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Billy Hopkins, who is better known to his family and friends as Wilfred Hopkins, was born in Collyhurst in 1928 and attended schools in Manchester. Before going into higher education, he worked as a copy boy for the Manchester Guardian. He later studied at the Universities of London, Manchester and Leeds and has been involved in school-teaching and teacher-training in Liverpool, Manchester, Salford and Glasgow. He also worked in universities in Kenya, Zimbabwe and Malawi. He is the author of six novels - for a full list see page v. He is married with six grown-up children and now lives in retirement with his wife in Southport.




Billy Hopkins’ novels have been warmly acclaimed:

 



‘Hopkins, like all best authors, writes in effortlessly simplistic prose and as such is a fascinating author’  Manchester Evening News


 



‘Rich in anecdote, the story exudes a heartfelt quality, making it a delight to read. Billy comes across as very human - making mistakes, thinking creatively and caring for his family’ Historical Novels Review


 



‘Heart-warming fictional memoirs of a wartime childhood. Nostalgic and sad, but with pages of gentle humour too’ Bolton Evening News


 



‘A very enjoyable read’ Bradford Telegraph and Argus


 



‘Thanks to the former Liverpool school-teacher’s uncluttered writing style, Going Places flows beautifully’  Liverpool Echo


 



‘A cracking yarn’ Warrington Guardian


 



‘This is well-written nostalgia for those of us old enough to remember’ South Wales Argus


 



‘Nostalgic, funny and romantic, High Hopes is a vivid and funny evocation of northern life after the Second World War. The author’s work has been compared to that of Frank McCourt (Angela’s Ashes) and Roddy Doyle (Paddy Clarke Ha Ha Ha)’ Lancashire Life


 



‘His many fans will soon be chortling as he relates adventure after adventure. I can’t wait for more of his escapades’ Northern Echo


 



‘This story of a family dealing with their dreams, new challenges and heartaches, is sure to capture the imagination’ Huddersfield Daily Examiner


 



‘A good read’ Times Educational Supplement


 



Billy Hopkins has legions of fans throughout the world:

 



‘Congratulations on an excellent book. I laughed and cried, it was so delightfully warm and funny’ Mrs Anne Greenhalgh, Sorrento, W. Australia

 



‘I just finished your book, in tears. It just got better as I went. So much for the image of the cold, distant Englishman - you just blew that away. You write very well, with honesty, and with a lot of human passion. Thank you for a terrific book’ Robert Stever, MD, Seattle, USA

 



‘This rags to riches tale, set in my own lifetime, recalls wartime boyhood, is packed with nostalgia, filled with laughter and is often tinged with pain. As a tale it is compelling and difficult to put down’ Robin Hull, Professor of General Practice

 



 



‘Read it faster than many books I’ve read all year . . . Makes you laugh - makes you cry’ Kathleen Quinlan, infants teacher, Blackpool

 



‘Many thanks for reviving “old times”’ Ron West, Burlington, USA

 



‘It took me just a day to read and I feel as if I have a long-lost friend’ Anne Gardner, Australia

 



‘I feel I must write to thank you for the pleasure I got reading your books. How true to life, as it were, they all are!’ Mrs Margaret Roberts, Keighley, Yorkshire

 



‘Thanks for your wonderful and nostalgic books which have given me the most enjoyment I’ve had for a very long time. Please, please, keep writing’ Harry Pemberton, Auckland, New Zealand

 



‘Every chapter grips with events and places, people and circumstances described with drama and authentic realism’ Brian McGuinness, Professor of Primary Health Care, University of Keele

 



‘It’s more than just a story, it’s a history lesson as well’ Simon Abram, Cheshire

 



‘Highly entertaining . . . Recalls memories of a Manchester I knew’ Dan Murphy, retired teacher

 



‘I half read my mother’s copy of Our Kid when the team was playing in Italy. Enjoyed it so much I thought I’d better order my own copy’ Brian Kidd, Deputy Team Manager, Manchester United

 



‘Our Kid . . . was the funniest book I have ever read - it had me laughing out loud, it was so great. You sure have the gift of writing’ Isobel Fox, Doncaster, Yorkshire

 



‘Everyone will enjoy High Hopes . . . The book reflects the exuberance of youth in those early days of post-war Britain. Thank you for providing such a good read and for bringing so much pleasure to all who enjoy tales of Manchester’ Bernard Lawson, MBE, Retired Private Secretary to the Lord Mayor of Manchester

 



‘A little masterpiece’ Dr Darragh Little, GP and writer, Limerick, Ireland

 



‘I truly feel that Kate’s Story is what I would describe as a classic masterpiece’ Amy Carter, Author, Lancashire

 



‘I have lived in the States for the last thirty-five years but was born in Manchester. [Your books] brought back so many memories of places I knew. Thank you for all the pleasure [they] gave me’ Marilyn Gresty, USA

 



‘Congratulations on the best series of books I have ever read’ Alan Townley, Manchester

 



‘Just to let you know how much I have enjoyed reading  Going Places. The good humour, sincerity, narrative power and “old-fashioned” values of this book are qualities I particularly appreciated’ Dr Gabriel A. Sivian, Jerusalem, Israel

 



‘Your books are of great interest to all ages’ Mrs Patricia Hall, Eastbourne

 



‘My congratulations on the freshness of your memory, the richness and generosity of your values, and the liveliness and sincerity of your creative touches’ Dr Con Casey, Retired Head of Education, Hopwood Hall




DEDICATION

 



 



I dedicate this book to the many readers who have 
encouraged me with their letters and e-mails. 
Undoubtedly, an author’s greatest reward lies 
in the knowledge that his work has given pleasure 
to someone somewhere.
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Insanity is hereditary. You get it from your kids. (Anon.)




Britain in the Sixties

Mention the sixties and what does it bring to mind? For some it was an age of violence; they remember the Vietnam War, protest marches and student sit-ins, the Cuba crisis which brought the world to the brink of nuclear war; the assassination of President John Kennedy (most of us remember exactly what we were doing when the news came through) and later his brother Robert and the black leader, Martin Luther King. Others associate the decade with great technical advances, like space exploration and the first men in space, Yuri Gagarin, John Glenn and Neil Armstrong, the first man to walk on the moon. Or maybe they think of it as the time when authority and traditional values were thrown into the melting pot, and the young believed that to change the world, all they needed was music, drugs or simply love.

Bob Dylan sang ‘For The Times They Are A-Changing’ and this title seemed to sum up neatly the decade that became known as the ‘Swinging Sixties’. A sentiment confirmed by President Kennedy when he told the American people: ‘The old era is ending. We stand today on the edge of a new frontier, the frontier of the 1960s . . .’

We British were certainly ready for change. We’d had enough of hard times: depression in the thirties, suffering in the forties, austerity in the fifties. Television was black and white and so were the lives of most people. Then towards the end of the fifties, things began to look up, so much so that Harold Macmillan could tell us: ‘You’ve never had it so good.’ Pursuit of pleasure and a hedonistic lifestyle became the new ideals. And there was no need to wait. It was a case of enjoy it today, pay for it tomorrow.

On this optimistic note and with their new-found wealth, people embarked on a spending spree to buy the things that would make life easier: washing machines, fridges, inside lavatories with modern bathroom suites, and central heating. More important, however, was the fundamental shift in people’s attitudes and expectations. They were no longer willing to put up with obsolete restrictions, for they had developed greater expectations of what life could offer. Parliament responded with a programme of liberalization with capital punishment abolished, divorce made easier, homosexuality decriminalized, abortion legalized, and the laws on censorship relaxed. After an acrimonious trial, the mass publication of the unexpurgated version of D.H. Lawrence’s Lady Chatterley’s Lover by Penguin Books seemed to act as a catalyst. Many of the older generation feared that it heralded the opening of the floodgates of immorality and the dreaded ‘permissive’ society. Other public bodies took their lead from the trial and adopted a more tolerant attitude towards books, plays and films. Even the staid BBC, long regarded as the upholder of traditional values, became more permissive, prompting some wag to remark that Auntie Beeb hadn’t merely hitched up her petticoats, she’d taken them off altogether.

It wasn’t long before there appeared pressure groups determined to stem the headlong rush into immorality and licentiousness. There were people like Mary Whitehouse who saw television as a pernicious influence; she described one BBC programme as ‘anti-authority, anti-religious, anti-patriotism, and pro-dirt’. She was a voice crying in the wilderness because irreverence was in the air and poking fun at the establishment had become a national pastime. Conventional morality and traditional institutions were debunked from every quarter: in television programmes like That Was The Week That Was (TW3), and towards the end of the decade Monty Python’s Flying Circus; in satirical magazines like Private Eye and Oz; and in stage shows like  Beyond the Fringe. No aspect of the establishment escaped the acid wit of the debunkers, whether the target was the Church, royalty, the BBC, the Conservative Party, patriotism, the war, or the class structure. It became more important to be against something than to be for it. Even in the fifties this had become evident. When Marlon Brando in The Wild One was asked what he was rebelling against, he asked, ‘Whaddaya got?’

