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PROLOGUE

A remarkable true story of courage in the face of adversity where dreams come true. 

The bones of this story will resonate with millions of people all over the world.
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Chapter 1

We were just two kids in the back garden wearing boxing gloves. 

“I’m Ken Buchanan, you’re Muhammad Ali.”

“Fuck off! I’m Ken Buchanan, you’re Muhammad Ali.”

“You fuck off.”

There’s been a miraculous amount of ifs and buts gone through my head from beginning to present day that warps my head in an ongoing spiral of constant confusion. What lay ahead for me was a manifestation of a wild dream that turned out to be real.

1970, Prestonpans, near Edinburgh, Scotland. I was being violently abused, both physically and mentally. Dragged by the hair behind the door – I could feel my hair being dragged out by the roots – kicked, punched, beaten up. The bar of soap rammed down my throat almost killed me. I was within an inch of my life, gagging that hard I felt sick from the effort I summoned to keep me alive. The soap residue was dripping inside my air passage that kept me breathing. My life flashed before my eyes, just for that second, I thought I was dead. While behind the door, these words would resonate through my mind like it was yesterday.

“I’ll be a good boy, please let me out.” 

I still get nightmares to this day.

After the initial beatings, I was on the receiving end of one last frenzied attack that essentially put me in hospital. I knew this final onslaught happened on Boxing Day. The person who did this was someone who hated my real father. 

Before these incomprehensible acts of ludicrous nonsense happened to a child who knew very little about the substance of life, I fell in love with boxing. My hero was Ken Buchanan.

These words kept resounding in my ear.

“I’ll be a good boy, please let me out. I’ll be a good boy, please let me out.”



Chapter 2

On the way home, I let out a silent cry. On arrival, I sat on the floor, writhing in pain. It felt like a lifetime. Then I was in a hospital bed. The ward was long and spacious. It was almost empty, apart from someone far down the other side. A lady asked how I got there; she was really friendly. I started to tell her, then Roseanne entered the room.

“Don’t listen to him.”

The lady went away. All I could think about was how I got there. My leg was black and blue, I could feel lumps on my head. Roseanne wanted me to commit to a contract, hypothetically written in blood and hatred.

“If you don’t tell anyone, we’ll bring you up.”

“So, I’ll not go to the orphanage?”

“No, you’ll be our son.”

There was no room for negotiation. Roseanne and Eddie were nice people, they wouldn’t hurt a fly. They could argue, even a wee kid like me could just about manage to referee their private altercations. I’d rather take my chances with them. I was just a young kid, what else could I do.

“Okay, I promise.”

“You’ll get John’s bed, son.”

“Okay.” 

I’d slept in a cot for almost five years. It had bars to keep you in, I felt like a caged animal. This would be a massive step in the right direction, it was luxury. It’s unreal to think the first time I slept in a proper bed was in hospital, right there, right then.

They swiftly took me to another hospital in Edinburgh called Douglas House, where my leg was put in plaster. One minute I was lying in a hospital bed, next thing my plastered leg was hanging suspended in the air for months. I found a way to lower the cast, I got one of the boys to loosen the traction, it was a proper laugh. The nurses were mystified. This smartly dressed man came in, gave me jumping beans from America, the beans never jumped. I was more interested in watching Scooby Doo on the telly. The doctors said I may never walk properly again; I may never kick a ball or even enter a boxing ring. That was as good as it got. I was the only one in the ward with my leg in the air wearing a full cast. I never thought too much about it at the time, I was more interested in Scooby Doo, and shouting at the boys sitting in front of the telly.

“Fuck off! Get out the way.”

The cast was on so long, it was brutal. My leg got so itchy, only God knows how much time went by. It was like being trapped, it was a nightmare, it was hell. I’ve no idea how long I’d been lying there, it had to be months. I lost track of time, days became weeks, weeks became months. They eventually took the cast off, although I had to stay in bed. One night I was constantly swearing, the nurses lifted me upstairs and put me in a room full of babies, it was murder. All I could hear was babies screaming, it was driving me nuts. Eventually I was taken back downstairs to my own bed, that was a weird night. I’d spent so long in a cast; it was nobody’s business. I started to walk again using a caliper, parallel bars to assist me. Then I progressed to walking in a straight line. I was only allowed to get out of bed for two hours a day. I spent a few days scribbling on a jotter before they realised I hadn’t started school. Roseanne visited me when she could, it was a long way from Prestonpans. On the day they let me go home, Roseanne told me one of my legs was slightly shorter than the other. I’d rather be alive than dead at the hands of that monster.

