
 
   Just then Brassington senior appeared on the scene. Now he really is a nasty piece of work.
 
   A tattooed thug with a monosyllabic vocabulary.
 
      “What’s this ere, we don’t do interfering neighbours. Eff off or I’ll make trouble for you.”
 
   Maria opened up again, 
 
      “You’ll make trouble for me will you? Then I’ll make trouble for you, heaps of it. I’ll have the noise abatement people down about you revving up cars late at night, the DVLA because not one of your cars has a tax disc, Health and safety because that car rests on a pile of bricks, not a proper stand. And for good measure the health office about all the half eaten take away cartons that are bound to attract vermin. And that’s before I get started”
 
   As she paused for breath, I thought to myself Is this woman real? 
 
   But she continued,
 
     “This is my property and I want you out of here by this time next week”
 
   Brassington junior chipped in , 
 
      “You can’t touch us, we got squatters rights we have.”
 
   Maria continued, “You haven’t been here long enough to claim squatters rights but in any case, squatters rights would give you the right to a roof over your head, not to run a dodgy car business in my courtyard. You have till next Friday to clear out”
 
    
 
      At that she came back to rejoin me. After that outburst I expected her to be shivering with rage but no, she had a beaming smile on her face.
 
      “I reckon that must be  worth a meal. Come on, up to the Lamb, my treat.  On the way, I asked her if she was a lawyer as she knew all about squatters rights. 
 
      “I don’t know a damned thing about them,” she said “But I was quite aware that Brassington didn’t either.”
 
      Maria and I got on famously and not surprisingly we both returned to my apartment afterwards. And oh my, when we got to the bedroom, wow, say no more. 
 
    At five o clock I thought, Is this woman real,
 
   by ten o clock I was thinking, This, is a real woman
 
      So Ted, you were asking why I can’t decide about the new house. 
 
   I love my apartment and could see myself living happily with Maria, but it simply isn’t big enough for two, on the other hand, with the Brassingtons gone, it will have everything else in its favour. . . . . . . I don’t know what to do. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Bitter End.
 
    
 
      All good things come to an end, and that rarely happens without sadness; so you will understand my feelings when my employment at Wren’s Wire works came to an end.
 
   Though it was a closely guarded secret, I had known for two years that Sir Robin Wren intended taking early retirement, and that he had sold the site to a housing developer.
 
   Even so, it was not until the final month that the truth really hit me.
 
   Twenty seven years I had worked there.
 
    
 
      I can say with all honesty, twenty five very happy years -- No, I didn’t make a mistake, I didn’t fail A level moths and I can count, It is just that I try to forget my first two years there, in my opinion they were not only absolute hell but also two years wasted.
 
   I joined the company along with half a dozen other girls. We all left college at the same time, but my voice was the one that always stood out in a crowd. I was an active member of Ladies Living, a group that was demanding equal pay and promotion opportunities. I suppose you could say, we were a tamed down version of the suffragettes. 
 
   Robin Wren hated me for that and the feeling was reciprocated. 
 
   He still thinks to this day that I was responsible for the red painted graffiti that appeared on his door one morning. It was signed Erithacus Rubecula,, the Latin for robin redbreast.
 
    It wasn’t me but I knew who it was. Only two of us had taken Latin at school.
 
    
 
      For a young man, he was so old fashioned it was unbelievable.
 
   Only men were permitted to work inside the factory. Outside, there was an imaginary chalk line down the yard with women one side in packing and paperwork, whilst on the other side were men and boys in loading and transport. Cross that line at your peril. In fact it was only very rarely that anyone was permitted to change jobs within the firm. We always used to say,
 
       “Once a packer, always a packer etc.”
 
   I was one of the exceptions who did make the transition. It was a case of being in the right place at the right time with a bit of nepotism thrown in for good luck.
 
   My mother ran the tea trolley in the offices and when she broke her leg I was asked to stand in for her. 
 
   It was extra to my job but still, I was delighted. I was happy to do anything to get away from the typing pool for even an hour or two. 
 
    
 
      Then followed the most amazing coincidence; the type that rarely happens in a lifetime. Irene Fairbrother, Sir Robin’s PA, knocked over my neighbour’s gate post whilst driving her car.
 
   By the way, he was plain Mr. Wren in those days, sometimes Mr. Robin.
 
    However, Irene had been drinking and was well over the limit. She was shaken, but not hurt so I quickly drove her car home then later called on the neighbour to apologise and offer to pay for the damage I said that I had caused. 
 
   The policeman who had been called, grumbled at me for not remaining at the scene but as I explained to him,
 
      “It was very early in the morning and everyone was in bed. The damage was so minor that it seemed pointless disturbing anybody.”
 
   It was a bit touch and go at first, but I got away with it. The big thing was it went no further so Irene didn’t lose her driving licence.
 
   When she called round a few days later to thank me, also to see my mum, the conversation got round to my career and ambitions. We all agreed that the typing pool was well below my capabilities.
 
      “Be patient and I may possibly be in a position to help you in a few weeks time.” She told me. “After all, you helped me.”
 
    
 
      I waited, and waited, and waited; till I could wait no more. I began posting batteries of job applications far and wide. 
 
   After I had almost given up hope, the PA sent for me one morning.
 
      “The time has come,” she said, “for a little bit of subterfuge. 
 
   I shall be retiring soon and I’m pretty certain that Mr. Wren’s secretary will get my job, leaving hers vacant.
 
   Now listen very carefully to what I am going to say.
 
   I will see that you get all Mr. Wren’s letters for typing. Take the utmost care with them, also read and memorise as many details as you can from each one. Being armed with knowledge could be very helpful to you.”
 
   She was right.
 
    
 
      The usual routine with Sir Robin, was knock and walk in, unless his red light was on, so the following Monday, she told me to push the tea trolley into his office at exactly eight minutes to eleven. She emphasised that split second timing was everything. I soon found out why. 
 
   As I entered, he was just about to put his phone down and I heard him say to someone, 
 
      “Right then, I’ll meet you in the Feathers Friday morning.”
 
   I gave him his tea and biscuits then I hesitated for a moment. 
 
      “What is it Girl?” he asked “I’m extremely busy”
 
      “Excuse me sir, I couldn’t help overhearing you agree to meet someone in the Feathers on Friday.
 
   Have you forgotten that you will be in Paris on that day?”
 
      “How the devil do you know that?” He stormed.
 
      “Because I typed the letter confirming your intention to attend the conference Sir” I replied.
 
      “Incidentally, I also sent your booking to the Metropole Hotel at the same time.”
 
   I don’t know if he was angry or not when he said,
 
      “Young lady, you seem to have an uncanny knack of knowing my business, do you have any reason for this?”
 
      “No Sir,” I said.  “I just like to keep abreast with all that happens here. I’m not just your average nine till five girl you know.”
 
      “H’mm” He muttered, “Away you go.”
 
   I was dying to ask him why he had booked a double room at the Metropole, when I knew that his wife, Olga was staying with her parents in the Lake District. Of course I had more sense.
 
   I could guess the reason anyhow.
 
    
 
      The following week I was still on the trolley run. Sir Robin said,
 
      “Finish with your cart then come back and see me.”
 
   I did just that, and as I hoped, he offered me the position of private secretary.
 
   I enjoyed that job for ten years, then, I was promoted to Personal Assistant, a position that I held for fifteen years. 
 
   He has changed very much for the better during that time.
 
    
 
      For goodness sake, please don’t tell anybody, but I have also been his 
 
   ‘Bit on the side’ for most of that time.
 
   The gossips assert that it goes with the job as indeed it did with his father before him, but do you know what? 
 
   I don’t give a damn.
 
   Being one of Lady Olga’s best friends makes it very risky, but it certainly adds to the excitement. It has been much more fun than being married; especially as I had an operation when I was twenty six, so there was no fear of any unplanned little Robin Wrens appearing on the scene.
 
   I even flew out to Vienna recently to spend the night with him while she was at the opera. And I couldn’t count the number of nights we have attended none existent conferences at the Metropole in Paris. 
 
   Sir Robin was always so generous as well.
 
   Even now, I only need to dress in my old school uniform; provocative short pleated skirt, pristine white blouse and straw boater and he is like putty in my hands. He will buy me anything that I ask. With the demise of the company; I fear that all that, has come to an end. More is the pity.
 
    
 
      The Company accountant asked me the other day what I would like as a leaving present. After first saying that I didn’t want a gift, I changed my mind and said, 
 
      “Anything except a watch, I’ve already got half a dozen of them, nor a clock for that matter, I have enough clocks to stock a shop.”
 
   He made some comment about my obsession with punctuality, and my uncanny perfection with timing, then, no more was said about it.
 
    
 
      On the final day, outside caterers laid on a first class meal for everyone, in the works canteen, then I sat at a side table handing redundancy cheques to all the workers.
 
   After that, Sir Robin called me up to the stage where he made a little speech then presented me with a fifty pence type Mickey Mouse watch with a bright pink strap. He made some slightly sarcastic comments about ‘the time being right’, followed by,
 
      “Now everyone, let’s get to the bar.” 
 
   There was to be a free bar all afternoon but I didn’t want any of that.
 
   I knew that it would entail meaningless goodbyes, hugs and kisses, which usually get stronger with inebriation. Not my scene at all. As soon as he had given me the watch and the ceremonial kiss I slipped through the side door where the chauffeur was waiting to take me home. 
 
   It would be my last official ride in the company Jaguar.
 
      It wasn’t to be my last ride in that particular car however;
 
   far from it. Sir Robin gave it to me as my leaving present.
 
   After all, we didn’t want anyone else having it because,
 
                                                             Oh, if ever it could talk.
 
    
 
   The ups and downs of every day living.
 
    
 
      Life was great. Myself and  my wife Celia were both well on the success ladder in our respective careers.
 
   The disappointment of not being able to have a family was long behind us and we had come to terms with it. 
 
   With the luxury home and two posh cars and still money to spare I couldn’t have asked for much more.
 
   However,  Nothing is for ever.  All good things come to an end. 
 
   My life  . . . Shall we say, took a downturn
 
   In less than a month I was at rock bottom   Down and out as they used to say, and I never want to go down that road again. Mind you, like they also say, things can only get better. 
 
   Maybe, maybe not.
 
    
 
      Through no fault of my own, I lost my job.  Hundreds of others were in the same situation at the time. All my friends coped, 
 
   I didn’t. Within weeks, my wife Celia kicked me out and promised all sorts of difficulties.
 
   I realised that she meant business when my plastic got declined at the petrol station. Her solicitor had frozen the joint account.  Fortunately I had a wad of notes in my back pocket, but common sense told me that my tangible assets  wouldn’t last very long. 
 
   Friday afternoon and I couldn’t even get at my redundancy money till the Tuesday after bank holiday.
 
   My temporary residence at The George Hotel had to end rather abruptly.
 
   I thought I had just about enough money to rent a flat so I paid a visit to our local estate agents. What I hadn’t reckoned on was the fact that they wanted two months rent in advance. Payable on the spot. That scuppered that idea.  “What can I do now?”
 
   I asked the lady in the estate agents. 
 
      “Find lodgings till you’re sorted out.”
 
     She gave me one or two addresses in . . . shall we say, the industrial area of town.
 
   By tea time I had parted with one hundred and fifty pounds in notes and had a dubious new address, 13 Skyrise apartments.  
 
    
 
     “Bring your stuff whenever you like” said Wilhelmina Brassington, my new landlady. I soon found out that the other paying guests called her Brassy and it didn’t take long for me to find out why. When she said, 
 
      “There’s plenty of fun to be had for a small consideration.”  
 
   I realised what brassy meant.
 
   Not for me at that time in my life.
 
