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Prologue
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It may seem odd to some that I have never done a days work in my life, but that was just the way my life had turned out. I had left school and gone straight into college. I got married when I was in college. I left college just before our first daughter was born, and voila! There I was a homemaker and a mother.

By the time I was thirty I had three lovely daughters, but wedded bliss was soon to be a thing of the past, as a year later my husband had the bad grace to die and leave me with a mountain of debt. There was no insurance cover and I had unpaid bills up to my ears. I had to find a job.

The question was what job could I do? I was trained in a secretarial college so it would seem obvious that I should get a job as a secretary, but I was eighteen when I left college and no one had ever heard of personal computers in those days. Thirteen years later and it seemed every business had a PC. All businesses had a girl that answered the phone, did the accounts, typed all the letters, made tea and coffee and did it all mostly using a PC... except for the coffee and tea bit, obviously.

I knew nothing about PCs and I was sure I would never be able to master using one. Hell, I was sure I couldn't master switching a PC on! It somehow occurred to me that maybe I should find a man and get married again, someone who would take on three daughters and a load of debt! I was not a bad catch. I was thirty-one and blond. I was funny to be with and loved to entertain. I was not slim but equally I was not fat. I had (have) good boobs and great legs and some even said my bottom was my best asset. All well and good, but it was the debt that would put most off and the daughters that would put the rest off. I shelved that as a bad idea.

Weeks went by and bills piled up. Then, one day, I was looking at the local newspaper and a job advert caught my eye.

WANTED

Financial Agent. No experience necessary, must be mobile and have a phone. All training given. Earnings up to £400pw.

My hands shook as I rang the telephone number on the advert and I am sure my voice was shaking as I spoke to a very nice man at the other end. He explained what the job involved but my head was a whirl. It was all I could do to concentrate on the words I wanted to hear. Then he said those magic words. 

“Why not come in for an interview?”

I was no better at the interview than I was on the phone. Again, he explained the job but it went in one ear and out the other. I was sure I could do whatever it was he wanted me to do and I was desperate for the money. Then it happened.

“Congratulations, you’ve got the job.”

He was smiling, I was smiling and I am sure if my creditors had known I was now employed they would also have been smiling.

One week later and I had a better grasp of what the job entailed. John, my boss, explained that each agent had a round, an area in the community, which is theirs and theirs alone. Within that round I had a certain number of customers to visit on a weekly basis, simple enough so far. I would spend my whole week on my round in Manville, which was, and still is, a run-down area. On a Monday, I would be in one part of the area, on a Tuesday another part and so on and so forth until I finished work for the week on a Friday evening.

The job involved giving out small loans and then, on a weekly basis, collecting the money in from the customer to pay for those loans. It looked so simple to me, and so it proved. John went with me on my round for the first week.

“Salt of the earth, these people, salt of the earth,” John said as I drove and he showed me where my customers lived. John kept referring to these people as ’salt of the earth’ and so most of them seemed. OK, we were in a very run-down area of the town but even so the people were very nice and friendly, not a problem at all.

At the end of that first week, I had the whole job worked out concisely. Collect money for loans already given and giving out new loans of between £50 and £500, where I thought they could afford the re-payments. But I must always check with the office first if it was over £100. I would do my paperwork on a Friday night ready to give it in with the collections to the office on a Monday. Very simple! 

The following week I was on my own and I decided to keep a diary, just to compare weeks to see if I was up or down on my takings. The diary turned out to be a lot more than a financial analysis. ​
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​On the Buses
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It was a particularly foggy November day, and my brain matched the weather. I decided that the day should be a Sunday because I needed a lie-in. I had celebrated my first week in my new job with a bottle of wine the night before, and now I was paying the price.

With a happy heart and heavy head, I got out of bed, did the normal routine and drove down to the office. Everyone seemed nice and friendly. I paid in and collected my float, and now I was flying solo.

Brian Street is the main thoroughfare through Manville, and I had six customers along this street. Therefore, I parked my car at the bottom of the street and walked the length of the street to make my collections. The fog was gone, the sun was shining, and all seemed well with the world.