John had an immaculate bed; it was really comfy. It was comforting to know I was safe; it was great to be back in Prestonpans. I still loved watching boxing; my hero was the champion of the world. I couldn’t dance around, punching Eddie’s hands anymore. John couldn’t slap me on the legs for taking more than my fair share of the couch. He would visit twice a year. Maria went on holiday as much as she could. You never saw much of Maria, she always made me smile.

My vocabulary was rapidly expanding on account of the lessons I was receiving next door in Auntie Anna’s kitchen. When it came to cooking chips, Anna’s were the best in the world. Her son, Kevin, and I would stand there in appreciation while Anna served us chips.

“You think this is a bed and breakfast, ya little cunt, you’ll eat the fucking lot. Does that cunt through there no’ feed ye, fucking terrible!”

Anna was describing how hungry I was. I would stand there with Kevin, half a chip hanging out my mouth nodding my head.

“The bairn’s fucking starving. Look at him, Kevin, it’s a fucking scandal. I’ve never heard the likes, give him more chips.”

Anna had a way with words, she could tell I loved her cooking. Kevin and I would divide the remaining chips, and we’d race to see who could eat them first.

“Away to buck, the little cunt’s ate the fucking lot.”

Anna appreciated my love of her cooking.

“Thanks, Anna.”

Eyes staring at the chip basket.

“Want more! Al fucking give ye more. Would you look at it, you’d think it hadn’y fucking seen a bite to eat, look at the een on it.”

Anna was referring to my eyeballs staring out my head. Anna was an angel without wings, the aura that surrounded her was bursting with love. She had four kids of her own but treated every kid like one of her own, and she always gave you a kiss on the lips.

The street we lived in was called Gardiner Road, it was known locally as Finian Alley. We’d watch the bands marching from the bottom of the street, the bands were great fun. Some of the boys had proper sticks fitted with a mace, using red, white and blue sellotape. You’d be lying if you didn’t envy them. Roseanne was very fierce about not giving me a lend of her brush. Sometimes I’d get a loan of a brush, it was magic trying to copy the guy in front of the band. There was a real sense of euphoria when the brush got thrown in the air, it was harder to judge than a proper stick, sometimes it whacked you on the head. It didn’t matter what religion you were; everyone was at it. Everyone wanted a proper stick; everyone wanted a mace.

I still played football wearing my caliper, but it wasn’t the same. I liked to race with my pals, they would give me a start. I was going to win this race when my caliper springs broke, the springs were crucial. They stopped me from putting weight on my left leg, the whole contraption lay at the mercy of the springs. I crawled a few yards on my hands and knees and slapped the finish line in first place. Roseanne would carry me home. There was only one shop in Edinburgh that sold caliper springs. Roseanne had to get a few buses there and back, sometimes I’d be sitting on the couch for days. 

Brian Cochrane was thirteen, he had an adult’s bike, he gave me a shot of it one day. I pedaled around the block using my right foot, I could hardly touch the pedal, half the journey was along a main road with cars and buses. It was dangerous, I liked dangerous, I was a daredevil, it was great, I felt alive. Brian had faith in me, he trusted me with his bike, I trusted him, we pulled off a minor miracle.

Roseanne would lift me into a pushchair and put my caliper on at the school gates. Half the street walked along with us, it was comforting in many ways. Entering the school was another matter. I could feel people staring at me, whispering, and pointing. I took a seat near the front of the class. All the boys had gathered at the back, discussing who was the bully. I hastily rushed to the back of the class, knocking into chairs and tables.

“What does bully mean?”

“The hardest.”

“That’s me! I’m the hardest!”

“You cannae be the hardest, you’re a cripple.’

“I’ll cripple you, ya cunt.”

The first three years shared a playground, Paul Smith was being lauded as the hardest. Before hospital, I’d play kicking games in Finian Alley, Paul always ran away from me.

I sat in the nearest seat for registration.

“Raymond Fraser!”

“Fuck off!”