    
 
      After my first meal in that house, dodgy fish and chips out of the paper, I went back to the old home to pick up the few of my possessions that were in the garage. A sparse change of clothing and my fishing tackle.  Fishing was the last thing on my mind.
 
   The evening  was cold, dark and it was raining cats and dogs.
 
   . . . No, correction.  Dog is a man’s best friend, I had no friends so it must have been raining cats and kittens.  
 
   I made my journey across town with a heavy heart. The wipers were struggling to clear the windscreen and I was thoroughly fed up.  Besides that, my fish and chip supper disagreed with me and I had terrible stomach pains. Things couldn’t get worse.
 
    
 
      They did.  My car engine spluttered and ground to a halt right outside the Golden Lion. I freewheeled into the pub car park and yes, I don’t mind admitting, I cried.  Then I decided that a double brandy might help my tummy so I went inside.
 
   I had barely started my drink when I tottered, spilling the brandy all down me. Then I was violently sick, on the deep pile carpet.
 
   Two bouncers, thinking the worst, dragged me outside and literally threw me against the wall by the bus shelter.
 
    
 
      I suppose it was only seconds but it seemed much longer, when three young ladies approached, obviously waiting for the next bus. One of them gave me 
 
   a hefty kick, while the second stood back saying “Leave him, he’s bloody drunk, smell the brandy.
 
   At this time of the night as well.”
 
   Her friend aimed another vicious kick that really hurt, but I didn’t care. I’d had enough, I just wanted to die there and then. On that spot. 
 
   The third female who seemed much younger, bent over me, grabbed my wrist and retorted
 
      “I don’t think he’s drunk at all, I think he’s ill, very ill.”
 
   She was quite right. I didn’t know it at that time but she was a student nurse. She certainly was an angel. 
 
    
 
      In a short space of time I was in hospital diagnosed with possible food poisoning. Further inquiries later proved that Brassy’s fish and chips were old, and had been warmed up on more than one occasion
 
    
 
   I said earlier on that all good things come to an end. 
 
   One of my first visitors at hospital was Celia, full of remorse and desperately wishing to put the last few days behind us.
 
   Not only that, I became very friendly with Alison, the student nurse who had been so kind to me. Likewise Celia took to her and despite the fact that she was seventeen years old she soon became the daughter that we never had.
 
   It seemed as though for the first time, our life was complete.
 
   I hate using any more clichés but all’s well that ends well.
 
    
 
    
 
   Windows 2010
 
    
 
       “Morning Mary, you missed a really good night last Friday.” 
 
   Though they were very good friends, Alice always spoke in the same condescending manner.   Either it sounded like 
 
   ‘I’ve been somewhere that you haven’t’ or ‘I’ve got something that you can’t have’.
 
       “Sorry I couldn’t make it,” Mary replied. “The grandchildren stayed over.  I was a cheap babysitter.” 
 
       “Your mother was on top form as usual,” Alice continued.
 
       “What did she sing about?” Mary wanted to know.
 
      “Something about double glazing I think. To be honest, we were all to busy laughing. 
 
   I remember, she started her first song:-
 
   T’was underneath the spreading chestnut tree,
 
   The salesman tried it on with me.
 
   All the little windows worked out free
 
   ‘Neath the spreading chestnut tree.
 
   Like I said, we were all laughing so I didn’t understand what she was on about.”
 
   Mary did. She said, 
 
      “Oh I do,~~~ only too well, It’s a long tale that one.”
 
    
 
      Mary’s mother, Iris Ikin is what is commonly known these days as a real live wire.
 
   Despite being eighty two years young, she still enjoys doing her singing spot down at the Miner’s Welfare every Friday night.   She is very popular too, even though her singing voice is terrible.
 
   One old codger once remarked, 
 
      “She must gargle with tin tacks to get a voice as bad as that.”
 
   They all loved her,   because she always sang the old time songs. 
 
   The same ones over and over again, week by week, and she always dressed for the part.
 
   Sometimes as a scullery maid in a white starched apron, sometimes as ‘Mi’lady’ in a crinoline, or maybe as a nurse, or a nun. But, she always had a habit of putting her own words to each tune.  Different every time. For example she’d start the first verse or even the first line,  then nobody could guess what was coming next.
 
    
 
    A few weeks ago, dressed as a nun she started her final song:-
 
   “Underneath the spreading chestnut tree
 
     That’s where the Mayor made love to me.”
 
   She was a bit miffed that as she was singing, there were some girls going round handing out leaflets to the audience.  As she walked off the stage she snatched a leaflet out of one girl’s hand.
 
      “What the hell is this?” she said, “Invitation to a housewarming party.”
 
       “Exactly what it says” the girl replied. Just fill in your name and address on  the back and leave the rest to us.
 
   Iris did just as requested then forgot about it.
 
   A few days later a smartly dressed young  man knocked at the door.
 
      “Mrs. Ikin?”    
 
      “Yes, but who are you?” Iris was wary of strangers.
 
      “Oh I’m Charles Brown, agent for Maxwell’s Maxheat Double Glazing.”
 
       “So you like wasting time as well do you”?   I don’t need any double glazing, I’ve already got bi-focals.”  
 
   She breathed on her glasses and polished them to emphasise the point. 
 
      “No my dear” Charles laughed with her.
 
      “Do you remember filling in a form to attend a ‘Housewarming party?” 
 
      “Well yes, but what is the connection with double glazing?”
 
      “It’s a sad story” he told her.
 
      “My firm are trying to con people into paying a lot of money for new windows.  The party is a sham. A modern idea to get people to have a lot of free drinks, then sign an expensive  contract.”
 
      “But that’s not fair at all,” Iris was getting concerned.
 
      “I agree,” said Charles. “That’s why I’m here. You see, I don’t like to think about elderly people being cheated. 
 
   I’d rather you look upon me as your friend, here to help. 
 
   Mind you, I’d be out of a job if anyone found out that I’d been here.”
 
      “Nobody has got the better of me in eighty two years, and I don’t think that they ever will.” Iris regained her confidence.
 
    “Good for you Mrs. Ikin, I can see that you know your own mind.”
 
   After talking for a few minutes Charles asked, 
 
      “Excuse me a moment, would it be ok if  I use your toilet?”
 
      “Sure,” Iris told him.
 
     “Through that door, pull the cord for the light-switch.”
 
   Two minutes later he was back, saying.
 
      “You’ve got some very interesting plants on the window sill in there, Mrs. Ikin.”
 
      “Yes, they’re tropical; my daughter brought me the cuttings back from her holiday. brought them through the customs in a thermos flask.
 
   They really thrive on the air conditioning. The trouble is, they need to be kept in a darkened room till they’re established.”
 
   Ah, that’s why you keep that blind down is it?”
 
   A bit startled Iris stammered “y-yes”
 
   The thing is” he continued, “I’m here to help you. Instead of going to a phoney party, I can give you a much better offer than Maxwells will.
 
   That is of course, if you want some nice new warm windows.
 
   I’m not pushing you at all.”
 
     “Actually, ~~~~ I had been thinking that this big window in here needs replacing. It’s quite rotten you know.” Iris sighed.
 
      “Charles sidled across to the window and muttered “quite rotten.”
 
   Then he added, “It is a big window, and what a lovely panoramic view you have. I can give you a perfect never to be beaten offer.
 
   Order new windows all round  today and I’ll give you the smallest window absolutely free.”
 
      “That sounds excellent to me” Iris told him.
 
      “Well, I like to be fair, it’s my nature.  I must point out though, our contract, once signed is fully binding on both parties.
 
   You’re  sure that you understand that?”
 
      “Certainly. I’d still like to sign your contract.  Now if you like.”
 
      “You’re quite sure,” he asked again.
 
      “Yep.  Give me that pen.”  Iris signed the contract and sniggered.
 
   Charles then asked  “Have you a cheque book Mrs. Ikin?” 
 
      “Why”.
 
      “Because I need a ten per-cent deposit” he explained.
 
      “Ten per-cent of what?” Iris tried not to laugh.
 
      “Ten per-cent of the cost of the entire job” answered Charles
 
      “But it’s free.  The smallest window is free you said.
 
    I’ve signed for it now.”
 
      “No love, you misunderstand me, only the smallest window is free.”
 
      “Fair enough” Iris laughed again “This is a one room apartment, that 
 
   That big window is the only one”.
 
      “No, No, No,   No, the smallest one will be the one in the toilet surely?”
 
      “Not at all. That is only imitation, There is a solid wall behind that blind.”
 
   Iris got her smallest window free!
 
   The contract was fully binding on both parties
 
   And Charles couldn’t do a damned thing about it.  
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Way Back in Grandma’s Time.
 
    
 
      Well, . .  that’s the long holidays over for another year.  
 
   It makes me think back to my own school days. 
 
   Of course in those days the routine was the same every year. 
 
   On the first day back at school after the summer holidays the teacher would say,
 
      “Now write a composition called ‘What I did during the holidays’.
 
    
 
      There is one year that I shall never forget. It was very much different for me than all the others. 
 
    I was eight, very nearly nine at the time and I was in Miss Smith’s class. It was the last lesson in the afternoon when we were given the usual task. I was enthusiastic enough and was still writing furiously when the bell went for home-time.
 
   Next morning, Miss Smith was in a bad mood.  She told us how bored she had been the previous evening, reading our compositions.
 
      “Fifteen of you lot wrote about watching a confounded football match on television. Another fifteen all went to Blackpool, I was fed up with reading about donkeys, slot machines and hurdy gurdys.
 
   That left two others. David Humphries offered a disgraceful effort.
 
   He simply wrote,
 
     ’We never went nowhere ‘cos me dad was bad’.
 
   Lastly, but worth the wait was Mary’s contribution.
 
   I enjoyed that so much that I will read it out to you all.” 
 
    
 
      This is what she wrote.
 
   When I asked my mother where we would be going for our summer holidays she said, 
 
      “It’s going to be a different holiday for all of us this year.”  
 
     Mum told me that she would be going into hospital to have her baby and I would be able to spend a whole month in the country with my gran. She lived a long way off and I hadn’t seen her for nearly three years. Her home was a quaint thatched cottage at the end of a long leafy lane.
 
   But Gran herself was just so different to anyone else that I ever knew. One day I heard Auntie Winnie say,
 
      “I don’t think your Gran was ever young.”
 
   Daddy took me on the train because it was so much quicker than going in the car.
 
    
 
      It took time but I was just getting used to my new surroundings when out of the blue one morning I asked,
 
       “Were you alive in the olden days Grandma?” 
 
   I’d heard people talk about ‘The olden days’ many a time. 
 
       “What an unusual question” she replied..
 
      “I can’t really answer it but I can tell you what it was like when I was young. That was certainly a long time ago.”
 
   She then added,
 
      “No I won’t tell you, I’ll show you. We’ll start in the morning and           
 
   do one full day. Of course in those days things were so very different”
 
    
 
      I wondered what had hit me next morning when Grandma got me out of bed just after seven-o-clock. 
 
      “Come on young lady, time to get up, here’s a jug of water to wash your face with.”
 
   She was carrying a paraffin lamp so naturally I asked
 
      “Is the electricity off then?”
 
      “No,  . . . not at all, we didn’t have electric when I was a little girl.”
 
   I had forgotten about my little adventure into the past.
 
   Then,
 
      “Hey up Gran, this water is cold” I wailed
 
      “That’s right. We always had cold water first thing in a morning, it wakes you up properly.”
 
   Once I was downstairs she said, 
 
      “Stand back and watch me, I’m going to black-lead the grate. You can perhaps do it yourself next week.”
 
   I watched and tried to take it in. Then she threw a rag to me and gave me a tin of brasso saying, 
 
      “Right, now polish that oven knob and boiler tap till they shine like the sun. Then I’ll light the fire and boil the kettle for a cup of tea before breakfast”   
 
   Gran didn’t have a dishwasher so after breakfast she washed and dried the dishes, letting me help a bit. 
 
