
[image: ]




 
 
 
 
High Hopes
 
 
BILLY HOPKINS
 
 
headline
www.headline.co.uk




 
Copyright © 2000 Wilfred Hopkins

 

 
The right of Wilfred Hopkins to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 

 
Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

 

 
First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2010

 

 
All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

 

eISBN : 978 0 7553 7232 4

 

 
This Ebook produced by Jouve Digitalisation des Informations

 

 
HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette UK Company
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH

 

 
www.headline.co.uk
www.hachette.co.uk




Table of Contents

 


Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Preface

 


Chapter One - Decisions, Decisions

Chapter Two - To travel hopefully is a better thing than to arrive . . .

Chapter Three - Will your Grace command me any service to the world’s end?

Chapter Four - Day One

Chapter Five - He that wants money, means, and content is without three good friends

Chapter Six - A little learning is a dangerous thing

Chapter Seven - Manners maketh man

Chapter Eight - Frailty, thy name is woman!

Chapter Nine - Dancing Lessons

Chapter Ten - Christmas at Home

Chapter Eleven - Soap and education are not as sudden as a massacre, but they  ...

Chapter Twelve - 1947

Chapter Thirteen - Sometimes a trivial thing can have dire consequences

Chapter Fourteen - He who can, does. He who cannot, teaches.

Chapter Fifteen - Chalk and Duster Brigade

Chapter Sixteen - Meet the Staff

Chapter Seventeen - Cold Reception

Chapter Eighteen - Lunch Hour

Chapter Nineteen - Grand Tour of the School

Chapter Twenty - The Two Cultures

Chapter Twenty-One - Trouble in’t Classroom

Chapter Twenty-Two - The Ultimatum

Chapter Twenty-Three - New Deal

Chapter Twenty-Four - Plans

Chapter Twenty-Five - Cycle Trip

Chapter Twenty-Six - Model Lessons

Chapter Twenty-Seven - French (Ici on parle School Certificate Français)

Chapter Twenty-Eight - If Music Be the Food of Love

Chapter Twenty-Nine - Billy Hopkins, RA

Chapter Thirty - Coppélia

Chapter Thirty-One - Walking Out

Chapter Thirty-Two - Farewell

Chapter Thirty-Three - Absence Makes the Heart Grow Fonder

Chapter Thirty-Four - Home Sweet Home

Chapter Thirty-Five - Meet the Folks

Chapter Thirty-Six - Parting Is Such Sweet Sorrow

Chapter Thirty-Seven - Deep Throat

Chapter Thirty-Eight - The Lionised Levy

Chapter Thirty-Nine - Crunch Time

Chapter Forty - Engagement

Chapter Forty-One - Wedding Preparations

 


An Interview with the author




Acclaim for High Hopes:

 

‘It was a great pleasure to read this highly entertaining sequel to Our Kid. Its mixture of fact and fiction, class divisions, failures and triumphs set in the aftermath of the war recalls vividly memories of a Manchester I knew’ Dan Murphy, Retired Teacher, Manchester

 

‘I read High Hopes faster than many books I’ve read all year. I both laughed and cried throughout . . . Billy is a loveable character with an irrepressible sense of humour’ Mrs Kathleen Rawcliffe, Infants Teacher, Fleetwood, Lancs

 

‘When I received the book, I thought I’d just have a quick peek at it. I became utterly engrossed . . . I thoroughly enjoyed it right up to the last page. High Hopes is very readable, unpretentious and brimming with humour. It lifts the curtain on life in the ’40s - as it was for students and for a young teacher in an inner-city school’ Joan Kennedy, Retired Teacher, Manchester

 

‘The pawkish humour of Billy remains and bubbles out frequently in unexpected places . . . This latest book is a wonderful sequel to the life and career of Billy the Collyhurst Kid’ Dr Jennie McWilliam, GP, Staffordshire

 

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

 

‘Everyone will enjoy High Hopes. The story is easy to read, no complicated plots to cause confusion and the events move quietly and quickly. Everyone will warm to Billy, a likeable young man, full of life with an unquenchable optimism in everything he does. 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, M.B.E., Retired Private Secretary to the Lord Mayor of Manchester

 

Acclaim for Our Kid:

 

‘The book is like a best friend - no one likes to see the friendship come to an end - and that’s just how I felt when I reached [the last] page’ Visiter

 

‘Reading Our Kid was a very moving experience! I was born in Salford and so you can understand my deep emotion at reading your wonderfully written, deeply touching, extremely heart-warming memoirs. Congratulations!’ John Sherlock, Hollywood producer

 

‘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, [and] also one for a friend’ Brian Kidd, Football Manager

 

‘I read Our Kid on the train and I laughed so much I was getting funny looks off my fellow passengers’ John Kennedy, Catholic Pictorial

 

Billy Hopkins, who is better known to his family 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 African universities in Kenya, Zimbabwe and Malawi. He is the author of five novels - for a full list see page ii.

