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Chapter 1: ‘Grievous Angel’
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DATE: THURSDAY JUNE 8TH 2000, A Cottage, Rokeby Village, County Durham. 

In an untidy living room, a forty-something white man was having his breakfast. This consisted of a piece of toast with marmite and a cup of strong Yorkshire tea. Dr Steve Hemmings sat blinking in the early morning sunshine as his hangover continued to haunt him. Outside, by the unwashed window, sat a 1995 blue Ford Mondeo.  

The man made a somewhat dishevelled figure. His grubby kimono-style dressing gown revealed more flesh than any visitor – male or female – might have wished to see. His cat Dalmy looked on, unimpressed.

His hands were, however, scrupulously clean, having been washed and dried exactly seven times. A smaller number would have run the risk of his contaminating the house, the neighbourhood, maybe the whole world.  A larger number would have brought catastrophic bad luck, especially the King Unlucky Number 13. 

The left hand reached for a biro, one amongst ten other objects that he was carrying, namely: 


	The keys to the Mondeo parked outside.

	A BT Roamer 300 pay-as-you-go mobile phone.

	A wallet full of unsuccessful betting slips interspersed with photos of his two children (no money). *

	Tissue paper.

	Anti-psoriasis pills.

	Business cards – his own, plus a couple from people he had met on his travels.

	A red (credit size) card with The Blackring Chemicals Group (BCG) 7 Business Principles inscribed on it.

	A half empty packet of 10 cigarettes, plus box of matches.

	Gold Spot breath freshener spray.

	A BCG Site Entry Badge with his photo on it.



*The reader may be surprised to learn that the owner saw nothing whatsoever strange in this juxtaposition.

Normally, he would have written in his journal, a legacy of one of the many management-training courses that he had attended. Today, however, he had decided to write to his local MP: none other than the Right Honourable Anthony Charles Lynton Blair, Prime Minister and First Lord of the Treasury. 

Steve scribbled away, oblivious to the advancing time and despite the competing attempts for attention from Dalmy, so called by Steve’s children because of his colouring – white with black markings. 

The cat was feeling rather neglected. Steve kept him fed okay, but Dalmy was getting irritated by his increasingly frequent nocturnal forays. The cat reasoned that hunting at night should have been his province! Of course, during the day he was missing too. Off to that beloved job of his – so full of hope when he set off in the morning, and usually so grumpy when he got back at night. 

The cat liked it when his children came to stay. They gave him the attention he deserved. That was only every other weekend though. Other times, Steve was off on his prowls. Dalmy wished he’d keep the house tidier as well. And when was he going to get around to giving him a cat flap, like all his friends in the village? He was losing respect! Dalmy kept reminding him of this by leaving the odd present, but to no avail; he simply cleaned it up and told him off. His owner’s mind seemed to be on other things.

Steve scribbled on even as the cat walked all over his writing paper.


Dear Tony 

I wish to share my concerns regarding the importance of signed one-way access at petrol stations following a ‘near miss’ yesterday.



Steve paused to remember the upsetting incident.

Firstly, the squealing of brakes, as he stopped within 1cm of an oncoming red Vauxhall Corsa. The Corsa driver, a short, muscly man with multiple tattoos, had got out to confront him as he’d emerged from his Mondeo into the driving rain, in his beige double-breasted gabardine coat.

‘There’s no sign to say I can’t come his way,’ Steve protested. ‘Not that I think you’d be able to read it!’ he added, somewhat unhelpfully.

‘You look like a pervert to me,’ the Corsa driver commented, observing the flasher’s mac. ‘I bet you’re one of them paedos!’ 

It was time for some humour to calm the situation. 

‘Yeah, that’s right,’ Steve agreed, before putting on his best Elvis karaoke voice.

‘I am a paedo, I am a paedo. Uh. Uh.

I’ve got 5 miles on my speedo...’  he sang mockingly, whilst opening his coat.

The little man exploded. ‘That’s shockin’. Absolutely shockin’.’ 

He aimed a massive haymaker, which Steve narrowly evaded then returned to the refuge of his Mondeo.

Meanwhile, the Corsa driver’s dumpy wife pointed Steve out to the cashier in the pay kiosk, as he frantically reversed away from the forecourt. 

Steve returned to his letter.


Things could, however, have been much worse. Had we collided, due to the lack of signage – the consequences can only be imagined. 

On the subject of road traffic safety, I must bring your attention to the Angel of the North, or “Angel of Death”, as I now call it. My friend Geoff believes that it is a complete waste of taxpayers’ money and should be melted down. ‘How many kidney machines would that buy? he wonders. 

My personal concern is that this monstrosity is perched on a hill overlooking a busy stretch of motorway. Already, numerous accidents have been caused by its distracting presence. Perhaps it could be remoulded, re-sculpted and placed outside the Redcar steelworks – “the true heart of the industrial North-East'’. 

Or please allow me to suggest a third way, if I may... Why not transplant it to a quieter spot in our wonderful Sedgefield constituency, as a monument to a truly great PM?

Best regards

Steve 

DR STEPHEN HEMMINGS



Perhaps a little explanation is required here. The Angel of the North is now unanimously considered to be a cultural icon, epitomising the indomitable spirit of the North-East. It was not ever thus. The project was very nearly stopped by fierce local opposition on the grounds of cost, aesthetics, interruption to TV transmissions, road safety and even possible Nazi overtones. The Gateshead Councillor who pronounced it to be ‘beautiful’ on its unveiling was met with widespread scorn. It was a good job that social media was not around at the time, or the iconic statue could easily have been vandalised – or worse – and the Councillor’s life would have been made a misery. Criticism back then was fortunately restricted to his being challenged in local pubs. 

The late Brian Sewell cited the kidney machine as the standard unit of philistinism to counter opponents of arts expenditure, who would question why such money was not being spent on the NHS. Ironically, Sewell himself hated the Angel, calling it the most vulgar of Anthony Gormley’s works. But, there again, he always did hate all things Northern. 

Steve did have a point about road safety though. The Angel of the North has consistently made the Top Ten of most dangerous heritage sites to drive past in the UK, reportedly causing over 50 accidents between 2013 and 2018. 

Steve finally remembered to check his watch.

‘Shit the bed! Late for work again!!’ he said to himself, then worse: 

‘I promised to give the Chairman a lift to Eston. Bollocks!’ 

The man in question lived in an adjoining village with his widowed mother. His name was Geoff Huckstead, a salesman in his late fifties. A confirmed bachelor, he had nonetheless had numerous relationships, none of which had been strong enough to prise him away from his parents, despite the odd ‘accidental’ pregnancy. 

Ironically, Geoff was ahead of his time, valuing friendship over romantic love. ‘Mates are mates’ was his eternal motto. He certainly beat the Spice Girls’ ‘friendship never ends’ on that one. He was a ‘Rules Boy’ long before ‘The Rules’ were invented.

