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OFTEN HAVE YOU HEARD THIS TOLD

MANY A MAN HIS LIFE HAS SOLD

GILDED TOMBS DO WORMS ENFOLD

HAD YOU BEEN AS WISE AS BOLD

FARE YOU WELL, YOUR DEATH IS COLD
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‘Same line and another three feet,’ called PK to Don. 

I was playing bowls, crown green bowls that is; not that sissy stuff, flat green bowls, as played by southern softies, but crown green, as played by real men. (And, er, some women.)

First match of the season. With the thrill of a new season in a new league (we were promoted last season from 4th to 3rd Div.), all the battles, all the tension, matches to be won or sometimes lost, I should have felt great but I didn’t. I felt fucking miserable. This was supposed to be a summer game but it was bleeding cold and wet, with dark clouds hanging very low. Rain had been pissing down all day. It had now slowed to a steady drizzle; it wasn’t raining enough to call the game off but enough to make anyone playing quite wet.

I’d just come off having lost my game 19/21. I was 19/15 up, cruising to a win with a wood no more than a couple of inches from the jack, my second wood less than a foot away, game shot. The bastard fired with his second wood and somehow removed both my woods from the head. This left him with his first wood on. He then went very long; I could not get the length right and he went on to win.

We shook hands as is customary and he offered to buy me a pint, which is also customary. As a consolation for the loser, the winner buys the drinks. The etiquette is to buy them one back after the match in the clubhouse where we have sandwiches, nibbles and a chat about the match along with other subjects that blokes talk about when out together drinking. The way I felt at that moment was Fuck the etiquette, (I’m a bad loser me). You never know though, we could win the match, so by the time we get back to the clubhouse, I’ll be in a better frame of mind.

As usual, there was great difficulty getting a team together for the first match. The bowls section secretary put a sheet up on the club noticeboard requesting interested parties to sign up for the forthcoming season. Always a waste of time, it only ever gets three or four names, occasionally it might get five or six. This season it got eight but several of them were fictitious, such as Joe Bollocks, Isaac Hunt, etc. The club’s full of smart twats.

My name was on the list, along with that of Ron Mitchell, put there by Vic Davies. We are three mates of more years than I care to remember. We’d played football together as youths and have remained friends ever since, over 30 years to be honest. Along with our wives, who get on well with each other, we socialise several times most weeks. Our kids, who are grown up now, know each other and get on quite well. Over the years we have had holidays together and the three families can be regarded as being quite close.

The AGM of the bowls section took place a week last Tuesday. The meeting was called to order by the chairman of the bowls section, Pete Kenyon, who along with vice-chairman Bill Anderson and bowls secretary Joan Hutton organise the bowls section. I was there with Ron. Also there were Brian, Mark, Don, Harry and Fred. A grand total of 10, which is about average for the AGM; that’s a bit of a surprise considering everyone who attends gets a free pint. You’d think the room would be packed to the rafters knowing what our bowlers are for drinking. 

After going through the regular rigmarole of a meeting, minutes, balance sheets and such, as it’s all done very professionally, we came to the next item on the agenda: election of team captains. I say captains (plural) as the club has teams in four different leagues. Monday evening, Thursday evening, Saturday afternoon and Sunday morning.

Saturday, Sunday and Monday team captain selection was a formality with the last season’s captains remaining in post.

Before the election of a Thursday captain, Joan read out a letter she had received from Haakon, last season’s Thursday captain. The letter stated that although he intended to bowl on Thursdays, he had a few problems at home and wished to be relieved of the captaincy for at least a month.

This was very much a surprise to me because I work with Haakon or Dutch as he is universally known. Me and Dutch are the plant maintenance men of the local Public Transport Department. We are responsible for repair and maintenance of all company buildings, garage machines and equipment. He is a carpenter by trade and is responsible mainly for the buildings such as the roof, drains and doors, while I am an electrician and look after the services, electric, gas and water. We work very much as a team, assisting each other on most projects.

Dutch is so-called because his real name is Haakon Van De Enks. He’s not really Dutch being born and bred just south of Birmingham. His parents were Dutch they had come to England in the late thirties looking for work. The main reason was to get away from the trouble brewing in Europe at that time. I believe his dad got work at a large power station.

He had not said anything to me about not being at the meeting or of any problems at home. On reflection, I had not seen much of him that day. It was the Tuesday following Easter. We had both worked on Good Friday. Dutch had let it be known he wouldn’t be available for the rest of the weekend; he intended to visit his mother who lived in Banbury and was celebrating a birthday.

He apparently arrived quite early that morning, had all his equipment loaded on a flat truck ready for tiling in the paint shop toilets by the time I got to work. I had said, ‘Morning, had a good weekend?’

‘Not really,’ he had replied, and went off to get on with his work. I spent the day in the traffic office rearranging the lighting. During lunchtime he went into town on some sort of business. The result of this was very little contact between us, bit unusual, but not unknown. 

For the very tenuous reason that I work with Dutch, Brian proposed that I should be stand-in captain. This immediately received a second. When I raised the issue of my not wanting to be captain, it was argued by Brian that it was only for a few weeks, and I worked with Dutch, saw him daily, could keep him informed of all situations till he was ready to resume as captain. My response was ‘Bollocks’ (very articulate, me). I knew once landed with the role, I would be stuck with it. After some good-humoured debate, I accepted the nomination on the understanding I would get help from Ron, with no arguing from the rest of the team regarding my team selections.

So here I am, as I said, wet, cold and miserable, captain of my first match having lost my game. Am I the lucky one? Mind, it now looked like we could win. Apart from me losing, Kevin lost quite heavily at 8/21. The other two of the first four, Don and Joan, both won well 21/13 and 21/14. The second four were on, all doing well, Ron was going along nicely, leading 19/4. The other three were holding good leads. Maybe a result after all.

With the business of the AGM complete, we adjourned to the club’s lounge. The main topic of conversation was Dutch and his problem. The consensus of opinion was Karen (his wife) had caught him with his trousers down and was giving him hell. I personally did not consider this to be the case; if it had been through hanky-panky, he would have just come out and told me. We’d have had a good laugh, as we had with past misdemeanours and got on with it. 

The guys at the club knew Karen and how sensual she was. Karen was a tallish fit, well turned out woman of 42 but could pass for 10 years younger. She was about 5`8” with a square-shouldered upright stance, a shapely body with big tits, nice arse and long slender legs, which she liked to show. She also had a lot of long reddish-brown wavy hair. To go with all this, she possessed a pleasant, outgoing way about her.

She had chatted and flirted with the guys at last year’s club sports presentation dinner, much to the delight of them all. Dutch had looked on with much amusement of his own.

Dutch himself was a big powerful bloke standing six foot four and weighing around 16 or 17 stone with not much fat, as befits a man who’s been in the building trade all his working life.

He was powerful and strong, both physically and mentally, he had an assertive manner if required, but for all that he was a pleasant easy going nice to know type of guy. That’s why he was team captain. He was also a charmer and did very well with the ladies.

Karen was his second wife. His first marriage had been when he was quite young, probably too young. Four kids, all in quick succession, as is often the case when people marry too young (can’t leave it alone, see). He had worked hard and supported the family for 15 years or so but his wandering eye and love of the ladies became too much, and the marriage broke up.

The last games are almost complete. All the second four won, the last two, Mark and Vic, were going to win well. The match was won. 

Ron, who was keeping track of the score, said we were likely to win by 40 or so. The rain had stopped but it had gone a lot colder. The night had drawn in so much we were struggling to finish the match as we had no floodlights around our green.

I feel a lot better now. My first win as captain, I think I will buy my opponent a drink after all. 

Dutch had not put in a show at our first game. I had not expected him to as I had heard about his so-called few problems at home.

The morning after the AGM, I got to work at about my usual time, put the kettle on and made tea. Normally, Dutch would have arrived somewhat before me and have it ready by the time I turned up, but not this morning. It was just about 8 o’clock, our normal start time, when Dutch came in. I was going through the report sheets for the day and called out, ‘There’s tea in the pot.’ 