It was a strict Roman Catholic school; I was getting the belt on a daily basis. There was a dyke at the back of the playground, not many people could climb it, I managed it with a caliper. Walking along was extremely dangerous. It led onto an even bigger wall that separated the playground from a building site. I climbed that wall also. The top of the wall was much narrower than the last. I walked halfway along, then wouldn’t come down. All the teachers were out, it was dangerous, the headmaster was offering me sweeties, the police turned up, even Roseanne. I stood on that wall for a long time. When I decided to come down, it was straight to the headmaster’s office. Jocky Reynolds was a stocky, built man who could lay the belt, he asked me to choose between three of them. I kept pulling my hands away before the belt would make contact. He straddled himself across me, forced out my arms, then started lashing away, hitting hands, arms, and legs.

I felt ostracized from my class, I was the odd one out in many ways. All I done was fight and get the belt every day. The teacher made me sit at the front of the class. It had its benefits; I could trip people up with my caliper. Winter was hard, wearing a caliper in the snow. Roseanne was no longer using the pushchair, she was no longer dropping me off, I made the journey on my own. When a spring broke on my caliper, I’d sit down ‘til Roseanne rescued me.

I missed lots of days at school due to the caliper, I fell behind reading Janet and John books, my writing was abysmal. Nobody in the house helped me with my reading and writing, nobody helped me with homework full stop. I hated school, hated being tormented by kids who never knew any better. Most of all, I hated the teachers for scolding me with a leather strap, it was embarrassing, mental torture. The only thing I had to look forward to was watching boxing on the telly. I was a fighter, I wanted to be a boxer just like my hero, for the time being, I was Hop-along the Cripple. Kids can be so cruel. 



Chapter 3 

We moved to a house in Polwarth Terrace, it was closer to the school, it was on the one level, it was more convenient for Roseanne, especially with me having a caliper. The street was quiet compared to Gardiner Road. Roseanne, Eddie and I stayed in there at first, I got a room to myself. John was still in Cyprus; Maria had got her own house. It was great while it lasted; for a brief period of time I had my own room, and for that moment in time I had a room that was free of smoke, I enjoyed the moment, it gave my young, developing lungs a break, it was a blessing.

After a year wearing a caliper, I was free from the shackles that held me back. I’d gradually went from two hours of walking, to complete freedom, it was a miracle, I was so happy, I was told to take it easy, on doctor’s orders. The day I was free to roam the playground, l got my revenge on the name-callers, lots of people were amazed I wasn’t a cripple anymore, I’d stuck to the rules, I had my legs back. There was an older guy who lived at the top of Polwarth Terrace who would call me vile names every day, I caught up with him that day, punched him through a hedge, he never said a bad word to me again.

The wanderer returned; John came back from Cyprus, he’d been intercepting Morse code for the Royal Signals. He took up 99%of the front room we shared, he had a wardrobe, set of drawers, he sat at a big desk sending Morse code signals all over the world, his posters adorned every wall. I had a single bed that the Harkness family were throwing out, right behind the door, right in the corner. The smell of smoke in my bedroom was disgusting, he wouldn’t open a window, not even a crack, all I could breathe was this thick, heavy, dirty, smoke. Living in that house was like an endurance test, it should have come with a health warning. I was too young to notice before, now I could feel it breaking me down. In the evening, I took my chances in the living room with Roseanne puffing away, telling stories about the war, about the blackouts, when aircraft bombers were hovering above, trying to eliminate the nearby power station, covering the windows with dark sheets, candlelit rooms. She could talk for hours about the war, I listened carefully. Eddie was quiet, he just sat there smoking his pipe.

On the run up to school sports day, some of the boys in my class had joined running clubs, they all wanted to win the sprint, they wanted to win everything, it became very competitive. I’d been told to take it easy, I wasn’t exerting myself, I wasn’t competing in practice runs. The teachers told me I couldn’t take part in sports day, I was gutted, I wanted to race, I wanted to compete, I felt really sad. At home, I expressed my feelings to Roseanne. She understood my frustration, she was well aware of what the doctors said, I wanted to take part, I wanted to compete, all I asked for was a chance, she told me she’d do her best. Roseanne confronted the teachers, put them in their place, I could swear the building started to shake, she was a force to be reckoned with, she wouldn’t take no for an answer. I took a pair of training shoes with me to school on sports day, Roseanne was there to lay down the law, she was an immaculate force of nature, I was allowed to compete, nobody was going to argue with Roseanne. I lined up for the sprint, took off like a shot being fired from a gun, never stopped running at the finish line, never stopped ‘til I reached the janitor’s house. I’d won the race, I won every race, I proved the teachers wrong, I was a competitor, I was a winner.