His true love was cricket and the Outcasts Sunday Team, which he ruled with an iron rod. It was this love that had brought Steve and the Chairman together. Today, as his car was ‘in dock’, he had summoned the Steve to ferry him to his early meeting. 

Steve finally jumped into his Mondeo, which matched his house in its internal state of entropy (his children would fight for the right to tidy it out and collect the many coins that had been spilled on the floor of this Aladdin’s Cave on wheels). It was now five years old and becoming progressively more expensive to maintain. Despite his nominally high salary, Steve’s finances were already stretched by maintenance payments to his ex on top of the rent and upkeep of his cottage plus the spiralling cost of his ‘social life’. MOT anniversaries inevitably brought about a cash flow crisis as the garage reported more and more repairs required to keep the car legal. Most poignantly, it was not the company car he had always aspired to. Steve comforted himself with the thought that it was symbolic of ‘Mondeo Man’, the template voter that his hero had targeted in the 1997 election. He could, at least, pride himself on being a trendsetter. 
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Chapter 2: ‘The Chairman’
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Steve arrived at the Chairman’s residence at 8.45am. The man himself was waiting impatiently, resplendent in his blue blazer and stripy tie, not to mention his shiny, unnaturally-coloured, orange-tinged black hair. Steve had been irritated by this intrusion on his daily routine, but felt honour-bound to answer the call.

After all, it was Geoff who had really rallied to his support during his painful marriage break-up while others had distanced themselves from him. A lot of Steve’s friends and colleagues (work and cricketing) had made snide comments, mainly behind his back. ‘Lost to the cock, lost to the cock’ (he had a habit of repeating phrases for dramatic effect) was all Geoff would enigmatically say. He had been there for him during the dark early days of the separation. Steve owed him a huge debt and felt he had to put up with his manipulative behaviour, even though he sometimes suspected that Geoff had sniffed an early opportunity to find a new wingman. It was Geoff who had got him on his feet again, going out ‘tashing’. It was Geoff who knew all the best pubs and clubs for picking up single women of a certain age. It was Geoff who had also introduced him to the Outcasts cricket club, where he was given regular opportunities to bat and to bowl, but more of all that later...

The car pulled up on the front drive and the passenger door opened. The Chairman, a tall, heavily built man, eased himself into the vacant seat and pushed it back, before pulling his seat belt across but refraining from securing it.

‘You’re late, Old Son’ was his opening remark as the car reversed out of the drive.

Silence reigned as the car continued its journey south over the A19 Tees Flyover.

Geoff it was who broke the silence. ‘Are you sure you don’t mind giving me a lift, Old Son?’ he said, sensing the hostile atmosphere.

‘Not at all,’ replied Steve, pulling a face.

‘I wouldn’t have asked, but I’ve got a meeting with my accountant first thing,’ he ventured, before adding, ‘I’m not making you late, am I?’

‘No, it’s absolutely fine. I’m on flexi-time,’ Steve said a little too grumpily.

‘But that boss of yours doesn’t like you arriving after 9 o’clock...’ Geoff interjected.

‘You could say that!’ Steve agreed with feeling.     

‘Well, it’s not out of your way, is it? Eston is on the way to the BCG, isn’t it?’ Geoff reasoned.

‘Not going via your house, it wasn’t,’ Steve muttered under his breath, before answering audibly, ‘No, not at all, Geoff.’    

Steve switched on the radio to try to get some respite from Geoff’s stream of consciousness.

‘Now with our thought for the day is the Reverend Griselda Pitmarch, parish priest for the church of Saint Aloysius in Shoreditch, London...’ 

‘Today is the Saint’s Day of Saint Merardus, an avid 5th Century follower of Saint Augustine. It prompted me to think about how are we, as Christians, to reconcile our attitudes to sexuality? Here’s what St Augustine, himself, had to say, in the 4th Century:

If it was good company and conversation that Adam needed, it would have been better arranged to have two men together as friends, not a man and a woman. Those words may sound very controversial, even shocking, as we embark upon the 21st Century...’

Geoff was genuinely surprised. ‘What’s wrong with that? Sounds spot on to me!’ he said as the speaker continued to drone on.

Steve rolled his eyes once more. ‘Really?’

‘What’s not to like? I’ve said before that we should all have our bollocks removed!’ Geoff continued. 

‘That sounds painful!’   

‘Humanely, of course!’

‘And totally unnecessary...’

‘No, it makes perfect sense. We could all concentrate on cricket, football, horseracing, and the art of conversation without unwanted distractions!’

Steve was aghast. ‘Oh, come on, Geoff!’

Geoff was not for stopping. ‘And we’d probably be able to run faster too...’

He paused to ask Steve a question. ‘Did you know that 99% of male National Hunt racehorses are geldings?’

Steve shook his head. ‘What’s that got to do with anything?’   

‘Well, you’d never win the Grand National, flying with those full tanks!’ Geoff leant over to give Steve’s crotch a tweak to reinforce his point.

Steve’s eyes watered momentarily as the car careered from one side of the road to another.

‘Sometimes I can’t believe you!’

‘Please yourself!’ Geoff replied grumpily, before leaning forward to retune Steve’s car radio to TFM, the local commercial station.

‘Hey! I didn’t get to hear the end of that. It was just getting interesting...’ Steve said irately.

The Reverend Pitmarch was replaced by Sonique’s It Feels So Good. The DJ announced that this was this week’s Teesside Chart Topper (it also happened to be the national number 1) before handing over to the News.

‘Good morning. This is TFM. Here is the News at 9am...’ the newscaster intoned before moving on to the main news of the day.

‘Prime Minister and local MP Tony Blair took an unexpected battering from members of the Women’s Institute when he addressed their annual conference yesterday. There was booing and heckling as he attempted to speak... ‘

Geoff could not resist having a dig. ‘Your man certainly got a bit of a caning yesterday.’

Steve rose to the bait like a salmon to a hook. ‘What do you mean “my man”?’

Geoff pulled out a copy of Steve’s letter to Tony Blair from the door compartment. ‘So what’s this, then?’

‘Nothing.’

‘What are you writing to that twat about this time?’


‘Nothing,’ Steve repeated sullenly.

‘Come on. Out with it...’ Geoff was insistent.

‘The importance of signed one-way access at petrol stations.’ Steve sighed.



‘You're kidding me!’    

‘Well, he is my constituency MP.’  

‘I know the man is a pillock, wasting millions on eyesores like the Millennium Dome and the Angel of the North and all, but even I don't wish that on him... Signed one-way access?’ Geoff shook his head.

Steve was swift to point out the fatal flaw in his argument. ‘You could hardly blame him for the Angel of the North. That was started before he came to power. I do feel, though, that he should get something done about the number of road accidents it causes. Actually, I’ve added that to my letter. Anyway, I thought he was your man, too!’ Steve concluded.

‘Don’t know what you mean!’ Geoff was incredulous.