 

Billy Hopkins is married with six grown-up children and now lives in retirement with his wife in Southport.

 

Our Kid, Billy Hopkins’ first novel, was first published under the pseudonym Tim Lally.




For my daughter Catherine




I find that the further back I go, the better I remember things, whether they happened or not.

 

Mark Twain




High Hopes is a fictionalised autobiography. Any resemblance to persons living or dead is purely coincidental.




Preface

1945

There are certain dates in history which are indelibly imprinted on our minds: 1066, 1492, 1815, and 1914 to give but a few examples. To this list we must add the year 1945 for it witnessed the end not of one major war but of two: Germany capitulated in May, Japan in August. In human terms, the cost of the wars was estimated at 55 million dead. The year itself reads like the last episode of a great epic novel. It’s all there: the final dénouement and the triumph of justice, the death of some of the main protagonists, and the events run the whole gamut of emotions from euphoria to horror.

Horror in February when we learned that Allied bombers had devastated Dresden, incinerating 130,000 people; horror again when we heard of the Nazi death camps with their gas ovens, the mounds of skeletal corpses, and the emaciated survivors; and yet a third time when, in early August, atomic bombs vaporised the Japanese cities of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, killing and maiming countless numbers of citizens.

Sadly, President Roosevelt died in April at the age of sixty-three on the eve of victory in Europe and was replaced  by Harry Truman. Later in that month, Mussolini and his mistress were shot by Italian partisans, and strung up by their heels. Shortly after that Adolf Hitler and his new wife Eva Braun took their own lives in their underground bunker whilst Russian troops were virtually hammering on the Chancellery doors above.

The revered British war leader, Winston Churchill, survived in good health all right but received the shock of his life in July when the British electorate rejected him at the polls and gave the Labour party under the leadership of Clem Attlee a landslide victory.

It was also a year of great rejoicing. On 7 May, when it was announced that the war in Europe was officially over, thousands of people took to the streets around Whitehall to celebrate and to listen to the voice of Churchill who ended his speech by singing and conducting the crowd in ‘Land of Hope and Glory’. And on 15 July when the lights of Britain were switched on once again after more than two thousand nights of blackout, euphoria knew no bounds. Families flung open their curtains and switched on every light in the house and it was this action more than anything else that brought home the fact that the war really had ended.

There was yet more joy to come when the defeat of Japan was proclaimed at midnight in London on 14 August. The government declared a two-day holiday which triggered off a wave of hysteria with a blatant cacophony of ships’ sirens and railway train whistles, a relay of bonfires blazing across the country, and triumphant street parties in every town and village. In London’s Piccadilly, the festivities continued well into the night with American GIs sporting carnival hats, waving the Stars and Stripes, leading impromptu processions, beating drums, blowing whistles, and throwing fireworks.

But for many families, the jubilation was tempered by the pain of knowing that their loved ones would never be coming home. As for the survivors, the demobilisation scheme, with its provisions for staggered release, meant an agonising wait before they could be allowed to return to Civvy Street.

The war had left Britain almost bankrupt. With peace came an austerity greater than the country had ever known. Nearly everything was rationed: meat, fats, eggs, cheese, sugar, sweets, clothing, petrol. Towards the end of the year, the screw was turned even tighter when severe food cuts were announced - the fat ration (inclusive of butter, margarine and lard) was reduced from eight to seven ounces a week. Coal and other fuels were as scarce as they had ever been during the war. Bread with its greatly reduced wheat content was next to be rationed, whilst the importation of rice was halted altogether. Cigarettes - informally rationed by shopkeepers - were obtainable only for long-term, regular customers and were always kept ‘under the counter’. The only things that were plentiful were job vacancies - there were five jobs chasing every worker, with the result that it proved well nigh impossible to fill the more menial tasks.