As a child, I mostly hung around with Kevin Clelland, Jamie Adams and Ricky Adams. Jamie and Kevin were two years older than Ricky and me, Ricky and Jamie were brothers, Kevin had been my next-door neighbour in Gardiner Road. We played lots of football, we always played against older boys, it was great fun, it was tough, I loved every minute. Big Kenny Stevenson could half you in two with a tackle. We played toy fighting, I’d easily get Ricky to the ground, I’d easily drag Jamie off Kevin. I seemed to like fighting, it was evident that fighting was my forte, none of them would put the boxing gloves on, none of them could handle me. They wanted to be footballers, I wanted to fight my hero, Ken Buchanan. We’d run a lot, we’d run from orchards, we’d run from people who owned orchards, all we wanted was apples, something to eat, something to fill our bellies, something to fuel us up, just a piece of nature’s gift.

All the boys were calling each other cousin. It was the first time I’d heard anyone use that word, it had played on my mind, I asked Roseanne if I had any cousins.

“Everyone’s your cousin.”

It was comforting to hear that, it was a relief, a strong sense of belonging. That was the first time I felt safe in the knowledge I wasn’t alone; we were all part of something much bigger. It triggered brain cells in my head that I’d continually carry, it triggered hope, I was doped up with feelings of excitement, the winds of belonging carried me a long way. I had grown in confidence since getting the caliper off, nothing could stop me.

At school, Victor introduced me to the Pope. He wasn’t ordained, he didn’t have a pointy hat, he didn’t wear fine silks, he was in the year above me, his real name was Paul Garrity, and everyone called him Pope. He always told the truth, there was nothing up his sleeve, what you saw is what you got. He was a real pal, I’m glad I met the Pope, he played a significant part in shaping my future, he came through for me at a time when nobody else cared. 

Kevin, Jamie, Ricky and I walked to Port Seton open-air swimming pool. It was a hot day, by the time we got to Cockenzie High Street we were parched, desperate for a drink, almost delirious. The old lady in Cockenzie High Street seemed like a mirage, she was handing out precious glasses of water, satisfying our thirst. It was an act of kindness, she could see we were in distress, she had a fountain of cold water, she was our saviour. On entrance to the pool, you got a band and a metal basket. We sang on our way to the changing rooms, we sang it in the changing rooms, shouting at the top of our voice. 

“Cody! Cody! Come or die young, hello! Hello!” 

It was Brian Cochrane’s gang, he was the leader, he made the whole thing up, we were believers, Cody was Prestonpans, Prestonpans was Cody. It was intimidating going into the changing rooms, we had a chant to protect us from all evil, we were armed to the teeth in vocal spirit, we had something to protect us, we had Cody. We saved our bus fares by walking, and we went to the Italian cafe on the corner, it was a lovely little place that sold beautiful ice cream, the cream was so tasty, it was worth walking for, it was the best treat in the world, apart from Anna’s chips.

All my class moved to the next, they tried to hold me back, my reading and writing was well below standard. Nobody in the house helped with homework, nobody cared if I did it, so I never did it. I could hardly write; I could hardly read. I got held back for two weeks, then Roseanne threatened to pull the building down. They quickly moved me to the next class. All the boys fancied Pamela Dixon, I fancied the teacher, she was young, slim, long brown hair, you could say I liked Miss Souter. She was different, she could never belt me, I don’t know why. Every other teacher had two chances each, I hated them, I hated getting the belt. I swore too much, it was the way I got brought up, I could swear before I spoke a broad, Scottish east coast slang. Every word that came out my mouth was, “Fuck off!”

A boy in my class had leukemia, his name was Brian Hogg, we sometimes walked home together, he was a lovely guy, intelligent, well mannered. He wore a wig to school after the treatment kicked in, some kids made fun of him, he got a lot of abuse in the playground, Gerry took care of him for the most part, on occasion I had to step in to render someone horizontal. Brian went to a place in France called Lourdes, it was a holy place where miracles had happened, he went there in hope of a miracle, we sent him a tape of our best wishes, his chances were low. He was a devout catholic, his family were deeply religious, truly a miracle did happen, he’s still alive and well to this day.

