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Chapter 1


Archie and his Marrows


Archie Brassington is an enigma, or odd as he would have called someone like himself. Not that he knew any.


He relaxed in his deck chair alongside his allotment surveying the surroundings. He loved it here; his peaceful, private retreat where he could escape, accompanied only by his pigeons, whippets, and marrows and of course his beloved mongrel dog, Argos, whilst he pondered on his place in the world. The view across the Carpshire moors never failed to amaze or inspire him; the landscape was rugged, lonely, desolate, yet beautiful. Sometimes in the evening light when the silhouettes of the crags and the distant Pennines met the sky, he almost wept. To Archie, this was paradise on Earth; God’s perfect creation. His dearest wish was to spend the remainder of his days here and to be buried on the moors. He regarded himself as a man bonded to Carpshire’s soil, as a rural sage and philosopher; a man who thought deeply about life and his position in the world. He realised he was a bit odd, but not half as daft or peculiar as his family thought.


Unfortunately, Archie’s opinion of himself was not universally accepted, especially by his family. Often during family conversations, they would recall, with a smirk and a shrug, the mirror which was nailed on the wall of their father’s allotment shed which Archie still used to confirm his good looks. This ritual always brought a smile to his face, a puffing-out of his chest taking a bottle of John Smith ale to celebrate. Archie saw no harm in this subjective self-assessment and could not comprehend why his family and closest friends regarded this behaviour as somewhat out of the ordinary.


Mind you, he mused, it is a well-known fact, proven throughout history, great patriots are not appreciated or understood in their lifetime, as evidenced by such luminaries as Guy Fawkes, Shakespeare, William Wilberforce, Brian Close and Harry Ramsden. With that thought in his head coupled with another self-congratulatory smile, he made his way to take a seat in hole-in-the-earth toilet behind the shed where he did most of his serious thinking. Whilst there, a pigeon on the garden shed cooed, startling Archie from his private reverie. Realising he had run out of toilet paper he said out loud, “Oh well. It’s just as well I brought the Daily Worker with me.” But even at that moment he couldn’t help but wonder why he did not feel contented, happy or fulfilled.


He returned to his deck chair with another beer. At sixty-seven years old, he knew he should be looking forward to these carefree silver years when he could indulge in pursuits he could have only dreamt of during his working life. His ambitions now were simple: nothing beyond his station, nothing out of reach or pie in the sky. He was, as he saw it, a proud Carpshireman to the core; not the stereotypical, flat cap, Andy Capp character who led his wife a merry dance, but instead a caring, thinking, rational and patriotic person who enjoyed the simple things of life; his whippets, racing pigeons, county brewed ale, cricket and dominoes. He knew he was perceived by many as being eccentric, which, if he was honest, he encouraged. He enjoyed the reputation, the notoriety and the freedom to say and do what he wanted, particularly if it caused a degree of friction, offence or prompted an angry reaction. And nothing was going to change him.


He had lived all his life in Crankies Bottom, a rural Carpshire village oddly twinned with an equally rural village in France, Petit Brest, which Archie thought was not the most appropriate choice considering the size of most of the local women he had become acquainted with over the years.


But Archie was no fool; he read widely, thought deeply and enjoyed art in the form of pictures, albeit from the more risqué literature which found its way into his hands. As he basked in his surroundings and the more he pondered about his state of mind, the more confused and unsettled he became. In the distance he could see the copse where he had one of his first sexual experiences up against a tree. He could see the slag heaps which reminded him of the toil and sweat of generations past, and of the village where he had lived, man and boy. He had never had a desire to move away; he loved Crankies Bottom and he loved Carpshire, God’s chosen county. The allotment was his sanctuary; a place to think, relax, unwind and rewind. The silence was deafening and he loved it. It was also where Archie could have a pee in private whenever he wanted and reflect that this action was the secret that the gardeners of the village would give their back teeth to discover.