I then said, that note at the A.G.M. was a bit of a shock.

At this, I looked up; ‘Fuck me, Dutch. What’s going on?’ He looked very out of sorts, miserable and I suppose a bit shabby. ‘Haven’t you been to bed? You look shagged out. Sit down. I’ll get the tea.’

He hung his coat in his locker and sat at the small table we use for lunch breaks. I passed him the tea and sat down. ‘Thanks,’ he said, ‘I need this.’

‘I was surprised by your note last night. You didn’t say anything yesterday.’ 

He sat there looking down at the floor. ‘No,’ was all he said. 

After a moment I asked, ‘Do you want to talk about it?’

‘Not really,’ he replied. 

‘It sometimes helps. Has she kicked you out? I assume it’s about Karen.’ 

There was a long pause. ‘Yeah,’ he said, ‘it’s something like that.’ Another pause. ‘I’ve got rid of her.’

‘What! You’ve thrown Karen out? I don’t believe you’d do that.’

He just sat there for a while, then he seemed to just blurt out, ‘She’s fucked off with some cunt of a bloke.’ Then after a few seconds, ‘Why? Why would she do this to me, the fucking bitch.’

I didn’t think it would help the situation to point out the times he had played away. ‘I really did love her, you know,’ he said. 

‘Yes, I realise that. I’m very sorry, mate. I don’t know what to say,’ I replied.

We sat there for a number minutes in silence, he then pulled from his back pocket a piece of paper. He asked, ‘Could you do me a favour? She left this note. Could you get a couple of copies for me from the office photocopy machine? I can’t face going in there.’ He added, ‘Her family are going to need to know what has happened.’

‘Sure,’ I said. ‘Is it OK for me to read it?’

‘I suppose in the circumstance, you should,’ he replied. ‘But don’t show it or let on to anybody else.’ 

‘You can count on me, mate. It’s your business,’ I said.

On my way over to the office, I read the note. It was a single, handwritten sheet, which simply stated:

Dutch,

Sorry about this. We had some good times but it’s time to move on. Don’t try to find me as I’m with someone else. You don’t know him. I couldn’t help it, it just happened. Look after yourself.

Goodbye.

Karen.

When I returned with the copies, Dutch had his coat on. I told him, ‘I’ve done four. Will that be OK? I’ve put them in this envelope for you.’

‘Thanks, that’s fine,’ he said, and put it in the inside pocket of his coat. He noticed me looking at his coat and said, ‘I can’t deal with this, I’m going home.’ 

‘Wouldn’t you be better with people around you to take your mind off your problems?’ I suggested. 

‘No,’ he said. ‘I need to be on my own for a while. Could you explain to the manager without going into too much detail, this is going to take some time.’ 

‘Yeah, OK. I’ll tell him you have some domestic problems to deal with.’ 

‘Good. That’ll be fine,’ said Dutch. ‘I might book some holiday or go on the box. I’ll be in touch and let you know.’ 

As he was leaving, I said, ‘I’ll give you a ring in a couple of days and we’ll go for a drink.’ 

‘No! Wait till I contact you. Please.’ Then he was gone.
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Easter had been early this year, Good Friday falling on April 2nd. Since then, quite a lot seems to have happened. The AGM on Tuesday 6th, Dutch and his situation on Wednesday. Coping the rest of the week at work on my own. So, by Friday evening, I was looking forward to a quiet drink at the club.

Along with my wife, we were meeting up with Ron and Vic and their other halves in the lounge at the club. A regular arrangement for a Friday night. They were already there when we arrived. Vic said, ‘My round; what you having?’

‘The usual for me. What’s yours, Doreen?’ I asked. 

‘Could I have a white wine, please?’ 

Vic went to the bar. Ron put in with, ‘Evening, Captain.’ 

‘Don’t you start,’ I said light-heartedly. 

‘Oh, you’ve been voted in as captain, haven’t you?’ said Ron’s wife, Eileen. 

‘Press-ganged rather than voted,’ was my reply.

We settled down in our usual seating formation, the ladies along one side of the small seating bay, with us blokes on the other with a table between. This allowed for separate conversations. No way were we going to be sucked into their conversations about kids, grandkids and shopping.

Ron asked about Dutch and his so-called problems. I said, ‘He’s gone off work, on the sick, I think.’ 

‘Any idea what’s going on?’ asked Vic. 

‘I think it’s about Karen, but more than that I don’t know,’ was all I said. 

‘Yes, she’s caught him out,’ said Vic. ‘It was only a matter time.’

Ron’s said, ‘If she was living with me, I don’t think I would be out of bed much, let alone chasing around after anything else.’ 

‘Yes, but you are a dirty old man,’ came the reply. We all had a good laugh. I thought of Dutch and what he was really going through, but said nothing. 

Ron pointed out, ‘Our first game is next Thursday. Have you got a team sorted yet?’

‘Good point,’ I said. ‘Get the round in while I go in the bar room and get the list of guys who are interested in playing Thursdays.’

We all settled down again with drinks replenished. Looking at the list, I said, ‘Bugger me, this is disappointing. Only five genuine names. The three of us plus Joan Hutton and Pete Kenyon.’

Ron asked Eileen if she had a pen and paper in her handbag. ‘She’s always carrying stuff like that around,’ he stated. 

Eileen, reliable as ever, produced said pen and paper. ‘Right, let’s have a few names from last season’s team, see if we can sort something out.’ Ron had taken control.

Great, I thought, if he keeps this up, being captain will be a doddle.

The names put forward started with Brian Holmes, Don Steel, Sam Marshall, Will Earl, Markey Mason. I said, ‘Well, that’s 10. We are going to need another three or four at least. That’s assuming these five are going to play this season. If we can put forward a few more, I’ll get around them during the next day or two and confirm their availability. Kevin Sargent,’ I suggested, ‘he was a regular last year.’ 

Vic pointed out that Dutch would be back soon. I thought, Yes, maybe. 

Vic then came up with Harry and Fred. Ron said, ‘Worth a try, but they are both working shifts now and will only be available at weekends.’

Ron went on, ‘What about that Dave who came out of nowhere last season, he played quite well.’ 

‘Dave Boucher,’ I put in, and asked if he had been seen lately. 

Vic said, ‘Haven’t you heard? It was in Tuesday’s Star, he was some sort of manager at the Midland Bank in Aldridge and had took off with a shedload of money. The story has been on the Midland News a couple of times.’ 

‘I’ve seen that story. Was that him?’ said Ron. ‘He’s probably in police custody by now. He always was a flash git anyway. A real obnoxious piece of shit, that bloke.

‘Don’t hold back, Ron; say what you think,’ I said. We all had a good laugh at that. No need to add him to the list then. 

Vic then came up with Paul Lee and his son Liam. Ron added these to the list. I said, ‘That will do for now. I’ll get the drinks in.’ Before I left the club, I spoke with Pete and Will to confirm their availability.

Joan, who is captain of the Monday Night team, also accepted the offer. She countered by asking if I could play for her on Monday in the League Cup. 

I said, ‘This Monday the 12th?’

‘Yes, it’s five home and five away, and I need a couple more players at Chase Town. I thought you and Vic could cover it.’

I said I wasn’t sure I was going to be playing regular Mondays, but I could cover this Monday and thought Vic would also be OK. 

On the way home, I asked Doreen, ‘Anything interesting come up tonight?’ 

‘No, not really, it was mostly about Dutch. Chris (Vic’s wife) had said she was hoping Karen had thrown him out; he was always chatting up women even if Karen was there. She had gone on to say, “I know he’s a pleasant, friendly chap but he always looks smug and so pleased with himself. He’s had it coming for a long while.”’

‘He obviously didn’t make a play for her then,’ I said. ‘What was your response?’ I asked. 

‘I just said I’m not sure it’s like that, it could be quite a different problem. Eileen had enquired if you had said anything. I told them you didn’t know any more than was already known.’

***

Saturday morning, I was at work till about 1.30pm. After work I went to the club. I had a drink and had a chat with Fred and Harry (they always seem to be together). Both were expecting to play weekends but wouldn’t be able to play on week-nights. I next spoke with Markey, who said he would be playing.