‘You said that you’d voted for him.’ Steve smirked triumphantly.

‘Only because the other lot were so useless,’ Geoff admitted reluctantly. ‘I wouldn’t do it again. Anyway, as you say, he’s your constituency’s MP.’ 

‘So he is, but that doesn’t necessarily make him my man!’ 

Geoff decided to change the subject. ‘And you can give me a lift to Coffin Dodgers tonight?’

A flabbergasted Steve turned round towards Geoff, causing the car to nearly hit a male pedestrian, who promptly flicked a ‘V’-sign at the departing car.

‘Steady on, Old Son!’ 

‘But I thought it was your turn!’ Steve felt a sense of cruel injustice.

‘Oh. No. No. Remember, my car’s at the garage. It might not be ready.’

‘Really?’ Steve was sceptical.    

‘Cheer up. You had a good night at the Grave Diggers last night.’ Geoff was upbeat.

‘No, not really,’ Steve insisted.

‘I thought you were getting on pretty well with the one-legged Fran,’ Geoff reminisced.

‘Nah. She kept arm-wrestling me to stop me getting close. Anyway, I couldn’t get a stiffy,’ Steve concluded.

‘Oh dear. The path of true love never did run smooth with you, did it?’ Geoff was disappointed.

‘No, Geoff,’ Steve said as he finally pulled over by a concrete precinct of shops.

Geoff opened the door. ‘Thanks for the lift. Good luck with that boss of yours!’

‘Pleasure!’ replied Steve ironically. 

Steve watched as Geoff walked into a betting shop signed ‘Eddie Edwards, Turf Accountants.’ 

‘Shit the bed!’ Steve concluded.

As he drove away moodily, Steve reflected on his careering career. 

It had started so well at Trivalent. He had established their world leadership in titanium-based composites. These were all the rage at the time, so his star had shone brightly for a while. Unfortunately, internal politics, the early 90’s recession and the fact that there was bugger-all market for titanium-based composites had conspired against him. The business had closed down suddenly and Steve had been headed for the dole queue. Then had come the deus ex machina.

An unsolicited and glowing testimonial from an admiring DTI Project Monitor to a Trivalent company director had meant that he had not only survived but thrived. He’d been promoted two whole grades. Indeed, he’d found himself leading a team of twelve people all of a sudden. This had proved tough, but his technical plan had worked, hadn’t it? He had seen off a mutiny, a severe dislocation to the business, caused by a change of ownership. He’d triumphed. The new products that he had masterminded were now selling in their millions. He had been able to replace the ne’er-do-wells with better people. He now worked for the mighty BCG, just like his father before him.

All in all, it had been a great triumph over adversity. But, but, but, what reward had he got? They’d imposed Stuart Appleton, Stuart-bloody-Appleton of all people, to be his boss. What had he done to deserve that? Stuart Appleton, the Pariah of the Trivalent Managers club, notorious for his instant opinions and put-downs. Stuart Appleton, who would be sitting in his office lying in wait for him. Stuart Appleton, who had cultivated a cult of personality amongst Steve’s staff at his expense. Stuart Appleton, who had subverted Steve’s last appraisal into a show trial. 

And still no fucking company car!



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3 ‘Toxic Release’
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Steve finally arrived at the BCG Elton Centre, Redcar around 9.30am. It took him another 5 minutes to find a parking place. Around him was a heroic landscape of chemical plants, emitting a multitude of varicoloured vapours.

The centre was a large 1970’s complex of labs and offices. As usual, he struggled to negotiate the turnstile entrance into the main building. 

An alarm was now going off. A female Tannoy voice announced, ‘Warning. Code 2 Toxic Release. Danger. Code 2 Toxic release. Take Shelter. Take shelter. Warning. Code 2 Toxic Release. Take shelter.’

The men and women in lab coats that Steve passed by were carrying on their normal business, unperturbed. Steve hurried up towards his block. The over-filled briefcase did not help. He looked again at the watch – 9.43am – as he finally got to the lift.

He removed the Homer Simpson tie that had been protruding from his briefcase and hastily tied it round his neck. That would take a bit of weight off, especially with all the random food deposited on it. Now he faced a dilemma: take the lift or shin up the stairs? Steve’s claustrophobia got the better of him, and he mounted the stairs.

Steve almost ran along the 4th floor corridor, passing an office marked ‘Mr Stuart Appleton: Business Technical Manager’. 

The door was ajar, in compliance with company ‘open door’ policy. 

‘Phew. Made it!’ said Steve as he neared the end of the corridor.

Suddenly the door opened fully, as if in a horror movie. 

A short, smartly dressed man in a waistcoat stepped out.

‘Good afternoon, Dr Hemmings. We’ve been waiting for you.’

‘Good morning, Stuart. Sorry. I had to give a friend a lift in.’

‘It’s up to you to manage yourself’ was the sanctimonious response. ‘Hope you haven’t forgotten that we have a communications meeting at 10am.’

Steve had forgotten. ‘OK. I’ll be there.’

‘And remember, we’ve got Debbie Gould coming today, so tidy yourself up.’

‘OK, Stuart.’

Steve walked out of Stuart’s sight, adjusting his clothing, including tightening the crumpled Homer Simpson tie.

‘And don’t wear that Simpsons tie!’

‘Umm.’

‘And one more thing...’

‘What’s that?’

‘No falling asleep!’

‘It’s a medical condition...’ Steve protested.

‘So far undiagnosed!’ Stuart countered. ‘I’ll be watching you!’ His words rang down the corridor. 

Steve finally got to his office. He was about to put his suitcase down when Dr Paula O’Donnell arrived at the door.

‘Morning, Steve. You said you wanted to meet me about my new product launch.’  ‘Oh, sorry, Paula. Yeah. I’m afraid that’ll have to wait. Communications meeting, remember?

‘Oh. Feck. I forgot.’

‘I’ll see you later.’ Steve waved Paula off before reaching for an energy drink. Steve was glugging down the sickly coloured potion when Margaret, the garrulous office cleaner, arrived, blocking the door.

‘Good morning, Dr Hemmings. How are you?’ asked Margaret cheerfully.

‘Fine, thanks, Margaret,’ Steve grunted as he tried to push past Margaret’s imposing figure.

‘Glad to hear that someone is. My sciatica’s really playing me up.’ Margaret remained lodged within the doorway.

‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Steve replied insincerely.

‘And I’ve got to go to the school on behalf of our Darren. The headmaster says he’s been misbehavin’.’

Steve looked at his watch. ‘I’m sure he wasn’t...’

‘I’m going to complain to the governors, I am. He’s being bullied, that’s what it is.’

‘I’m sure you will.’ Steve tried again to escape.

‘Shockin’ it is. Mind you, it’s that Tony Blair’s fault.’

‘How do you work that out?’

‘People like him, they just don’t care for people like us,’ Margaret opined.