   Then she told me,
 
      “I’ve some shopping to do so we shall have to go into town this morning.”
 
      “Oh good,” I answered, “Can I ride in the front of the car?”
 
      “Gracious me no. Remember, we have gone back to when I was a little girl. We didn’t have cars in those days. We walk to the end of the lane and catch the bus into town. Just think, if it was a Monday or Wednesday there would be no bus so we would have had to go all the way on our bikes. All six miles.”
 
   The journey into town was exciting enough as I had never been on a bus before. The conductor even let me ring the bell to make the bus stop and start. I really thought that I was in control.
 
   When we were in town, Gran never went near the supermarket but bought everything that she wanted from tables in the main street.
 
   Everybody who had a table was trying to shout louder that the man next to him. “Ripe bananas shillin a pound” while someone else would shout “Mine are only tenpence.” 
 
   I was frightened at first but afterwards a bit it was fun.
 
    
 
      When we got home again we had a picnic under the apple tree. Bramble jelly sandwiches and home made lemonade. It was great but I was so tired that I had to have a sleep afterwards.
 
   I woke up at about four o-clock with Gran saying,
 
      “I suppose it is time to be thinking about dinner, Granddad will be home in a couple of hours.”
 
      “Can we send out for a pizza?” I pleaded.
 
      “Not likely. Don’t forget, we are living like when I was little. Nobody had even heard of pizza in those days. We used to cook everything at home.
 
   I’ll mince up the left over meat from the weekend. You can turn the mincer handle. We’ll have minced beef and bubble and squeak, it’s your Grandad’s favourite. Then we can have blackberry and apple pie after for pudding, I picked the blackberries while you were asleep.” 
 
   I had to agree, it was a fabulous meal.     
 
    
 
      After our meal I was waiting for them to switch the telly on but Gran said,
 
      “There was no telly when I was young. We made our own                
 
   amusement. We can either have a game of Ludo or snakes and ladders. Or maybe Granddad might teach you a card game.”
 
    
 
   Granddad had other ideas. Reaching for his pipe he said,
 
   “Maybe later but I’ve got to spend a bit of time in the garden first and I could do with some help from young Mary”
 
   We went into the garden and after showing me what to do  Granddad put me .picking peas. He had a fork and was digging up potatoes.
 
   Then I heard a familiar voice say,
 
      “What are you doing out here?”
 
   I looked up and it was my dad. 
 
   Granddad answered him.
 
      “I might ask you the same question. What are you doing here?”
 
      “I’ve come to tell our Mary that she now has a baby brother.”
 
   I was so excited that I jumped up and down and trod on all the potatoes that Granddad had just dug up.
 
   But I was so happy. I can’t wait for my brother to grow up so that I can tell him what it was like to live in the olden days. 
 
   
  
 

The Empty Flat.                    
 
    
 
     “That’s it Maisie, no more driving for you. 
 
   Your eyes are not good enough.  . . . Quite simply, you ain’t safe.”
 
   I’d known for some time that it was coming, but when old Doc Savage said those words, it was like the end of the world to me.    Living alone, as I did, two miles from nowhere, how could I manage without my trusty Morris Minor? To put it bluntly, life wasn’t going to be difficult, it would be impossible. I kept my worries to myself for a few days whilst my problems mounted. 
 
   Then my nephew Jeff paid one of his rare visits. Naturally I poured out all my troubles.  (rather tearfully I admit)
 
    
 
      Jeff had the easy way out. At least, to him it was easy.
 
      “You could move into one of the new warden controlled flats that have just been built in town. Shopping would be no problem,
 
   especially,” Then, he emphasized,  . . .  
 
      “If you use the shopping bag on wheels that I bought you for Christmas two years ago.”
 
   I blushed. It was still pristine, unused and buried beneath a pile of junk under the stairs, in the glory hole, as we used to call it.
 
    
 
      The idea of moving weighed heavily on my mind all weekend, but on Monday morning a telephone call to the housing office made  the decision for me.
 
   It was highly unlikely that I would qualify for one of the new flats.  Actually, the man said,
 
      “Next phase quite likely, but that will be two years away.”    
 
   In other words I would not be moving. 
 
   That’s how I thought it was going to stay.
 
   But I was wrong yet again. 
 
   Surprise, surprise, Jeff made his second visit in three days  
 
   This time he had his girlfriend in tow. Stacy wasn’t my cup of tea and she knew it. She had tattoos on her arms and pierce buttons everywhere, No. She wasn’t right for Jeff.
 
    
 
      Having said that, she had a good position in the council offices. Every time her job was mentioned,
 
    she wasn’t doing that any more, she’d had a promotion.
 
   Well, to cut a long story short, it was now her job to allocate the new flats.  One was mine for the asking.
 
    
 
      Now, how does one fit everything from a four bedroomed cottage into a one bedroom flat? 
 
   My treasures and memories of the last fifty years.
 
      “You’ll have to be ruthless Auntie,” I was told.
 
   Eager to take things at a faster pace than I would have wished, 
 
   Jeff turned up on Saturday with a big trailer behind his car.
 
      “Right Auntie, I’ll sort out the shed and garage then I’ll  take all the junk to the tip for you first thing in the morning. 
 
   If you like, Stacey will take you into town and you can do your shopping and have a look at curtains in the co-op furnishing section at the same time.”
 
   I duly went, did my shopping and even chose and ordered my curtains. Stacey already had the measurements.
 
   I must admit, she made quite good company which proves, 
 
   looks don’t really matter that much. We got on really well.
 
    
 
   I was tired that evening and didn’t feel like sorting stuff.  However, I did go out to the garage to see how Jeff had got on. 
 
   To say that I was horrified would be putting it mildly.
 
   What I saw, meant that I had to get up early on Sunday morning to take things off the trailer that definitely were not going to the tip
 
      No way.     The first thing that I saw was my old meat mincer. 
 
   I thought back.   It was always my Ted’s  job when he got home from work on a Tuesday night: mince up the remainder of the weekend joint ready for Wednesday’s pie.
 
   Then I saw the Acme wringer and remembered the first row that we ever had,  Ted bought it for my birthday present the first year after we got married. I wouldn’t have minded except that he had been building my hopes up for weeks, saying  that I was getting something very special. 
 
   Just think, now it was an antique already. I bet it would make a few pounds in the sale. 
 
   But, . . .  I didn’t need a few pounds. One thing that I am very thankful for: I left the ‘short of money’ stage behind a good forty years ago. ----The wringer stays. ----- One of my memories.
 
   After that I decided that I would have to go through the entire load to save treasured possessions.
 
   Jeff sulked a bit when he came to pick up the trailer but he couldn’t stay long as he and Stacey were going to Spain for a two week holiday. 
 
   The rest of Sunday was dedicated  to sorting junk.
 
      I say that guardedly. My definition of junk isn’t clearly defined. 
 
   My dear friend Mary always says,
 
   “If you haven’t used it for two years you don’t want it.” 
 
   As I looked round, I thought,
 
   I haven’t used some of this stuff for fifty years,  but I still want it.
 
    
 
      It was so cold outside, that I decided to look at Toby’s room. After all these years it is still exactly the same as it was the day that he died. His teddy bear, still lying on the pillow,  patiently waiting for his master to return.
 
   I couldn’t face it, so the sorting was directed at the back room, 
 
   the one with three names: 
 
   Either, the study, the office or the spare room.   
 
   The first thing that I looked at was my old typewriter.
 
   My Ted bought it for me from an auction for half a crown, but it was priceless to me. Half the time you couldn’t get capitals and there were three letters that didn’t work, But, I taught myself to type on it, then I got my job at Burgess’s and life changed for ever.
 
   Bye-bye to domestic work and not a day too soon.
 
   No way on this earth was I getting rid of the typewriter.
 
   Then, the biscuit tin with all our love letters. First when we were courting, then when Ted was in the army.  Even before I started looking at them, I knew, that was something else that I was keeping, come what may. Three hours and a few tears later I decided that I’d had enough for one day.
 
      After a good night’s sleep, I was ready to apply a bit more common sense to the sorting on Monday morning.
 
   However, when the postman came, things took a drastic turn. 
 
   A registered letter informed me that Great Aunt Maud had died and left me some items that had been promised for many years.
 
   I had yearned for that grandfather clock since I was a toddler. 
 
   And the china cabinet with all the Doulton figures,  . . I had mentally pictured that in the middle room for as long as I could remember.
 
   There was me; trying to downsize, yet about to increase my assets at the same time.
 
   That called for some drastic thinking: 
 
    ‘Now if, . . and I said if,  . . . Jeff and Stacey were to get married and came to live with me, it would save them having to get a mortgage on their own house. And it would mean that there would be someone to take me on shopping trips and other outings’.
 
                    Maybe?             It was worth a try.
 
    I suggested the idea to them when they returned from Spain.
 
   That is what happened in the end.
 
   And the flat? 
 
   The contract had already been signed and the first years rent paid so it was mine.
 
   It is now standing empty except . .  
 
   Please don’t tell anybody,  it has been so useful as a storage place for some of my unsorted junk.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Just Acting.
 
    
 
      When I was a schoolgirl, I always wanted to be a famous actress. It was only when it happened that I realised the difficulties. Mainly, the lack of privacy, indeed, the inability to control my own life didn’t suit me. Actually, I don’t regard myself as famous. Well known would be a better expression. 
 
   For my sins, I’m an actress in ‘Feet First’. If you haven’t heard of it, it is a popular soap opera on one of the lesser known tv. Channels. I knew before I accepted the job that I would be the character hated by everyone but that didn’t matter. I regarded it as a first step on the ladder. As it turned out, it was more like an escalator with no turning back. But that isn’t what I want to tell you about. Most actresses have many tales to relate, but my favourite memory surrounds one of my script lines from years ago. Of all the lines that I have ever learned there is just one that will never be forgotten.
 
    
 
      I was very young, naive, and you could say frightened.
 
   After playing extras and a few minor roles, my induction to Feet First was traumatic. You know the expression, ‘Thrown in at the deep end’ that was me.
 
   Feet First commonly referred to as FF. is set in a boot and shoe factory up on the north west coast. Me, I’m a southerner, cast adrift in what I had always believed to be the strange world of cloth caps and mufflers, strikes and woodbines.   
 
     As you can imagine, I wasn’t at all welcome as the new boss at the factory. By the way, that meant both me, Rosie Black, the actress, and Patricia Stone, my soap character. My first day seemed to be a total disaster. Through no fault of my own I did not arrive till early afternoon so there was no time for introductions, I just had to go straight on stage, be the overbearing Patricia and get on with it.
 
    The recorded rehearsal went fairly well and afterwards the cast decided to go to the White Lion in town for a meal. Obviously, out of professional courtesy they asked me to join them. 
 
   Just as we were about to leave, I had a phone call from my agent. It was relatively unimportant, he was merely checking that I had arrived safely, but it delayed me.
 
   The rest of the crowd rushed out and someone shouted,
 
      “See you downstairs at the bus stop, there should be one due anytime now.”
 
   Being a complete stranger to the area I knew that I would have to hurry and I was only a few moments behind them, but had to wait for the lift to come back up to my floor. 
 
   In no time at all the lift arrived and myself and one other passenger boarded.
 
   We had descended about four floors when the lights went out and there was a dreadful whirring noise. The lift had stopped abruptly between two floors.
 
   My immediate thought was Oh no, not that old chestnut. 
 
   To be trapped in a lift with a dishy young man.
 
   I’d read about it far too often in fiction, even seen it scripted in a play that I’d once auditioned for, but for it to actually happen, oh no. 
 
   Nobody would believe it anyway.
 
   My second reaction was panic.
 