On Sunday, I didn’t work. Doreen and I went to visit our son, daughter-in-law and our six-year-old grandson, Daniel, the light of our lives. They live in Oxfordshire. We took our grandson to the local park and had an extremely pleasant day.

Back at work on Monday. No one had heard from Dutch. It had been less than a week so I wasn’t really expecting any contact yet. Early that afternoon I was called to the office and informed a box note had been received from Dutch stating he was suffering with nervous exhaustion. I thought, That’s one way of putting it.

That evening, I played for Joan’s team. I won what was a very close game. After the match, Vic chose not to return to our club. I and the other three players did return. Joan was delighted, the away five had won by 12 shots and the home five had all won. We were through to the next round. I spoke with a few more of the guys, and put a team sheet on the club noticeboard ready for Thursday’s match.

Which brings you all bang up to date to where I started.
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After our first Thursday match, I did buy my opponent a drink and stood talking with him. He was going on about his win, saying when he fired, he was actually going for the jack, trying to push it through to his first wood. He said he thought he had failed. I thought, You’re boring the bollocks off me, mate. I actually said, ‘Yes, well played. It was a very enjoyable game.’ And thought, Now fuck off. (Still a bad loser, me.)

When the visiting team had departed, our team carried on drinking and generally taking the piss out of each other. Mainly me, for losing as captain. ‘Hurry back, Dutch,’ was the regular line. Kevin as worst loser also took some stick. It was all good-humoured fun, we had won our first match. Nobody was going to get upset. At the end of the evening, I confirmed with Ron and Vic I’d see them tomorrow, called out to all the team, ‘Well done, everybody. Keep this going and we could get another promotion. Goodnight.’ 

I was late finishing work on Friday, having had a fair number of problems to deal with at work on my own. When I arrived home, I only had a light meal, I then had a shower and lay on the bed to relax.

I must have dozed off. Next thing I know, Doreen is saying, ‘What time are we going out?’

I asked, ‘What time is it now?’ 

She said, ‘Eight o’clock.’ 

I was feeling a bit groggy having been disturbed from my nap, so I said, ‘Do you really want to go out tonight? I could do with a night in.’

Doreen, with a raised voice, started to give me earache about me not being too tired on Monday to play bowls, or Thursday, only tonight when it’s her night out. Blah, blah, blah.

I thought, Fuck me, what’s a bloke got to do to get some peace? Anyway, by then I was fully awake. I said, ‘OK, OK, just give me 10 minutes.’

We arrived at the club not many minutes later than normal. Comments were still made. Like, ‘Thought you weren’t coming after losing last night.’ 

Doreen jumps in with, ‘Oh, did he lose last night? He didn’t say. Is that the real reason you wanted to stop in then?’ They all had a good laugh. 

‘Yes,’ I said, ‘very droll, get the drinks in.’ 

Ron fetched the drinks, Chris asked if I’d heard anything about Dutch. ‘Yes, he’s gone on the box with nervous exhaustion,’ I replied. 

‘Ah, him with nervous exhaustion? I don’t believe that,’ was her comment. 

‘That’s what it said on the note.’

Vic suggested a game of snooker, and Ron and myself were up for that. Just at that moment, Dennis and his wife, June, came in. Dennis was a friend of many, many years, a regular member of the Friday night group. Although not every week, and he is not a member of the bowls team; at only nine months older than me, he claims to be too young for bowls. (Cheeky sod.)

June settled down with the other girls, and we four blokes went to the snooker room. We tossed for partners, Dennis with me to play Vic and Ron. 

After about 10 minutes or so, Pete came into the room. ‘Hi,’ he said, ‘just the mob I’ve been looking for.’

‘PK. How’s it hanging?’ answered Vic. 

He’s known as PK all over the club. He likes it. I think it makes him feel important to be known by his initials. He was voted in as club chairman 18 months ago. I personally think when they nicknamed him PK, they forgot the middle RIC. However, he does put in a lot of time for the club and all the activities in and around the place.

I was in the middle of my best break ever. The most I’d potted in sequence before was three balls. This time I had potted red, brown, red, blue, red and blue again with another red. ‘Hang on a bit,’ I said, ‘I’m in the middle of a superb break here and playing like Ronnie O’Sullivan.’ I took my shot at the pink and missed. ‘Fuck it. Thanks, PK, you’ve played a blinder as usual, you prat. What can we do for you, now you’ve stopped play?’

‘Bollocks.’ he said, ‘you’ve never been any good.’ There was plenty of laughter along with banter.

He said, ‘I’m thinking of getting up a trip to Blackpool for the Waterloo in September. Can I count you in?’ 

Vic said, ‘Hold it right there while I get the drinks in.’ 

While Vic was out, Ron asked, ‘Is it just for blokes?’

‘Yes,’ said PK.’ We always took a coachload years ago, but haven’t done for the last few years, so I thought it’s time we did.’ 

‘Count me in,’ I said, ‘but it looks like Ron’s got to ask Eileen’s permission.’ 

‘No, I haven’t. I was just thinking if it’s loaded with women, how many blokes do you need?’

‘Yes, we believe you, Ron, if that’s what you say,’ put in Dennis. 

‘Bollocks,’ was Ron’s reply. 

Vic returned with the drinks. ‘We’re all game for a wild weekend. You in, Vic?’

‘Absolutely. I haven’t been to Blackpool in years.’

Ron added, ‘No women.’ 

‘What? All weekend? I think I’ll change my mind,’ said Vic and we all had a good laugh. 

‘No, with us on the trip,’ explained Ron. 

‘I shouldn’t think so, talk about coals to Newcastle,’ said Vic. 

PK said, ‘I need round about 30 or so to make it financially viable. Anybody else that you know who might want to go? What about Dutch?’ 

‘Yeah, put him down for a seat. He’s got a few problems just now but should be OK long before September.’

As he was about to leave, PK informed us that if he got a sufficient number, he would ask Barry the Bus (club member and coach owner) if he would allow us to hire his coach and drive for us. Book the required rooms at Tolley Towers (the regular boarding house). Sort out a cost and let everybody know. He also said he could collect money each week. 

‘Yeah, great. I think you should get a deposit off everyone who signs up,’ said Dennis, ‘Otherwise, you’ll find a number will drop out.’ 

‘That’s right,’ said PK, ‘leave it with me. I’ve got to go now. I’m calling the bingo in the big room.’ At that, he left.

‘Well, that’s something to look forward to throughout the season,’ I said. 

‘The girls won’t be happy if they miss out,’ said Ron. 

‘I knew you needed to ask Eileen.’ 

‘No, it’s not that, you know they’ll all start going on when they hear. So are you going in to tell them?’ he added. 

‘Like fuck,’ I said.’ I’ll let my misses know later on in the year. I’ll tell her it’s blokes only, and I’m just making the numbers up, and may I suggest we all do the same.’

‘Ha.’ put in Ron, ‘you’re more worried than me.’ 

‘He’s got more reason to be worried; he’s married to Doreen,’ said Vic. 

‘Bollocks,’ was my reply, ‘but you are right.’ We all had a good laugh.

Dennis said, ‘Are we still playing snooker or what?’ We got on with the game still taking the piss out of each other as to who was most henpecked and generally having a good evening. 

After finishing the game, and before leaving the snooker room, I said, ‘No need to say anything about Blackpool, we might not be going yet.’

Ron asked about the team sheet for next week as we went back into the lounge. I said I’d put it up over the weekend. 
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That weekend, I worked Saturday morning. I spent the afternoon mowing the back lawn and doing various other jobs around the garden. In the evening we went out with Ron and Eileen to a skittles night organised by someone Ron worked with, turned out to be a very good evening.

Sunday morning, I arrived at work at my usual time. I was immediately aware that someone had been messing about in our workshop. Things had been moved about. The overalls belonging to Dutch were on the workbench.

After checking, I didn’t find anything amiss, so I came to the conclusion that Dutch had been in. Perhaps he needed something from his locker or some tools. I knew he had bought a new shed, maybe he was working on that. Having come up with that theory, I gave it no more thought.