For the young, the sixties was a time of bliss and omnipotence. The sky was the limit and there was no difficulty they couldn’t overcome. They had more money in their pockets than their parents had ever dreamed of and there soon developed a culture of youth with its own distinctive values, along with the inevitable get-rich-quick merchants intent on relieving them of their cash. Britain’s young claimed to be the trendsetters in clothes and music for the rest of the world; London was hip, ‘the swinging city’. And while London may have had the latest fashion gear with its King’s Road and its ‘switched-on’ Carnaby Street, when it came to pop music, the north of England reigned supreme. Manchester had Herman’s Hermits and the Hollies; Newcastle, the Animals; Birmingham, the Moody Blues. It was Liverpool, though, that claimed first place because it could boast not only the Beatles (more famous than Jesus Christ Himself, according to John Lennon) but also Cilla Black, the Searchers, Gerry and the Pacemakers, Billy J. Kramer, and a host of others.

An essential characteristic of this youth culture was its anti-authority attitude and rejection of adult norms and mores, what they scornfully called ‘the rat race’. Youth saw the ‘oldies’ as wrong about all the important issues, like war and peace, sex and religion. The one thing the young were adamant about was that they didn’t, under any circumstances, want to be like their parents. ‘We hope we die before we get old,’ said some. The sixties became a titanic struggle between young and old, amounting at times to something  like trench warfare. The past was gone and anything that smacked of former times was contemptible and to be despised. When it came to clothes, fashion designers did not lead the trend but followed it. And what the new clientele demanded was garish modes of dress, not only as a way of asserting their individuality but also as a way of ‘winding up’ the adults around them. Men grew their hair long and women wore skimpy skirts.

‘We grew our hair shoulder-length and dressed in the craziest outfits we could find,’ said one young man. ‘Any-thing to annoy our parents.’

‘Doing one’s thing’ became the ‘in philosophy’ whether it meant attending love-ins and rock festivals, getting high on pot, dropping acid, joining a hippy commune, or experimenting with transcendental meditation and oriental mysticism. Youth had its models, like Mick Jagger of the Rolling Stones who was admired because of his brazen defiance of cultural convention in drugs, clothes, hair, sex and manners. When, following a leading article in The Times, he won his release from prison after being convicted of drug possession, the younger generation saw it as a victory over authority. Overnight he became their hero and knight in shining armour.

 



But nowhere was the youthful rebellion more evident than in the matter of attitudes to sex. The contraceptive pill which became available in 1961 changed the whole moral landscape, inspiring the poet Philip Larkin to lament the fact that he’d been just too late for the start of sexual intercourse in 1963. The Pill was not only simple and safe to use, it was available on the NHS. The sexual freedom this brought about prompted one assize court justice to observe that many of the young people who came before him appeared to attach as much importance to sexual intercourse as they did to buying an ice lolly. The kiss of the forties and fifties had become the sexual intercourse of the sixties.

 



Older people saw all this happening under their noses  and, while they were in favour of moving with the times, things were going too far, too fast. Reasonable change, yes, but this was more than they’d bargained for. Had the sluice gates been finally opened, they wondered, threatening fundamental moral values and the British way of life? The result was much friction between the generations though it would be wrong to believe that the young were entirely hedonistic and self-seeking. Many took a moral stance against war, especially that in Vietnam, and in various ways expressed their concern at the destruction of the environment. It is also true to say that while many young people manifested their dissatisfaction with things to which they were opposed by taking part in demonstrations, rallies, sit-ins, and the like, the great majority unnoticed by the media went on to pursue their careers in the normal way.

And while it had become infra dig to express patriotic sentiments (many cinemas and theatres, for example, had ceased playing the National Anthem at the end of a performance), there was a brief resurgence of national pride when England achieved success in various sporting fields. In 1961, Lester Piggott rode his thousandth winner and in the same year at Wimbledon, Angela Mortimer became the first British woman to win the singles since 1914 when she beat Christine Truman. In swimming, Anita Lonsbrough won Britain’s first Olympic gold medal since 1924; and in 1968, Tony Jacklin became the first British golfer to win a US tournament. In 1968, Matt Busby’s Manchester United, rebuilt since the 1958 Munich tragedy, won the European Cup. But the most spectacular sporting event of the decade was the 1966 World Cup final when England, captained by Bobby Moore, beat Germany 4-2.

This was the society to which Billy Hopkins returned with his wife Laura and their young family after five years in East Africa where Billy had worked as Education Officer for the Kenya Government. They had left their home town, Manchester, to start a new life in Kenya but when the country  was granted independence in 1963, the pull back to their roots proved too strong. But it was a very different Britain they were coming back to. How would they cope with the culture shock and how would they readjust to their mother country, which had undergone such a major social upheaval during their absence abroad?




Chapter One

‘What’s all that white stuff?’ young John asked. ‘Has someone spilt piles of talcum powder everywhere?’

‘That’s called snow, stupid,’ his brother Mark replied. Mark was eight, two years older than John, but even he had only the vaguest memories of snow whereas John who’d been born in Kenya had never seen the stuff before.

It was December 1963 and Billy Hopkins with his wife and four children had landed at Heathrow. Billy had visited Britain two years earlier but that had been in spring when the weather had been mild. Now when the air stewardess opened the aeroplane doors, they were met by an icy blast that took their breath away.

‘It’s like walking into a gigantic freezer,’ Laura exclaimed, holding the two youngest closer to her.

Billy took one look at the frost and the snow.

‘You know,’ he gasped, ‘I’d completely forgotten how cold the English winter could be. What do you say we book return tickets straight back to Nairobi on the next available flight? And look at the sky, so dull and grey; it’s only three o’clock and the lights are switched on everywhere. Everything looks so dull and washed-out like one of those old sepia photographs.’

‘You’re right,’ Laura said cheerfully. ‘After the dazzling Kenya sunshine, it does look totally miserable. And I absolutely love it.’

They wrapped up as well as they could given their tropical outfits. Blue with cold they took the transit bus to the terminal where they collected their luggage from the carousel. No problems getting through Customs and Immigration, a poker-faced officer giving them hardly a second glance as he chalked  their suitcases. It was warm inside the airport building but the moment they stepped outside to board the coach for Victoria, the winter weather chilled them to the bone and within seconds the shivering and the teeth-chattering began again, lasting all the way into the city centre. The two youngest clung to their mother partly because of the freezing temperature but more because of the suicidal speed and madcap manoeuvres of the bus driver as he fought his tortuous way through the heavy London traffic.

‘The world seems to be whirling madly about our ears,’ Laura said, clutching Mark and John as the coach skidded round a hairpin bend.

‘Reminds me of one of those Mack Sennett silent movies with the action speeded up.’ Billy grimaced, tightening his grip on young Lucy’s shoulder to prevent her being thrown into the aisle.

 



‘Hey, Dad, maybe we’ll get to see the Keystone Kops,’ Matthew called out gleefully. At least one of the family was enjoying the hair-raising journey.

‘This is definitely the most dangerous part of the trip so far,’ Billy said as the coach swerved to avoid a collision with a pantechnicon. ‘We’ll either be wiped out in one momentous pile-up or freeze to death in this arctic weather.’

‘Talking of freezing,’ Laura said, ‘first chance we get, we buy warmer clothes for everyone.’

‘I’m not sure I want anything for myself,’ Billy said. ‘Remember I mothballed many winter suits in your parents’ loft when we went abroad. I can wear those when we get back to Manchester.’

 



Laura laughed. ‘Don’t be silly. They’re all out of date now. Why, some of them go back to your student days. You’re a real hoarder, Billy. Never want to throw anything away in case it comes in handy at some distant date in the future. If we’ve got the money, we should buy new for everyone.’

‘Oh, great, Mum!’ Lucy exclaimed. ‘Can we go to Carnaby Street and get the latest gear?’

‘And how, young madam, do you know about Carnaby Street and the latest gear, may I ask?’ Laura said.

‘I saw it in a teenage magazine, Mum.’

‘You’re much too young to be reading such rubbish,’ Billy said.

 



‘Oh, Dad. I’m not a baby. I’ll be eleven in a few weeks’ time.’

‘And I’ll be a teenager in a few months,’ Matthew said proudly.

‘A teenager!’ Billy exclaimed. ‘How do you make that out?’

‘I’ll be thirteen next birthday.’

‘Sorry, sorry,’ Billy laughed. ‘I didn’t realize I had such grown-up fashion-conscious kids.’

‘Anyway,’ Laura said, ‘we shan’t be doing any shopping in Carnaby Street. We’ll be buying sensible clothing at Marks and Spencer. We’ll have none of this talk about latest gear.’

‘I think we can do better than Marks and Sparks now we’ve got a little money,’ Billy said. ‘A visit to Chelsea or Oxford Street might be on the cards. And no, I don’t mean Mary Quant’s,’ he added, eyeing the two eldest.

From Victoria, they took a cab that gave them a ride that was madder and more dangerous than that of the bus, if that were possible. The family stared intrigued at the unfolding spectacle. Here was a different scene from the area round the airport. Preparations for Christmas were evident everywhere. The streets were necklaced in bright decorations, and festoons of twinkling coloured lights were reflected in the murky waters of the Thames. London was swinging. Gaily painted Mini-Coopers overflowing with happy-go-lucky youngsters who waved gaily as they whizzed past, and policeman on the beat seemed to be there more as props for tourists’ photos than upholders of the law. Laura and the children gazed open-mouthed at the bizarre hairstyles and outlandish dress of both male and female pedestrians: bowler-hatted City gents rubbing shoulders with long-haired cavaliers; and despite the cold weather, mini-skirted models mingling with smartly groomed girls in short PVC raincoats,  one or two with Union Jack motifs. From innumerable cafés, there wafted the aroma of roasted coffee beans and mulled wine. There was little chance for Billy to enjoy the scene, however, for his attention was monopolized by their cab driver who had views on everything under the sun and seemed determined to let Billy hear them. He slid back his dividing window and looked round at the family.