With that he stood up, took a few steps, leaned on his spade, unsheathed himself and urinated on his beloved marrows. This was his secret; he was certain that his urine contained the ingredient that enabled him to win the annual Best Vegetable of the Year competition with monotonous regularity. He looked around furtively in case anyone was watching; his rivals were convinced he used foreign manure i.e. horse shit from Strawdock Park across the Pennines. His manhood and ensuing flow was all he needed to win. If only they knew, he smiled deeply and with immense satisfaction as he returned his member to the comfort of his Y-fronts. As he looked down at his member, he smiled ruefully that it had gone from being a water spout to a deadly, unguided missile with an inbuilt homing device and was now in danger of going back to being a water spout.


Having refreshed his marrows, he folded up his chair, replaced it in the shed and held his usual one-way conversation with his pigeons. Speaking deferentially, as always, he told them he loved them more than anything else. Not true, of course, but last year he had read an article, written by an Olympian, Herb Elliott, about motivation so Archie embarked on a regime to make his pigeons fly longer and his whippets run faster. He followed the recommendations to the letter. He blamed himself for not learning pigeon English or giving his whippets a doggie bag as a reward after each session. Conversations concluded, he retired to his private library at the back of the shed to browse his treasured book and magazine collection. He loved Greek literature—Plato, Homer and Euripides—but loved modern literature more – Playboy and Tit Bits especially. His reading was accompanied by the ever-watchful eye of a very scantily dressed Brigitte Bardot peering at him from a full-size poster pinned to the wall. Sadly, Crankies Bottom did not have a picture house where he would have been able to watch Brigette in motion, particularly in …And God Created Woman, although he realised that it would be both enjoyable and a health risk. He valued his eyesight too much!


Archie had been coming to the allotment for over sixty years. His father before him had hewn it out of the moors. Years later the council claimed it as theirs, charging 4d per week and then tried to back date the charges. Archie’s dad blamed the local Tories because he had set fire to their council float during the annual carnival the previous year as it was passing the mayor’s official residence. But their act of revenge was something that could not be forgotten or forgiven. It was his father who taught him about the relationship between marrows and urine, how to home pigeons, race whippets and the complexities of Greek philosophy and of literature. A few years after his death, Archie realised his dad’s great encyclopaedic knowledge about the classical world solely came from the potted versions in the Reader’s Digest. What a bull-shitter, what a conman, what a great bloke, thought Archie. After all this time, Archie still missed him.


Leaning on the table with a copy of Playboy open in front of him, Archie recalled one of the most exciting episodes in his life. He still clearly recalled that in 1917 at the age of sixteen, on a visit to Trotterstown, a young lass, Deidre, flashed her clogs at him and invited him to join her behind a tripe and onion stall in the market square to explore other parts of her anatomy. This encounter had left a lasting impression and confirmed that Carpshire was the county of milk and honey. Archie had returned to Trottertown on several occasions in an attempt to rekindle that afternoon, without success. In his opinion life had not been kind; he had ended up with Thelma, who rarely invited him to explore anything. With this thought, he began to understand the source of his frustration and his feelings of depression; mentally, sexually, and emotionally he was underperforming. He needed stimulation, excitement, a break from routine, a fresh start. “In my youth”, he reasoned, “My body was a temple, now it’s a garden shed.” When he looked at his wife, Thelma, now over sixty years old, he could hardly raise a smile, let alone anything else. What a waste – all that imagination, vigour and desire going to pot. “Although three score years and seven have passed, surely I am young enough at heart to possess the energy to enjoy my remaining years?” he thought. Relief overcame him, and a wry smile made his lips quiver briefly, excitement and thoughts of the possibility of a meaningful, happy and fulfilled future engulfed him. So why was he feeling so unfilled and melancholic? With these contradictions in his head, he returned his gaze to the moors.