When I’d finished work that morning, I went to the club to put the Thursday team on the noticeboard. I had put the eight winners from last week plus four to be selected on the night. Among the four was my name. I would be playing, but putting it this way made it look, er, well fairish. 

Also, on the board, Joan had posted the Monday team; I had been selected to play. The match was at home so no problem there. 

I didn’t stay long at the club after the match on Monday. I’d bought my opponent a drink (once again I’m a winner). He offered to get me a drink. I said no thanks and gave the excuse I was driving. He said, ‘OK, thanks for a very good game and well played.’

When I returned home, Doreen greeted me with, ‘There’s been a phone call for you.’

‘Oh yes, who from?’ I asked. 

‘Have a guess.’ she said. 

‘I don’t want to fucking guess. Who was it?’

‘Oh, you’re in a bad mood. Did you lose again?’

‘No, I didn’t lose and I ain’t in a bad mood, just tell me who called.’

‘Well, don’t use that sort of language here. You are not with your bowling mates now.’

‘Yeah, OK, I’m sorry, now who called?’

‘That’s a bit more civil. I don’t know why you do it, I can’t imagine what your mother would think if she could hear it.’

I’m losing the will to fucking live, I thought. ‘Yes, yes, yes, I know. I’ve said sorry, now please tell me who called?’

‘Dutch,’ she simply stated and stood there with a look that seemed to say, and fuck you.

‘Oh yeah, what did he have to say?’

‘He wanted to talk to you. I told him you were playing bowls. He said he would ring you tomorrow.’

‘Is he any better?’ I asked. 

‘He didn’t say. I asked if he was OK and that you had said he was off work on the box. He just said he was OK and he would speak to you tomorrow.’

On Tuesday at work, I didn’t hear anything from Dutch.

During the morning, I decided to clean and tidy the shop. I went to put the pair of overalls belonging to Dutch into his locker, only to find he had put on a new padlock, and a pretty formidable lock at that. 

So, I was correct with my theory, he had been in the workshop. No problem with that, but why when I wasn’t there?

In the evening I had been toiling in the garden, anything to keep out of the way of the she monster that dwelt within.

I finished in the garden, had a shower and was settling down in front of the telly; it was somewhat after 9 o’clock when he rang.

‘Hello, it’s me,’ he said. 

‘I know it’s you,’ I replied. ‘Are you OK?’ 

‘Yeah, listen. I was in the shop Saturday afternoon.’ he said. 

‘I know you were in the shop. Any problems?’ I asked. 

‘No, I put some personal things in my locker.’ 

‘Yeah, I noticed the new lock.’

‘Oh,’ he said, he then added, ‘Could you make sure no one messes with it? It’s all very personal.’ 

‘No problem, mate. Nobody goes in there anyway. Forget all that, how are you? That’s the main thing.’ 

‘Getting there,’ he said. ‘I might be back at work sometime next week.’ 

‘Great,’ I said. ‘Have you heard from Karen?’ 

‘I’ll talk about all that when I’m back at work.’ 

‘Yeah, OK. You need to get out for a pint at all?’ I asked. 

‘No, I don’t think I want to face up to people yet.’ 

‘That’s OK. Give me a call if you need help with anything.’ 

‘Yes, I will thanks.’ At that, he hung up. 

‘Hmm. Something very strange going on, that phone call was just to say keep out of his locker.’ 

Doreen said, ‘What do you mean?’ 

I said, ‘Well, the phone call wasn’t about anything other than to say keep out of his locker. It must be really important for him to be so secretive.’

‘Perhaps it’s stuff which belongs to Karen,’ she said. 

‘Yeah, like her sexy underwear or something, do you think?’ 

‘There’s something wrong with your head,’ said Doreen. 

‘Well, what do you think it is?’ I replied. 

‘I don’t know, something quite innocent. You’ve just got a dirty mind.’ 

‘Yes, I know.’ 

It’s probably only porn books. Well, no, not really. If it was porn, he wouldn’t bother to hide it, unless it’s kiddie porn. No, not Dutch, I argued with myself. Don’t know, anyway very strange.

***

We played our second bowls match on Thursday against the same team as last week, as that is how it works. Home one week then away the next. Then it’s reversed with the next team, away then home. I happened to draw the same bloke as last week. Gave him a right thrashing, winning 21/9 on his home turf. (Great. Yes!)

The team also won. A good result, winning away from home, promotion form this. 

The team selection had not been a problem. I left Kevin out, which he accepted, having been the biggest loser last week. I gave Paul Lee a game in his place, who had won. (What a captain.)

We met up on Friday as usual. Sat in our regular formation. Ron having lost last night took a bit of stick, not much because losing away is the norm. It was mainly congratulations regarding the team win. In the midst of all this, Doreen calls across. ‘Has he told you Dutch rang Tuesday evening?’

‘He didn’t, did he?’ called Chris in an all too excitable way. ‘Is he alright?’

‘Yes, he did call, and yes, he is alright, he’s hoping to be back at work next week.’

‘Has he sorted everything out with Karen?’ was her next enquiry;

Hello, I thought, too much interest here. I just said, ‘I don’t know, he didn’t say anything apart from saying he was expecting to be at work next week.’

‘Will he be captain next week?’ asked Vic. ‘If he is, I’ll buy him a drink as soon as I see him, make sure I’m picked for the team. Ha, ha.’ 

This prompted Chris to scold Vic with, ‘You should show a bit more compassion for people who have problems.’ 

Ron said, ‘He’s never had compassion for anything in his life.’ 

All this was said with good humour as is all our conversations on nights out (apart from what Chris had said). Well, that’s what I thought. 

I went on to say, ‘I intended to carry on with things as they are. Until I know or hear different. When Dutch returns to work, be it next week or sometime later, I’ll let him know what the situation is and work out what will happen after that.’

I went to the bar to get the round in. While I was standing there, PK came in. As he approached, I offered to buy him a drink. ‘Yeah, great, I’ll have a pint please. I’m calling the bingo again tonight, so I haven’t much time.’

I handed the drinks all round and said to PK, ‘Come and sit with us.’ 

He said, ‘OK, but I haven’t got long.’ 

I asked how the trip was coming along.

Ron’s eyes almost popped out of his head. Vic, with a big smirk on his face, looked at me and said, ‘Oooh!’ 

PK, not noticing any of this, said, ‘Yes, it’s all go, we’ve signed up well over 30. I’ve still got to speak with Barry the Bus and contact Walter at Tolley Towers.’ 

‘Walter,’ I said, ‘at Tolley Towers. What the hell’s that?’

PK said, ‘It’s Walter Tolley. He’s the owner. He’s very good, the food’s terrific and he always does us proud. I’ve got to go now. I’m on the bingo.’

When he left, it was very quiet for a few seconds. Ron looking at me, Vic looking at Ron, and me looking towards the wives. 

The three of them sat there looking at me with puzzled faces. I was wondering who would speak first. Surprise, surprise, it was Ron. He called out, ‘Shall we play snooker?’ I immediately said yes and we three blokes stood up. 

It was Eileen who opened up with, ‘What trip?’ 

I replied, ‘Ah, it’s a run up to Blackpool PK’s organising for the Champion of Champions. He does it every year.’

‘Are you going?’ she asked. 

‘Er, I haven’t given it a thought, he’s only just started to sort it out.’ 

‘Well, why do you all look so guilty then?’ 

‘Why am I being interrogated by your missus, Ron?’ 

‘Well, she’s always like that,’ he said. We then took off speedily to the snooker room.

Once inside, Vic said, ‘Why did you invite PK to sit with us then ask him about the trip?’ 

‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘They are in there now going over all possibilities and permutations of what might or might not be the situation. Give it 10 minutes or so and I’ll go in to get the drinks.’ 

Vic said, ‘It’s my round next.’ 

I said, ‘Well, you go in and—’ 

‘Fuck off,’ interrupted Vic, ‘this is your mess. You sort it.’ 