‘You lot look suntanned for this time of the year. Been on holiday?’

‘No,’ Billy said. ‘Just got back from Kenya. We’ve been out there for five years.’

The driver gave a whistle of surprise. ‘Five years, eh! What were you doing out there?’

‘I was teaching in an African secondary school.’

‘I’ll bet that was a job and a half, eh. Kenya! Isn’t that where Kenyatta’s the boss?’

‘That’s right. The country’s recently got its independence. Kenyatta’s the new President.’

‘Wasn’t this Kenyatta geezer head of a bunch of terrorists? The Moo-Moo or something.’

‘You mean the Mau Mau.’

 



‘That’s what I said. Typical of this country of ours. Next thing you know, this Kenyatta thug will be having dinner with the Queen at Buckingham Palace. We’re always doing it. First we put the terrorists in prison then release ’em, make ’em presidents, then wine ’em and dine ’em. Like what they did with that fellah Bishop Maracas in Cyprus and Necrummy in Ghana.’

‘You mean Makarios and Nkrumah?’

 



‘Yeah. That’s what I said. I tell you this country’s going to pot. Earlier this year our Minister of War was caught with his trousers down sleeping with a high-class hooker, Christine Keeler. The other week they gave her nine months in Holloway. I’d have given her nine years if it’d been left to me. Not many women can say they brought down the government, the way she did. But all them big politicians are at it.’

‘You think so?’

 



‘I know so. Take that Lord Astor geezer. He said at the trial that he hadn’t touched Mandy Rice-Davies. Now she was a stunner and no mistake. Brought the house down when she giggled and said, “Well, he would say that, wouldn’t he?” I tell you, the country’s gone sex mad. Had to stop a couple doing it in the back of my cab the other night. Could have lost my licence for running a mobile brothel. And now Macmillan’s resigned. Says it was prostate trouble but more like prostitute trouble, if you ask me. I reckon it was all due to the scandal; couldn’t stand the heat in the kitchen. And now we have that chinless wonder, Douglas-Home, as Prime Minister. Says he doesn’t know how to add up and does his sums using matchsticks. Wouldn’t be surprised, though, if he was like the rest of ’em, unable to keep his flies zipped up.’

‘I’m sure you’re right,’ Billy said, thinking it was best to agree with this firebrand character.

‘And there’s another thing . . .’ the cab driver said, turning his head to catch Billy’s eye.

But Billy didn’t hear what this other thing was for they had reached their destination, the Royal Court in Emperor’s Gate, Kensington, a small but elegant private hotel.

‘My, my,’ Laura exclaimed. ‘Haven’t we gone up in the world!’

 



‘And why not?’ Billy said vehemently. ‘I think we’ve earned it. Before we went abroad, we lived from one month to the next always waiting for pay day. Now, after five years of hard saving, it’s time to start spending some of it.’

Early next day, they visited Harvey Nichols in Knights-bridge where Laura bought a beautiful brown woollen coat with mink collar whilst Lucy chose a blue Mary Quant midi coat trimmed with fur. The males of the family were equipped with more traditional suits, Billy having turned down the frilly shirt, the colourful waistcoat and the hipster trousers suggested by the obliging assistant. He rounded off his outfit with a heavy black Crombie and a smart trilby.

‘Now you look like a business tycoon,’ Laura said, looking him up and down appreciatively.

In the afternoon, they took a taxi to the Scala Theatre to see a performance of Peter Pan starring the film stars Anne Heywood, Jane Asher and John Gregson. For them this was indeed the high life after their spell living in a small African township fifty miles from Nairobi. The kids were agog at the wonders of the technological wizardry that enabled Wendy to fly through the air with such ease and grace. At five o’clock they emerged from the theatre mesmerized by what they had seen on stage.

Lucy in particular was moved by the play. She said, ‘Thank you for taking us, Dad. Watching Wendy and the others fly like that was the most wonderful thing I’ve ever seen in my whole life.’

 



‘Fine,’ Billy said, ‘as long as you don’t try it at home.’

They had travelled to the theatre by taxi but by popular demand opted to return by underground. It’ll be an experience, they thought.

It was a mistake because they were caught in the rush hour and had to stand most of the way back. At Oxford Street a massive throng boarded the train and it became like the photographs of a Tokyo bullet train they had seen in  Picture Post where platform porters physically crammed people into the train. Young John came close to being suffocated down amongst the legs of the jostling crowd and was only saved when Billy, with skilful use of the chin and much elbow-jabbing of his fellow sardines, hoisted him up to give him air. They had learned their lesson early and thenceforth travelled everywhere by taxi.

They spent the next three days strolling open-mouthed around London, taking in the sights - Buckingham Palace, Westminster, Trafalgar Square, Piccadilly Circus. Every place they visited had an association either with a song or with the game of Monopoly which they’d played on Saturday evenings in Kenya.

‘Look, Dad. It’s Mayfair! Best on the set. Rent here’s a massive four hundred pounds. And over there is Park Lane, three hundred and fifty pounds.’

As they strolled about the famous landmarks, they found themselves singing unforgettable ditties like ‘Goodbye Piccadilly, farewell Leicester Square . . .’ or reciting lines from A.A. Milne about changing guards at Buckingham Palace and how Alice was marrying one of the guards.

 



Soon it was time to return to their beloved Manchester. ‘The Athens of the north’ Billy called it. How they’d missed the place in the last five years! Shopping on bustling Market Street on a Saturday afternoon; joining the throngs flocking to watch the Derby match between Manchester United and City; rowing on Heaton Park lake or visiting the beautiful gardens at Fletcher Moss.

At Euston, they were taken aback by the bewildering array of magazines on display in W. H. Smith’s - Woman, Woman’s Own, John Bull, Practical Householder - the list seemed endless. There were many books on the shelves that hadn’t been there when they’d left in 1958: Lolita, Lady Chatterley’s Lover,  Tropic of Cancer. Billy noticed, too, the way the eye of his soon-to-be-a-teenager son was drawn to the girly magazines,  Reveille and Playboy, on the top shelf.

‘Matthew’s growing up,’ he whispered to Laura. ‘Here’s a magazine more in your line,’ he said to Matthew, tapping him on the shoulder and pointing to the Boy’s Own Paper.

‘Thanks a lot, Dad,’ Matthew grinned. ‘Boy’s Own Paper ! I didn’t know it was still around.’

 



For the journey, they bought a wide selection of children’s comics: Comic Cuts, Film Fun, The Dandy and The Beano for the young ones, The Eagle, The Rover for Matthew, and Girl,  Girl’s Crystal and School Friend for Lucy. Laura selected  Woman and Woman’s Own. Billy bought twenty Kensitas tipped and a copy of Punch and The Times.

‘It’s so refreshing to read a newspaper on the day of its  publication instead of one a fortnight old,’ he remarked. ‘But I don’t know if I can afford to go on smoking here in Britain despite the wonderful prizes the tobacco companies offer for smoking yourself to death. In the gift catalogue I picked up, it tells me that for a Dansette record player I’d need five thousand coupons, for a table tennis or badminton set, six thousand though even if you get them, you’ll be too sick to play. And look at the big prize! Wow! Cough, cough. If I smoke a few hundred packs more, I can get a Stowaway bicycle for sixteen thousand five hundred coupons. It says collapsible in forty seconds but it’s not clear whether it means you or the bike.’

‘I suppose for twenty thousand coupons,’ Laura laughed, ‘you’d earn an iron lung.’

‘Or an invalid bed,’ he chuckled. ‘But at two and eight for twenty, who can afford to go on smoking?’

‘So when will you be giving up again?’ Laura smiled.

‘Mañana.’

 



The four-hour journey back to Manchester passed quickly and the four young ones were soon absorbed in the comics which they devoured like addicts deprived of their fix. Billy wondered if he’d done the right thing bringing them back to England. In the short time he’d stayed on his previous visit, he’d been shocked by the materialism, the selfishness, and the ‘I’m all right, Jack’ attitude he’d found everywhere. As far as he could see, the man in the street’s chief preoccupation had appeared to be what was on telly last night, the perpetual quiz shows and the fortunes that some clerk or shop girl had won or narrowly missed winning. How different life in Kenya was! It was sunshine and the outdoor life for his kids. There they had played in the treehouse in their spacious garden and it was freedom and fresh air all the way. Sure, there was drunkenness and shenanigans in the Country Club but nevertheless there was a strong community spirit and people truly cared for each other. Especially so among the Africans. Whole villages would make tremendous sacrifices to give their children an education and to help a neighbour.  People were more concerned with basic survival than keeping up with the Joneses and competing with each other. They’d miss their servants, not so much for the work they had performed though that had been considerable, but for the people themselves. A bond of genuine affection had grown up between them and they were regarded as close as family members. Then there was the sport, the glorious holidays at the coast, swimming and surfing in the Indian Ocean, and the drink in the bar afterwards. No drink on earth could taste as good as that. To think they had left all that behind in order to exchange it for this cold, grey English climate. He was having misgivings already. Had he been stupid giving up that wonderful lifestyle? It would have been so easy to have accepted an extension of his contract as his good friends and neighbours, the Sherwoods, had done. His mind was filled with doubt as to whether they’d made the right, the sensible decision. But then, he thought, more important than how he felt, how did his family feel? And most important, how did Laura feel about it? He gazed across at her and his concerns melted away. Her magazines remained unread on her knee as she gazed out at the passing scene, her first sight of the English countryside after so many years. She had a smile on her face and he had never seen her look so happy. That smile said it all.