‘Seems OK to me. Wrote me a nice letter when I was having problems over my kids’ education.’ Steve felt he had to take a moment to defend his hero.

‘Yeah, but did he get anything done?’ Margaret remained sceptical about politicians, even New Labour ones.

‘Well, no. That’s not the point, anyway.’ Steve looked at his watch again.

‘Politicians. They’re all the same, you know.’ Margaret paused. ‘Apart from that nice Mrs Mowlem, maybe...’ 

That nice Mrs Mowlem, Dear Reader, happened to be Dr Margaret (Mo) Mowlem, who was at that time one of five members of the cabinet who represented a North-East constituency. She had been spectacularly successful as Northern Ireland Secretary and rewarded with a ‘non-job’ by Tony Blair in his latest cabinet reshuffle. (She replaced a similarly fated colleague, who believed that his sacking had been due to his own insistence on living in the North-East and ‘missing out on the London cocktail circuit’.). Any connection with Tony Blair feeling in any way threatened by Mo’s success is entirely coincidental.

‘Your MP! Well, if she can sort out Northern Ireland... perhaps you should write to her!’ Steve suggested      

‘Hmm. Maybe I will.’ Margaret finally stepped to one side as Steve set off for the meeting.
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Chapter 4: ‘Project Mallard’
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It was 9.57am. Steve still had several hundred yards of long corridors to negotiate. Maybe he could get there in 5 minutes. Maybe they would still be settling into their seats when he arrived. Maybe they might wait for him. He was the third most important person in the room, after all...      

At the bottom of a set of stairs, disaster struck... 

‘Whoa! Stop right there now,’ commanded a podgy, clipboard-carrying woman in a hi-vis jacket.

‘Oh, Adele. What now?’ Steve protested.

‘Firstly, no running in the corridors or down the stairs.’

‘And secondly?’ asked Steve.

‘Your non-use of the handrail is in direct contravention of our Safety, Health and Environmental Policies.’

‘Ah. SHE who must be obeyed?’ Steve joked, trying to push past her.

‘It’s no laughing matter. Do you know what the number one cause of lost-time accidents is?’ Adele asked rhetorically.

‘Slips, trips and falls,’ Steve answered with tired irony.

‘And for every four thousand of these so-called minor incidents, there is a potential Bhopal or Chernobyl!’

‘Well, I’ll certainly bear that in mind.’ Steve looked at his watch again. 2 minutes late and counting.

‘You certainly shall,’ Adele proclaimed.

‘Well, I’ll be on my way,’ Steve said hopefully.

‘No. You won’t. I want you to go back up and down those stairs at an appropriate pace, holding the handrail!’

‘What?’ Steve was incredulous.

‘Go on. Do it!’ Adele commanded Steve.

‘I am in a hurry to get to a meeting,’ Steve tried to explain.

‘Never mind your meeting. Do it or I will report you to the Site Safety Committee – and you wouldn’t want that, I can assure you!’ Adele was adamant.

‘That’s blackmail,’ Steve complained.

‘It’s for your own good,’ Adele assured him.

Steve reluctantly walked up and down the stairs in the correct manner. 

‘OK. I’ll let you go now. A man in your position should know better. Chairman of the Site Health Committee indeed! You should practise what you preach!!’

‘Laters’ was Steve’s nonchalant parting shot.

When he finally got to the meeting room, Steve found a well-ensconced Paula sitting next to Stuart, smiling angelically. There were 15 more people crowded round the table. Everyone had to shuffle around to make room for him. Stuart stared daggers at Steve, especially at his crumpled Homer Simpson tie.       

‘What are we going to do with Stephen?’ thought Stuart to himself as Steve pushed his way into the meeting. Stuart couldn’t believe that Steve had got as far as he’d got, never mind going any further, which he seemed to want to do. When Stuart had become Steve’s boss, he had taken soundings of his staff. Their views had not been complimentary. Sure, there had been success over the past four years with new products and maintaining business continuity, but the consensus was that all of these things were achieved despite him, rather than because of him. Sure, these people used to work for Stuart himself and maybe they just wanted to boost his ego, but everything had been in place when Steve took over. He’d just had to press the buttons. He’d never showed leadership, he’d never taken a stand with anyone, never confronted anybody. Basically, Steve was crap.

Stuart shuffled the papers in front of him and cleared his throat. ‘Were there any more questions regarding the latest business bulletin? For those who were here to listen to them, that is...’ he added caustically.

Stuart looked round the room over his pince-nez glasses. There was no response.

‘Very well, then... It’s a great privilege to have Debbie Gould here today. She is going to give us a talk about the latest prospects for BCG and will answer any of your questions. Please feel free to ask her any question you like. This is a ‘caps off’ meeting, which means that we are all equals here.’

Stuart sensed a slight murmuring among the troops. ‘Although that should go without saying, of course...’ he added hastily. ‘Take it away, Debbie!’ he concluded.

A bespectacled, rather plain auburn-haired woman in her mid-40s rose to her feet and headed to the overhead projector at the end of the room.

‘Yes, as Stuart said. Ask me any question you like,’ she said, forcing a smile. Steve could not help noticing that she seemed a little nervous, not her usual ebullient self. Her hand trembled as she placed a scruffy, smudged and misspelt transparency on the overhead projector. In the corner of the transparency, there was a bright green leaf resembling deadly nightshade. 

Debbie commenced her address to the troops. ‘Right then guys, here we go. As you all know, there was a merger last year between BCG and Belladonna Industries. What exciting times these are!’

Debbie placed the next transparency onto the OHP with trembling fingers.

‘We’ve picked the low hanging fruit. We now need to go the hard yards!’

Steve noticed a couple of the younger members of the team suppressing giggles as they marked a small piece of cardboard conspiratorially. Really, he shouldn’t have given out ‘Bullshit Bingo’ cards for last year’s Secret Santa, should he?

‘Our costs are too low and our margins are too high – hang on – our costs are too high and our margins too low,’ Debbie said as she struggled to stop the corners of the transparency from curling up. 

‘So I’m here today to announce the set-up of a task force to execute Operation Mallard,’ Debbie continued as she continued to struggle with the recalcitrant transparency. All of a sudden, the atmosphere became a little more tense.

‘Why Mallard, you may ask? Well, it was a very fast streamlined locomotive, and I think it broke some sort of speed record.’

Steve couldn’t resist the temptation to help Debbie out. ‘Mallard, LNER Class A4, managed an average of 126 mph south of Grantham on the East Coast Main Line in 1938...’ he interjected helpfully.

Debbie continued: ‘Thank you, Steve, for that clarification.’ She tried to suppress the irony in her voice before proceeding. ‘And we need to be like that at BCG!’

Steve started to feel the effects of his previous late night as he stared at the beige walls and tried to concentrate. The room was too crowded for him to go and grab a coffee from one of the silver flasks that sat on the small table opposite. It was disgusting anyway. Slowly but surely, he drifted off into a reverie as Debbie carried on with her peroration.​


* * *
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Steve is dressed as Elvis on a stage with Paula, who is dressed like a conjuror’s assistant, in gold lamé. She stands next to a flip chart. There is a band behind Steve and the bass drum bears the legend ‘The Mallards’. 