‘Yes, OK, give me the money and I’ll go and get the round if you are that worried.

‘This I’ve got to see,’ said Ron. ‘When you go, I’ll be right by the door.’

We set up for a game, it was agreed Ron would play Vic, and then I should play the winner. I said, ‘Before you start, let me have the money, and I can go and get the round while you are playing.’

Twenty minutes later, I said, ‘Ready for the next drink?’ and went into the lounge. Ron and Vic rushed to the door to watch.

I asked the girls what they would like. It was Chris who opened with, ‘Wait a minute. Tell us about this trip to Blackpool.’ 

‘What’s to tell? it’s just a trip to the Waterloo at Blackpool to see a bowls match.’

‘When?’ Eileen asked. 

‘A Saturday in September, that’s as much as I know,’ I said. 

‘Are you going?’ Eileen again. 

‘I’d like to. PK is attempting to sort it all and to arrive at an approximate cost.’

‘What about Vic and Ron?’ again Eileen. 

‘Yeah, they’ve both said they would be interested, but it all depends on cost. OK, what drinks do you want?’ I went to the bar, got the drinks, and returned to the girls.

Chris said, ‘We could all do with a day at Blackpool.’ 

Oh fuck, I thought. ‘Erm, I ain’t sure who it’s open to. I’ve been led to believe it was for the bowls teams because of limited places.’ 

‘I might have known,’ she replied. 

I said, ‘I’d better get back with these drinks,’ and quickly departed.

Back in the snooker room, they were very anxious to know the outcome of the encounter as they could not quite hear the conversation. ‘What did they say?’ Ron asked.

‘Not much,’ I replied, ‘just: What is the trip? Where is it going? Are we three going? How much is it? Can they go?’ 

‘Can they fucking go!! Oh shit, I knew this would happen,’ said Vic. 

‘What did you say?’ asked Ron. 

‘Hold on, don’t panic. I’ve told them it’s a trip to the Waterloo to see a bowls match in September, and only open to club bowlers owing to the number of seats. I’ve also said that we three had expressed an interest, but only if the price is right.’

I went on to say, ‘Now they’re sitting there working out what questions to ask of us when we’re on our own. So, remember, yes, we would like to go; no, we don’t know how much; and, yes, it is for blokes only. Also try to suggest it’s only for the day without actually saying it’s only for a day. Certainly, no mention of a weekend. OK, all agreed?’

Ron said, ‘I thought we all had agreed not to say anything for a couple of months and then say we were making the numbers up.’ 

‘That’s right, it’s still the case, only now they’ve been primed and have time to get used to the idea. Shall we play snooker?’

‘Hold it, what about this Tolley business?’ Ron asked anxiously. 

‘I think it’s the place we’re having lunch,’ I said. 

‘Yeah, OK, let’s play,’ agreed Ron. ‘If push comes to shove, I can always get a divorce.’ 

On the way home, Doreen said, ‘Right, tell me all about this trip. I want the truth this time.’

‘What are you on about? You heard all there is to know. There’s nothing more to tell.’

Doreen, not accepting this, said, ‘I know you, you’re not telling the truth or at least not all of the truth.’

‘OK,’ I said, ‘there isn’t much to say yet. When there is more information, I’ll talk it all through with you, but don’t go gossiping about it with the others.’ 

‘I never do,’ she said. 

I thought, like fuck you don’t, but said, ‘It might cause a few problems this one so don’t get involved, OK?’

‘Why? What are you all going to be doing?’ she asked. 

‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘It’s just Vic and Ron seemed a bit worried, that’s all, so leave it at that, OK.’



CHAPTER FIVE
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On Saturday morning, our daughter came around with the intention of going to Oxfordshire with Doreen and me. As we were about to leave, I received a phone call to say I was required at work. (Problem with the bus wash machine.) They went without me. I went to work, which was OK by me.

Just before 12 o’clock when all problems were solved and everything hunky–dory, I was ready to leave work. I decided to call Dutch. 

‘Hello, mate. How are you?’ I said when he picked up his end. 

‘Oh, hi,’ he replied, ‘I’m not too bad, I’m OK. What’s everybody saying?’ was his next response. 

‘Not much; they’ve been told you’re off with stress, although most do not believe you’d have any stress about anything.’ I then asked, ‘Fancy a pint?’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ he said, ‘I don’t think I want to go to the club, not with that lot going on at me.’

‘OK,’ I said, ‘how about the Boat? We could use the lounge; it’s quiet in there at this time of day.’ 

‘Hmm, yes, er, OK. I’ll see you there in half an hour or so if you like.’ 

‘Great,’ I said, ‘I’ll see you there, OK.’ 

When I arrived at the Boat, I went into the lounge, paid for a pint and sat at a table by the window. Apart from me, the lounge was empty. I sat there for almost an hour. I was thinking, He is not going to turn up. I was debating with myself as to whether to have another pint or just go when the door opened and Dutch walked in. ‘I was just about to give up on you. What’s your pleasure?’

‘I’ll have a pint of bitter.’ 

I ordered two and we sat down.

‘So, how’s everything?’ I asked. 

‘Not so bad, I suppose,’ he said. ‘What’s everybody think about it all? I bet there is a huge amount of tittle-tattle going on.’ 

‘Not really,’ I said, ‘they all think it’s about Karen and a bit of falling out.’ 

‘It’s a bit more than that,’ he said. 

‘Have you heard from her?’ 

‘I won’t be hearing from her again,’ he said. 

‘Think it will be a final split then.’ 

‘Yeah, very final,’ he said. 

‘Even to a divorce?’ I asked. 

‘We were never officially married; I just gave her a ring to wear and everybody seemed to accept that we were married,’ he said. ‘Doesn’t anybody know she’s gone?’

‘Nobody at all,’ I replied. 

‘Ah shit,’ he said, ‘I don’t suppose you could let it be known that she’s gone. I don’t want to explain the situation to everybody when I get back.’

‘Yes, OK, I’ll do that. I’ll tell Doreen, by Monday, the world will know.’ He laughed at that. I thought, That’s better. He then got up to get the drinks in. As he went to rise, he winced. ‘What’s that, a bit of old age creeping in?’ 

‘No, I‘ve strained a muscle in my shoulder, I think.’

When he came back, he asked how Doreen was. I told him she had gone with our daughter to see our grandson; I had been called to work and as a consequence I was here.

‘Everything OK at work?’ he asked. 

‘Yes, all under control. The manager wants a meeting sometime next week to discuss work plans for the summer. When are you going to return?’ I asked. 

‘My box note is till Wednesday. I should be back then,’ he said. 

‘Great, I’ll arrange the meeting for Thursday, so have a think about what is required this summer. I’ll make a few notes and between us we can have a good input to the meeting. That will settle you in nicely.’

‘That’s if I don’t get bogged down explaining my problems with everybody.’ 

‘OK,’ I said, ‘I’ll let the girl in the garage office know about Karen, she’s quite a good gossip, and in no time, everybody will know.’ 

‘I’m not sure about her,’ Dutch said. ‘She’s always flirting and giving me the come on. God knows what she is going to be like when she knows I’m on my own.’

‘Since when have you been bothered about females flirting?’

‘I don’t know, I think all this lot has left me a bit sensitive,’ he said. 

‘Bollocks,’ I replied, ‘you haven’t changed at all. You can’t wait to get back at it, can you?’ 

‘Well, no, I haven’t had any for a few weeks and I’m getting desperate.’ We had a good laugh about this and I knew things were getting back to normal.

I next spoke about me being temporary captain of the Thursday bowls team and asked what his thoughts and plans were. ‘Oh shit,’ he said, ‘I haven’t given any thought to that at all. To be absolutely honest, there’s more to this situation of mine than you know.’

I looked at him and could see he was still troubled, maybe all was not back to normal. He said he would appreciate it if I could carry on with things for a few weeks, just till things settled down.

‘Yeah, OK,’ I said,’ no problem. Is there anything you want to talk about?’ 

‘No,’ was all he said.

‘Right, that’s OK,’ I said, ‘I’m thinking of going up the green later. You fancy coming?’