   Especially when my fellow passenger said, 
 
      “May I squeeze past you into that corner? That is where the emergency phone is located.
 
   A deep voice at the other end of the phone line was reassuring.
 
      “The secondary motor will winch you up to the next floor, then as soon as you are safe, repairs to the main system will only take about four minutes. The computer has already located the fault.”
 
   Once I was out of the lift with my fellow passenger, who I learned was Jim, we located two arm chairs and waited in luxury. The conversation was mainly monosyllables at first but by the time the lift was fully operational again it was like we were old friends. Jim invited me to the local cheap and cheerful eating place as it would have been impossible to locate the pub where my colleagues had gone to in town.
 
    
 
      Naturally, the conversation soon turned to jobs. In answer to my question, “What do you do”? he firmly replied,
 
   “I empty dustbins in Salford, does that matter to you?”
 
   “Not at all.” I said. 
 
    Although I had grown up in the snobbish south, after time at College, Uni, then  RADA, all the ‘edge’ had been knocked out of me. 
 
   How anybody earned their living was quite low on my list of priorities, so when Jim invited me out a second, then third time, I was delighted to accept. Of course, he didn’t need to ask about me and my career, in fact, he seemed to know rather more than I did about the activities of Patricia Stone, or as I was known behind my back, ~~ Pat Granite.
 
    
 
     I mentioned earlier that there was one script line in my career that I would remember for ever. 
 
   Within the script of Feet First, there was the works foreman, a horrible character who was certain that he was made for me, always sucking up and making suggestive remarks. One day, he blindly ended an argument by saying, 
 
      “Let’s get engaged then.” 
 
   My scripted response was very flippant, but still it annoyed me.
 
     “Ok if that’s what you want, my ring size is K.”
 
   Maybe it was just coincidence but my ring size actually is K.
 
   It was just a line, at the time it was no more than a niggle and I thought no more about it.
 
    
 
   Back to my friendship with Jim, he always seemed to be hanging about the studios and asked me out whenever I wasn’t filming. So often in fact that one day I had to ask, 
 
      “When the hell do you go to work, emptying your bins?” 
 
   He told me that he had only worked part time following an accident and the idea had suited both him and management, so the arrangement had become permanent.
 
   It suited Jim as he had another part time job as well. When I enquired about his other part time job he just said, 
 
     “I just help out at one of the television studios.” 
 
   It was much later before I found out any more.
 
   The way that I found out was ironic. We got on so well that for quite a while, I could foresee a future for us both. Indeed, one day, he was in a particularly romantic mood and asked me to marry him.
 
   Without waiting for a reply, he slipped a diamond ring onto my finger, making the comment,
 
      “Yes it fits. I know that your size is K.”  
 
   Yes, I’d heard that line before.
 
    
 
      Of course, I accepted his proposal. It was then that I learned what exactly his part time job was. Helping out in a tv studio was a bit vague. He was actually one of the script writing team for Feet First and he had been influential in steering my scripts in a romantic direction.
 
    
 
      The crafty devil, but I loved him and once we were married I became even happier, while Pat Granite became more miserable. 
 
   And the works foreman who had wanted to get engaged to me, I fired him for insubordination.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   All Show.
 
    
 
      I haven’t got the slightest interest in cars. Never did have. A to B in the fastest possible time and that is basically it with me. 
 
   Oh and I should mention, a car must have good bird pulling power if you get what I mean. When I think of the lasses that I have been out with since I got my little runaround compared to the lost chances before, then fair enough, to that extent I have to admit that cars do have a certain appeal.
 
    
 
      Having said that, I recall the time, many years ago, when my friend John asked me to go to the motor show with him. I froze;
 
   It made precious little difference when he added,
 
      “It won’t cost you a penny, all on the firm.” 
 
   He could tell that I was absolutely bursting with apathy.   Especially as it was the Saturday that I had a date with the new maid up at the big house.  She was an unknown treasure.
 
   Then again, John had always been a good mate to me and I owed him a few favours.  If he wanted someone to go to the show with, that also had to be considered.
 
   By way of encouragement John chimed in,
 
      “There’ll be shed-loads of crumpet there. . . . Always is.”
 
   That comment made all the difference. I agreed to go with him. 
 
    
 
      Ironically, we went by train. 
 
   The under manager of the biggest car franchise in town, going to a motor show, and calm as you like, he tells me 
 
      “We are going on the train. The seven fifty-five will get us there before the crowds arrive.”  
 
   As it happened, he was quite right, we certainly were there before the crowds. And I mean crowds, where they all came from I have no idea, there seemed to be millions of them.
 
    
 
      Before long, I realised that because John knew almost everyone in the motor industry, we would not go short of hospitality.
 
   We had a ‘wee sherry’ here and a few cans further along, besides countless nibbles and biscuits. It was evident that I wouldn’t be paying for any booze all day.
 
   And John was right, there certainly was plenty of crumpet.
 
   By mid morning we had covered most of the ground floor except for the Sabre stand. At that time, Sabre cars were the butt of everybody’s jokes.
 
    Biscuit tin with an engine in. . . or
 
    skip on wheels,  were just two of the names given to the Asian made rattle boxes. But their stand! It put the rest to shame. It was so impressive that even the most sceptical members of the public were drawn to it.
 
   That included me.
 
   And the talent, phew I was breathless. Especially so when the most attractive of the attendants came talking to me whilst John was quizzing one of the men about cars.
 
   This gorgeous blonde chatted to me as though we had been life long friends.
 
   John gave me the eye and nod when he had finished his business and almost dragged me away. As a parting shot I said to her, 
 
      “By jove I bet you’re fit” 
 
   Her reply was to grip the front bumper of a car on the stand and lift the complete car to shoulder height while I stood gaping like an imbecile. Her boss mustn’t have liked her fraternizing with a member of the public and immediately sent her on an errand. 
 
   I walked away mesmerised.
 
   As an afterthought, I turned back and sidled up to the same car.        
 
      “Impossible” I said to myself. Then without a thought I bent down and lifted it the same way as the blonde had done. 
 
   Shock. .  Show.  Sham. 
 
   It was made out of polystyrene, cleverly coated with plastic and painted and polished to look realistic. The entire thing probably only weighed about twenty pounds.
 
   In spite of that, I would still have given my soul for a night with that blonde.  John had a bit more business to do during the afternoon so when he was talking I retraced my steps and headed back down to the Sabre stand.  
 
   “Hi miss fitness, I’m back.” And much to my surprise, I eventually managed to get a date with her.
 
   I never cracked on that I knew about the polystyrene car,
 
   preferring to let her think that I was a bit slow. 
 
    
 
      The date was a great success and she looked even more glamorous than ever.  I really felt proud to be seen walking along with her. 
 
   For the next date it was a more casual arrangement. She told me.
 
      “I’m free every night next week. Come round when you want.” 
 
   I did, very early one evening. I gaped when she opened the door.
 
   Uncombed, that beautiful blonde hair looked like straw, she had no make-up on, and was dressed in clothes that I would hesitate to give the rag and bone man. I thought about how she had looked when we were our a few nights previously.
 
   All show and sham, Just like the pseudo car that she had at the motor show. 
 
   It didn’t make any difference, I still married her and had forty of the happiest years I could have wished for. That’s life.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Drink to me only with thine eyes.
 
    
 
      My real name is Annabelle but years ago I was saddled with a less salubrious nickname.  .  Alcoholic Aggie.
 
    The reason: -  Because of a series of traumatic events whilst I was at uni, I got in with the wrong type of company, and started drinking.
 
    Drinking excessively,
 
   I was into trouble with the law many times. I had police warnings, fines, more warnings and even counseling, before the ultimate disgrace. The local coppers were always on the lookout for Alcoholic Aggie. My last court appearance was a terrible ordeal, and l was sent to Heathside Detention Centre for three months.   
 
   My brief (see, I am talking criminal language already) reckoned that going 
 
   ‘down for three’ was excessive and said so. 
 
   The presiding magistrate, the same old dolly who was always there, replied,
 
      “Maybe you consider this a heavy punishment. I consider that we are doing her a favour. She must learn that continual drunken behaviour, slouching about in our streets, will not be tolerated. . . . Send her down.”
 
    
 
       The regime at Heathside was harsh and the prison was very overcrowded. I had to share a cell with Maisie and Collette, two foul mouthed prostitutes. Maisie was inside for violence and Collette for child neglect. I was a misfit, both in that cell and in the entire nick. I hated it. I hated myself, and what’s more I hated the feeling of injustice. 
 
   My cellmates were nearing the end of their sentences, each only having another month to serve.
 
     How I got through the first three weeks I shall never know.
 
   By the end of the third week depression had really set in. 
 
   The other two, who had both proved to be evil people were in their last few days and taunted me with that fact.
 
   Collette, out of the kindness of her heart offered,
 
      “You’ll never stand a chance of getting a job when you get out of here but if you like, I will introduce you to our profession. It gives a good living.”
 
   I had already cried till I could cry no more. That comment emphasized just how low I had sunk.
 
    
 
   I had a shock when a screw told me,  
 
   “You have a visitor”
 
   I hadn’t even qualified for a visitor’s pass, so thought that there must have been a mistake.
 
   I was shown into the library and introduced to the Hon. Hilary Hill, owner of the town’s biggest clothing factory, She was the local do gooder and into everything.
 
     “How are you my dear” that was a patronizing start. 
 
      “Terrible, you can’t imagine how awful it is in here.”
 
      “Oh I can.  You know, but, I can get you out of this place by the weekend. And find you a job in my factory.”
 
      “Oh no,. that sounds too good to be true.” 
 
   I tried to hide my excitement.
 
      “No” she went on,, The magistrates feel that you should have learnt your lesson by now. You can be released on parole provided that you keep off the drink. I suggest you join our group. The Greystone Happy Women’s Temperance Group.”
 
   I knew all about them. They had tried to make me see the error of my ways more than once. 
 
   That title was a misnomer. They were not happy. Not one of them.
 
   No drinking, no smoking, no fun.
 
   Just be happy being miserable.
 
   But I was desperate. Desperate to get out of that place. I would have agreed to anything.  
 
   Actually, it wasn’t too bad.
 
   I didn’t have to play an active roll. Simply turn up at fortnightly meetings and reaffirm my promise to abstain. 
 
   I got used to that and tried to put memories of Heathside to the back of my mind.
 
    
 
      Then came a big rally. We were to spend a weekend trying to convert as many people as we could to our beliefs. 
 
   That wasn’t easy for me, I didn’t believe in abstention, 
 
   I was there on sufferance.
 
   However, loaded with placards, banners and plenty of bottled water, we set up our stall outside the biggest pub in town The Dog and Gatepost, and the brewery adjacent to it, My placard said ‘invest money in your own house, not the public house‘.
 
   All was quiet and sedate until the football crowd started to arrive. 
 
   Then the taunts began.
 
   The louder the football fans shouted, the louder we retaliated. One yob shouted,
 
      “You can’t live without a drink.”  
 
   We responded by producing bottles of water. You know the type, The sort that students seem to carry everywhere as a status symbol. We chanted
 
      “Drink pure clear water. The water of the Lord. Drink and enjoy.” 
 
   And we drank. Bottle after bottle.
 
    
 
      It became noticeable that some of our group were not shouting, rather bawling.
 
   Some raucous comments as well. Very uncharacteristic. 
 
   Then words were becoming slurred, even incoherent.
 
   I was fine.   Then I twigged what was happening. 
 
   My colleagues were drunk   Bloody drunk.
 
   They started to fall about like nine-pins and ended up in a writhing mass on the floor resembling a rugby scrum.
 
   Of course, the cops arrived and soon spotted me.
 
      “Alcoholic Aggie.   There’s the ringleader.”
 