The audience is made up of Steve’s BCG colleagues, with management at the front row. They are booing and slow handclapping.

An unabashed Steve takes the mic. 

‘Well. Uh. Uh. Let me tell you about mah latest achievements. Sorry, mah team’s latest achievements.’

The booing continues. Steve launches into Blue Suede Shoes.

On the ‘one’, Paula points to the flipchart. ‘Spending £100K below budget.’

Steve continues to sing. On the second line, Paula turns over the flipchart.

‘BCG nominated for Tees Valley Innovation Award for nano-sunscreens’.

The booing continues even louder.

Steve gyrates in his jump suit. On the third line, Paula reveals the next page.

‘1 new product launched in 2000. 2 more in the pipeline.’

Steve approaches the front of the stage. ‘And don’t you...’

This proves to be a very bad idea.

Steve is shouted down by Stuart: ‘Get off. You’re crap! You’re crap! You’re crap!’

Steve stops singing Blue Suede Shoes, but continues with the Elvis impersonation. ‘Well alrighty. I’ll finish with a little number by a little old band called the – uh, uh – Smiths.’ Steve launches into What Difference Does It Make?

‘Huh. Huh. I’m the eclectic Elvis,’ Steve explains after a couple of lines, picking up on the looks of sheer consternation from the audience.

The audience pelt Steve with belladonna fruit, also known as deadly nightshade. Steve counters by throwing flowers back at them a la Morrissey. This does not stop the deluge of black berries.

‘Uh. Uh. Looks like I’ll have to leave the building...’ Steve concludes. He runs out hand in hand with Paula.


* * *

[image: ]




Slowly, but surely, Steve’s consciousness returned to the office meeting. Debbie was still speaking.

‘So...just as Black and Decker sell holes and not drills, we at BCG no longer sell chemicals, we sell effects!’ Debbie concluded with these triumphant words and looked around the room. Steve’s prolonged outage had not escaped Stuart’s attention.

‘Do you have any questions for Debbie?’ he enquired, staring straight at Steve.

Steve picked up the rhetorical gauntlet that had just landed at his feet.

‘Uh. Uh.’ (He hadn’t quite got out of Elvis mode.) ‘By selling effects not chemicals, does that mean that you are merely trying to charge customers higher prices for the same old products?’ he asked.

Debbie was equal to the challenge. ‘Oh, no. We are looking to partner with our customers to push the innovation envelope...’

Steve noticed his younger colleagues eagerly crossing off yet another word on their cards. Steve could not resist the temptation to press Debbie further.

‘Well. How come my team is the only one to develop new products around here?’

There were approving nods from some of the members of his team.

Debbie frowned. Stuart decided to come to her rescue.

‘Oh, so Debbie – the future is bright?’

A stage whisper could be heard from somewhere around the table.

‘No, it’s fuckin’ orange!’

Steve could not resist an inner chuckle at the mordant Teesside wit.

Laser beams sprang forth from Stuart’s eyes as he glared around the room.

Debbie continued unabashed. ‘Thank you, Stuart, and yes, of course it is, once we have achieved the necessary synergies.’

Steve knew a corporate euphemism when he heard it.

‘Synergies? Is that code for redundancies?’ he asked.

Debbie was quick to quash this impertinent enquiry. ‘No. No. No. Frankly, Steve, I’m surprised at this level of cynicism.’

She paused for a moment before continuing. ‘Some people will have to undergo transition. According to our 7 Business Principles, of course. I trust you’ve all got our little red card safely about your persons?’

Steve took out the aforesaid red card-like object from his wallet. ‘Oh yeah, I abide by them at all times, Debbie.’ Steve’s ironic tone brought about a wave of nervous laughter from around the table.

At this point, Paula decided to intervene with a more amenable question.

‘And what are you doing to promote women in science – in particular those returning from a prolonged career break? Will there be opportunities for us... sorry, rather, them,’ Paula corrected herself hastily, ‘to step into positions that may become vacated?’

Debbie was relieved at the softer line of questioning. ‘Yes, we at “New BCG” have a cornerstone policy on equality, also enshrined in our Business Principles’.

At this point, Paul, a nervous senior technician, decided to ask for a clarification.

‘What do you mean by “transition”?’ he asked, running his fingers through his white hair.

Debbie decided to give a reasonably honest reply. ‘Well, it means that you will have to be redeployed.’

‘Redeployed... within the company?’ Paul asked pointedly.

Debbie squirmed ‘Well, erm... not necessarily. It will depend on your personal circumstances and individual skill set.’

‘You mean there will be redundancies!’ Paul countered.

‘In the fullness of time, possibly.’ Debbie was starting to founder. 

Stuart decided that enough was enough. ‘Well, I think that’s all we have time for,’ he announced, whilst looking at his watch. ‘Let’s all thank Debbie for giving up her time, in the usual way,’ he said as applause ensued from around the table. 

Stuart had one last announcement to make. ‘OK, we’ll be back again in the autumn, when Professor Roddy Bartholomew will give a talk on the collaboration opportunities that the Central Research Group have to offer all of us at BCG.’

Steve knew this to be a lie, so one could imagine his shock when Debbie simpered, ‘Oh, that should be so exciting for you all.’ 

Unfortunately, this was not before he had blurted out ‘That conman!’ 

There was knowing laughter around the table as Stuart and Debbie glared at him with even greater intensity. As Stuart finally brought the meeting to a close, Steve realized that he needed to make a quick getaway. He got up and pushed his way through the inadequately sized room and was the first to make it to the door. 

Without looking back, he walked as fast as he could down the long corridor – to no avail. There was no escape.

Stuart’s voice boomed down the corridor.

‘A word, please, in my office  – NOW!’
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Chapter 5: ‘Follow The Yellow Brick Road’
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Let’s take a moment to step back and look at the big picture. The cold winds were blowing over BCG, or ‘New BCG’ as they now liked to call themselves. Once considered the Bellwether of British Industry, whatever one of those is, BCG had sadly declined over the years like many of its manufacturing contemporaries. Despite a 1980s resurgence under a dynamic and charismatic Chairman, the underlying story had been one of retreat after retreat. By the late 1990s, the company had belatedly come to the conclusion that diversification was the way forward, conveniently forgetting that they had already disposed of their pharmaceuticals and specialty chemicals interests in the early 1990s to fend off a hostile takeover by a predatory baron of enterprise. Under the tutelage of a new CEO (please note, not Chairman anymore), they had acquired a new empire of diverse and exotic products, like, erm, candle wax and starch. Dubbed ‘Mr Drippy ’ by BCG diehards who were (rightly) sceptical of him, the new man had unusually come from a non-BCG, non-Chemicals background. 