‘Not just yet, I’ll wait till everybody is aware of the situation with Karen,’ he replied. ‘I’ll leave it at that and see you at work next week.’

I said, ‘OK, see you next week.’ 

He then left.

Ron and Vic both bowl on Saturday. As I arrived at the green, the match had just started. Ron was on the green as one of the first four. Vic was marking his card. I acknowledged Vic with a raised hand. He called over, ‘What’s all this? You after a game?’

I didn’t respond to his remark and went over to the pavilion where a number of our bowlers were. ‘Afternoon all,’ I called. They all responded in good humour, with remarks such as ‘come to see a good team bowl?’ and similar witticisms.

I sat and watched Ron’s game. He hates it when Vic is marking his card, as Vic is prone to be distracted by anything and everything else that goes on around the green. It’s quite amusing to see the frustration build in Ron as he signals to Vic and often doesn’t get a response. Ron won his game quite comfortably 21/14.

Vic handed in the card to Markey and came over. ‘No Oxford?’ he inquired. 

‘No, I had an emergency call from work. Doreen and our Elizabeth have gone.’ 

We were then joined by Ron. ‘Hello. what’s all this then on a Saturday?’

‘We’re all entitled to a bit of relaxation.’ I replied. 

‘With your job and lifestyle, you don’t need any relaxation, whereas I have to put up with him marking my card.’

Vic had a laugh at this, then said, ‘Anyway, what you doing here?’

I went through what had happened this morning. ‘With nothing to do after work, I then arranged to meet up with Dutch in the Boat.’

‘Oh, how is he? Has everything been sorted with Karen?’ The questions came thick and fast. 

‘Slow down a bit,’ I said. ‘Yes, he is OK, and no, things with Karen are not sorted. Apparently, she’s fucked off for good and he doesn’t expect her back.’

‘What, you mean we won’t see her here again?’ exclaimed Ron. ‘Bloody hell, she’s the main reason I bowl at this club.’ He went on to ask, ‘Where has she gone to, do you know?’

By now a number of the team were gathered around listening to Ron and laughing at his response to the news.

‘Slow down, Ron,’ I said. ‘If your missus hears about your reaction you’ll be in deep shit.’ 

‘I’d swop her for Karen anytime,’ he said. This statement was greeted with cries of ‘and me’ all round the pavilion, followed by raucous laughter and comments as they all ran images and scenarios through their minds.

‘Well, she’s gone and most likely won’t be back,’ I informed them all. I went on to say, ‘Dutch expects to be back at work sometime next week, and hopefully back playing bowls shortly after.’

Markey called out, ‘Come on, you lot, let’s get around the green and support the team.’ They drifted away, still making ribald comments as to what they might do with Karen if such a situation should ever arise. What a pathetic bunch of deluded dreamers they all were.

I stood the far side of the green with Vic; he wasn’t marking a card as he was due on next. In a quieter and more relaxed conversation, I told Vic I thought Karen had most likely gone off with someone. 

His reaction was, ‘Bloody hell, no wonder Dutch is so fucked up about it all. Does he know where she’s gone?’ 

‘No, I don’t think so,’ I replied. 

‘Perhaps it’s as well,’ said Vic. ‘If he did know, I think he would go round and do some damage to him or her or probably both.’

I said, ‘Yes, I think you’re right.’

When Vic was called on to play, I strolled around to Ron and said, ‘I’m not hanging about much longer. You and Eileen out tonight?’

‘Yes, I should think so,’ he replied. 

‘OK, we’ll see you in the Boat if Doreen’s back in time.’

At that, I went into the club and put the team sheet up for next Thursday. I then went home for some food as I suddenly realised I was bloody starving. Driving home, I was thinking, If Dutch thinks the situation with Karen being out in the open is going to give him an easy ride, he’s in for a bit of a shock. 



CHAPTER SIX
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Monday morning, I arrived at work as normal and began to complete my worksheets for the previous week, which I then took along with my timecard to the garage office. As I completed this task and was about to leave, Samantha, the girl from the garage office, arrived. ‘Ah,’ I said, ‘I was just on my way over to your office with the sheets and cards.’ 

‘Yes,’ she said, ‘but I am a bit in front of myself this morning, so I thought I would come and collect them.’

‘Great, thank you very much,’ I answered. ‘Have you got the report sheets with you?’

‘Oh, no, I haven’t,’ she said, ‘I never gave them a thought, shall I go and get them?’

‘No, don’t worry, I’ll pick them up when I do my inspection walk-around later.’

Sammie was a very clean, crisp, neat sort of woman aged about 32 to 34, had been married for about 10 years, I had been led to believe. She was always well dressed but never used makeup, well not at work anyway. She seemed a very virtuous person, bit reserved like a Sunday school teacher or a librarian, or what the popular image of them seems to be. She would always speak and be polite with people but never rude or crude and certainly no swearing or any bad language. She gave the impression of being a very nice person.

She then seemed to suddenly blurt out, ‘Have you heard from Dutch?’ in an embarrassed sort of way.

I told her I had spoken with him over the weekend. ‘Oh yes, and how is he?’ she asked in an all too nonchalant way.

I thought, Fuck me, Dutch is right, she is keen. I informed her that his wife had left him, and he felt it was a final split and that she would not be returning.

‘Oh dear, no wonder he is so upset, poor love,’ was her response. 

I went on to say, ‘He expects to be back on Thursday, as he feels he’s over the worst of it.’

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘he’s due a sick note that day, I wondered if he would bring it in himself, or not.’ At that, she said, ‘You sure I can’t get the report sheets for you?’

‘No, it’s OK, I’ll collect them.’ 

She then left with a brisk, ‘Bye.’

The rest of the day went by without any major problem occurring. In the evening I played bowls and lost (got no more to say about that) apart from it was away from home.

On Thursday morning when I got to work, a cup of tea was waiting for me. Dutch had returned. He greeted me with, ‘Morning. Your tea’s ready.’ 

‘Great,’ I said, ‘good to have you back.’ While I hung my coat up, I said, ‘How are you?’ 

‘I’m OK. I’m good, ready for work and I’m pleased to be back.’

‘Do you want to go to the garage office for the report sheets?’ I asked. 

‘Already done,’ he replied. 

‘Bloody hell, you’re off to a flier.’ 

‘Yeah, I thought I’d get there before all the day staff was in; anyway, I did need to hand in my return-to-work note, so all done.’ 

‘Good. When we’ve finished our tea, we’ll do the inspection; do you want the workshops or the sheds?’

‘I’ll do the workshops,’ he said, ‘may as well go around and say hello to everybody.’

After I had completed my inspection, which had taken about an hour owing to the fact I had cleared a couple of drains that were blocked, I returned to the shop and found Dutch manoeuvring an extra personal locker into the workshop. ‘Hello! What’s all this then?’ I inquired. 

‘I need to keep all that separate and secure for a while.’ he said, referring to his original locker.

‘Where is it from?’ I asked.

‘The drivers’ rest room back of the traffic block. There’s half a dozen spare in there.’

‘Yeah, I know them.’ I thought, I won’t ask about his original locker, he’ll tell me when he is ready. ‘You should have called me, I’d have given you a hand.’ 

‘That’s OK; it’s done now.’

We cleared all the jobs on the report sheets, had our mid-morning break. After which we reported to the manager’s office for our arranged meeting. The meeting was quite fruitful in so much as we arrived at a full programme of work for the summer months.

Later that day, I mentioned to Dutch about the bowls match that evening and suggested he might attend. He declined the offer, saying he would leave it for now, maybe sometime next week.

I played and lost.

The team won. Vic and Ron both won. As a result, it was merriment all round, with a load of piss-taking of me that I bore with good humour (the bastards).

On Friday evening the abuse continued to a slightly lesser degree, the fact the team had won tempered their comments.

Dennis and June were with us, it was Dennis who suggested we play snooker. In the snooker room, PK was playing Bagatelle. As we set up to play, he came over. ‘Evening, guys. I was hoping to see to see you lot. I’ve got all the details for the run to Blackpool.’ 