For many, the one bright note in that autumn of 1945 was the resumption of professional football and such was the enthusiasm that on one Tuesday afternoon in November, 85,000 fans turned up to watch Chelsea draw with Moscow Dynamo at Stamford Bridge.

It was against this backdrop that Billy Hopkins in Manchester was persuaded by his best friend, Robin Gabrielson, to quit his job as junior clerk in the Inland Revenue and go to London to train as a teacher, along with their other close school chums. It was to be an exciting  new start and his joy knew no bounds. Then tragedy struck one week before he was due to take up his place at the college. All Billy’s hopes and dreams collapsed like a pack of cards.




Chapter One

Decisions, Decisions

Billy Hopkins sat alone in the church. The funeral was over and now all was quiet save for the muffled roar of traffic on Plymouth Grove.

He stared at the space where the coffin had rested less than half an hour before. He couldn’t take it in - Robin Gabrielson, his closest friend in the world, dead. His mind was filled with disbelief. Surely, there’d been some mix-up or other, a case of mistaken identity that you read about in the paper sometimes. He couldn’t be dead, surely to God. Taken so brutally and without warning.

The tears that would not come during the Requiem Mass now flowed freely.

He was so wracked with sobbing he failed to notice the old priest who had approached.

‘Can I be of any help, my son?’ he asked gently.

‘I don’t think so, Father,’ said Billy. ‘No one can help me. I’ve lost the best friend I ever had. I can’t understand why God let it happen.’

‘You mean the young man who fell so tragically to his death on the Derbyshire Hills last week?’

Billy nodded.

‘Indeed, that was a terrible thing but you can’t blame God for every human disaster.’

‘Why not? He’s supposed to be in charge. Where was He when He was needed? He could have prevented it so easily. Why didn’t He do so?’

‘Who knows? Perhaps your friend had completed his journey and was here on earth to kindle a light in the darkness. Your personal darkness. To show you the way you should go.’

‘If that’s true, why am I so confused? I can’t get over the idea that it was Robin who persuaded me to apply for college. Now the war is over, this year was to mark a new beginning for us. We’d got it all mapped out. The way we’d study together, what we’d do, the places we’d visit, the things we’d see, the people we’d meet. And now - nothing. Our future plans gone for a Burton.’

‘Someone once said, “The way to make God smile is to talk of future plans”. You may have your plans but God has His and the two are not always the same. Robbie Burns said it best: The best laid schemes o’ mice an’ men/Gang aft a-gley.’

‘But my friend was so young, Father. He was seventeen years old and his death seems such a waste.’

‘Depends on how you view death. If we see it as an enemy, death causes anxiety and fear. But if we see it as a friend, our attitude is different. It’s simply a transition from earthly life to life eternal.’

Billy and the old priest talked in the deserted church for over an hour, and when Billy finally left, he had much to think about. He had to make a decision - yes or no.

[image: 001]

He caught the 53 bus home because it took the scenic route past Bradford Road Gasworks and Philips Park Cemetery - a long rambling route across the Manchester suburbs which would give him time to think things over. At Smedley Road he got off and began the long walk past the bomb sites, the dilapidated public air-raid shelters and the numerous blocks of tenement flats which had been thrown up pre-war by the authorities in a wave of optimistic slum clearance - Jasmine Crescent, Heather Close, Hyacinth House - until he reached his own building, Gardenia Court. Wearily he climbed the graffiti-decorated, malodorous stairwell, and arrived finally at his own front door. Before he could turn the key in the lock, his mam opened the door and looked up anxiously into his face.

‘You’ve been crying, Billy,’ she said.

‘I wasn’t the only one, Mam. The whole school was there and I don’t think there was a dry eye in the church. It was so sad to see his mam and dad - so heartbroken. I don’t think they’ve taken it in yet.’

‘And what about you, Billy? Have you taken it in?’

‘Not really. I’m still in a state of shock. I feel numb and can’t grasp the fact that he’s gone, never to be seen again. Titch Smalley feels the same way. I had to take over one of the readings when he broke down in the middle.’

‘Titch Smalley? The lad who was with him when he fell on the rocks?’

‘That’s right. He’s one that’ll never get over it. Neither will I.’

‘The family feels for you, Billy, and we’re so sorry for your loss. But you know, you’re going to have to put this behind you and move on.’