Talk about selling your inheritance for a mess of pottage! His stewardship had led to mounting debts, a plummeting share price and the fire sale of their remaining crown jewels. Ironic, really, as the whole object of the exercise had been to please the City of London, close to where ‘Mr Drippy’ now spent his retirement in a £10 million town house. Like a certain other contemporary figure close to Our Hero’s heart, he would spend the rest of his days insisting he was right.

For the troops on the ground, life had gone on, but it was a far cry from the Job for Life that whole families in the North of England had come to expect. Working for the ‘old’ BCG had been rather like being a civil servant, but on significantly better pay. As BCG declined, like the ploughman in Breughel’s ‘Fall of Icarus’, BCG employees had continued to till away while the odd colleague would come crashing out of the sky at increasingly regular intervals.

Professor Roddy Bartholomew’s Central Research Group were a case in point. With apologies to the Holy Roman Empire, they were neither Central (tucked away in the basement of the Elton Centre) nor Research (they did very little of that), and they were a Group in name only. Although Roddy was (by far) the highest paid of them, he was not officially in charge. A BCG senior manager had been assigned to this task, mainly to keep the mercurial Professor Bartholomew (and his merrie men) in some sort of check.

Avoiding the use of their overpriced facilities had become a bit of a game for Steve and his fellow Technical Managers. Sure, they had some brand spanking new shiny, state-of-the-art equipment – you could look at individual atoms, for instance – but it was far too expensive to use. This was because some bean counter at Corporate HQ had decreed that there should be an ‘internal market’, whereby individual businesses would have to pay for their services – more than external organisations had to pay.

The CRG was a throwback to the days when BCG had been a true scientific pathfinder. A central group at the disposal of all divisions of BCG to help conduct long-term research. What was not to like? Plenty, as it happened – mainly the Directorate’s insistence that the group should somehow balance its books. Managers like Steve were routinely strongarmed into blowing any surplus budget they had on irrelevant vanity projects. Money that could have been used on useful things like training staff.

Then there were the people... Misfits! Neither fit to work in the private or university sectors, but all supposedly world experts in their fields, burning up company money on besuited travelling to international conferences to publish their latest papers. As for Roddy, Steve had had a recent narrow escape from his clutches. A fully costed-out proposal to use the latest cutting-edge drying techniques to dry 1kg of powder for £100,000 had made his much-derided ultra-filtration efforts look like value for money. Come to think about it, that had been CRG’s idea too! Steve much preferred to work with genuine universities, who offered much better value. That was before the inception of the dreaded Full Economic Costing model, but that’s for another day.

The Elton Centre was a 1970s creation, set on the edge of what had been a massive chemicals complex. One could compare the site at night, with its flames and twinkling lights, to Blade Runner, but one would be wrong. It was the other way round. The brothers Scott had been brought up in the North-East and the site had been the inspiration when designing their sets.

The architecture of the Centre was vintage brutalist – an ugly, sprawling four-storey red building with darkened windows. Presumably, the small lake outside had been an attempt to offset this. For many years, the lake had been colonised by an ever-burgeoning colony of aggressive Canada Geese. A surreal touch at the Centre entrance was a bronze statue of Elton John. Steve had been told many versions of how it had come to be there.

The most plausible one went something like this... The Centre was named after a nearby village, which was now abandoned – hardly surprising, given the petrochemical behemoth next door. When it had come to the official opening ceremony for the Centre, the organising committee had soon discovered that no self-respecting Senior Royal wanted to touch such a gig with a bargepole. Princess Margaret was said to have objected that ‘it would bring on my asthma, darling’ as she’d puffed on yet another cigarette. Being ingenious Teesside folk, the committee had thought to itself, ‘If it’s the Elton Centre, why not Elton John?’ It had so happened that the Great Man’s beloved Watford were playing at the Boro’ on a convenient weekend, so to their surprise, he’d agreed. 

The bronze statue, complete with monster spectacles, was commissioned to a less-than-talented local artist as a mark of gratitude from the good Burghers of Teesside. Leading up to it, someone had thoughtfully decided to put a narrow pathway of yellow bricks. Some cynics remarked that this yellow streak was rather evocative of the local management. Sadly, like BCG, the corroded statue was now a sorry sight, although much beloved by the geese, who targeted it like a World War II U-Boat pen, especially the glasses. But, like its subject, it was still standing.

Steve and BCG went back a long way. He had been born in Stockton-on-Tees and then brought up in Runcorn. The link between these two distant industrial towns was that his dad worked for BCG. Steve had always looked up to BCG. His dad had earned a comfortable salary as a Senior Middle Manager, which afforded the family a detached house with no less than three sheds in Runcorn’s leafy suburbs. Steve grew up there with his younger brother David and much younger sister Rowena. Towards the end of his career, his dad had become eligible for a company car. Sure, it was only a Mini Clubman estate, but it was a status symbol, nonetheless. 

Steve fondly remembered the coach outings to Chester Zoo, the outdoor fetes and the children’s parties. As a teenager, he had liked to go to the local BCG Recreation Club at weekends to see bands of surprising stature, such as Nazareth and Thin Lizzy, and try to get off with local girls. It had been at ‘the Rec’ that Steve would occasionally encounter Gill, his future ex-wife. Sadly, he’d never had the courage to ask her up for a dance. It might have saved him a lot of future heartache if he had.

Indeed, BCG was arguably the reason that Steve had gone to Oxford. His father, a bluff Yorkshireman of humble origins, felt that his own career had been unfairly impeded by toffee-nosed Oxbridge types with plummy accents. None of that sort of class prejudice was going to stop his son! Steve had been pushed towards a career at BCG that would surpass that of his dad. Never mind the fact that it had entailed going to boarding school, which he hated; Steve was going to Oxford to read chemistry! When he’d reached the dreaming Spires, Steve had soon discovered that after many years of declining milk round recruitment, a career with BCG was now reserved for the crème de la crème – not Steve, then! Lesser chemistry graduates went to companies like Trivalent (a specialized inorganic oxides supplier, dismissed as a one-product company by the highflyers) or were shunted into marketing shirts and shampoos. As a last resort, there was always the dreaded chartered accountancy option.

When Steve had joined Trivalent, his dad had bemoaned the fact that it was only half-owned by BCG. Steve had spent some of his most productive years (when he looked back on it) at Trivalent.

Then the day dawned, late in 1990, that BCG took over the rest of Trivalent. The part owner, a materials company, had over-stretched themselves buying up rubbish companies and had had to sell their 50% stake to BCG for a song when the early 90s recession kicked in. Ironic, really; perhaps someone at BCG should have taken note. 

Oh, joyous news for Steve! ‘This is the happiest day of my life! My parents will be so proud,’ a grinning Steve had exclaimed to a disbelieving Trivalent Director when staff had been gathered to hear the news. He had blithely ignored the wise words of an ex-colleague who had upgraded to BCG. ‘If you find Trivalent restricting, you will find it a paradise of freedom and creativity compared to BCG!’ As the warning had been issued over a pint or six of beer, perhaps he had forgotten. 