‘Great,’ said Dennis. ‘How much?’

Ron looked round as if he expected Eileen to be standing behind him. His gesture raised a little snigger from me and Vic, to which Ron responded with, ‘Bollocks, you pair.’ This comment caused a roar of laughter all round. Even from Ron.

PK went on to say he had 34 applicants, the coach was booked and he had made bookings with Tolley Towers, so it was all go.

Dennis said, ‘Yes, but you still haven’t said how much.’

‘Well, all in, around £70 should cover it.’ 

‘Seventy quid!’ Vic exclaimed. 

‘What, do you think that’s too much?’ said PK. 

‘No, I was expecting it to be somewhat more.’

‘What are we to get for this £70?’ I enquired.

‘It’s £22.50 for bed and breakfast per night.’ 

‘Wow, sounds like a real class place,’ said Vic sarcastically. ‘How’s he doing it for that?’

‘He’s got two, three and four-bedded rooms,’ said PK. ‘This means he gets £45, £67.50 or £90 each room each night.’

‘You mean we don’t get a room each, I’m expected to sleep with this lot? Well, fuck me,’ I said. 

‘You want to be careful that don’t happen,’ chuckled Vic. This started laughter and crude remarks all round.

‘Never mind all that,’ I said, ‘what other goodies are we to look forward to?’

‘On Saturday evening, we have dinner at a cost of £7.50.’

No comment from anyone.

‘Barry the Bus said for £100 plus his board and evening meal, he is willing to do the whole trip. That makes his charge about £150. Divided by 30 is £5.00 each.’ 

No comment from anyone again.

PK went on to say, ‘I thought another £12.50 for drinks on the coach was about right, bringing the total cost to a nice round figure of £70.00.’

‘Yes, that sounds just about right, very good, I can accept all that. I’m in,’ I said. This sentiment was echoed by the rest of the group.

‘How do you intend collecting the money?’ Dennis asked. 

‘I’ll get a payment book, a page for each person. Pay whatever you want whenever you want. When anyone pays money to me, I shall enter it in the book and have it signed by everyone. If it ain’t in the book and signed, it ain’t been paid, OK? So don’t just pass me money when we are around the green. It’s up to each individual to make sure it’s in the book and signed.’

‘Great,’ said Vic. ‘Shall we play snooker?’ 

We settled into the game, the atmosphere was very relaxed and all going swimmingly when Ron suddenly said, ‘I’m going to have to tell Eileen about this trip.’

‘Why?’ asked Vic. 

‘Well, I’m no good at keeping secrets. Something is bound to slip out, and if she hears it like that, she’ll assume there is something to hide. I’ve got to tell her.’

We all stood looking at Ron in silence. ‘Sorry,’ he said. 

I said, ‘OK, let’s talk this through. I’m not all that bothered about it all coming out. The situation is, it’s all booked up and it’s only 70 quid. The story is we get there late Friday night, have a couple of drinks, have a bite to eat, off to bed. Next morning, breakfast, Waterloo Bowls all day. Evening meal, a few more drinks and bed. Come home Sunday. Where is the problem? Tell her you can’t back out now, do you want everyone to think you always tell me what I can or cannot do.’

‘Do we tell them now, tonight?’ asked Ron. 

‘No! Not when they are together. As a group, they are sure to find some sort of argument against it. Tell them at home or even tomorrow. We all OK with that?’ I asked. 

Both Vic and Dennis agreed with this strategy, Ron accepted with less enthusiasm.

I then put forward the suggestion, ‘Tomorrow night, owing to the fact it’s a holiday weekend, there’s a show and dance in the big room. We could meet in there and discuss the whys and wherefores of it all, if that’s OK.’

Vic said he couldn’t make it owing to other commitments, Dennis and Ron thought it a good idea. On with the game.



CHAPTER SEVEN
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All went well Saturday evening, lots of questions asked, lots of careful answers given. No problems.

Monday was May Day bank holiday. Me and Dutch were at work to give the spray booth a complete overhaul and service. It was very hard and dirty work, and by the end of the day I was well knackered, and I think Dutch felt the same way.

On Tuesday morning I was working on some lighting in the bus parking sheds. I was up quite high on the lighting tower. I was at the far end by the entrance doors, and I suddenly noticed someone at the other end of the shed by the exit doors into the wash bay. I had to lower the tower slightly then I could see it was Dutch talking with Samantha. Nothing in that apart from them being there for a good 10 minutes, now that will require some answers.

At our mid-morning break, I said, ‘I saw you talking with Sammie early this morning. Is she OK?’

‘Yeah, she’s OK.’

‘What has she got to say for herself then?’ I asked. 

‘Oh, er, nothing much, just enquiring if I was settled in and if I was glad to be back and that sort of thing.’

Looking at him, I could see a semblance of a smile. ‘Come on, out with it,’ I said. ‘I can see there’s more to it than just good morning, how are you.’

He then came out with, ‘I told you she always came on to me. Well, I said was having some difficulty meeting with people and having to explain my situation so I don’t go out much. She replied with “You should go out somewhere quiet with someone.” Then she said, “I’m at a loose end tomorrow evening.”’ He said, ‘I just stood there not knowing whether to believe what I had heard. She went on, “You could ask me to go out for a meal with you.”

‘I didn’t know what to say. If I turned her down, it would be very embarrassing. My problem is it’s too close to home. If it goes arse up, I’ve got now where to run.’ He then said, ‘Don’t breathe a word of this to anyone or I’ll be well fucked.’ 

I said, ‘You know me better than that.’ 

‘Yeah, OK.’ He then went on, ‘I said to her what about your husband? She said, “We’re only going for a meal; why should that concern him or anyone for that matter.” I asked where she would like to go. She said, “Could we go somewhere a bit out of the way.” The end result is I’m taking her for a meal tomorrow night.’

I said, ‘I’ll give you this, Dutch; you fall off your bike you’re straight back on it. I don’t know how you do it but I take my hat off to you.’ I went on to say, ‘But seriously, be careful. As you say, it’s close to home, wrong move, major problems.’

I changed the subject to bowls and in particular the Blackpool trip. I explained the situation and the cost; I also told him I’d provisionally booked him a place. ‘So how do you fancy a wild weekend in Blackpool?’

‘When is this outing supposed to happen?’ he asked. 

‘Not till September, so plenty of time to prepare.’ 

‘Yeah, I think I’ll have some of that,’ he said. 

‘Great. I’ll confirm it with PK. He’s running the show; he’s collecting the money throughout the season. You can pay what you like when you like, but make sure you sign every time you give him some money.’

‘I should think so,’ he said. ‘He is trustworthy, though, isn’t he?’ 

‘Oh yeah,’ I said. ‘Pete’s a bit OTT about most things but he’s sound alright. It’s just that whenever anyone collects money, there is always an argument about who’s paid what, so it’s for PK’s protection as well as ours.’ I went on to say I intended to pay £20 on Friday as a show of commitment and the rest sometime in August. Dutch said he would do likewise.

This prompted me to ask, ‘Are you coming down the club then?’

He said if things go OK tomorrow, he might look in on Thursday. 

‘Oh good, we are at home,’ I said.

‘I don’t want to be involved with the game but I’ll probably be there.’

On Wednesday, everything went along as normal. A few problems, nothing major. At our lunch break, I said, ‘Everything alright for tonight?’

‘Yes, I think so,’ he answered. 

‘A bit nervous?’ I asked. 

‘No, not really. It’s not like I haven’t done something similar before, I’m a big lad now, I can handle this sort of thing.’

‘Yeah, you can say that again. Where are you taking her?’ 

‘I’m meeting her on the car park of the Four Crosses on the A5. I’m thinking of going to that place in Acton Trussell; that’s far enough out of the way for anyone.’ 

‘Yeah, it’s nice there. Good luck with it all,’ I said.

That evening at home, I said to Doreen, ‘If I say something to you, will you keep it to yourself?’

‘Yes, I always do.’

‘No, I mean really keep it to yourself.’ 

‘Why? What’s going on?’ 