A few miles beyond Watford, she took both of Billy’s hands in her own and with tears sparkling in her eyes said softly, ‘It’s such bliss to see an English landscape again, Billy, even though it’s shrouded in snow at the moment. I’ve missed dear old England so much. I can’t begin to tell you how pleased I am to be back. This is where we all belong. Home.’

‘If that’s the way you feel, Laura, then so do I,’ he murmured. ‘Now we can make a fresh start and start life anew. There’s so much to be done when we’ve settled back. First, I need to find a job, then a house. Your folks are kind offering to put us up but, as you know, I’m never comfortable in someone else’s home and I hope it’s not for too long.  We’ll waste no time in looking for a house of our own in one of those so-called leafy suburbs of Manchester.’

‘Are you sure we can afford it?’

‘Of course we can. We’re a lot better off now than when we left. After the house business is fixed, next thing is try to get the kids into decent schools.’

‘It’ll be like a dream come true.’

‘It would be wonderful to see them all do well with decent careers one day, maybe the professions, if they’ve got the brains. That should please your father. He was always going on about the top professions, law, medicine, accountancy.’

‘Fine, Billy, but I do hope you don’t have ideas of pushing them into jobs against their will. Or, worse, trying to achieve your own ambitions through them.’

‘Nothing like that, Laura. They can do and be whatever they like, even follow in my own father’s footsteps and become market porters if that’s what they want to do. But I’m sure they’ll feel more fulfilled as people if they go for jobs that are of service to others and make full use of whatever talents God has blessed them with.’




Chapter Two

It was a joyous homecoming when they finally arrived at London Road Station (re-named Piccadilly) and were met by Laura’s father, Duncan, and Billy’s two old school chums, Titch and Oscar. There was lots of laughter, hugging, hand-shaking and back-slapping the moment they emerged from the train.

 



‘It’s been such a long time,’ Duncan enthused. ‘So good to see you all again. And look at those bairns, so grown up. They were mere babes when you left. And young John there wasn’t even born.’

 



The ‘bairns’, Matthew, Lucy, Mark, and John, glowed on hearing these words. Duncan couldn’t have picked a more pleasing way to greet them.

‘As I told you in my letters’, Duncan said, ‘you’ll be staying with us in Regina Park until you fix up your own accommodation. We have plenty of room now that old Auntie and Grandma have passed away and the younger end of the family has flown the nest.’

‘Everyone still doing well, I hope?’ Billy said.

‘Yes, everyone’s fine,’ Duncan said. ‘We’ll have time to catch up on everyone’s news later.’

‘I can hardly wait to see them all again,’ Laura said.

It was arranged for Laura and the children to go with Duncan in his Daimler while Oscar, Titch and Billy brought up the rear with the luggage in a taxi. An elderly black porter collected their suitcases from the luggage van and piled them up on a big trolley. As he loaded them into the taxi, Billy slipped him half a crown and unthinkingly said in Swahili, ‘Asante sana, mzee.’ (Thank you very much, old chap.)

The porter took the coin and stared at Billy suspiciously as if he’d exposed himself.

‘Yeah, yeah,’ he said in a thick Manchester accent. ‘I don’t know what that mumbo-jumbo was all about, but thanks a lot, mate.’

‘You can drop all that big white bwana stuff,’ Oscar guffawed. ‘You’re back home now. This is mucky Manchester, not tropical Africa.’

‘Oops, sorry.’ Billy laughed. ‘Force of habit.’

Billy was pleased that his old pals had made the effort to meet him and his family at the station. They’d been his friends ever since they had passed their ‘scholarship’ at the age of eleven and attended the same grammar school, Damian College.

‘You all look so disgustingly healthy,’ Titch exclaimed as they climbed into the cab.

‘Especially revolting to be so suntanned,’ added Oscar,

‘while we’ve been suffering in the bleak mid-winter here.’

‘Don’t fret,’ Billy replied. ‘It shouldn’t take us too long to lose our tans. Then we’ll look as wan and sickly as the rest of you.’

‘I see you haven’t lost your acerbic wit,’ said Titch, ‘but you have lost your Manchester accent and no mistake. You’ve acquired a plummy BBC announcer’s voice.’

‘Sorry again, Titch,’ Billy said. ‘That’s what comes of mixing with public school characters in Kenya. But I’m not the only one with a BBC voice. You and Oscar have both got one as well.’

 



‘How do you mean?’

‘You both put me in mind of Wilfred Pickles.’

‘Wilfred Pickles was a Yorkshireman but we’ll overlook that detail,’ Oscar said graciously.

‘Thanks a lot, Hoppy.’ Titch grinned, digging him in the ribs. ‘Welcome back. A few weeks back home and you’ll soon be sounding like the rest of us.’

‘So what’s new with you both?’ Billy asked.

‘Well, I’m still teaching English in a grammar school,’ Oscar answered. ‘I share an apartment with my flatmate, Derek.’

 



‘As for me,’ Titch said, ‘I’m still teaching in a crummy school in Moss Side. One achievement, though, was that I managed to get an advanced Education Diploma from the University of Manchester.’

Billy patted his friend on the back. ‘Congratulations, Titch. It must have been tough studying in the evening after a hard day at school. I know that none of us is Lord Chesterfield when it comes to correspondence but I seem to remember you writing to tell me that you were thinking of getting hitched. What happened there?’

‘Sorry, Hoppy, I should’ve told you. As you know, I’ve spent most of my life drifting around aimlessly like the Marie Celeste. Then Elaine came on the scene. We’ve been married for two years now.’

‘He forgot to say that Elaine was waiting for her new prescription spectacles when she met him,’ Oscar said with a grin.

‘Ignore him,’ Titch said. ‘He must have his little joke. Elaine’s eyesight’s perfect. She’s a little taller than me though. But I always wanted a girl I could look up to.’

‘Considering your pigmy stature,’ Oscar pointed out, ‘that wouldn’t be difficult.’

 



‘Better than being a beanpole like you,’ Titch retorted.

‘He forgot to add,’ continued Oscar, ‘that Elaine’s ten years younger. Our Titch here is a cradle-snatcher.’

Billy laughed. ‘You two are as crazy as ever. Where did you meet Elaine, Titch?’

‘She teaches botany and biology at my school. It was a case of love at first sight.’

‘Who could resist such a combination of subjects?’ Oscar said languidly. ‘The birds and the bees. It’s what life’s all about.’

 



‘I find it hard to take all this in!’ Billy exclaimed. ‘Our  little Titch married! Who’d have thought it? Why, it means everyone in the old gang is now married, except for you, of course, Oscar.’

‘And there’s not much fear of that,’ Oscar replied, ‘unless this government changes the marriage laws, and the way things are going in this country, anything could happen.’

Billy laughed. ‘Both of you are just the same. It’s good to know that some things in this world never change.’

‘Oh, but they do,’ Titch gushed. ‘The one thing I’ve not got round to telling you yet is that Elaine and I are now the proud parents of twin baby boys, born a year ago.’

‘Will wonders never cease?’ Billy said. ‘Typical Titch. So lazy he has his kids two at a time. You and Elaine must be very happy.’

‘Happy, yes. But broke. Always broke. We totter from one month’s end to the other, just about keeping our heads above water. Teachers’ salaries in this country are still as lousy as ever. I’ve been teaching fourteen years and I earn only nine hundred and fifty pounds a year, about half that of a plumber or a bricklayer. That’s something I wanted to talk to you about, Billy. You seem to have done all right working abroad, and Elaine and I are thinking about doing something similar. Emigrating to Canada in fact. They’re crying out for teachers over there and the salaries offered are much better with a higher standard of living. What do you think?’

‘Sorry, Titch. Can’t advise you there. Don’t know a thing about Canada.’

 



‘If I remember you, Hoppy,’ Oscar said, ‘that never stopped you venturing an opinion. What do you say we organise a booze-up in town? We can all bring wives and friends.’

 



‘Give me a few days to settle in,’ Billy said, ‘and you’re on.’




Chapter Three

Laura’s mother, Louise, gave them a rapturous welcome when they met.

It was as if the Mackenzies had brought the New Year celebrations forward by a couple of weeks in their honour. First there was a beautiful leg of lamb with the usual trimmings and a wide selection of vegetables. But when Duncan brought down his twelve-year-old malt from the top cupboard, Billy knew that their homecoming was indeed a special occasion. Billy noted, though, that Duncan’s carefully measured tots were still the same, being considerably smaller than the generous drams he was accustomed to in the bar of the Marangu Country Club in East Africa.

After dinner, Laura and her mother talked nineteen to the dozen, catching up on news of the rest of the family - Laura’s younger sisters Jenny and Katie and brother Hughie. Jenny lived in Edinburgh with her husband Hamish Dinwiddie and their two young daughters. Hamish, always considered the successful son-in-law and Billy’s erstwhile rival, was now more successful than ever having been promoted to the rank of Senior Actuary in his company. The news left a bitter taste in Billy’s mouth until he remembered that Hamish had never got further than Scotland whilst he had feasted his eyes on the Indian Ocean, Mount Kenya and Kilimanjaro. Hughie and Katie were working in the same hospital in Staffordshire; Hughie was a houseman and Katie an SRN.

 



Later in the evening as the exchange of news began to slow down, Louise said, ‘It’s a long time since we heard you on the piano, Laura. Will you play something for us?’

‘I’m not sure I can remember how, Mammy, but I’ll have a go.’