Initially staff were reassured that there would be no changes. Then, Christmas came and went for staff to discover, via company noticeboards, that the Trivalent Managing Director had been replaced by an unknown BCG sub-Director. End of message.

Five stifling years followed. Trivalent were 100% owned by BCG, but were not a full member of the family. It had felt like a country under occupation. Promotions dried up, salary increases, and bonus payments were denied. Worst of all, BCG developed a habit of sending their most problematic managers to Trivalent, like an old aristocratic family despatching their idiot sons to the colonies. 

Then had come Steve’s lucky break. He had recently been appointed Technical Manager of the Sunscreens Group when his small part of Trivalent was admitted into the BCG mothership. BCG were now into specialty chemicals, having dismissed them as ‘frilly bits’ just a few years previously. Steve was now a fully-fledged BCG employee. Never mind the resentment of his erstwhile Trivalent colleagues, who felt he had collaborated with the Enemy, onwards and upwards – now for the company car!

Unfortunately, Steve had soon discovered that BCG managers looked down on their new Trivalent colleagues. But Steve had an Oxford degree, didn’t he? Not good enough; his Ph.D. had been from a red brick university. Steve had soon discovered that the BCG Elton Centre was not the Emerald City that he had been seeking.​
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Chapter 6 ‘The Future’s Bright...’
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Steve sat facing Stuart. Photos of Stuart’s ugly wife and children stared out at him.

Stuart came straight to the point. ‘You fucking showed me up in front of Debbie!’

‘How come?’ asked Steve innocently.

‘Well, firstly, there was Alec and Samantha tittering over those business bullshit cards!’

‘Oh, ‘the Lovebirds’! That wasn’t me!’

‘But we all know who bought them, don’t we?’ Stuart leaned forward menacingly.

‘May have done... it was a Secret Santa!’ Steve insisted.

‘I was at that Christmas party too you know! And unlike you, I can remember what happened!’ 

‘I didn’t mean them to get them out in a BCG Meeting.’

‘Did you not?’ Stuart was unconvinced. ‘Never mind! I’ll deal with them separately. I’d like to talk to them about all the canoodling and carrying on they’re doing – in works time. It’s upsetting other members of staff. And they’re both in relationships outside BCG.’ (Back in 2000, this was still considered to be a subject of legitimate concern for management.)

‘I thought I was their line manager...’

‘Yes. But you’re useless at discipline!’

‘Let me use this chance to disprove that myth, then.’

‘No. I’ll do it. I shall look forward to that!’ Stuart said with a sinister smile.

I bet you will. You’re just jealous! Steve thought. Just because you’re not getting any, doesn’t mean you should take it out on those who are! Steve then reflected that he was currently in the same boat as Stuart. But there was always Coffin Dodgers that evening. Maybe he would get lucky there. Certainly, he was in with a shout, if the Chairman was to be believed. At least he had prospects. His thoughts were interrupted by Stuart’s next assault.

‘Anyway, it’s your behaviour we’re here to discuss!’ 

‘I didn’t do anything wrong.’ Steve sat up straight in the uncomfortable straight-back chair, which contrasted sharply with Stuart’s deluxe swivel model opposite.

‘Well first there was that blurted-out comment about Roddy Bartholomew.’

‘Sorry, I couldn’t help myself.’

‘OK. I’ll let that one go. I wouldn’t pay him or the CRG in bent washers, if it was up to me! I was under pressure from Debbie to invite him,’ Stuart added by way of explanation for his feigned enthusiasm at the meeting.

‘Well, I’m glad we see things the same way about that one.’

‘Yes. Don’t forget that it was me that rescued you from that disastrous powder-drying exercise.’

Steve squirmed in his seat. ‘I never thought it was a good idea...’

‘As I remember, you brought me a purchase requisition to sign, which I vetoed!’

‘Well, I did have a handsome budget surplus that year.’

Stuart raised his hand to prevent further argument. ‘Much more serious were those smartass questions you kept asking her. When you were awake, that it is!’

Steve was defiant. ‘Well firstly, I have a medical condition...’

‘Where’s your doctor’s note then?’

‘I can’t get the medical profession to see things as I do, but believe me it’s an affliction.’ 

Stuart raised an eyebrow.

‘And we were encouraged to ask questions. And one of the Business Principles is to speak openly and candidly amongst your colleagues.’

Stuart was unimpressed. ‘Not when it shows me up, it doesn’t!’

Steve pulled out his little red card. ‘Well it says here – Business Principle Number 2, I think. You should trust your colleagues at all times and assume that their intentions are good ones. ‘

Stuart shook his head. ‘Don’t make me laugh. I don’t believe that any more than you do. I’m assuming that you’re not a complete fool?’ he said, peering over his pince-nez glasses. ‘Anyway, I don’t trust her,’ Stuart continued.

‘Debbie?’ Steve was taken aback.

‘Yes, Debbie. She’s a political animal. Hasn’t got an innovative bone in her body. She presides over a bunch of superannuated Oxbridge-educated deadheads – present company excepted, naturally...’

‘Naturally...’ Steve replied uncertainly.

‘Who think she’s the bees’ knees,’ Stuart continued his diatribe.

‘Wow. I didn’t know.’ Steve was blissfully unaware of the tensions above his head.

‘Anyway, back to you. I also noted that you fell fast asleep within 5 minutes of Debbie starting to talk.’

‘Sorry Stuart. I tried...’

‘And you were late!’

Steve had the perfect excuse. ‘I was held up – by Margaret.’

Even Stuart understood that one. ‘Oh. Understandable, I suppose – but you showed yourself to be utterly unprofessional in that meeting.’

‘Am I not allowed to ask searching questions?’

‘Listen, Stephen. I’ll give you a bit of career advice, shall I?’ Stuart leant back in his unfeasibly large chair.

Steve sat up in his much smaller chair. He was all ears.

‘When you’re stuck down a deep hole... stop digging!’

‘But what about my Tees Valley Innovation Award nomination?’ Steve protested. ‘What about the new products?’ 

‘They count for nothing round here. You heard! What counts is holes, not drills! Now get out of my fucking office!!’ Stuart’s voice reached a crescendo.

Steve shambled out of Stuart’s office to see Paul coming down the corridor.

Paul held out his hand. ‘I’d like to thank you, Steve.’

‘Thank you, Paul. For what?’ said Steve, still shaking Paul’s hand.

‘For saying what everyone was thinking.’

‘Really? It was nothing.’

‘No, it took guts to do that.’

‘I didn’t realise...’

Paul gave Steve the benefit of his long experience working for BCG. 

‘First of all, everyone knows that ‘Professor’ (Paul spat out the last word with particular disdain) Roddy Bartholomew is a complete fucking charlatan! 