I said, ‘Dutch is taking the girl from the garage office out tonight.’ 

‘I thought she was married,’ she said. 

‘She is, but she as good as asked him out.’

‘I thought you said she was a very nice, quiet, shy sort of a girl.’ 

‘Well, she is,’ I said. ‘They are only going out for a meal. She said she wanted to help him through his problems.’

‘Ha!’ was Doreen’s reply. ‘Any married person who meets up with a member of the opposite sex for an evening out is up to no good. As for him, nothing has changed, has it? He’s soon back at it. I thought these last few weeks might have had some effect on him, but it doesn’t look like anything has changed, does it?’

All this was said with an amount of anger and a hint of disgust. ‘Whoa,’ I said, ‘what’s your problem with this? It isn’t anything to do with us, just leave it there, and don’t say anything to anyone about it, OK? Do you understand the sort of problems it could raise?’ 

‘Well, he can’t keep away from women and any trouble he gets, he deserves; not only that, he gets you involved as well.’

Bloody hell, I thought I didn’t expect a response like that. I wish I hadn’t said anything at all now. I changed the subject and said, ‘He’s coming to the bowls match tomorrow.’ 

To this, she responded with, ‘I suppose you’ll all have a good laugh at that poor girl’s expense, with him going through all the gory details just to entertain you lot.’ 

Fuck me, give it a rest, I thought.

‘No, it’s not like that, nor is Dutch like that, so let’s leave it. Remember, not a word to anybody, OK?’

‘Yes, alright. I understand the situation, but he does ask for everything he gets.’

Jesus! Just leave it.

The next morning when I arrived at work, Dutch was there as usual. Tea made. ‘Morning,’ I said, ‘everything OK?’ 

‘Yeah, all in order,’ he said. 

I didn’t want to dive right in asking about his night out, but it came out anyway. ‘How’s it go then? Last night?’ I bumbled out. 

‘Oh, a disaster,’ he said. ‘Don’t ask, it’s too much, I don’t want to talk about it. Let me wallow in my own misery.’ 

‘As bad as that?’ 

‘Worse than you can imagine.’ He had a little resigned laugh to himself. 

I thought, I’ll leave it there. He’ll tell me when he’s ready.



CHAPTER EIGHT
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I was late finishing work that evening. I didn’t go home; I went straight to the bowling green. I wrote out the score cards and put them in my chosen order of play; Ron hung the scoreboard outside the pavilion. The opposing captain came into the room and we exchanged pleasantries and selected the order of play.

The game was on. I as usual started in the first four. About halfway through the game, the noise level around the green suddenly increased, and a spontaneous round of applause broke out. Dutch was back.

We stopped our game for a short while because of the disruption. My opponent asked what was happening. I informed him our original captain had been unwell for a few weeks and this was his first appearance at the green this season.

Looking at Dutch, he seemed somewhat embarrassed by the attention he received. On with the game.

I won my game 21/17. The team won quite comfortably; the world was good.

In the club house after the match, all the usual pleasantries were observed, the opposition finally took their leave. Everyone seemed to turn to Dutch with questions about his life, and then someone mentioned Karen.

Dutch looked at all of them with a stern face and said, ‘That’s my business and fuck all to do with any of you lot, OK.’

It was Brian who had mentioned Karen. He immediately apologised to Dutch and almost grovelled for forgiveness. No more questions about Karen then. From then on it was a normal after win bowls night. Vic had lost, very unusual for him to lose, especially at home. Brian had also lost. Not a good night for him all round.

Vic wasn’t very happy with the ribbing he received and left quite early.

Because I hadn’t been home after work, I left shortly after. When I arrived home, the first thing Doreen said was, ‘How was his date last night? Did it go well?’

‘Hello and good evening to you as well,’ I replied. 

‘You in a bad mood, have you lost again?’

I thought, It’s my own fault I should have stayed at the club till she had gone to bed. ‘No, I’m not in a bad mood. No, I did not lose, and no, his night out did not go well. It was a total disaster.’ 

‘Good,’ was her only reply.

Friday was just a steady normal day. During the morning I said to Dutch, ‘You OK with last night?’

‘Yeah, it was good to be back. I was a bit surprised by the reception, I was touched by that.’

I said, ‘Yeah, you looked a bit embarrassed by it all.’ 

‘Yes, I was,’ he replied, ‘but nevertheless it was a pleasing show of support and much appreciated, it settled me in nicely.’

I then said, ‘I thought you were a bit hard on poor old Brian; he just happened to say what everyone else was longing to ask.’ 

He said, ‘Yeah, you’re quite right, I was. I had it in my mind to jump on the first one to mention it and be sure everyone was aware of what my reaction would be to any reference to her, hoping it will stop continual questions about the situation.’

‘Yes, I understand your motive and I’m sure it will work, but I still feel a bit sorry for Brian.’ 

‘Yes, OK, you’re right,’ he said. ‘What I’ll do is buy him a drink and apologise for my behaviour towards him.’ He went on, ‘As long as everyone understands it don’t mean it’s open season on my business.’ 

‘I’m sure they all got the message,’ I said.

I then changed the subject. ‘Have you spoken with Sammie at all since Wednesday?’

He took a deep breath and blew out with a sort of a sigh, ‘Yes, but only for her to say she had not got time at the moment but she needed to talk with me. You know when I said I’d have nowhere to run; I think this is exactly that.’

‘When are you having this talk?’

‘At lunchtime,’ he said. 

‘Any idea where?’ I asked, saying, ‘You will not want an audience, and you don’t want to be too isolated.’ 

‘No, you’re right. I was thinking of the canteen but that gets a bit crowded, especially on a Friday.’

I said, ‘I’ll tell you what, I’ll go to the canteen for my lunch, you contact her and ask her to talk with you here.’

‘You’ll do that?’ he said. 

‘Only if you pay for my lunch,’ I replied. 

‘You tight bastard,’ he said, and we both had a laugh and agreed that’s what we would do. 

I added, ‘I’ll hear all the details this afternoon.’

‘Like fuck you will,’ was his reply. 

In the afternoon we were very busy and very much occupied, so we never got around to discussing the events of lunchtime.

Friday evening as usual we gathered together, seated in regular formation at the club. Conversation, sport in general, bowls in particular.

PK appeared and sat with us. I paid him £20, which he with great aplomb recorded in his book and requested me to sign. This was all done to the sound of derisory scorn and comments such as ‘you’ll never see that again’. The commotion went up another notch when I produced a small card of my own and wrote paid £20 on it and asked PK to sign it. To his credit he signed the card and agreed it was a very good idea. He went on to say he would get some cards himself to hand to everyone who paid.

It was PK who was first to mention Dutch and his arrival last night. All agreed it was good to see him back and how much he seemed himself. It was Ron who said he thought he was a bit strong in his reaction to Brian. I said, ‘Yes, I spoke with him today about it. He agreed it was a bit much and said he will apologise, as long as you all don’t think it gives you the green light to bombard him with questions on what he regards as his business.’

It was at this point that Doreen opens up with, ‘He’s soon back chasing after women.’

To which Chris put in with, ‘He ain’t, is he?’

I thought, Oh fuck! What do I say now? 

Chris went on to ask, ‘Who is it? When was it?’ 

I said, ‘Whoa, I never said he was chasing anybody, all I said was I saw him talking to one of the female cleaners at work. For goodness’ sake, cut the bloke some slack.’ I said all this while trying not to look threatening at Doreen.

At this, PK said, ‘Well, I’ve got a lot to do, so if you’ll excuse me, I’ll carry on,’ and moved away. Vic turned the subject back to last night’s bowls and started to give an explanation as to why he lost. The evening carried on in the normal, easy going, jocular way. 

On the way home, Doreen was unusually quiet, just sort of sat there as if waiting for the eruption. Eventually, I just said, ‘Why?’ 

‘Just shut up, will you,’ was her reply. 

I left it at that.

It’s always a more relaxed atmosphere at work on weekends, far fewer people about, main workshops not in operation, paint shop and spray both closed. Only a few running repairs done in the shed pit area.
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