Laura renewed her acquaintance with the piano by playing a Mozart sonata and then, accompanied by her mother, sang Haydn’s ‘My Mother Bids Me Bind My Hair’. It was a song that Billy hadn’t heard for many years and hearing music like this brought back many happy memories of the ‘Edwardian’ musical evenings they had enjoyed at the Mackenzies’, oh so long ago. After the musical interlude, the young Hopkinses could hardly wait to escape to the drawing room. The big attraction was the eighteen-inch television and it wasn’t long before the four of them were glued to the set. There had been no television service in Kenya and they were anxious to make up for lost time.

Duncan seized the opportunity to turn to the subject dearest to his heart, Manchester United, and he was soon singing the praises of the team Matt Busby was rebuilding after the Munich disaster.

 



‘Mark my words,’ he said, ‘we have a champion in that young Bobby Charlton whom God spared five years ago. The day will come when we’ll be contenders for the European Cup again, you’ll see.’

Meanwhile, Laura and her mother, both crossword enthusiasts, had turned their attention to the back page of the  Daily Telegraph and were soon engrossed in unravelling the enigmatic verbal clues set by some recondite compiler. It was a skill Billy had never been able to get his head round and he maintained that it required a twisted mind and a warped imagination to solve them.

‘Nonsense,’ Laura said. ‘What you need is intuition and lateral thinking.’

‘How do you mean?’ he asked.

‘For example, give me a five-letter word in answer to this clue: “It’s the wailway for Mark”.’

‘No idea,’ he said. ‘It’s gibberish. What’s the answer?’

‘Twain.’

‘How do you make that out?’

‘Twain is the American writer. It’s saying “train” with a lisp.’

‘If that’s lateral thinking,’ he replied, ‘I prefer to think in straight lines. As I said earlier, it requires a warped mind.’

‘Sour grapes,’ she smiled.

Billy looked round at the domestic scene - the kids immersed in television, Laura and Louise puzzling over the crossword puzzle, Duncan going on about football - and he had an eerie sense of déjà vu, as if they’d never been away. Gosh, it’s good to be back, he said to himself.

‘We’ve missed you all so much,’ Louise said warmly as they prepared to retire. ‘It’s so good to have you all back safe and sound and I do hope you’re going to be comfortable here. We’ve given you the two bedrooms at the top of the house so that you can be together as a family.’

‘Anyway,’ Duncan said, ‘there’s no need to tell you you’re welcome to stay with us as long as you like.’

‘It’s kind of you to make such a generous offer, Duncan,’ Billy said, ‘and don’t think we’re not grateful when I say that our main aim now is to get into our own house as soon as poss. We’re anxious to be independent once again.’

‘You’ll need a pretty penny if you’re thinking of buying,’ Duncan told him. ‘Property values in this country have gone through the roof. In my opinion, houses are over-priced and can’t go up much higher. A modern three-bedroomed semi in Withington or Didsbury can cost you up to two and a half or even three thousand pounds. It’s crazy.’

‘Hopefully, my compensation should take care of that,’ Billy replied. ‘I’m hoping to receive in the region of three thousand. Admittedly paid over a period of five years but it’ll help us to get on our feet. Also a small pension for life of which I can commute a quarter.’

Duncan whistled quietly. He was impressed.

‘You were very lucky, Billy, to receive such a large sum of money to come back with,’ he said. ‘Out like a pauper and back like a prince.’

‘That’s a bit of an overstatement, Duncan,’ Billy laughed.

‘As for being lucky, the lump sum which civil servants jokingly refer to as “lumpers” or “the golden handshake” is for loss of the permanent and pensionable post I had with HMOCS, Her Majesty’s Overseas Civil Service. But, yes, you’re quite right, things are looking up. Tomorrow I’m due to pick up a new Morris Oxford station wagon from Cockshoots on Bridge Street. The only thing I need now is a job but there’s such a shortage of teachers everywhere, there shouldn’t be a problem.’

Later that evening as they were unpacking upstairs, they overheard Duncan talking on the hall telephone to Jenny in Edinburgh.

‘Oh, yes, Jenny, we collected them from the station all right. They’re all looking so suntanned and bonny, simply bursting with health. They seem to have prospered too, so well dressed and Billy’s due to collect a new station wagon tomorrow. I think you’ll be surprised when you see them.’

This was meat and drink to Billy, especially since he knew that Duncan’s glowing report would soon be relayed to Hamish. For so long the Hopkinses had been regarded as the poor relations, with Billy struggling to make his way while Hamish, Mr Moneybags himself, had prospered.

Maybe I’m not among the also-rans, after all, he thought.




Chapter Four

The following day, Billy visited Cockshoots, the agent for Morris cars. He’d ordered and paid for the car in Nairobi and now all that remained was to complete the formalities. There it stood in the showroom window, a spanking new estate car gleaming in its two-tone beige livery and as he tried sitting at the wheel to get the feel of it, there was that rich smell of new leather. Luxury indeed. Like a dream come true and he could hardly believe his fortune in being the owner of such a magnificent vehicle. Billy signed the various documents confirming the accessories he had opted for, a Blaupunkt automatic radio, the tinted window, walnut fascia. Finally he arranged for it to be delivered later that afternoon to the Mackenzie home in Regina Park. He came away with a light step, happily humming ‘We’re in the money’, a tune he hadn’t sung since a kid delivering firewood on a Saturday morning in Cheetham Hill. Strange to think that it was only a stone’s throw to Honeypot Street where he and his pal Henry Sykes had chopped and bundled up the wood in the backyard of their terraced house. A short distance measured in feet and inches but an aeon measured in time.

 



As he walked up Bridge Street thinking these thoughts, he was surprised to see a familiar figure on the other side of the road. Could it be? It was! His brother Les striding purposefully downhill on his way into town. Billy was overjoyed to see him after such a long time.

‘It’s certainly a small world!’ Billy exclaimed after crossing the street. ‘I was going to contact you in the next day or two but fate has anticipated me. Quite a coincidence bumping into you like this.’

‘I work near here at the Alligator Rainwear,’ Les explained. ‘I’m on my way back after an early lunch.’

After fraternal, and somewhat inhibited bear hugs, they exchanged their news. Les had his home in Pendleton where he lived with his wife Annette and their two young children, a girl and a boy. Les was also a Labour councillor on Salford City Council, and he wasted no time in imparting this piece of information.

‘Congratulations,’ Billy said, shaking him warmly by the hand. ‘You have moved up in the world.’ Then he added, ‘But only two kids! You’ve got some way to go to catch up with me in that department.’

‘Give us time,’ Les grinned. ‘We’ll soon draw level. But what are you doing in this part of town? I thought you were staying with your in-laws in the leafy Regina Park suburbs.’

‘Making final arrangements to pick up a new car,’ Billy said nonchalantly, examining his fingernails. How he enjoyed needling Les and watching him squirm. Brotherly rivalry was still alive and kicking.

‘A new car, eh!’ Les said sourly. ‘Bought, I suppose, on the profits made from grinding the faces of the poor in Kenya.’

‘Not really, Les. I took early retirement and paid for it from compensation for loss of office. If anyone helped me foot the bill, I suppose it would be you, as a British taxpayer.’

‘Typical Tory trick,’ Les said, ‘exploiting the workers to fill the pockets of the colonialists. Anyway, perhaps we can drive up together in this posh motor car of yours to see the old folk.’

 



‘Sure thing, Les. Mam and Dad did write telling me they’d moved from Gardenia Court and giving their new address but I’ve no idea where it is.’

 



‘They’ve moved into an old people’s bungalow on the Langley Estate up Middleton way.’

‘Thank God for that,’ Billy said. ‘That tenement block they lived in was always so congested with people living on  top of one another. Everyone tried so hard to keep their homes neat and tidy but it was a thankless task and it was impossible to do much about the assortment of pongs in the stairwell. I can still smell ’em. Someone was always cooking sauerkraut and cabbage. Either that or the couple in the top apartment had died a few weeks earlier. We could go later today if you like. Cockshoots have promised to deliver the car early this afternoon.’

‘It’ll be best if we meet somewhere and go together as you’ll never find it on your own. It’s a bit off the beaten track.’

 



It was four o’clock when Billy picked up Les later that day and it was already dark. The damp mist that descended didn’t help matters and Billy was feeling nervous about his first drive in his new car. Without Les, he’d never have found Langley Estate; it seemed to be located at the back of beyond. There was building going on everywhere and many of the roads were neither named nor made up. It was a relief to pull up at last in front of one of a row of bungalows in Martindale Crescent. It was Mam who answered the door after Les had given several sharp rat-a-tats with the metal door knocker. She had the rent book in her hand and she looked up uncomprehendingly at the two male figures silhouetted on the threshold.

‘It’s your sons come to see you,’ Les said loudly, ‘not the rent man. Aren’t you going to ask us in?’

It took a moment or two for the penny to drop.

‘Tommy, Tommy,’ she yelled. ‘It’s our two lads. Les and our Billy home from Africa! Come quick! Come in, lads. Eeh, it’s good to see you.’

Tommy came to the door adjusting his braces and fastening his belt.

‘Well, I never!’ he exclaimed. ‘Our Billy back from the jungle! I was beginning to think we’d never see you again. Welcome back, Billy! By gum, you look like a fine figure of a man.’

‘That means he thinks you’ve put on weight,’ Les laughed.

‘Thanks for interpreting, Les,’ Billy said.

‘Anyroad, it looks good on you,’ Mam said. ‘You were always too thin and a few extra pounds will keep out the cold.’