   There were one or two disappointed police officers when they cottoned on to the fact that indeed I was the only one that was sober.
 
   There was no harm done and it was assumed that fumes from the brewery had had an overcoming effect. 
 
   Absolute tosh, I knew that. 
 
   Then everything went quiet.
 
    
 
      A couple of days later, I was approached by Nigel Hill, Hilary’s son. Last time that I saw him was as a prefect at Greystone Grammar. 
 
   He was just developing a yearning to drink. 
 
   He had passed the stage of a six pack from the offy and thought himself ready to do a bit of serious drinking.
 
   He was also embarrassed by his mother and her goody-goody ways.
 
      “ Do you know what happened last Saturday” he asked  
 
      “No.” 
 
      “Well, . . Me and my mate had a bit of fun. We distilled some pure alcohol. Colourless, odourless  and tasteless. 
 
      “And?”  I was already getting his drift.
 
      “We got a hypodermic syringe and injected a small amount of alki into each bottle of water. 
 
   The happy teetotalers were drinking water with a kick like a mule. Your insides are still conditioned to spirits so it had no effect. To the others it was like a silent assassin.”
 
   I gasped, “You crafty devil, I could kiss you.”
 
      “I was hoping for more than that.” he said. 
 
      “It must be worth a night out at least.”
 
    
 
      I agreed. We had our night out. He took me to a quiet country pub for a meal and of course  . . . A few drinks.
 
   We went out together quite often after that.
 
   Hillary expressed her disapproval many times but the more she objected the more defiant we became.
 
   When the inevitable happened, Hilary did reluctantly attend the wedding, but when it came to ‘toasts’ she drank pure clear water whilst we slurped down the champagne. 
 
   By the way, the mill owner’s son and his jail bird bride are still together forty years on. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 

A Lesson In Life
 
    
 
      You have heard it all before. I can’t for the life of me, think what I came into my study for. 
 
   Yet, I can remember as if it was half an hour ago, something that happened over sixty years ago. 
 
   It was way back in nineteen hundred and never mind, and the day before my tenth birthday. Mum had left me in the house on my own while she popped down to the chemists to get a prescription. She didn’t often leave me alone but when she did, she knew that I was always safe because she made sure that Mr. Smith next door was at home. I liked Mr. Smith. He used to take me for walks in the country, him walking his beagle Lemon, and me with my spaniel Judy. 
 
    
 
      The day that I’m talking about, I was not to go out to play at all as mum was frightened of Judy getting out. She was in season and I was told that if she got near any other dogs she would end up having puppies. That thought excited me but Grandma said that and Judy was far too young for that. 
 
   I was happy enough sitting on a chair by the window watching Mr. Smith throwing a stick down his long garden for Lemon to fetch back for him.
 
      Then the postman came with the second delivery. I looked through the envelopes that came through our letterbox to see if there was any birthday cards for me. There were not, but there was a letter for someone else.. I opened the door and ran after the postman shouting, 
 
     “This one isn’t ours. It is for four Acacia Avenue, ours is four Acacia Close.” The postman thanked me and just as I was about to go back inside he said, ”Are you the young man who is having a birthday soon?” I told him “Yes.” and he wished me a happy birthday.
 
    
 
      When I went back inside, I froze with horror. There on the settee were Judy and Lemon sitting grinning at me.  My first thought was ‘this is going to be interesting. Then I thought more seriously, Oh dear, was I too late? Would Judy have puppies?  I managed to scoot a reluctant Lemon out of the house  then panicked.  What would the puppies be like? I’d heard of a cross between a labrador and a poodle, the Labradoodle. 
 
   What would a Beagle crossed with a Spaniel cross be called? 
 
   A spangle maybe? 
 
    
 
   Mum came back and asked if everything was alright.
 
     “Yes of course it is” I told her.  But I must have looked guilty, you know how little boys do.
 
   I was extremely quiet for the rest of the day. 
 
   Mum knew that there was something wrong and kept asking me what was up.
 
     “Nothing I shrugged each time.”
 
   When Grandma found me in the toilet crying, the truth came out.
 
   I told her “I let Judy get with Lemon and I was afraid that Judy would have puppies because she’s in season.”
 
   Of course Grandma diffused the situation in seconds. She assured me that Judy wouldn’t have any puppies for a long time yet.
 
     “How can you be so sure?”  I asked her
 
     “Because there are never any puppies when two lady dogs get together”
 
       I learned one big lesson that weekend.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A Good Book.
 
    
 
      Some people manage to have trouble free romances. 
 
   Others seem to be fraught with difficulty.
 
   One such couple were Frank Halfpenny and his girlfriend Janet.  To be honest, they didn’t have that much in common. Janet was all for playing children’s games at the pony club wheras Frank was more interested in reading a good book and even writing a bit. The liaison was initiated by both sets of wealthy parents who preferred an amalgamation of fortunes rather than risk seeing third parties taking a share. Mind you, the romance wasn’t proceeding at a great pace. Janet and Frank both wanted things to go further, in different ways. Her idea of further, involved rings, vicars, and wedding cars, while to Frank, further, meant more achievements in the bedroom department. And that was a subject that was strictly taboo as far as Janet was concerned.
 
    
 
     The chance of progress loomed on the horizon when Janet won first prize in a local competition. A four day break for two on the Costa Del Sol.
 
     Why it mattered so much is unimportant. Frank or Janet could have had any holiday any time, anywhere in the world, money no object.  It was the idea of getting something for nothing that had great appeal.
 
    
 
       The outward flight was very early on Friday morning, so Janet had arranged for her friend Debbie to run them to the airport.
 
    After standing in a long queue, they were nearing the check-in desk when Debbie asked, 
 
      “Is there anything else that I can do for you before I go home.
 
    Frank replied, 
 
      “Just one small favour if you don’t mind. Go across to
 
   W H Smiths bookstand and get me a book to read on the plane.”
 
      “I would if I knew what you preferred.” she answered.
 
      “Oh anything, anything at all. Tell you what, if in doubt, go for the extreme left, third shelf down . Whatever it is, I’ll be grateful.”  
 
   The check-in girl was just handing Frank his passport back when Debbie returned. “Here’s your book, it’s called 
 
   ‘The Last Mountain’ and  three pounds and a penny change.” 
 
   With a quick “Thanks” he stuffed it into the outer pocket of his hand baggage. 
 
                                           *        *         *
 
       Then it was time to jump to Janet’s tune. 
 
      “Come on, dawdling.” She whined. “There won’t be any time left to look in the duty free if it’s left to you.”
 
      “Too true. There’s nothing that you need is there?”
 
   No answer, just a glare.  Needless to say, Frank then spent a futile half hour whilst Janet rooted round the duty free shop buying all sorts of things that she neither wanted or needed.
 
   Once on the plane, Frank sat quietly while the stewardess gave the usual arm waving speil about exits and life jackets. 
 
   He then fished out his book.
 
                    The Last Mountain, by Penelope Farthing.
 
   The front cover depicted snow capped mountains. 
 
   An inset picture showed a tasty looking woman with shapely  legs and a nice pair of tits. Frank assumed that she would be the heroine.  How wrong he was.
 
    
 
      Janet was already having a sulk because she didn’t have a window seat, so Frank ignored her and started to read.
 
   Before the plane had crossed the English Channel, he realised that the book was going to be one of the best that he had ever read.
 
   The title had nothing at all to do with physical mountains.
 
   The Hero, called Harry, had taken the most appalling knocks in life and was repeatedly put back to rock bottom. 
 
   An almost fatal illness, bankruptcy, a horrendous car crash and then a very unfair divorce settlement were among the blows that left him penniless, and each time he climbed the proverbial mountain and achieved success. The turn of every page showed either tension, excitement, or suspense.
 
      Janet slept all the way, so Frank was not disturbed.
 
   He reluctantly put the book in his pocket when the plane landed, but it was out again once they were on the transfer coach to their hotel. 
 
   It was the same again once they had settled in. Janet wanted to enjoy the pool,  whilst Frank wouldn’t move from his sun lounger, where of course he was reading. He couldn’t put the book down, so you can imagine the  atmosphere between them.      
 
    
 
      Day two saw a slight variation in the pattern. Frank continued reading by the pool.  Janet went on a shopping expedition with some girls that she had become friendly with.
 
    As he lay on the sun bed, a clumsy female bumped into his feet which were overhanging the end. Instead of the,
 
      “Sorry.”
 
    that he was half expecting, . . . she did it again. He peeped over his book and seemed to recognise the woman, but couldn’t place her.
 
     “You look as though you are enjoying that book” she said.
 
     “It’s terrific.” Frank replied. “Best book that I’ve ever read.
 
   I’ve nearly finished, Would you like to borrow it after?” 
 
      “No, . . . but  thank you for the offer.”
 
      “I assume that you must have read it then have you?”
 
     “We...ll sort of . . . Actually, . . . I wrote it.”
 
     “Christ, Are you Penny Farthing then?”
 
     “Correct in every syllable.”
 
    So that’s who she was. . .  Recognition.  . . . Yes, add glasses, and a smart trouser suit instead of the skimpy bikini, and that was the picture on the book’s front cover.
 
    And she was bloody gorgeous. 
 
   Frank stood up to introduce himself and they stood chatting about books, then the hot sunshine, then anything else to be talked about. As they chatted Penn got very flirtatious. 
 
   Frank enjoyed every minute of it though admittedly, he was concerned that Janet was likely to appear at any time.
 
   During the next ten minutes Frank made more progress than in two years with Janet. In the end, he swept her into his arms and stepped towards the pool. 
 
      “If you don’t stop tormenting me, I’ll  throw you in the pool at the deep end.”
 
    But, as he held her, their eyes locked. . . . with that look.
 
   Then, their lips met. A lingering ~ passionate ~ kiss. 
 
             She was like her book, he couldn’t put her down.
 
    As it happened he didn’t have to. A very furious Janet crept up behind them and with some very unladylike comments she gave a violent push that plunged them both into the pool.
 
      Devastated, Janet caught a plane home the same day.
 
   As she moved out of the room, Penn moved in, The beginning of  a very happy romance. A few months later, a tabloid journalist headed his gossip column
 
                                Budding writer to wed. 
 
                        Or will inflation raise Farthing to Halfpenny?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Parish Magazine. 
 
    
 
   Am I romantic, soppy, or just plain daft? 
 
   Me, a fifty-nine year old grandmother, and I’m in love. 
 
    
 
     Alright, I know that lots of people say that. 
 
   But I find myself moping around the house like a lovesick teenager.
 
    Do you know what I did yesterday, while I was baby sitting my youngest granddaughter? I put  her in her buggy and went for a walk through Princess Park. Stopping by the big conker tree, I took a kitchen knife from my handbag, and carved the long accepted lovers ‘arrow through the heart’ symbol. 
 
       With great pleasure  I added the initials  M and E plain for all to see.  Everyone in West Ashton has carved on that tree at sometime.
 
   In fact it has always been  called the Valentine tree. ........  I am proud of my contribution.
 
          Madge and Eric forever. Oh, if only it could be true. 
 
   Where love is concerned, there always seem to be three people in the equation.
 
                                            *               *                *
 
      Eric has been locked in a loveless marriage for nigh on forty years. 
 
   It’s not simply a case of splitting up or anything like that.
 
   Nothing so easy.    Maud isn’t only a dragon of a wife, she is also his business partner. A very shrewd and hard hearted factory manager. 
 
   If he did leave Maud, Eric could come to live here with me, either as a lodger,  or   .....  as they used to say ‘living over the brush’ . 
 
   We could even marry when he was free.  Now that,  would make me the happiest person on this earth.
 
      The problem is, if Eric left his wife, she’d break him. 
 
   It would no doubt mean the end of the family firm, established early in the last century. Half the village would lose their jobs if the company closed.
 