‘Easier said than done. This death has changed things  so much for me. After the funeral, I had a long talk with a priest in the church. All the way home on the bus, I’ve been weighing things up and I’ve finally made up my mind.’

‘And that is?’

‘I’m not going to college. That’s definite.’

She looked thunderstruck. ‘Not going . . . but what will you do? I mean, what about your big plans of going to London and all that?’

‘I can’t see the point in any of that now. The big idea was that we’d go together, study and enjoy London life together. He was always painting a picture of the places we’d visit - the cinemas, the theatres, the West End, and . . .’ There was a catch in Billy’s voice and he was unable to finish the sentence.

‘You can still do those things, Billy,’ Mam said disconsolately.

‘No, Mam. All that’s changed. I don’t want to go to London without him. I’ll stay on at the Inland Revenue job and take my chances there. If I work hard, I could become a fully qualified tax officer in a few years’ time.’

Dad, who had been pretending to read his newspaper all this time, looked up and, addressing the unseen companion he seemed to carry on his shoulder, said: ‘At last the lad’s come to his senses. Instead of taking money out of the house, he’ll be bringing it in. Tax off icer’s not as good as a proper trade but it’s better than going off to some lah-de-dah college where he’d learn all kinds of daft, useless things. And as for London, I’ve heard some right bad stories about it - he’d pick up a lot of bad ways from the toffs down there.’

‘You’ve never been to London in your life and neither  have I,’ Mam protested. ‘So how do you know what it’s like and what he’d be learning?’

‘I’ve read about their goings-on in the Evening News and I hear it on the wireless.’

‘Anyway,’ said Billy. ‘My mind’s made up. I didn’t get much sleep last night thinking about the funeral and all that. So I think I’ll try to get forty winks after tea.’

 

It was turning dark when Billy was awakened by the sound of talking in the room next door. It looked as if Mam had organised one of her family ‘conflagrations’ for he recognised the voices of his two sisters Polly and Flo and their husbands, Steve and Barry.

Must be important, he thought, if they’ve gone to the trouble of arranging baby-sitters for all their kids. May as well go and face the music, he said to himself.

He went to the bathroom to freshen up before joining them in the living room.

He found them sitting round the white-scrubbed kitchen table, like a board meeting in session. Mam sat at the head, Polly and Flo to her left, Steve and Barry, to her right. The subject appeared to be Billy and the London college.

Steve was the first to speak.

‘Billy, we’re so sorry for this terrible tragedy. Today must have been hell for you.’

‘I feel as if my whole world has come to an end,’ Billy replied. ‘The worst day of my life.’

‘If you make the wrong decision,’ said Mam, ‘it will be the worst day of your life. Now your father’s gone to the boozer, it’s time to get down to brass tacks without him putting his spoke in.’

‘But I think Dad’s right in a way,’ Billy said. ‘Going to  college will cost a fortune not only in kitting me out and that but in keeping me supplied with spends. I’ve got too used to earning a wage and being independent.’

‘Independent on thirty shillings a week!’ exclaimed Mam. ‘Listen, Billy. All of us here are prepared to make sacrifices to see you through. When I think back on what we’ve done so far - like pawning Grandma’s teapot to send you to Damian College, all that you went through on evacuation to Blackpool . . . it’d be such a waste if you gave up now. In so many ways all my hopes have been pinned on you.’

‘Sorry, Mam,’ Billy said, ‘I don’t understand. Why on me?’

‘Look, our Billy,’ she said. ‘The one thing that’s kept me going all these years has been the thought that at least one of us’ll get somewhere in this rotten old world. You’re the youngest in the family with a chance that none of the others had. If you throw it away, you’ll be letting all of us down. Don’t be such a fool. If you decide not to go, I don’t know what I’ll do. . . . If you can’t understand that, I can’t . . .’ Mam broke down and began to weep.

Billy was dumbstruck. He could only watch helplessly. Mam crying was something he couldn’t handle.

‘I had no idea that my going to college meant so much to you,’ he faltered.

‘Of course it does, you great loon,’ said Flo. ‘Your success is our success. Don’t you see that?’

‘You’ve got this offer on a silver platter,’ added Polly, ‘and you’re thinking of turning it down. You must be mad. Have you forgotten the letter Steve had to write to the college to ask them to reconsider when they turned you down the first time? What was all that for?’