‘Then there’s the “restructuring programme’’.’ Again Paul could not hide his contempt. ‘I’ve heard it all before. It’s all bollocks. Operation Mallard – Operation Mallet more like! There’s redundancies on the way. You mark my words!’​
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Chapter 7: ‘The Road To Hell’
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The long-awaited evening finally came. Steve’s car sped through the village of Port Clarence, formerly known as Samphire Batts. This name was about the only exotic thing about the place, apart from the dancers in the local pubs and clubs. Just on cue, the car passed a seedy hostelry with a sign outside: ‘Stripper’s (sic) every Friday lunch time’. 

Geoff sat impassively in the passenger seat, seemingly oblivious to Steve’s irritation at this lengthy detour.

Steve could not bear it any longer.

‘What the fuck are we going this way for? This road leads nowhere. This truly is the road to hell!’

‘Patience, Grasshopper,’ was all Geoff could muster by way of reply.

‘Look we’re going to Coffin Dodgers in Acklam, West Middlesbrough, right? Why not go the whole way and have me drive via bloody Hartlepool and get us hanged as monkeys?’

‘Ah! You forget about our very own Transporter Bridge. You’ll see!’

The car turned a sharp corner and joined the short queue to be shuttled across the River Tees. The world-renowned Tees Transporter Bridge had opened in 1911. It had survived Zeppelin raids in World War 1 and aircraft raids in World War 2 and various subsequent attempts to close it on economic grounds. Painted blue, since 1961 it had stood as a proud symbol of Teesside’s industrial heritage. It also connected Port Clarence to Saint Hilda’s, the area north of Middlesbrough railway station, known locally as ‘over the border’.

Finally, the Mondeo drove off the transporter platform and into a grim post-industrial area. Working girls thronged the streets, including one dressed as a French maid and another as Pocahontas. Cars moved slowly past them, including a silver Renault Scénic that looked suspiciously like Stuart’s company car. If only Steve could remember the number plate details!

Steve’s jaw dropped. ‘Bloody hell!’

‘See? Well worth a look.’ Geoff was triumphant. ‘I hear ‘Robocop’ wanted to clean it up. Why bugger up an important local industry, I ask you?’

‘Well I don’t think the esteemed former Detective Superintendent will be coming back from his enforced career break in a hurry,’ Steve said knowingly as he scanned the assorted delights. ‘Anyway, how did you know about all this?’

‘Local tourist attraction, as I said. Our esteemed club Vice President, Peter Kennedy, likes to come for little drives around here. He took me along with him. Just the once, mind,’ Geoff added all too hastily. 

‘Well, I suppose it beats a trip out to Roseberry Topping for interest,’ Steve commented drily.

Geoff continued his tale. ‘He got a letter from the Cleveland Police recently, warning him about his future conduct. What would his dad say? Magistrate and general pillock of the community, he is! Young Peter would love to follow in his footsteps, but his fondness of houses of ill repute keeps letting him down. Went to four massage parlours in a day once. Out of control!’ Geoff rolled his eyes for effect. ‘He’s out of control!!’

‘Oh, that explains why he’s nicknamed Ray, as in Parlour.’ A lightbulb went off in Steve’s head.

‘Yes, the Romford Pelé himself,’ Geoff confirmed. ‘Indeed. Also why he’s now the proud owner of a Skoda Felicia,’ Geoff added.

‘Oh yeah. Not really your typical estate agent’s car. I wondered what happened to that nice Audi that he used to have...’ Steve mused.

Geoff gave Steve a knowing look. ‘Expensive hobby, I’m afraid. But aren’t all women?’

‘By the way, why are we going to Coffin Dodgers tonight? I’m still knackered from going to Gravediggers last night. I would have preferred a quiet night on the sniff in Yarm,’ Steve complained.

‘There’s more “tash” at this place, and what we want is snatch isn’t it?’ Geoff asked rhetorically.

‘I suppose so, but a night off to recharge the batteries wouldn’t do any harm.’

‘I thought you were made of sterner stuff. Anyway, you can always sleep it off tomorrow morning. That charming boss of yours won’t mind, will he?’

‘Yer jerking aren’t yer!?’ Steve affected a broad Teesside accent.

‘How was your day, by the way?’ Geoff leaned over solicitously.

‘Alright, I suppose... in the end... no thanks to you!’ Steve said sulkily.

‘I’d be careful what you say, if I were you! Don’t forget that potty you’ve got stowed in the boot.’ Geoff’s face became menacing.

‘Suffice to say that my tardy arrival this morning didn’t go unnoticed.’ 

‘You don’t have to worry though, do you? You work for THE BCG. Job for life, man, job for life!

‘Not anymore, it’s not.’ Steve shook his head. ‘DEFINITELY not. Fortunately, I have higher aspirations,’ Steve added mysteriously.

‘What do you mean, higher aspirations?’ Geoff was suitably intrigued.

‘As you will remember, I got passed up on my last well-deserved promotion.’

‘No worries on that score. We never heard the last of that one.’      

‘Yeah. Left me just short of the company car grade. So... I’m still driving this ageing pile of junk.’ Steve banged the steering wheel in frustration. ‘Which reminds me, the MOT’s due next week! Shit the bed! Like my beloved Leeds United, I’m condemned to eternally coming second. ‘

‘Well that latter quality will stand you in very good stead with the ladies you’ll be meeting tonight.’ Geoff smiled. ‘It’s like shooting fish in a barrel here. In fact, I’ve a feeling in my water that you might be tickling some trout, yourself, by the end of this evening!’

The Anvil Pub finally hove into view. 

‘Ah. Here we are! Next turn right!’ Geoff commanded.

This had better be good, Steve thought to himself. If his career had had its ups and downs, those did not even begin to compare with his personal life. He had come late on to the romantic scene. Having spent his formative years at boarding school and then a cloistered Oxford college, which had been mixed in name only (there had still been a 6 to 1 ratio of male to female students back in the 70’s), had seen to that.

Then, miracle of miracles, Gillian – a girl he had been sweet on back in his primary school days – had arrived in the northeast as a civil servant, as a result of a half-hearted government initiative to bring more jobs to the area. He had run into her, by chance, at an arts event in Stockton. They had wasted little time in starting a relationship, which had led to two children –  Robyn and Kris – and marriage, but not necessarily in that order... Steve had been happy. He had despaired of finding the right woman, let alone being a father. All had seemed set fair until the relationship had started to cool. There had been rows over money, over housework, over the children. Their sex life had faded to nothing. Steve had started to remind himself of the lost years in his late teens and early twenties, when he should have been shagging anything that moved. He had had the odd temptation towards the end but had managed to keep it from Gill. Not that she had seemed to be all that bothered. Then the first bombshell... Gill had announced that it was over. At first, she’d been reluctant to reveal why. Then there had come the second bombshell: she’d told him that she had found someone else. Then the third bombshell: that someone else was another woman!
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