                                         *                 *                *
 
      It all started just over two years ago. I’ve been in the choir at St. Stevens most of my life and after choir practice one evening I stayed behind to do a bit of weeding on my husband’s grave.
 
   Eric, the Church organist, had popped into the rectory to see about the parish magazine.  He came out just as I was finishing off.
 
   That, was when that I noticed the flat tyre on my bike. 
 
   Ever helpful, Eric immediately volunteered, 
 
      “That’s no problem Madge, I’ll be more than happy to give you a lift home.”
 
    
 
       Driving along the bypass, we heard the tail end of a play on the car radio. It sounded as though the main character was having a very difficult time with his marriage.
 
     “That’s typical.”  Eric whispered, “Exactly like me and my life.” .
 
     “Never,” I replied.  You and Maud are the pillars of society, everybody knows that”.
 
      “All show my dear. All show.  If only you knew the half.......”  
 
   He sniffed and I thought I detected a little sob.  I interupted,
 
      “Tell me about it. If you would like to confide in me, I’m ready to listen.
 
     He drew the car into the layby behind my cottage, switched the radio off, and,  holding my right hand,  he poured out the entire sorry story.
 
   He knew that I wouldn’t say anything to anyone, 
 
   I didn’t even know what to say to him.
 
    
 
      The next time that I saw him was four days later. He called to deliver the Parish Magazine, as he always did on the second Monday of the month. The difference was, that this time, I asked him in for a cup of tea. 
 
     “Ok but it will have to be a quick one.” he said, “If ‘you-know-who’ found out that I had been confiding in another lady she would make my life even more hell than she does already.” After he had had his drink, he didn’t want to leave, but needs must.  
 
   As he left, he gave me a peck on the cheek and said,
 
       “Thank you. ........ Thank you again for listening.” 
 
   That peck was the start. Next time he gave me a lift home the kiss was just a teeny little bit more passionate. Everything else developed from there. In twenty years, nobody but Eric had ever delivered the Parish Magazine.                                                    Whenever he called at my house with the magazine he always came in for a cup of tea, though lately, we have been so occupied with each other that the tea has usually gone cold and been poured down the sink after he has gone.
 
    
 
      Within a few months we both realised that we were head over heels in love. We also realised how hopeless the situation was.  I felt like a dual personality, one half of me scared stiff of anyone finding out, and the other half wanting to shout and tell everyone, “Eric Anderson and I are in love.” for all to hear.   
 
   To meet without being seen has been so difficult, especially as Eric’s car has a personalised number plate.
 
   I’ve been a Churchgoer all my life, but never before have I understood the importance of the unwritten commandment.
 
                                    Thou shalt not get found out.
 
   Sometimes, to be away from prying eyes, we meet in my caravan at Tomorrow Heath.   A six mile bike ride. Just to see a feller for an hour.  Many times it was more like half an hour. Even a quarter sometimes, .... that’s got to be love.
 
   Mind you, I’d cycle there, happy to be with him for two minutes.
 
   Just to see, to talk, to kiss. That’s why I know that it’s definitely real love. 
 
       It wasn’t long afterwards that we both were making every excuse possible to see each other. I soon found that those long thin fingers that made such lovely music on the Church organ, were equally adept at undoing my buttons. As for elastic, .... I don’t know. We’ve never got that far ..... yet.    
 
                                   There’s more to life than that.   
 
   If it happens,.... fine, ... if not, .... well.... we are happy just being together. Mind you, it will happen sometime, he wants it and so do I in fact, for me it can’t come soon enough.
 
    
 
      Our Rector is simply not the type of person who you can talk to. Eric has two golfing friends, his solicitor and also his company accountant They are both Church wardens, so he has absolutely nobody but me to confide in.  
 
   We talk and talk and talk.
 
   We have even worked out a good system for phone calls, so that there is less chance of ‘you-know-who’ finding out. 
 
   There have been far too few opportunities for us to spend as much time as we would like together, but believe you me, we make the most of what we do have.
 
    
 
      Last week, His wife was away at the daughter’s for a couple of days, so life was bliss. I will always remember one thing that he said to me.
 
     “Darling, do you know .... you have exactly the same colour eyes as ‘you-know-who’.  The difference is, in hers I see cold steel and anger, in yours I see warmth, comfort and passion.” 
 
    I smiled, and he went on,   “That is another reason why I love you so.”
 
      Recently, we have both accepted that we are going to get found out before long, and tend to have taken more risks. 
 
   Mind you, even though he could have, he’s never stayed overnight. 
 
   The night before his wife came back, we had actually opened the door at the bottom of the stairs.  Then a call on his mobile phone made the decision for him.  He had to go back into the factory. 
 
    
 
                                            *          *          *
 
      Today is Saint Valentine ’s Day and I had wondered whether I would receive a card from Eric or not. It was very doubtful, pie in the sky really. There is no way that I could send one to him, either at work or at home, for obvious reasons. So when the postman cycled past my little cottage whistling, I wasn’t too disappointed.
 
       However, when Gwen from the florists called, I was taken by surprise.  The loveliest bouquet of flowers that I have ever seen.
 
   The card simply said ...... “No message, ......  just thoughts”.
 
   If Gwen didn’t know about us before,  she certainly does now!
 
   And that’s not all, as if I could forget, today isn’t only Valentine’s day, it is also the second Monday of the month.
 
     The Parish Magazine will be here soon ..... I had better go and freshen up. 
 
   I’ve got to go upstairs anyhow,  I’m going to light the stove in the bedroom, .......  just in case.    I might even stay up there and call through the window,
 
      “Eric, I’m in the front bedroom, come on up.” That would be great.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   A Country Ramble.
 
    
 
     Angela Price was overjoyed when she was offered the position of chief librarian at Upper Willowbed.  It wasn’t going to be easy. For a start, being sixty miles away from her present home, it meant setting  herself up in the new apartment that was offered with the job.
 
   Fortunately, with able bodied parents only too willing to assist, the move took place a week before she took up her new employment. Mind you, after having parental protection for thirty five years, she needed all the help that she could get.
 
     One of the things that she did during that week was to make enquiries about a local writers group. She was a keen writer and wanted to continue the sort of writing that she had enjoyed for many years. She had belonged to writing circles ever since she left school. 
 
    
 
      Her enquiries soon indicated that there was indeed a very active writers circle in Upper Willowbed. The organiser was Captain Brassington and he seemed quite enthusiastic when she spoke to him on the telephone.
 
       “Just what we need,  young lady” he said. “New blood, ....  new thinking perhaps, I’m sure that all our members will welcome you with open arms.
 
     “Great” answered Angela, “When and where do you meet?”
 
     “There, is the first hiccough.” he said. “We usually meet at the Golden Lion in High Street every other Friday. The thing is, last night we were told that we couldn’t hold our next meeting at the Lion because of a wedding party. And the meeting after that would be on Good Friday so that is also a non starter. I’m afraid it’s hardly an encouraging welcome to a new member.”
 
     “Six weeks is a long time to wait but I suppose I shall have to accept it”
 
   Angela was obviously disappointed but settling in with her new job and in a new home the time would  soon pass.
 
    
 
     The next time that she heard from Captain Brassington was a week later when he rang to tell her “Most members of the group were going out for a country ramble on Easter Sunday Morning would you like to join us.
 
     “I’d be delighted to join you all. However, there is one thing that I need to tell you first.” 
 
     “I’m all ears, please continue.” 
 
     “I don’t walk.” She told him.  “My legs are the four wheels on my electric scooter.” After a sharp intake of breath the Captain continued,
 
      “In that case, I’ll walk the route myself a few days beforehand and make sure that the paths are all suitable for your scooter, I can’t forsee any problem. I only hope that this damned weather will improve before then.” 
 
      He was as good as his word, and called in at the library to meet her for the first time and explain that with slight variations, the route should be suitable for the scooter. His parting comment was,
 
      “See you on the Lion car park on Sunday then,”
 
      “I can’t wait.” she said.   The fact that the Captain was a very attractive young man  didn’t go unnoticed. He did call back to add,  
 
      “I had better warn you about the Rosenbergs, they are two of our founder members who are very outspoken. Otherwise they are lovely people, but they just don’t care who they upset with their caustic comments.”  Though puzzled, she felt duly warned.
 
      “Are they by any chance connected with the poultry farm out on the bye pass?” she asked.  “They certainly are,” replied the Captain.   
 
      “Why?”
 
      “Nothing, It’s just that I’ve seen the vans, Emannuel Rosenberg and thought it an unusual name that’s all”  
 
    
 
      When they met on the Lion car park it was drizzling but nevertheless, spirits were high. Whilst Angela was being introduced to most of the crowd, she overheard the comment “God, we’ll be out all day if we’ve got to play nursemaid to the bloody spastics.”  Of course it was Molly Rosenberg speaking. Even her brother Manny was embarrassed but he had to  agree with her. Angela had been warned, but the remark still prickled. It shouldn’t, she was used it, having heard such comments many many times over the years. However, once they got moving it was soon forgotten. Sharp left after leaving the Lion, then cross the road and turn into leafy lane. There were about fifteen of them. They soon split into three groups. The group that stayed with her were a great crowd. They were amazed that she could identify all the birds and flowers that they encountered on the way. The usual idea, because she was on an invalid scooter she must be thick. Once again, she was used to it.
 
     All went well till they got to Sawyers Bridge. Angela soon learned that it crossed a little brook that filled up rapidly in a rainy spell like the one that they had had for the last three weeks. Apparently, Greg Sawyer from the timber yard had put a plank across the brook many years ago to help kids on their way to school. The local Parish Council took a dim view of it and, declaring it unsafe, they replaced it with a posh well constructed wooden bridge with handrails. Very nice, ...  but it just wasn’t quite wide enough for a scooter.
 
       Angela explained that she could cross the bridge on foot by using her folding stick and it would take a mere two minutes to dismantle the scooter and 
 
   reassemble it on the other side.   They overcame the obstacle as easily as that.
 
     “No more difficulties like that,” said one of the party,  “The other bridge on the route was widened years ago. It would take a horse and trap.”  Nobody could have forseen the muddy patch where she got stuck. Helpers pushed her and got well and truly muddied up in the process. But nobody minded. Having said that, she was glad that Molly and Manny were in a group that had gone on ahead.
 
    
 
      They all reassembled in a clearing when thermos flasks and biscuits were produced and refreshments were enjoyed by all.
 
    
 
   They started off again and soon reached the second bridge. The first to move was Manny Rosenberg who made the comment “Let’s get going before the wheelie bin brigade.” Everyone heard it but ignored him.
 
   The second bridge was over a slightly larger stream, still nothing much. Some of the clever ones decided to jump over the stream instead of crossing the bridge. Then everyone heard a cry of pain. Manny had landed badly and they all heard the crack. A broken leg. It didn’t need a doctor or medic to diagnose his injury. 
 
    
 
      Now they were stuck. At least a mile from the main road. Fortunately Angela was able to offer a solution. She could wait by the bridge and Manny could ride her scooter to the road to meet the ambulance  then a volunteer could bring the scooter back for her to complete the journey.  Everyone thought that a brilliant idea. With the exception of Manny and his sister, they all arrived back at the lion not much later than the scheduled time. Captain Brassington invited Angela to have lunch with him at the lion and she happily agreed.
 
   After that, she went out with him many times during the summer months
 
    
 
    
 
      To her he was no longer Captain though, she was told to call him Angus after their second outing.
 
   The beginning of September saw the annual general meeting of the writers group. There were one or two prizes kindly donated by local businessmen After they were given out The acting chairman announced “There is a special gift in appreciation of  “Kindness shown in time of trouble,”  It was from  Manny Rosenberg to Angela, ‘The angel of the day’ was printed on the card 
 
    Angela was stunned, but not as stunned as the entire assembly when Captain Angus Brassington announced “Now seems an appropriate time to present Angela with another gift.” He gave her an enormous bouquet of flowers then said,  “Now seems an appropriate time to tell you all that last night, Angela Price agreed to become my wife.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Wishful Thinking.
 