Best if I keep all these thoughts to myself, especially from Thelma and the kids, thought Archie. Since his retirement as an Assistant Curator at the local museum after years down the pit, Archie realised that he was causing his family even more concern than usual. Their faces and reactions could not disguise their feelings and emotions towards him; their intolerance, indifference, amusement and occasional contempt only heightened his resolve to continue the role of a befuddled, slightly eccentric sexagenarian with a few fillings sort of a sandwich. He was aware that his idiosyncrasies had become more pronounced, his mutterings more obtuse and his behaviour more unpredictable. If my nearest and dearest believe I have a boxful of screws loose, it could work to my advantage, he mused, and with that thought firmly entrenched in his mind began to wander further.


In addition to understanding the benefits of planning, working at the museum had taught Archie some other important lessons, notably how to make dead things come alive. This was especially true when Janet Crowthorne, the curator’s secretary, bent over and apparently unwittingly flashed her thighs or when she completed her deep breathing exercises, something she did without fail every morning in full view of Archie at his desk. Watching the heaving of Janet’s ample chest was an invigorating start to the day; it sent tremors throughout his body particularly the more sensitive nether regions. Janet was the only thing Archie had missed since his retirement. Often, he would look at the historic artefacts and be reminded of Thelma; they and she were all past their best and as far as he was concerned, their main usefulness effectively long gone.


Initially, he enjoyed the work at the museum – with his boss, Miss Anne Teak, a name which he regarded as both appropriate and amusing. They were the guardians of Crankies Bottom’s cultural heritage – local history, artwork, collectables and items of scientific interest. To Archie, working in the museum was simply a job; he was not particularly interested in local history and it was beyond him why people would want to gawp at chamber pots, obsolete agricultural equipment, vases from a by-gone age, faded robes of noblemen, the even more faded attire of the working man or the miserable looking portraits of aristocratic dickheads that adorned the walls. He always imagined them as the perfect props for a Boris Karloff film, not interesting evidence of a by-gone age. To while away the hours, when not trying to make the place come alive for bubbly, exuberant and chatty primary school children or their less than interested secondary school cousins, he could be found hanging collections of old pictures or writing notices that no-one read. Whilst doing his duties, Archie would often allow his imagination to run riot. He would imagine that the faces on the pictures would move, shouting obscenities at each other or making lewd suggestions to the female statues, the chamber pots became flying WW1 German bi-planes dropping their payload on an unsuspecting population, bed-warmers would be lovingly prepared by lechers looking forward to a night of debauchery in the sack, and dilettantes would be dressed in their finery as they prepared for their clandestine encounters. Although he considered himself broadminded, the idea of two men in a relationship was a step too far; his hackles rose as he thought of ‘gays’, a new word which had only recently entered the English language, although, apparently, quite common in government circles.


But recently, more than ever, Archie had regularly reflected on his life, his work and what he had achieved during the past sixty-seven years. “What is my legacy? Why was I put on this earth? Is it too late to leave my mark?”







Chapter 2


The Family


Archie had been married to Thelma for forty-three years. They had first met underground in the local colliery when Thelma was on a school trip to learn how coal was used to generate electricity and as a fuel in the steel and cement industries. Archie, in his final year of National Coal Board apprenticeship was attending, with other Coal Board employees, a health and safety lecture in room six hundred feet below the surface. Thelma, one of twelve schoolgirls in attendance plus Miss Cinders, their science teacher, listened attentively but fidgeted nervously; it was her first subterranean visit. Thelma vowed it would be her last. The thought of the all those rocks above her head made her feel dizzy and anxious; a feeling lessened slightly when she noticed a tall, handsome young man staring at her. He was wearing a miner’s helmet with a light attached, a short-sleeved shirt with fluorescent strips around his chest, trousers tied tight at the knee with string and heavy hobnailed boots with reinforced toecaps. Her heart skipped a beat as his helmet’s light beamed on her face and then circled around her body, searching. Embarrassed and disconcerted, Thelma turned away from the inquisitive beam; inwardly she enjoyed the attention and thought she liked what she saw in the young man. Her classmates, aware of the light show, giggled; Miss Cinders remained blissfully ignorant.