After much hugging and hand-shaking, Mam made a brew and the four of them, mugs of tea in hand, sat before the blazing coal fire, the only source of heat in the room. Billy looked closely at both his parents and experienced something of a shock. They were now well into their seventies and he hadn’t seen them for a few years. In his head he had carried round a static picture of them at a younger age but now he saw how time had taken its toll. But then it had for all of them, he supposed.

Mam showed him around the bungalow while Les talked to Dad who seemed reluctant to wander too far from the fire. The accommodation consisted of one living room, a bedroom, a kitchen, and a bathroom. That was it. Billy’s first impression was that the place was functional, clinical and lifeless. What’s more, away from the fire, it was freezing cold, especially in the bedroom. He made a mental note to come back soon to improve matters with thicker wall insulation.

‘I’ll say one thing for it, Mam,’ Billy said, ‘it’s compact. Everything’s convenient and to hand. But how are you? Have you been keeping well since your visit to us in Kenya?’

‘Not so bad, not so bad. The usual aches and pains that come with old age. I don’t find it so easy getting around any more. I’ve thought of asking the Corporation to put in one of them lift chairs I’ve seen advertised.’

 



‘But you live in a bungalow,’ Billy chuckled. ‘Those are meant for stairs.’

 



‘Doesn’t matter. It’d be handy for getting me round from room to room. Apart from that, my eyesight’s beginning to go. The lights keep flickering on and off and I think I need stronger glasses. The doctor says it may be cataracts that’s troubling me. But apart from that, it’s this place we’re living in that gets me down.’

‘Well, Mam,’ he said, trying to be cheerful, ‘you must be feeling happy to be away from the Gardenia Court tenement and to have your own little place. How long were you living there?’

 



‘The town hall rehoused us there in nineteen forty-one after we were bombed out during the war. How many years is that?’

 



‘That makes twenty-two years,’ Billy said. ‘Surely it’s got to be better living here in this bungalow.’

‘I hate it here,’ she said vehemently. ‘It’s a dump. An absolute dump. We’ve left one dump to come to a super dump. And it’s that cold, it’s like Russia up here.’

Russia! Billy thought. This from his mam who, apart from her brief visit to Kenya, had never got further than a visit to Walsingham in Norfolk to visit Our Lady’s shrine with the Union of Catholic Mothers.

 



‘Well, it’s certainly smaller than Gardenia Court and there’s less to clean,’ he said, looking for positive points. But Mam wouldn’t be swayed once she made her mind up.

‘These bungalows were built in a factory like them prefabs we had after the war. And there are that many rules and regulations. Who wants to live in a place where you have to ask the rent man, “Please may I keep a cat or a dog? Please may I hang a picture on one of these composition walls?” It’s not home when you’re not allowed to do homely things.’

‘Not that Mam takes too much notice of these rules and regulations,’ Les grinned, ‘as you’ll notice from the pictures she got me to hang up for her.’ Then he tried to sound an optimistic note. ‘At least it’s not as cold this year as it was last. Then we had blizzards and the whole country came to a grinding halt. According to the BBC, it was the coldest winter since nineteen forty-seven and that was saying something.’

‘Nineteen forty-seven is a year I shall remember as long as I live,’ Billy said. ‘I was at college and we nearly froze to death without heat. At least you have a good fire, Mam.’

No use. She wasn’t to be consoled.

‘I’ve never lived in such a freezing place. It’s like an icebox. It’s worst in the bedroom which has an outside wall which gets all the bitter weather. As for the district, sometimes I think we’re living in the middle of a building site. Nothing but big lorries unloading bricks, and tractors digging up the place. There’s mud everywhere. And the shops are miles away.’

‘How do you go on for shopping then?’ Billy asked.

‘Your two sisters, Flo and Polly, come up on Friday afternoons to do my big shopping. During the week, I go myself for little items. No use sending Dad, he always forgets what he’s gone for once he gets to the shops. The doctor says he’s suffering from magnesia. I sent him last week for corn flakes and he came back with corn plasters. Only yesterday I asked him to go to the shops for a pound of tomatoes and ten pounds of potatoes.’

‘Don’t tell me,’ Billy laughed.

‘Yes, you’ve guessed it. He returned with a pound of potatoes and ten pounds of tomatoes. We’ll be living on tomatoes for days.’

‘Things could be worse, I suppose,’ Billy said.

‘Maybe you’re right but I don’t see how. We miss our old friends - we don’t know a soul round here. Sometimes I feel as if I don’t belong anywhere.’

‘I know the feeling only too well,’ Billy commiserated.

‘How do you mean?’ Mam asked. ‘You’re staying in a big posh house with your in-laws in Regina Park.’

‘True, Mam. It was nice of the Mackenzies to put us up but already after only one day, I’m missing having our own home. My little family seems to have merged into their household and we’ve lost our privacy. I’m like Dad in that respect, not comfortable in someone else’s house, having to ask permission if you want to make a cup of coffee or switch on the television. The sooner we get our own place, the better.’

 



‘You can’t be as bad as Dad. He won’t even take his cap off  when we visit someone. It’s the same if anyone comes to see us, he keeps throwing out big hints for them to go by asking them what time their last bus is.’

 



‘How are you getting on with your next-door neighbour nowadays?’ Les asked.

‘Mrs Binks? Don’t talk to me about ’er next door. She’s a right funniosity. Interferin’ old busybody. I can’t take to her. A real curtain-twitcher. Never misses a trick. And always telling me what I should and shouldn’t do.’

At that moment, there was a knock at the front door.

‘Talk of the devil,’ Mam said, making her way to the door. ‘I’ll bet that’s her. She’ll have seen you and our Billy arrive and will want to know what’s going on. Always shoving her nose in where it’s not wanted.’

 



Mam opened the door and they heard ’er next door say in a plaintive, sing-song voice, ‘I notice you’ve got your two sons here. You should ask ’em while they’re here to fix that hole in the fence.’

 



‘Listen,’ Mam said in that severe tone the family knew only too well, ‘don’t you be telling me what I should and shouldn’t do. My sons are here to see us not to be fixing holes in fences. You should get the rent man to do it.’

‘Now look, you,’ the neighbour whined, ‘no need to take offence. I was only suggesting.’

‘Well, don’t,’ Mam said. ‘And another thing, don’t you you me, you!’ With that she slammed the door. ‘See what I mean, the bloody nosey-parker,’ she said when she came back. ‘Not that it’ll do any good asking the rent man to do anything. It’s a waste of breath. Gardenia Court was no garden of Eden but we do miss it. It was the worst move we’ve ever made coming up here.’

‘I can see you’re not happy,’ Billy said. ‘I wish there was some way we could help. Maybe we could do something about that outside bedroom wall. I’ll look into it. And another thing, I think we should get you a telephone in case of emergency.’

‘I’ve never used a telephone in my life and I wouldn’t know what to do with it.’

 



‘I’m sure we can soon teach you. We’ve got to try and do something to make life more comfortable for you. Les and I hate to see you so unhappy.’

‘Your dad feels the same,’ she said. ‘He’s seventy-eight this year and he thinks he should still be going into work in Smithfield fruit market. At his age, I ask you! He also misses his pub and playing crib with his cronies.’

‘Isn’t there a pub round here for him?’ Billy said. ‘Les and I thought we might take him out for a drink.’

At the mention of trigger words like ‘drink’ and ‘pub’, Dad pricked up his ears and shot into the bedroom to put on his ‘going-to-the-pub’ outfit.

‘Listen, you two,’ Mam whispered when he was out of the room. ‘I wish you’d try to do something to get this idea of going back to work out of his head. Sometimes I think he may be losing his mind. He’s worked like a dog all his life but he’s like an old carthorse and can’t think of anything but going back to the market. Last week he was up at half past two to catch the all-night bus into Manchester to do some portering. He went out in the pouring rain but couldn’t find any work when he got there. All his old customers are either dead or retired.’

 



‘Look, Mam,’ Les said, ‘don’t think I’m interfering but maybe it’s best to leave him alone. Going into work means a lot to him and perhaps he’s trying to supplement his pension with a few bob. I think going down to the market to do a bit of portering at the age of seventy-eight takes a lot of guts.’

‘Les,’ Mam said irritably, ‘you’re talking through your hat, so don’t be so obstroculous. Your dad’s worked like a donkey for sixty years in the market and it’s about time he recognized that he’s getting too old to be pulling great loads of fruit and vegetables about the place. On his way back last week, he fainted on the bus and had to be brought back by a copper. That scared the wits out of me. I thought he was done for.’

‘We’ll see what we can do,’ Billy said, ‘but you know how stubborn he can be.’

Two minutes later, Dad was back, dressed in his old raincoat and cloth cap.

‘Are we going or what?’ he asked impatiently.

‘Right, Dad, you’re on,’ Billy said.

‘It’s only ten minutes’ walk from here,’ Dad said.

‘We’re not walking, Dad. We’re going by car.’

‘Going by car! You mean by taxi? That’d be bloody stupid ’cos it’s only round the corner.’

‘No, Dad. We’re going by car. MY car.’ Billy had waited five long years to say that.

Outside the front door, Dad gazed at the car with its gleaming, streamlined contours.

‘Whose is that?’ he asked.

 



‘It’s mine, Dad,’ Billy said proudly, puffing out his chest.

‘Where the hell have you got that from? You’ve not pinched it, our Billy, have you? I hope you’re not in trouble with the law or anything.’