    
 
      It is always taught that stories about dreams are not worth reading: they are either boring or too far fetched for a normal imagination. Whether the same criteria apply to pipe dreams is a different matter. However, as pipes and indeed all other forms of smoking are frowned upon these days they are best also forgotten.
 
   Now the next nearest thing to consider is wishful thinking.
 
   Now that is a subject that I do know something about. 
 
   It reminds me of my old friend Peter Hughes. 
 
   Wishful thinking ran with him for most of his life. Mind you, with what he wished for, he wasn’t on his own. You might guess, there was a female involved.
 
   Peter’s burning desire was Ruth Allison. She was in the same year as us at senior school and it is easy to understand why nearly everybody was after her attention. She was petite, slim without being skinny, she had beautiful strawberry blonde hair and if that wasn’t enough, she had the cutest pair of tits that any schoolgirl ever had. No wonder everyone fancied her.
 
   Many tried and failed, wheras Peter persevered and she played him along like a toy. When he did finally manage a snog behind the school greenhouse, he was cruelly cut short.
 
   It was sports day, and our last day in school. Peter was really managing to express his feelings in a very passionate manner when they heard a mistress calling,
 
      “Has anybody seen Ruth?  She hasn’t been to collect her cup for the swimming events.” 
 
   Poor Pete, they both knew that Ruth would have to go and claim her cup or else there would soon have been a search party out. And most people would know where to look.
 
    
 
      Straight after that, Pete went on holiday with his folks, then Ruth went away with hers. After that, apart from a couple of brief meetings in the supermarket, they were separated more permanently. Pete went to engineering college and Ruth went to a finishing school for young ladies. It was all a long time ago.
 
   Whilst at college, Pete got into surf boarding and was quite successful. He started buying and selling surf-boards and then small sailing boats. By the time he left college he was doing well enough to make a full time career of it. After a year or two he took a massive bank loan and bought a boat building yard. It was hard work but once he had managed to repay his loan he continued to work hard and soon became a wealthy man. With all his success, he never forgot Ruth but was always too busy making money to do anything about it.
 
    
 
      Ruth, on the other hand did not have such a happy tale to tell. She returned home for a party, had too much to drink and got in with some bad company. In fact, she fell pregnant to Ben Wilkinson, a loud mouthed drunkard who never did a days work in his life. They got married, had three kids in two years and the gossip was that he used to give her many a good hiding. Very rarely did she go out other than to the post office to collect her family allowance which he used to snatch off her as she came out.   
 
    
 
      It must have been about seven years later when I saw Pete again.
 
   He had come up to help sort some of his grandma’s stuff after she died. He called round at our house and his first question was,
 
      “Where is Ruth living these days? Whenever I ring up anybody round here, nobody seems to know anything.
 
   I couldn’t get out of it, I had to tell him,
 
      “She is living at the bottom end of the Aston Brook council estate. You know, the rough end. She is married to Ben Wilkinson, remember him, he used to be the best fighter in the school but thick as pig shit, They say she is very unhappy.”
 
   Pete asked me if I thought it would be ok to visit her.
 
      “If you do, for Christ’s sake don’t go in that car. If they don’t put a brick through your windscreen, at least someone will nick the wheels off it.”
 
   In the end he borrowed my old bike. I haven’t used it for years.
 
   Even having been warned, Pete still had a shock when he made his visit. Ruth was scruffy, obviously terrified, and clearly hadn’t had a decent meal for a very long time.
 
      “Oh Peter”, she said, “It’s lovely to see you, thank you for coming but please don’t stay, if he comes back from the pub and sees you there will be hell to pay.”
 
   Pete took pity on her.
 
      “At least let me give you some money to help you out a bit.”
 
   He took fifty pounds out of his wallet and gave it to her.” 
 
      “I daren’t” she told him. “If Ben finds it he’ll drink the lot. I’ve nowhere to hide it. And before you say it, it definitely wouldn’t be safe down my bra or in my knickers. In fact, I’ve only one pair which I have to wash at night and dry ready to wear again next morning.”
 
   Just then, the shouting started. “Whose bloody bike is that by our gate?”
 
      “It’s mine, I just called to see Ruth, we were friends at school.”  
 
      “She’s not allowed friends so fuck off.”
 
    He was obviously well drunk.
 
      “No need to use language like that,” I told him.
 
   He reached into the cutlery drawer.
 
      “Just fuck off before I knife the pair of you.”
 
   Not bothered about himself but fearful of what he could do to Ruth, Pete left the house, only to see two hooligans tearing off on his bike.
 
      “Bring that here now” Pete shouted “That is mine”.
 
      “It’s ours now; Big Ben gave it to us so hard luck.”
 
   Pete made for the nearest telephone box to report the theft to the police, only to find it vandalized and useless.
 
   He called round at the police station later only to be told,
 
      “If we answered every complaint that we get from Aston Brook estate there wouldn’t be time to see to anyone else at all. The advice is, just keep away from the place.”
 
    
 
   After telling me what had gone on, Pete went back down south to his boat yard a very unhappy feller. He had loads of money, yet he couldn’t do what he wanted with it. 
 
   He had always carried a burning torch for Ruth, but it was burning brighter than ever now. And there was nothing that he could do but wish.
 
    
 
      Two years after that, Ben gave Ruth another good hiding and went too far. She ended up in hospital and Ben got himself locked up, quite rightly, for ten years. Pete offered and eventually did pay for her to get a divorce. In fact, he gave her every attention till she was fit and well again. He was genuinely sorry for her, his own feelings, though still strong, had to take second place.
 
   One day, when he felt the time was right, he asked her to go out for a meal with him. Instead of the reply he was expecting and hoping for, she started crying.
 
      “Peter, I do so appreciate everything that you have done for me and I truly have feelings for you, but: -  I just daren’t be alone with a man, any man. I’m just too frightened.”
 
   Pete accepted it with great sadness till she spoke again,
 
      “Maybe sometime.”
 
   Those two words made all the difference.
 
   Peter went home, still with his wishful thinking. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   The Competition.
 
    
 
      After always having been a keen theology student, Alan Archer was delighted to be given his own parish at the young age of twenty three. It wasn’t because he was the best student of his year, though he was, neither was it because the Bishop had a soft spot for him even though that was also true. Alan was given his parish because no one else would accept the living of St Barnabas at Higher Upton. Despite its high sounding name, Higher Upton was by far, the most undesirable parish in the diocese. Remove the thieves, vagabonds and women of ill repute and the village would be sparsely populated. Mind you, at his induction service there were people in most of the pews.
 
   It was only on reflection afterwards that Alan realised that most of the congregation had been his relatives or fellow students, there just to be nosey.
 
    
 
      By the end of the first month, Alan realised that his task was not enormous as he had been lead to believe, it was impossible.  Congregations were miniscule, the collection plate rarely topped the two pound mark and Mrs. Perkins from the post office had threatened to resign as Churchwarden unless things altered.
 
   Worst of all, Alan’s wife Marjory couldn’t cope with their cold rambling vicarage as well as looking after their four month old daughter. Margery had been a beauty Queen and was not gifted with much practical ability. 
 
   That one was soon sorted, The Bishop had already pre-empted this difficulty and arranged for another Church owned property to be dedicated as vicarage instead. The two bed-roomed Glebe property was the answer to a prayer, but even the day after they moved in, Alan had another dilemma that he had to tell the Bishop about. Thieves had stripped the lead from the Church roof during the night. Alan had consulted Ted from the local builder’s yard only to be told that repairs would cost in the region of two thousand pounds plus the cost of new lead; which would likely be another couple of grand. He had expected the Bishop to go ballistic but was very surprised at his response. 
 
      “Fear not my boy, the good Lord in his wisdom has set you this little test. You raise this money and your goodwill in the parish will soar. You ask people for money in the right way and you will bring them all closer.”
 
      “How on earth can I raise that sort of money in an area like this, your worship, be reasonable.”
 
   The answer to that was,
 
      “You’ll do it easily, with the lord’s help, thought, and prayer. 
 
   Add your own natural ability and I have every confidence in you.”
 
    
 
   Alan thought and thought, he even set aside one hour each day as thinking time. Just how was he going to raise that sort of money, Alan didn’t have the Bishop’s confidence.
 
    Two parishioners had sent him e-mails. The less savoury kind, that one would not usually expect to be sent to a vicar, even if he was only ten months out of Uni. But Higher Upton was different to anywhere else. Scruples, modesty, and decorum were merely words in the dictionary, not the accepted practice. 
 
    Then Alan had an idea. What about an e-mail competion. Throughout the diocese, even more widespread maybe. Charge a pound a time, two thousand entries and the roof repairs could start.
 
    
 
   Of course the idea had to be run past the Bishop. He thought it a great idea and even offered to chair the judging panel. He would also scrounge prizes and offer help with the advertising. 
 
   Though grateful for the offer, Alan was concerned. The Bishop would doubtless be horrified at some of the funnies in circulation, even disgusted and angry perhaps.
 
    
 
      “We need rules Sir,” Alan stated in a phone call. 
 
      “There must be some criteria to work to. There are some very dodgy people out there who certainly have no respect for the cloth.”
 
      “I know that only too well my boy, you want to see some of the ones that I get. I laugh to myself but no way could I forward them to anyone else.” He continued, “Bearing in mind the laws of the land, also the rule of God, I think that if we stick to the Ten Commandments we shall not go far wrong.”
 
    
 
   Alan then thought about his own parish. Probably about two per-cent of the population had even heard of the Ten Commandments, even less could name them.
 
   They had all been brought up to respect the one that Moses forgot to write down; generally known as the eleventh, namely thou shalt not get found out. 
 
   Alan’s analysis of the rest as related to Higher Upton would be:-
 
   1)       Thou shalt have no other gods before me.  The computer is god these days
 
   2)     Thou shalt not make any graven image etc.  Not applicable unless you include graffiti which is quite acceptable.
 
   3)      Thou shalt not take the lord’s name in vain. Come off it, blasphemy is the local dialect in Higher Upton 
 
   4)     Keep the Sabbath day holy.  Yes, in the pub mid day as well as evening.
 
   5)     Honour thy father and mother. That puts a ban on jokes about the old man, the old woman and that bastard next door.
 
   6)      Thou shalt not kill. I quoted that to a lout one day, his reply, “Thou shalt not be a killjoy then.”
 
   7)      Thou shalt not commit adultery. Hey, mate, we are talking about Higher Upton.
 
   8)     Thou shalt not steal. No, just thieve, borrow indefinitely or starve.
 
   9)     Thou shalt not bear false witness. Does that mean no jokes about Irish men or Pakis?
 
   10)  Thou shalt not covet thy neighbour’s house. Not his house, just his bed with his wife in it.
 
    
 
   After musing and pondering Alan was convinced that the e-mail idea was doomed. A potentially good money-maker ruined by draconian out dated rules.
 
   After Alan had consulted the Bishop again it was agreed that the Ten Commandments would be printed on the entry form to help the uneducated masses. (The Bishop’s very words)
 
    
 
      Despite publicity and encouragement, one week before closing date, there had been eight entries submitted. In despair and without consulting the Bishop, Alan made a bold decision. By the use of fliers and a slot on local radio, he extended the period by another week and emphasised, 
 
   There are no constraints. If you think it will do, It will.
 
   After that entries poured in. Faster than they could be scrutinised and the two thousand pound target was soon reached.
 