‘And think of your friend Robin,’ said Barry. ‘In a way  you’d be letting him down as well.’

‘Not only that,’ said Steve. ‘Look at the job you’ll be going into when you finally qualify. Teaching! One of the noblest professions. Imagine it! I can see you now in the classroom. Eager faces looking up to you, children hanging on to your every word. What a contrast to the stiff-backed, crusty old strap-wielding teachers we had to put up with as kids. I can see you refereeing football matches in the winter, umpiring cricket in the summer, taking your class on hikes at the weekends, a life out in the fresh air. Compare that with your present job sorting out taxes on the clerical treadmill in a smoke-filled office for the rest of your life.’

When Steve had finished extolling the teaching profession, Billy’s mind was in turmoil. For over three months, he had carried around in his head Robin’s vision of life in London until it had become part of reality. Now with Robin’s death, the imagery had changed and he couldn’t adjust to the new scene. London without Robin was too painful to contemplate and now here was Steve appealing afresh to his imagination, creating new scenes for him to envisage. Fine, Billy thought, but he could also see ahead a two-year stint of being permanently broke, of penny-pinching and trying to make ends meet. There was also another thought, one that he was reluctant to admit to himself. Was he capable of a course in higher education? His School Certificate results were nothing to write home about and going back to the tax office was a way out which let him forget the little snags gnawing at him. Then he thought - tax office, a way out? More like a cop-out.

‘Hey, hey! Hold on!’ Billy said at last. ‘I’m taking a beating here. Outvoted! There are too many of you to argue  with. If you want the real truth, I’m not sure I’m cut out to be a teacher. Not even sure I have the brains for higher education.’

‘Nonsense!’ said Steve. ‘Of course you’ve got the brains. Think positively and banish negative thoughts like “I can’t”. Stop talking defeat. Think “I can and I will”.’

‘These are great ideas,’ Billy replied, ‘but have you worked out how much they’re going to cost?’

‘Leave that to us,’ said Steve. ‘First we’ll have a family whip-round. Sam’s due to be demobbed from the navy soon, and I hear he’s got marriage on his mind. But I’m sure he’ll put in a few bob to help his kid brother. I think the same will go for Les even though it’ll be a couple of years before the army releases him. Barry and I are ready to do our share.’

‘How am I supposed to pay you back?’ Billy asked.

‘It’ll be up to you to look after us when we’re old and decrepit,’ Polly laughed.

‘Why use the future tense?’ Billy answered in the same vein. ‘But I didn’t know teacher’s pay was that good.’

‘Don’t forget the big pension you’ll get at the end,’ said Mam, thinking of the pittance she was due to receive in a few years’ time.

‘And look at the holidays you’ll get,’ Polly added. ‘Three weeks at Christmas, three at Easter, six in the summer, and that’s not counting the odd bank holidays and half-term breaks.’

‘When I think of the time I’ll spend not doing it,’ said Billy, ‘I think maybe teaching is the only job for a layabout like me. But suppose I do decide to go, what’ll Dad say? He won’t like it.’

‘You leave your father to me,’ said Mam darkly. ‘I know how to keep him quiet.’

‘One last thing,’ said Polly. ‘If and when you get to that college of yours, for God’s sake, see if you can put some weight on. I hope the food is good down there because you’re looking more like Frank Sinatra every day. No wonder they call him the “skeleton”.’

‘So I should look like Sinatra! So I should worry if I had his voice or his money,’ Billy said, in the manner of their Yiddish neighbours.

It was the first attempt at a joke since he’d heard about the death.

‘You’re all very persuasive,’ Billy continued. ‘You’ve made so many thoughts whirl around my brain, I don’t know whether I’m coming or going. The best thing is to sleep on it and then make up my mind.’

On that note, the family ‘conflagration’ broke up, with Billy promising to let them know the next day.

Before he went to sleep that night, he lay on his bed alone with his thoughts. His mind went back to that joyous day when he’d learned that he’d been accepted by the London college. He could hear Robin’s voice in his head when he’d told him the glad tidings.

‘Hoppy,’ he’d said, using the gang’s nickname for him, ‘it’s the best news I’ve heard this year. And what a year it’s going to be! Nineteen forty-five! Just think about it! You and me and the gang together in Chelsea. A dream come true. And I’m so happy you’re getting out of that terrible humdrum office job. We were getting worried about you. You were beginning to look like a dried-up, miserable civil servant. This offer of a place is a golden opportunity - don’t mess it up, no matter what. Remember our motto:  carpe diem! Seize the day! Opportunity knocks only once at every man’s door. So make sure you open it when she calls.’