My third call, halfway down the street, is with Arthur. I had met him the week previous when my boss showed me round. 

John had said, “Arthur likes a glass or two and is usually well on his way when you would normally call, but he’s harmless.”

As I approached Arthur’s gate, I could see him walking down the street towards me. I waved and Arthur nodded to me. So, I waited by his garden gate. He is not exactly staggering but he is weaving a bit. I can forgive poor old Arthur his ways. His son was a convicted drug dealer and at that time he was in the local prison, some thirty miles away. His wife had left him so he had to bring their son up on his own and he was doing the best he could, but in that area, it was hard to keep them away from the drug culture.

Arthur was swaying a bit more as he approached me. He must have been about forty, but he looked in his sixties. His face was pale and drawn and his brown hair tousled and greying prematurely. He was thin and wiry and he didn't look well. Arthur had an overriding sense of sadness about him and I did feel sorry for him.

As I stood, patiently waiting for him, a double-decker bus pulled up at the bus stop. A few people amble off the bus. The driver gets out and as he is stretching his legs, he lights a cigarette. He smiles at me and I smile back. He walks to the rear of the bus and nonchalantly kicks one of the rear tyres.

Arthur finally arrives.

“OK, luv?” He asks in his deep, gritty, cigarette voice.

“I am, Arthur. How are you?”

Arthur shrugs his shoulders and fumbles in his pocket for the £5 he owes. He pops his rolled-up fag in his mouth and fumbles in his other pocket. His jeans have seen better days and I bet not many were washdays. All this time his body is doing a fixed to the spot jig. His legs never move but his upper body jiggles left and right as he tries to find the fiver. With a flourish out pops the fiver and he shoves it towards me. Money is money, I suppose, but this fiver looked in worse condition than Arthur’s jeans and felt slightly sticky. I gingerly put it in my bum-bag and open my collecting book to mark his card.

“Going to see your son, Arthur?” I asked, just for something to say really.

“Ay, Luv. I’m taking a bus.”

“That’s nice.”

As I look up from my book, Arthur gets himself into gear and boards the bus. I watched him as he shuffled onto the first step and suddenly I realise he’s getting into the driver’s seat. As I turned and looked toward the driver, I realise he has left the engine idling. I look at the driver; he has his back to me. I look at Arthur; he is putting the bus in gear. I look at the driver. He is still kicking the tyre and leaning on his bus. I wonder what I should do! I look at Arthur and he is driving off! I look at the driver and he's in the gutter screaming blue murder, but is quickly on his feet and then he’s off and running after his bus.

To this day, I will never forget the sight of the bus weaving down the road and narrowly missing parked cars and the driver running full speed after his bus and screaming at the top of his voice.

The bus however came to an abrupt halt on the right-hand side of the road as it hit a lamppost. Arthur gets off and walks to a garden wall opposite. He sits down, gets out his tin for his rollups and promptly falls backwards over the wall into the garden. 

The last thing I saw was an irate bus driver screaming and shouting at Arthur’s legs, as they waved in the air. I decided it was time to finish my collections and move on.

​

***
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It was getting towards Christmas and as Christmas queues go, the waiting to pay in queue in the office was as slow and tedious as any shopping queue.

Stand, wait, shuffle forward, stand, wait, shuffle... you get the idea, I'm sure. I was in the queue, minding my own business, when a deep male voice shouts from the next office. 

“Kim, may I take some of your time please?” 

It was John, my boss and I was late getting in the office that morning. Expecting a rollicking I left my place in the queue and tapped quietly on his door.

“Come in, come in. We don't stand on ceremony here. Would you like a coffee?”

I perked up immediately. 

“Yes please, John.”

“Good, so would I. You will find all you need in the kitchen and I take white with two sugars.”

Somewhat miffed, I wandered off and made coffee for the two of us.

When I walked back into his office, I could tell John is contemplating something. His greying head of curly hair made him look naturally studious. He's tall and thin, almost to the point of gangly, and sits in his chair like a latter-day scrooge, all arms and legs and eyes twinkling.
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