I heard my hero had lost his world title, it was hard to believe, it was a low blow, the fight wasn’t televised, it affected a nation, it affected me and all the other kids who idolized him. I was so sad Rosanne said my Uncle James wanted to give me a puppy. I went down to Aberlady to see the litter, I got first pick. Every pup my Uncle James said was a wee beauty I rejected, my eyes were drawn to this wee fella, he was so cute, just stared at me while the others jumped around, no matter what my uncle said, I had made my mind up – it was the wee fella. I was so happy with my puppy, I really thought I had a bit of company, he died after two days, it turned out he was the runt of the litter. So Roseanne bought me my favorite song on vinyl, ‘Puppy Love’ by Donny Osmond, I played it over and over, that many times I scratched the vinyl, it became unplayable, these lyrics kept resounding in my ear.

Someone, help me, help me, help me please…

Is the answer up above…

How can I, oh, how can I tell them…?

This is not a puppy love, not a puppy love…



Chapter 4

A couple of classmates, Matty Bowes and Sandy Costello, lived in Port Seton. They had to walk past the Protestant school on the way home. They had been getting bullied by the Protestants, kicked, punched and verbally abused and spat on. I volunteered to help them; I was always fighting everyone else battles so didn’t seem like a big deal. On the way to the bus stop, we were getting abuse hurled from the Protestants.

“Fenian bastards.”

They charged at us. I was incited with rage, so I charged back, decking the first boy I came into contact with. I was punching my way through them, the rest of them backed away.

“No’ fucking big men now, eh?”

I was going off my head. This boy got up. I leathered him again, chased him halfway up the road. Matty and Sandy told me I’d got the ringleader. After some time walking them down the road, the Protagonists got the message and my mates never got bothered again.

At weekends I’d walk down to Matty’s, just past Cockenzie power station. We’d play in the small harbor, observe the small fishing boats that were getting mended or just ashore, and play in the park across from his house on the corner next to Port Seton British Legion. It was there I met one of Matty’s friends named Colin. He was older than us and supposedly the hardest in his class. He was acting like a ticket, shouting about how he done karate. I had to say something. “Fuck off!”

Colin kept backing off, then jumped the wall to get away.

Matty kept ferrets for pets, or that’s was what I thought – his dad used them for catching rabbits. Matty had his hand in the cage, petting Whitey. He told me they were really soft, friendly creatures, Whitey was pure white, white as the driven snow. Whitey was being so loving and affectionate to him, they looked friendly enough creatures to me. His dad shouted, “Stay away from the cages, son.”

This didn’t deter Matty. He was now asking me just to poke my finger threw the cage. The beast had looked friendly enough with him, I thought it would be harmless just to stroke the wee fella’s head, so I poked my finger threw the cage and started to stroke Whitey’s head. I was petting the ferret for a while until I touched his nose. “Ya fucking bastard!” The ferret sunk its teeth into my index finger, it had a strong grip, I couldn’t pull my finger out the cage. “Let go, ya fuckin’ cunt!”

Matty’s dad rushed out the back door, opened the cage and somehow managed to release its jaws, the blood was dripping everywhere. I was in panic mode; this was a shock to the system. “Fuck you, Matty!”

His dad told me to stay where I was, I just wanted to get home, so I started walking away, then running. His dad was running after me with bandages, but I was stopping for no one. “Fuck off!” 

I ran like the wind, I ran like Usain Bolt, my heart was beating out my chest,

It was cold in the winter wearing shorts, some of the boys even had gloves. Gordon Purves had a pair, he left one behind when the bell to signal the end of playtime went off. Sparky thought it would be funny if we shoved a bit of dog shit into his glove using sticks. Gordon got a nasty surprise, Sparky blamed it on me, and I got the belt again from the headmaster.