At the end of the lecture, the audience were invited to ask questions as the Coal Board employees moved closer to the audience. The question and answer part of the afternoon was ignored by Archie and Thelma; more exciting possibilities by now interested them both. Viewed by friends and colleagues as confident with a ‘bit of a lad’ attitude, Archie felt ill at ease with girls; he became awkward and tongue tied. But he was desperate to attract the attention of the uniformed schoolgirl with the shy demeanour and impish smile. When unsure or indecisive, Archie always thought about his father’s invaluable advice; words are but a tool, if they fail try something you are good at.


On Christmas Day, at the age of fourteen, the Brassington’s had discovered a rare skill in their midst. At the end of the Queen’s speech, the family stood gathered around the radio, as always to sing the National Anthem. During the second verse Archie’s bowels rumbled and he began to emit a noisy and noxious wind. Unable to stop it and to reduce the embarrassment he continued keeping, as much as possible, the seemingly uncontrollable noise in tune. The family’s initial disgust was quickly followed by back slapping and a recognition that their boy had a talent; he could fart a very recognisable God Save the Queen. Archie was elated; he was unique, he was special, he was good at something! He was a musical flatulator. In the months that followed, he practised regularly until his repertoire had increased fourfold. He became a proper performer.


Now, taking his father’s advice, he relaxed his bowels as he had learnt, took a deep breath and began to emit a rendition of It’s a long way to Tipperary, a simple Irish melody with romantic overtones. He hoped his bowel bending musicality would impress, forgetting everyone within smelling distance would also be privy to his performance. The results were disappointing; no-one recognised the tune. No-one was impressed by his anal gymnastics; accusations of rudeness, vulgarity, causing a stink and letting the NCB down were instant. The only positive was the wry smile he noticed on the face of young girl who had caught his fancy as they returned to the surface. He hoped they would meet again.


On the return journey to school, Thelma could not erase the image of the helmet-clad pit lad from her mind. She recalled, in hazy detail, his facial features; the blue sparky eyes, a proboscis that protruded a little too far, and a mischievous smile. Despite the hardship experienced by mining communities and the heavy physical demands placed daily on the miners this young man oozed confidence and fun. Very different from the other boys encountered in the village or at school who appeared, in comparison, immature, uninteresting and dull. Her friends ribbed her mercilessly; the attraction of a flatulating miner was beyond their comprehension. What future could he offer? A versatile backside, the ability to clear a room at thirty paces and a laundry basket full of grubby underwear? Jokes were abounded: was his favourite book The Wind in the Willows, and favourite film Gone with the Wind? Was his favourite bird the pigeon because it crapped everywhere and often? One of the older girls whispered, “I would love to see his other helmet.”


Thelma took the taunts in good spirit as the chances of their meeting again, she assumed, were remote. Archie was disappointed as he left the colliery; his Irish folk ballad rendition had been a disaster. He was informed by his supervisor that stink bombs of any shape or form were not permitted in mines. Archie explained that it was caused by an involuntary bowel emission. The supervisor was having none of it as the emission of gases of any kind was a serious fire and health hazard plus he had noted that Archie had been staring at one of the schoolgirls. Employees were expected to act in a dignified manner and communication, of any sort, with the public, was not allowed during working hours. He had let himself down; he should have excused himself and done his business away from the public gaze, he was told. Archie nodded in agreement rather than admitting that his wind bellowing was his mating call. Not an explanation he thought his employer would condone or understand.


Archie was a firm believer in fate; a belief reinforced when he bumped into the young girl, who he discovered was called Thelma Armitt, a few days later in the local park. He was taking the family dog for a walk and she was returning home with a fish supper for the family. There was an initial awkwardness as they spotted each other with shy smiles and embarrassment. Quite quickly they both relaxed enough to be able to have a stilted conversation.


“What are you doing here?” asked Archie.


“I live not far from here, just around the corner. What about you?”


“I live just up the road. I’m taking the dog for a walk.”