‘No,’ said Les, grinning. ‘He’s bought it out of his ill-gotten profits from the African slave trade. Must have cost him a thousand pounds.’

‘Don’t let him drink too much,’ Mam called. ‘He can’t take it the way he used to. And remember what I asked you.’

As they set off, Billy showed off the various accessories to his dad: the Blaupunkt radio, the heater, the walnut fascia dashboard, the windscreen washers, the shag pile carpets. He offered him a cigarette from his silver case and handed him the electronic lighter.

‘What’s this? A cigarette lighter?’

‘No, Dad. The manual calls it a cigar lighter.’

‘By gum, you’ve done well, our Billy,’ Dad said admiringly.

In the pub, while Billy and Les were getting the drinks in, they could hear Dad telling the couple sitting at the same table, ‘See that fellah over there? The one in the black Crombie overcoat. That’s my son, Billy. He’s a millionaire.  Just come back from Africa, he’s been learning the Zulu warriors to read and write. Has a spanking new car with a German wireless and a cigar lighter.’

The couple looked over at Billy deferentially.

Billy and Les returned with two pints of mild and a shandy for Billy because he was driving.

‘You’re being very abstemious, Billy,’ Les said. ‘Your halo must be tight round your head.’

‘As you know, Les, I’m no Holy Joe,’ Billy replied, ‘but I’ve vowed to stick to shandy whenever I’m driving. People tell me that while I’ve been abroad, the authorities here have clamped down on drinking and driving.’

‘Too true, Billy,’ Les said. ‘If you go over the limit you could land up in jail. I’m on the road safety sub-committee and I can tell you, driving over the limit is not only stupid, it’s bloody dangerous. Anyway, Dad,’ Les said, turning his attention to the old man, ‘get that down you. A pint of the best mild in the place for the best dad.’

‘Thanks, son,’ he said. ‘You know I’ve never been one for the bevy. It was the market and all that heavy work that got me into the habit. It was the way we sweated, you see. I hate the stuff and I wouldn’t give you a penny a bucket for it.’ He picked up his pint and downed it in one draught, his Adam’s apple going up and down like the lift in Lewis’s store. Billy and Les exchanged glances. Same old Dad! Another thing that hadn’t changed.

‘It’s a nice pub you’ve got here,’ Les remarked, looking round the lounge. ‘You’ll soon make friends if you come down regularly to the vault and join in a game of crib.’

‘Nah, I don’t make new friends easily at my age. Besides, I can’t afford to drink on the old age pension.’

Mam will be glad to hear that, Billy thought. In his time, Dad must have drunk several breweries dry.

‘What do they call this pub then, Dad?’ Billy asked.

‘The New Broom.’

 



‘A new broom sweeps clean, as they say,’ Billy remarked.  ‘I suppose the idea is that people can make a fresh start in this new modern estate.’

 



‘Perhaps you’re right but they’ve got to finish putting the bloody place up first. At the moment it’s like living in the Sahara Desert miles from anywhere. Anyroad, a broom’s for sweeping up all the rubbish and that’s what the Town Hall thinks we are, Manchester’s rubbish. Overspill, they call us, and they’ve dumped us up here on this estate.’

‘You’ll settle in, given time,’ Billy said, though he didn’t believe what he was saying.

Then Dad adopted a conspiratorial tone. ‘Don’t tell your mother this but I’ve decided to go back to work. I reckon I can still pull a cart as well as the next man. And after sixty years working as a market porter, I’m used to getting up early in the morning. You see, you’ve to get down there at the crack of dawn before the work’s all gone.’

‘But Dad,’ Billy protested, ‘you’re getting on in years. Portering’s work for a young man, isn’t it?’

‘Aye. But the young men expect big pay for the simplest of jobs. I can do the same job for half what they charge.’

Les shook his head. ‘Dad, you’ve worked hard all your life. Isn’t it time you took things easy?’

‘To tell you the truth, I don’t know what to do with myself half the time. What would you have me do? Sit around all day watching stupid television programmes or sitting on a park bench going quietly mad with a lot of other old fogies? I may as well be in my coffin. Besides, we could do with a little extra money; the pension I get is an insult.’

‘I’m sure the family would be willing to organize a regular collection to help out,’ Billy said.

‘I won’t accept no bloody charity from no one,’ Dad said angrily. ‘That’s the one thing I don’t want. Every night, I ask God to keep me from being a burden to my kids. You’ve got your own families to think of. As long as I have my health and strength, I can still work and provide.’ Then out of the  blue, he asked a strange question. ‘Are you still teaching in Longsight, Billy?’

‘No, Dad. I’ve just come back from Africa, remember.’

‘That’s right, I was forgetting. During the war our Jim went to Africa a few times on the Renown. You didn’t see anything of him when you were out there, did you?’

‘How could I, Dad? Jim was killed in the merchant navy in nineteen forty-three.’

A look of bewilderment crossed Dad’s face. ‘Our Jim? Killed?’ Then his mind drifted off again. ‘But just the same. You never know. You might have bumped into him on your travels.’

 



They drank two more pints each and then it was time to get Dad home. He’d have stayed till they chucked him out if they’d let him.

Later, as Billy drove Les home, he said, ‘I hadn’t realized how much Mam and Dad have aged in the last couple of years, especially Dad. I think his memory’s going.’

‘Going?’ Les exclaimed. ‘It’s already gone.’




Chapter Five

For children, Christmas is Christmas no matter where they are when it comes. With mounting impatience they wait for the big event with its prescribed procedures and evocative smells: the mince pies, the Christmas pudding, the smell of Dad’s cigar, the parties and the silly paper hats, the cracker-pulling and the corny jokes and riddles, the nocturnal visit from Father Christmas with his big bag of goodies even if, as in the case of the three older Hopkins children, they know full well the goodies were bought the week before by Mum and Dad from a store on Market Street and stuffed into their stockings by Dad on Christmas Eve. For the children, the joy was the same no matter where it was celebrated. Not so for their parents. For Billy and Laura, this particular Christmas was different and one they had looked forward to and dreamed about for so long. There had been Christmases abroad in Kenya of course, where they had tried to celebrate them with the usual customs - a tree, mistletoe and holly or the nearest thing to them that they could find in the African bush, Christmas cards with robins and reindeers, stagecoaches and snow-men, rubicund town criers and the three wise men following the star of Bethlehem. Somehow it had never seemed the same in the bright tropical sunshine. But that was all behind them.

 



A few days before Christmas, Billy and Laura took the children into town on a shopping expedition. For John in particular it was an exciting time for he still believed in Santa Claus and the three older children had been warned strictly not to give the game away.

‘Let him enjoy the fantasy as long as possible,’ Billy declared. ‘He’ll have the rest of his life to deal with reality.’

A visit to Father Christmas in his grotto at Lewis’s store was an essential part of the ritual and John came away glowing with pleasure and clutching a huge Christmas stocking filled with all kinds of sweets, Rowntree’s Smarties, Cadbury’s Buttons, Bassett’s Jelly Babies and Liquorice All Sorts, plus sundry knick-knacks and puzzles.

‘I asked Santa for a fort with lots of soldiers,’ he said breathlessly, ‘and he told me that he would see what he could do.’

A short walk from Lewis’s brought them to Wiles’s Emporium, a toy store which was every child’s dream come true since it offered a vast selection of gifts for young people of every age. The air buzzed with the excited voices of children as they jostled with one another along the crowded aisles. The Hopkins family pushed their way through the doors and entered an Aladdin’s Cave, a wonderland of treasures like something out of the Arabian Nights. On the ground floor they found toys classified according to gender. For girls, dolls galore, prams, doll’s houses, nurses’ outfits, miniature kitchens, an endless array of playthings which would equip them for a life of domesticity. For boys, a collection more in keeping with the perceived male role: military paraphernalia, guns, tanks, uniforms and a host of handyman tools which would afford useful training for them as future husbands and workers. The basement sections catered for amusement, entertainment, and leisure activities: art and construction kits, cameras, 8 mm cine projectors, and a wealth of games of every description: draughts, ludo, snakes and ladders, quoits, rings, hoop-la, bagatelle. Children shoved and wriggled their way through the store, open-mouthed and spoilt for choice.

Not so for Matthew. For him, there was no hesitation for he knew exactly what he was looking for. He made a beeline for the science section and chose a Meccano set plus a magnificent box of basic apparatus entitled ‘The Young  Scientist: 50 Experiments Every Young Person Can Safely Conduct At Home’. It included a chemistry set with optional refills, and as an extra bonus the equipment contained parts and instructions to build a steam engine. ‘Just like Newcomen’s’ it proclaimed on the lid.

Lucy, too, wasted no time in making up her mind and it didn’t take her long to find what she was looking for: an art kit entitled ‘The Leonardo Painting Outfit’, containing all the materials, paints, brushes, palette, and even smock and beret, that ‘The Young Artist’ would require to turn out a masterpiece.

‘Tell me, Billy,’ Laura smiled. ‘How come our two oldest kids have selected gifts that reflect precisely your ambitions for them?’

 



‘Search me,’ he replied, his face the picture of innocence.

‘Nothing to do with me. You saw how they made up their own minds. But they can only develop their talents if they have the materials to hand. Could Boyle have discovered his law without a laboratory? Could da Vinci have created the Mona Lisa without palette, paint and brushes?’