   Sam Black, the blacksmith from a neighbouring village won first prize, a weekend for two in Paris. He openly declared that as he and his wife were not speaking to one another, he would be taking Mrs. Perkins the post mistress instead.
 
    
 
      Actually, Alan’s favourite was one e-mail that was not in the prize list, only because it was anonymous. It showed a picture of a head master clad in cap and gown with his cane poised above a miscreant’s rump.
 
   The caption was No sir, I don’t know when, why, or who, but I do know where. The vicar’s lead is in the tin shed in Brewer’s Coppice.
 
   That knowledge was worth another two thousand pounds to the Church, and work starts on Monday.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   No Change.
 
    
 
      From the day that I retired the misus has been on at me to go to the Darby and Joan club down in the village.
 
   Naturally I fought against it.        Not my scene.
 
    
 
      However, when there was talk of a big millenium bash with lots of freebees  thrown in, I changed my way of thinking, and went along with my mate David Dodd.
 
   During the meeting, the vicar, who was both chairman and guest speaker, asked everyone present to think back over their life. 
 
      “If you could have your time over again what would you change?” He said.
 
      "Bloody Everything"  I muttered to David.
 
   Unfortunately the vicar heard it.  Surely you don't mean that Tony--- 
 
                                                   do you.?  
 
   I replied "Let me tell you about my life then you can judge for yourself".
 
   As far back as I can remember I hardly ever saw my mum, and certainly never recall her ever giving me a loving cuddle. I had a series of nannies who cared for me very adequately, but as a child I never knew love. 
 
   Because my folks had plenty of money I didn't go to school with the other kids that I was just getting to know. I was sent to a boarding school that I hated. Like I said, my parents had loads of cash but it appeared that all the other toffee nosed prats at that school had even more and I was always made to look inferior. When I said I hated it; that was an understatement.
 
   The fact that I was a mixed race child didn't help either.
 
    
 
      When the time eventually came to leave school I knew what I wanted to do.  Having driven the Range Rover up and down the back lane it was obvious to me that I was a born driver so I wanted a career as a racing driver.
 
   My hopes were soon shattered.   Dad insisted that I entered the family business. Learn it from the bottom and rise to the top quickly with his help I was told many many times.
 
    
 
      I worked in every department and learnt about as much as I could. 
 
   I wasn't happy, though life did have compensations. 
 
   Dad taught me one thing about the business and one thing only.
 
   When in my early days I was put to work in the ladies department,
 
   the old man said 
 
     "Learn how to handle women and you've cracked it."
 
   I did! And it worked.  But it was the hardest lesson that I ever had to learn. 
 
   I was a young man, and without modesty I think that I can say that I was quite good looking. I went out with all the attractive assistants that I could, and after getting my fingers smacked many a time I went out with the unattractive ones as well, age or status was no barrier either. I regarded married ones as more of a challenge. I learnt a lot and enjoyed myself but it seemed that the more that I enjoyed myself the more that I got into trouble.
 
   Some girls thought that going out with the boss's son meant a commitment;   others had the idea that favours to me would be rewarded with concessions at work.
 
    THEY were wrong. 
 
    Most women thought that I was just a philandering rotter. 
 
   THEY were right!
 
   If anyone thought that I used my position to gain an unfair advantage 
 
   THEY were also right.  
 
   The routine continued for quite a few years and indeed I did learn the business from top to bottom, having fun with the women along the way. 
 
   Even when I got married it didn't make much difference. I still played around and life went from one row to the next because I was continually getting found out.
 
    
 
      At the age of twenty eight I was made store manager and moved into the main office. The big problem was that I inherited my father's dolly-bird Tracey as my personal assistant.  She was a terrific looker, petite with her ash-blonde hair styled in a seductive wave over her right eye. She also had the type of  figure that men would leave home for.  
 
   Naturally I tried it on, but Tracey was having none of it.  At first that is. Like I said, I had learnt how to handle women and eventually my persistence paid off.    We started going out together. 
 
   She was passion personified.  For the first time in my life I found out what happiness was, even if it was illicit. Any time, any place, anywhere.
 
    
 
      One day it took us two hours to go to the bank a couple of blocks away,  
 
   and very often we were caught in the stock room together. 
 
   As you may expect, it wasn't long before the old man found out..
 
   He was livid. 
 
   I don't think that he was so bothered about me knocking his bird off, but he was very worried that Lorraine would divorce me and clear off with the grandchildren.  That would break him, because he idolised them both.   
 
   He interfered more and more in the office and there were rows daily.
 
   Life became intolerable at work but Tracey and myself saw each other almost every night. 
 
      As forecast, Lorraine did divorce me and virtually ruined me financially.  Fortunately for the old man she, remained in the area so he still saw the kids.
 
   One day he tried yet again to effect a reconciliation between Lorraine and myself  in front of all the office staff, including Tracey.   I blew my top and said a lot of things that I regretted later, but I was in such a rage.  The old man grabbed me by the throat and almost strangled me. He accused me of being short tempered again. and marched me out of the office and then ordered me out of the building.
 
                        Sacked  and cut off without a penny.
 
   Even worse  he then turned his attention to Tracey. She too was fired, but not before he had told all and sundry many private and personal details.
 
   The truth hurt and she left the building in tears.
 
   I never went back home again and Tracey and myself came to live up here just before Christmas that year.
 
   AND EVEN THAT was a disaster.
 
   Gone was the passion.    Gone was the happiness. 
 
   Trying to adapt to living on a shoestring budget was difficult and sadly it wasn't long before Tracey and I split up.
 
   That really did upset me and I was on the verge of suicide for a long time 
 
   I then spent nearly thirty years moving from one lodging to another. Likewise I drifted from one woman to another often with disastrous consequences.
 
   Fortunately things did look up when I met the missus last year.
 
   Hopefully the future will be better than the past but if I told you any more about the lost thirty years you'd probably cry  
 
   Suffice to say I reckon that I was right when I said that I would change everything in my past life. 
 
    
 
   DON'T YOU?
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Caught.
 
    
 
      I first learned the meaning of loneliness when I left my parents’ delightful black and white thatched cottage in Daisydale and moved to a grotty flat in the city.  Not only had I left all my mates behind, but also a broken romance.  It wasn’t my choice to move, but they closed the railway down and I just couldn’t hack the horrendous traffic jams on the motorway twice every day.
 
    
 
      Actually, I discovered that I wasn’t the only tenant in the flat. Biscuit crumbs and chewed paper soon indicated that I had a furry friend living with me, on a no rent basis, if you know what I mean.
 
   Back home I would simply have got a cat,~~~~ in the city it wasn’t quite so practical. 
 
    
 
      With feeling so lonely, I readily accepted an invite to join the leisure and entertainments committee at Hetheringtons Wire Works.   What they wanted, was my experience in producing concerts, which I had been doing in Daisydale village hall for many years.
 
   I was asked to attend a meeting, to be formally co-opted onto the committee.  When I arrived  at the appointed time, proceedings had  already started and I was shown into an ante-room  to wait.
 
   Sitting on the windowsill, also waiting, was a lady of about my own age.  She certainly wasn’t pretty,  yet in a funny sort of way she seemed attractive. I immediately sensed something odd about her.
 
   She was wearing a ridiculously tight pair of jogging bottoms and a decorative red top, with a wide expanse of bare flesh between the two.  It occurred to me that she was hardly dressed for a meeting. Doubtless, she also thought that my collar and tie with a pin-striped suit was stuffy and over the top, so I suppose the honours were even.  
 
   Her jet black hair looked more like feathers and she had a cute little smile ~~~~but,  she was so cross eyed that it was embarrassing.  I couldn’t tell which eye she was looking at me with.  I averted my gaze to the duffel bag that she had left casually on the floor and noted the name.
 
   Henrietta Winterburn ~~~~~   what a bloody name.
 
   Neither of us spoke as she tried unsuccessfully to waft her cigarette smoke through the louvered window. As she lit a second fag she mumbled
 
      “Don’t mind if I smoke do you?”
 
   I did, but chickened out and lied
 
      “Not at all Henrietta, I don’t mind.
 
      “Hang on.” she said. “I don’t know how you know my name but Henriettta was dropped the day after I was christened. 
 
   It was shortened to Etta but these days most people call me Et.  At least they can’t shorten it any more.”
 
   I had to go one better, saying
 
      “With the name of Reg I didn’t think that mine could go much shorter.  However, in our office all memos are addressed by initials.  When I was made manager my RSW was abbreviated to R and now everybody just calls me R.”
 
   Etta showed her quick wit with the quip
 
      “So you’re R reg then. ~~~~ Just like my moped.”
 
   At that we were called into the meeting and duly co-opted. 
 
   From the way that Etta spoke during the coffee and biscuits interval, it was evident that she had had some theatrical training.
 
   Our joint brief was to take responsibility for the Christmas entertainment at Hetherington’s Social Club. 
 
    
 
      After the meeting Etta nudged me and said 
 
      “That coffee was crap, let’s go into Marios and have a decent cup, then we can talk.
 
   My idea was to organise a concert, like I had done so many times before.
 
   Etta disagreed.
 
   “For the type of audience that we can expect I think that a pantomime would be much more suitable.”
 
   I took her point.
 
      “What do you suggest?” I asked.
 
      “I have produced both Jack and the Beanstalk and Cinderella in the past. Have you a preference?”
 
   I flippantly replied
 
      “Do Dick Whittington then I can borrow his cat to shift a cheeky little mouse out of my flat.”
 
      “Stuff the cat” ~~~~~~~~~
         Etta was a business woman
 
      “I sell mouse-traps. Come down to my place and get a trap. I guarantee that Mickey’s tenancy will be terminated pronto, without the customary weeks notice.”
 
      “OK” I countered.  “Where and what is Your place?”
 
      “Wonderland. Far end of  High Street ~~~Next to the Black Bull”.
 
   I knew the Bull well enough but usually went in in a hurry and came out in a state, so neighbouring property went unnoticed. I decided to walk back with her and during the half mile from Mario’s to her place  I felt the temptation to hold hands with her but then thought better of it.
 
   When we got there I realised that there was absolutely no excuse for failing to see her shop. The large sign above the double fronted building read ~~ 
 
     WINTERBURNS WONDERLAND    
 
            Antiques and Curios 
 
              from Yesteryear.
 
   Impressed, I followed her inside.  She must have sensed my horror 
 
   There were a few antiques of a sort but eighty per-cent of the stock was little more than junk, both new and used.
 
      “You think that the lot should go into a skip don’t you?” she sighed.
 
            Yours truly never answered.
 
      “I only inherited the business from my granddad a few weeks ago,” she told me.  “Give me a few more weeks and I will have mostly antiques and the rest at least saleable second hand stuff.”
 
      “And mouse-traps” I added
 
      “Of course”  she smiled.
 
    
 
   From that day onwards, my loneliness disappeared. Before long, Etta and I were an item, and she moved into the flat with me long before we were married.  The standing joke between us was that she moved in as Mickey the mouse moved out.
 
    
 
      Her business prospered and Etta became well known as an authority on antiques.
 
   When my parents died we let the shop to an estate agent.   It took a lot of thinking about but the thatched cottage was such an ideal setting for what had by then developed into a very high class antiques business.  About the same time I picked up a sizeable redundancy cheque and joined her as porter/ van driver and general help.
 
    
 
      One day Etta was a guest on a very light hearted TV panel game involving antiques.
 
   I sat in the bar of the local pub to watch the programme.  In one round each panel member had to identify an antique from a fuzzy picture. Etta successfully identified her picture as man trap. The conversation then became very flippant as the unattached panelists asked if man-traps were still legal. The suggestion was that each would like one to catch a good man.
 
    
 
   Can you imagine my embarrassment?
 
   My wife casually intervened to say
 
    
 
      “There’s no need for anything so crude.
 
    I caught my husband with a mousetrap.”
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