“I guessed that. We’ve got cod, chips, mushy peas and pickled eggs for our tea.”


“Smells good. We’ve got tripe and onions, again.”


Archie thought he might boast and tell her that he reckoned he could identify the breed of cow by the smell of any tripe but didn’t want to show off at a first meeting. He was pleased they hadn’t met the day before when they had had RK—road kill—pie for their supper. He didn’t want her to know how hard up they were – yet.


“I remember you from the pit the other day.” said the blushing Thelma.


“Aye, and I remember you,” said Archie, trying hard not to pant.


And so it continued. Both wanting to talk but both finding it difficult, neither having had a long conversation with a stranger of the opposite sex before. At the end of this first difficult but ultimately successful conversation, they agreed to meet up in the park the following day. Over the coming weeks and months Archie eventually wore down her shyness, her innate resistance and that of her family and they soon became betrothed and then married.


Originally, Thelma regarded Archie as a good catch; now, almost half a century later, she was not so sure. They still cared for each other, but, emotionally and sexually, they had drifted apart. Over the years they had developed different interests, mutually exclusive friendships and had allowed their feelings to stagnate, especially since three of their four children had now flown the nest. Both were liked in the village, especially Thelma; she was community spirited and would offer to carry any baby, pet or pot plant for anyone she met. Archie preferred a small group of close friends who would meet in the pub most days to discuss the seemingly only important things in life – women, beer, pigeons, whippets, cricket and rugby league. Thelma’s other claim to fame, or stupidity depending on your point of view, was her refusal, as a point of principle, to accept the Children’s Allowance.


“Why cut off your nose to spite your face,” remarked Mrs. Jones, a mother of twelve, to which Thelma would reply:


“You can’t go through life and not give back, you know, make a contribution.”


Like many villagers Archie did not understand the context of this ‘contribution’ but did not have the energy to argue. The Brassington family were, as were all the village, staunch socialists without really understanding the philosophy at anything more than a superficial level.


Archie and Thelma had four children. Sybil was the eldest. She was tall and willowy, unlike either of her parents. Sybil was devoted to her mother and had little time for her father, although she couldn’t really remember why. His only legacy as far as she was concerned was their shared love for Carpshire. She was unmarried but in some sort of an occasional relationship (‘boyfriend’ would be too strong a word) with Jeremy, an out of work blacksmith who refused to retrain as he fervently believed that the pollution caused by the “bloody motor car” would eventually see a resurgence in the popularity of the horse. Jeremy was a typical village boy: strong, stocky and quite good looking with good muscles but without too much between the ears. His dad had died down the pit, so his mother was adamant that he was not going down there. After his unpaid training as an apprentice blacksmith, he was not given a job as he had expected as there was less and less work. He just about eked a living by helping out wherever he could. He was always busy in the spring with the lambing and again in the summer harvesting season, but less so in the long and cold winters.


Sybil was not that interested in the sort of men she generally met in the village although she had had her moments. Occasionally she would reflect on the very cold New Year’s Eve when she lost her virginity, aged 22, to a potholer in his sleeping bag in the back of his mini-van. The thought of their cold but gyrating bodies in the confined space often brought a smile to her face; sexual gymnastics were history as her body had developed a stiffness through a lack of usage. Privately she wondered if she should join a yoga class. Although Sybil was fairly contented, she had an underlying need of more from life. She lived at home, worked in the village bakery, which she loved, but, again privately, she wished she would, one day, also have a bun in the oven. One of her father’s favourite jokes – which she hated.


Next was Bridget who was built like the proverbial brick shit house being short and stout. She would have regarded this description as a compliment; better to be noticed than ignored, she would have said. Mind you she did not appreciate any type of critical comments about herself or her family. Anyone brave enough to do that would get a right mouthful, and no one ever did it twice. Known to everyone as Bridge, she was married to Wally Pratt and had four children all of who were doing surprisingly well at a variety of different things. She sometimes wondered if the only original attraction with Wally had been that he had the same name as her favourite uncle.
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