Exhausted by the day’s events and the heated family debate, Billy fell into a deep sleep.

Next morning, he awoke with a fresh mind but Robin’s voice was still echoing in his head: ‘A golden opportunity - don’t mess it up, no matter what.’

He went into breakfast.

‘Well, Mam, I’ve slept on it and I’ve decided to go,’ he said.

‘Thank God, you’ve come to your senses,’ she said. ‘But that was a sudden change of mind, wasn’t it? What happened? Was it what we said last night? You heard the voice of reason?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘More like a voice from the grave. Or maybe it was that talk about the long holidays. I’ll go to this college and at least give it a try. But if I don’t like it, I’ll be back before Christmas.’

 

Sunday afternoon - the day Billy was due to depart - he left the tenement with self-doubt still gnawing at his heart, not only about leaving behind the familiar and going into the unknown but wondering if he had what it took to make the grade and become a teacher. Was he making the right decision? Though he still wasn’t a hundred per cent sure, it was good to have reached some kind of conclusion. And it would be good, he thought, to join his old school friends on this new adventure.

Dad shook his hand. ‘All the best, son,’ he said. ‘Don’t forget us and where you come from. Remember your home’s always here if you change your mind. I know you think I’ve tried to hold you back but I only wanted what was best for you. And to show I’m behind you, here is a little present from me.’ He handed Billy a Rolex Tudor wristlet watch. ‘Take care of this, son,’ he said. ‘You’ll  need a watch when you get to that there college of yours. I bought it from a pal in the Hare and Hounds but I won’t say how much I paid for it,’ he added, tapping his nose. ‘Ask no questions and you’ll hear no lies.’

‘Thanks, Dad. You couldn’t have got me a better present.’

Mam wanted to accompany him to the station but he wouldn’t let her. Her eyes were wet as she helped him lift his bulging suitcase into the taxi.

‘Now, are you sure you’ve got everything?’ she asked. ‘Your money, your ration book and your identity card?’

‘Don’t worry, Mam. I’ve got them all here safe in my inside pocket.’

‘You go off, Billy, and make something of yourself,’ she said. ‘I know you’ll make us proud.’ She kissed him on the cheek. ‘Ta-ra, son.’

‘Ta-ra, Mam. I’ll do my best.’

As the cab drove off, she watched it till it had turned the corner of Gardenia Court and was lost from view.

Half an hour later, the taxi pulled in at the Central Station approach. Billy got out with his luggage, paid the driver, and, watched by several porters leaning against the wall, struggled his way across the station concourse. He consulted the large railway timetable board.

‘Platform six,’ he said aloud to himself.

He handed his ticket to the collector at the barrier.

‘Better get a move on, mate,’ said the man. ‘That train’s due out in a few seconds.’

He hurried as best as he could with his suitcase along the platform, looking for a particular compartment.

And there they were! His friends, their heads sticking out of the windows as if it were a cattle truck - the Damian College Smokers’ Club.

‘Trust you to be late, Hoppy!’ called Oscar.

‘Come on, Hoppy!’ shouted Titch. ‘Get a move on! Or you’re going to miss the train.’




Chapter Two

To travel hopefully is a better thing than to arrive . . .

Robert Louis Stevenson

 

 

Billy hoisted his suitcase onto the luggage rack; the train lurched forward and they were on their way.

He looked happily round the compartment at the adolescent gang that was such an important part of his existence. They sprawled on the seats and puffed on their Park Drives, full of joie de vivre, the arrogance of youth and confident hope in the future. He’d spent his life with them since the age of eleven when they’d ‘passed the scholarship’ and been accepted into Damian College. He’d shared so many experiences with them, happy and sad, that he’d developed a deep understanding of and affection for them all. He had come to know every nuance of their moods; knew precisely what each one was going to say even before he knew it himself; knew who’d tell which story, who’d laugh and for how long over a particular type of joke; knew their foibles inside out - who claimed to be what and why. To the outsider,  however, they were a motley-looking crew.

Each of them had his own particular nickname. Billy himself had been awarded the sobriquet Hoppy after subduing the class bully in a boxing match.