Mark’s choices were less ambitious if not less expensive than his older siblings’. He opted for a conjurer’s outfit, which promised that the skills he would acquire would enable him to deceive his audiences by ‘proving that the hand’s quicker than the eye’, a ventriloquist’s dummy in the form of a shabbily dressed tramp with movable facial parts, along with ‘full instructions on how to throw your voice’, plus a jumbo jigsaw puzzle depicting the Tower of London.

‘Judging from his choices,’ Billy grinned, ‘I’d say he’s destined for a career in law. With such skills in prestidigitation, and voice projection, plus a picture of the Tower, he’ll make the ideal barrister.’

John had already made his selection with Santa in the grotto. He soon tracked down a ‘Build Your Own Castle’ Lego kit, together with two boxes of lead soldiers. Billy wrote the name of the product down for him so that he could  specify that particular make when he wrote his letter to Father Christmas in Lapland.

When everything was settled, Billy went to the cashier’s office, paid the bill and arranged for delivery a couple of days later. Hiding the presents until Christmas Eve would not be easy as it wasn’t their own home but they had a number of cubbyholes in mind, which they were sure would be secure.

 



One evening at about eight thirty, Billy and his family were watching television. John had been put to bed at his usual time of eight o’clock. Everyone was absorbed in watching yet another episode of the exploits of Ben Cartwright and Little Joe in Bonanza when Billy had a sudden presentiment.

He went to the foot of the stairs and called up.

‘John, are you still awake?’

‘Yes, Dad.’

‘What are you doing up there?’

‘Nothing. Just lying here, Dad.’

‘You’re not rooting through our things, are you?’

‘No, Dad. Honest.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes, Dad.’

‘Make sure you don’t. OK?’

‘OK, Dad.’

It’s truly amazing, Billy reflected, how kids reply to an accusation. When asked what they were doing at the time the offence was committed, they always answer with a simple ‘Nothing’ as if that settles it once and for all. An adult feels he has to add all kinds of justifications. ‘I didn’t do it. I couldn’t have ’cos I was somewhere else at the time. I have an alibi.’ Let there be a rumpus upstairs and the sound of crashing furniture but it’s useless to ask, ‘What are you doing up there?’ because the answer is invariably the same: ‘Nothing.’ Mark was particularly adept at quibbling when confronted with a misdemeanour. ‘Did you slam the kitchen  door?’ ‘Not me! I didn’t slam the kitchen door.’ (It was probably the lounge door.) ‘Did you punch John?’ ‘Not me! I didn’t punch him!’ (He probably slapped him.) Any charge levelled at Mark had to be couched in precise, specific language if there was to be a successful prosecution. Apart from this, it was probably a complete waste of time to ask, ‘What were you doing?’ as most children with any nous have developed the art of prevarication.

Billy returned to the lounge and to the programme. Adam, Hoss and Little Joe were riding desperately across the sprawling Ponderosa ranch to rescue their father Ben from the bad guys and the story was reaching its climax when little John popped his head round the door.

‘What are you doing out of bed, John?’ Laura asked anxiously. ‘You should be fast asleep.’

‘I came to tell you I’m not going to ask Father Christmas for that fort and the soldiers.’

 



‘Why not?’ Billy asked though he thought he knew the answer already.

‘I don’t need them now.’

 



‘How do you make that out?’ Laura inquired, puzzled.

‘I’ve found a fort and two boxes of soldiers at the back of your wardrobe. They’re the exact same make as those in Wiles’s.’

 



‘Oh, no!’ The Hopkins family sighed collectively.

‘He must have brought them early as he has so many deliveries to make,’ Billy said quickly in an attempt to preserve the Santa Claus myth.

‘Mark says there is no Father Christmas and you are the one who buys them and leaves them in our bedroom.’

‘I told you not to tell ’em that I told you,’ Mark protested.

‘Don’t believe everything Mark says,’ Lucy said, trying to put things right with her young brother. ‘There is a Father Christmas and he has a big round of deliveries to make. He was making sure you got yours in time.’

It was no use. The seeds of doubt had been sown and from  that day the scales fell from John’s eyes. He collected his presents along with the others on Christmas morning and though he felt joy on seeing his toys, somehow the element of surprise and fascination had been lost. So as not to lose the sense of wonderment altogether, they had to supplement his gifts that year with a toy zoo and a selection of animals.

 



On Christmas Eve they set off for midnight Mass with Duncan and Louise Mackenzie at St Joseph’s Church on Plymouth Grove. Laura was uncertain about taking the children but Billy reckoned it was an essential experience for them and part of the Christmas ritual.

‘We’ll soon have them tucked up in bed after Mass,’ he said. ‘I’d love Matthew and Lucy to hear the choir and the carols and there is something special about the atmosphere of midnight Mass. There’s the smell of soap, perfume and incense and I can’t explain it but somehow people look brighter and happier at a late-night service.’

‘We’ll have to make sure they’re well wrapped up,’ Laura said, ‘especially John. He’s not stopped shivering since we landed at Heathrow.’

 



‘Give him time. He’ll get used to it.’

Everything came up to their expectations. In church, people did look brighter, even radiant, in the light of a hundred candles. The choir sang wonderfully and at the end of the service, the rafters rang when the congregation lifted their voices in the ‘Adeste Fidelis’. Then it was on with gloves and mufflers for the walk back. Billy carried John through the snow beneath the twinkling frosty stars. It was one of those profound experiences that would remain with them all, adults and children alike.

Despite the late night, everyone was up early on Christmas morning. The four children, or five if Billy were included in this category, were soon preoccupied exploring, experimenting and playing with their new toys. Matthew, with Billy’s unsolicited help, was engrossed in operating his steam engine  and building a Meccano workshop; Lucy, suitably attired as an artist in smock and beret, was absorbed in painting a Christmas scene; Mark wandered around the house giving ventriloquist performances, trying out his conjuring tricks on any family member willing to participate and, in between acts, fitting the occasional piece into his jigsaw puzzle; and John, with appropriate sound effects and military commands, was engrossed in defending his fort against marauding armies while a menagerie of zoo animals looked on.

There followed the usual Christmas turkey dinner complete with plum pudding and exciting anticipation of who would find the sixpence, though hoping it would not be John in case he swallowed it. It was not perhaps as big a celebration as used to be the case in the Hopkins family. There weren’t as many people for a start and it was not in the Scottish tradition to splash out at Christmas, the big celebration being reserved for Hogmanay. Duncan, though, made a concession in honour of his English guests by buying an evergreen tree complete with lights and baubles from Lewis’s (it cost five pounds, he told everyone several times) and there was an exchange of the presents which had been left underneath the tree. For the sake of the children, or so he said, he agreed to paper hats and crackers with everyone reading out the corny jokes they found (of the ‘When’s a door not a door? When it’s ajar’ variety). And for the adults there was Bristol Cream sherry before dinner, and after the meal a carefully measured tot of Duncan’s malt, but only for the men since the ladies were not expected to aspire to such an exalted tipple. Billy could have sworn it was the same bottle of malt from which Duncan had distributed his largesse at their farewell party five years previously.

The afternoon was spent as every Christmas Day afternoon had been spent for as long as Billy and Laura could remember, listening to the address of the reigning monarch to the Commonwealth, which had become as much a part of the Christmas tradition as turkey and mince pies ever since  George V had initiated the ritual in 1932. The inevitable snooze followed for the men while the ladies tackled the mammoth seasonal crossword in the newspaper.

Later in the evening, Billy took the youngest pair up to bed.

‘Come one, you two. You’ve had a busy day. Now it’s time for some shut-eye,’ he said, though he knew that after the day’s excitement they wouldn’t settle down so easily.

‘Come on, Dad, tell us a story,’ John pleaded, in an effort to prolong the day.

‘Oh, very well, but I’m not sure I’m any good at telling stories.’

 



‘We’ll soon tell you if it’s no good,’ Mark said.

‘OK, then. Once upon a time, a long, long time ago . . .’ Billy began.

‘How long ago?’ Mark asked. ‘Fifty, a hundred, a thousand years?’

‘Say a hundred.’

‘Then you don’t need two “longs”, one “long” would be enough, surely,’ Mark commented.

‘OK. A long time ago, there lived in the forest a poor woodcutter and his wife.’

 



‘Didn’t they have any children? In these stories, they usually have one or two.’

‘In my story, they have no children,’ Billy answered.

‘I suppose if they were poor, they couldn’t afford any,’ Mark said.

 



‘Shut up, Mark, and let Dad tell the story,’ John cried, exasperated.

‘OK. I wanted to be sure about this woodcutter before the tale began.’

‘Now, one day, the woodcutter was chopping down a tree when a little voice inside the trunk of the tree piped up, “Please don’t chop me down.” ’

‘I’ll bet his wife was a ventriloquist and was playing a trick,’ Mark said. ‘Maybe it was her favourite tree and she didn’t want to lose it.’

‘No, it was not a ventriloquist. It was a fairy inside the tree.’

 



‘What was she doing in there? What kind of tree was it? Was it a hollow tree?’

 



‘Shut up!’ John snapped. ‘I want to hear the story.’

Billy soldiered on with his tale, ignoring Mark’s interrogation. ‘The fairy said, “If you will agree not to chop me down, I shall grant you three wishes.” The woodcutter felt sorry for the fairy and so he left the tree alone. When he got home, he sat down at the table and his wife gave him his supper of a crust of dry bread.’

‘Is that all they could afford?’ Mark said. ‘They lived in a forest. Didn’t they have a vegetable garden like we had in Kenya so he could have some potatoes or beans or something?’

‘No, they didn’t,’ Billy said impatiently. ‘They had no money for seeds.’

‘But, Dad—’
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