We went to Tranent indoor swimming pool. We’d walk across the bing and up the Shough to Tranent. The Shough was like a valley with trees on either side, you were taking a chance going that way, it was where the Belters would play. ‘Belters’ was what the Tranent people were called, we were called Panners and Prestonpans was called the Pans. We lived less than a mile apart but fought like cats and dogs. It was all new to me but I’d do anything to save money on bus fares so I could get a bag of strawberry bonbons after the swimming. I learnt to swim that day, someone pushed me on the back while I was sizing up the deep end, kicking my feet and doing the doggy paddle with my hands kept me afloat. Within no time I was lashing away with my arms and paddling with my feet, I’d watched Tarzan doing the same on telly. Six years old and I was swimming like a fish in no time.

At Port Seton open air swimming pool, the high dive was the highest in Scotland ‘til they built a bigger one at Portobello. We would all bounce off the springboard no bother, but none of my mates would go near it. I was a real daredevil, practically do anything within reason. I climbed the stairs to the sound of the boys shouting, “You’ll never do it!” 

That’s when I realized I was scared of heights, but fuck it! I just took a run and jumped off. You were not supposed to jump, the lifeguard never saw me, so I got away with it. 

When I was seven, I’d go to watch Kevin play for Tranent Legion Club under 10s. I began to take my football boots with me in case they were a player short, Kevin told me to do it. I was a striker but came on against Whitecraig as a substitute playing left back, although I was right-footed. I wanted to score goals, this guy from the opposing team called Paddy Neilson kept slipping the ball past me and ran right by. Paddy was fast, he also had the momentum to run straight past me. I was having to turn around and chase him, I knew right there and then I was definitely not a defender. I went with the team to a safari park where we saw lots of wild animals. And we took a boat ride down a narrow river, then had lunch. 

The best part was Tranent Gala. The Legion had a float in the parade. People were throwing money onto the float; it was a lorry decorated in the British Legion colours. My bucket was starting to fill up when this guy called Darren Fynan informed me, “Put half in your bucket and half in your pocket, everyone’s doing it, pal.”

It didn’t feel right putting money in my pocket but everyone else was doing it, so I started to fill the linings of my trousers with money that people were throwing onto the float. In the end, I had a bucket full of money and two bulging pockets. It was a great day; my face was like a laughing tomato handing over the bucket. There was no way I could hide the money I’d stuffed in my pockets. Nobody paid attention, they just took the buckets at the end of the day. Kevin and I walked down to the Pans loaded. I’ll never forget that day. Darren and I had spent a lot of time that season talking on the sideline as substitutes, but we had reaped the benefits at the gala day parade. Kev and I felt like kings. It had got to the stage at one point we were putting copper coins in the buckets and silver ones in our pockets.

I never got pocket money. It was good to go into Tommy Morgan’s sports shop and buy new studs for playing on soft ground, shorter ones for hard ground. I had money to go swimming and the cinema in Musselburgh. Just for a wee while I felt rich. All I would get for a snack in the house was rich tea biscuits and digestives Monday to Saturday and Bourbon creams on a Sunday, that was the nearest the I got to chocolate, but not now – I could buy a toffee cup, but when the money ran out it was back to rich tea and digestives. Roseanne always made stew every day for tea and the same for Sunday dinner, it was constant. We never got a dessert – the Bourbon creams came out. I loved ice cream, never really saw much. Lots of my mates got a pudding, some of them got ice cream, my pudding was as close to chocolate as you could get, but not quite the real deal – a Bourbon cream.

Roseann loved pan drops; they were cheap, round, white mints, shaped like a kind of flying saucer, I often had one or two. They brought out new ones that were not regular size, these were giant pan drops that were sold in singles. One day John gave Eddie and I one each while they were watching the telly. They were that big it consumed your mouth, you just had to persevere until it got smaller. I got it trapped in my throat, I couldn’t breathe or speak, all I could do was make hand gestures to John and Eddie. John quickly lifted me by the ankles, Eddie continuously slapped my back. Eventually the giant pan drop fell on the floor. There was someone up there looking out for me. I never touched a giant pan drop again, I stuck to regular ones. 

I got held back in primary two for the same reasons as primary one, reading and writing. Roseanne charged around to the school and I was moved up again. This time we were being taught by nuns. They asked us lots of general knowledge questions, Gerry O’Brian would answer them all. He was the brainiest in the class, he could read newspapers – I thought newspapers were for putting your dinner plate on. Gerrard would answer 99% of all questions, there wasn’t much point in most of us being there. He was like a machine, like a modern-day computer, he had an answer for everything.
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