Tony Wilde had been nicknamed Oscar because of his name and his disposition and because of his efforts to emulate the great aesthete with his epigrams and his venomous wit. Billy, along with the rest of them, was wary of him and a little afraid of his vitriolic tongue. It was a moot point, though, whether Oscar’s character was the result of his nickname or whether his nickname was the result of his character. One thing was sure, his physique in no way resembled the original Oscar, for he was tall, thin, and lanky - a regular beanpole.

Sitting at the window seat was Titch Smalley, born Dick Smalley, a name which had caused him a certain amount of inconvenience at school. He was the antithesis of Oscar. Small and down-to-earth. Happiest when miserable and believed things were going to get worse before they got worse. Titch came from a poor background and Billy was especially fond of him. Perhaps because they had one important thing in common - they were both stony-broke.

The third man in the compartment was Oliver Hardy - Ollie to them - a bit of a know-all who fancied himself as a walking encyclopaedia. At school he’d made it his life’s work to compile the definitive dictionary of dirty words and phrases. He’d reached the letter ‘s’ and was finding it a rich source of synonyms for sexual intercourse with such words as screw, shag, stuff, and the Yiddish schtup; his favourite phrase was score between the posts, an extraction from Australian folklore. He was a mine of useless information and could be relied on to chip in with the facts when nobody wanted them.

Fourth fellow traveller - Nobby Nodder, the lady’s man and obsessed with sex. Claimed he’d had it off almost every night when he was going round with a nymphomaniac called Ronnie. ‘She was so hot,’ he claimed, ‘she made the Kama Sutra seem like Hans Andersen.’ But when he said ‘almost every night’, Billy was sure that ‘almost’ was the operative word. Almost on Monday, almost on Tuesday . . . They had to admit, though, he was a well-read student. He’d read the sex manuals and was an expert on perversions.

Finally, there was Rodney Potts or Pottsy as he was known, son of a well-to-do Manchester businessman; none too bright but he’d managed to scrape enough qualifications to get into college - even this college. The smokers’ club hadn’t accepted him into their clique at first but he finally made it when he told a blue joke - one about an elephant: ‘There was this primitive early man wandering naked through the forest when he met an elephant. The elephant looked down at his thing, studied it for a while and said, “You’ll not get much food with that, my lad”.’ Not bad, they’d said, and his joke was accepted as an entrance fee. Pottsy was a likeable, handsome lad, fair-haired, faircomplexioned, pale of eyelash, and uncomplicated. He’d turned down the chance to join his father’s retail business and had opted instead for the training college, not because of any burning vocation to teach but for the companionship of his school cronies. As he had nothing but three older sisters at home, it was understandable. Billy felt a certain sympathy for him.

 

‘For a while, Hoppy,’ said Oscar when they’d settled down, ‘we thought you’d changed your mind about coming.’

‘I nearly did,’ said Billy, ‘but my family told me about the holidays teachers get and that clinched it.’

‘Of course, you’ve been working in an income tax office for the last year,’ remarked Titch. ‘You must have found it hard to leave a good job like that.’

‘Good job!’ echoed Billy. ‘You must be joking. As soon as they found I’d been to a grammar school and knew how to write, they set me the task of copying out the names and addresses of the entire British population from great ledgers onto things called con-cards - part of the new Pay As You Earn system.’

‘What about those secretaries who work there?’ said Nobby, lecherous as ever. ‘I’ve heard they’re hot stuff. The really randy ones wear an anklet chain as a sign they’re up for it.’

‘Dead right,’ said Billy. ‘Some of them were hot stuff. I tell you, it wasn’t safe walking through the typing pool. A man was likely to lose his trousers. And the work was so monotonous we spent our time thinking about how we’d get off when we got off at five o’clock. But Nobby, how come you knew that stuff about the anklet chain? It’s supposed to be a state secret.’ Our secretaries were shrivelled up old maids, thought Billy, specially picked for their ability to curb lustful thoughts in the randy young male clerks.

‘With so many glamorous girls around,’ Billy continued, ‘it was very hard to concentrate on the main task in hand, namely the transcribing - in our best copperplate hand of course - of a whole lot of dull details from stuffy old tomes.’

‘Sounds Dickensian. I suppose you used quill pens and high desks,’ said Ollie.

‘Right,’ said Billy. ‘Only worse. I was bored out of my skull and I had resigned myself to a life on the treadmill. I was going quietly mad when Robin rode in like the US  cavalry with news of this college. He wrote to me to ask if I’d be interested in joining you lot. What a question! Like asking a wretch being tortured on the rack if he was interested in a holiday in the South of France. As soon as I heard I was accepted, it took me around ten seconds to think it over and I handed in my notice on the spot. Then tragedy struck. End of our dreams.’

‘It’s going to be hard for us to come to terms with his death,’ Oscar remarked. ‘Especially you, Hoppy, as you were so close.’

‘That’s putting it mildly,’ replied Billy. ‘When Robin died, our big ideas took a nose dive.’

Titch said nothing. He seemed to have become suddenly engrossed in the book on his knee.

‘Talking of London and college,’ said Pottsy, who up to this point had been silently watching the receding countryside, ‘has anyone here been to London before?’

No one had.

‘I suppose you’re going to tell us that you and your family have stayed at the Ritz,’ said Ollie.

‘Not quite,’ replied Pottsy. ‘But my dad once came down here on business and he brought me and my three sisters on a visit. We stayed at the Strand Palace.’

‘Typical Pottsy! Staying in a palace,’ Nobby exclaimed. ‘So what’s London really like?’

‘Big and expensive,’ Pottsy replied. ‘And you’ve never seen such traffic - you take your life in your hands when you try to cross the road. When we went down two months ago, the place was in ruins. Bombed-out buildings everywhere. ’

‘Still the same,’ said Billy. ‘But thank God the Germans never got the atomic bomb,’ said Billy ‘or there wouldn’t be any London at all.’

‘I suppose we’ll be OK,’ said Titch nervously. ‘We were used to being away from home during the war when we were evacuated to Blackpool.’

‘Nothing to worry about,’ said Oscar, ‘as long as we Mancunians stick together. We’ll be in the mire together and we’re used to that. We’re bound to meet some awkward types with funny accents but we’ll get by. At least we speak the King’s English, which is more than we can say for some of these other provincials - yokels from Geordieland or Yorkshire. Why, I’ve heard that people from Cornwall speak a foreign language. But London! Think of it! It may be in ruins after the battering from the Luftwaffe but it’s still the most exciting city in the world.’

‘Don’t tell me,’ said Billy. ‘I’ve heard it before - the bright lights, the cinemas, the theatres, the pubs, the restaurants, the West End! I can hardly wait to get there!’

‘Don’t get carried away,’ Titch added, looking up from his book. ‘I hate to be the fly in the ointment but there’s still the little matter of money. Can we afford those marvellous things you’re going on about?’

‘No problem,’ said Billy. ‘You’re talking to Rockefeller. I’ve got over five pounds in my pocket. So what’s the worry? And my mam’s promised to send me ten shillings a week as well. I’ve never been so rich.’

‘Me too,’ said Titch. ‘I’ve got five pounds to last me the term and my mam and dad said they’d try to send me a few bob a week or whatever they could afford.’

‘I’ve no money worries,’ said Potts. ‘My dad’s opened a bank account for me and I can draw on that as long as I don’t overdo it.’

‘So we can borrow off you, Pottsy,’ said Ollie.

‘My dad warned me about that before I left,’ said Pottsy.  ‘He said that in business and friendship neither a borrower nor a lender be ’cos you’ll lose both your friend and your money.’

At that moment, the train pulled into Crewe station.

‘Time for sandwiches,’ said Billy, unwrapping his packed lunch. His mam had made up his favourite, cheese and pickle. Good old Mam, he thought. She must have used up a whole week’s cheese ration on these sandwiches. He had a momentary vision of her as she’d waved to him from the veranda as he’d got into the taxi - she had looked proud but sad and anxious. He pushed the thought quickly from his mind. It wouldn’t do to let the others see that he was feeling homesick already.

From their hand luggage, the rest of them produced a miscellaneous collection of provisions, making the compartment smell like a delicatessen.

‘God knows when we’ll get to eat again,’ said Billy, munching away. ‘We’ve been travelling for three hours. I thought this was supposed to be a non-stop express. So much for the LMS Railway. I’m sure we’ve been going backwards.’

‘With the fuel shortages they keep telling us about,’ said Oscar, ‘we’re lucky there’s any train at all. Anyway, doesn’t LMS stand for Laborious and Murderously Slow?’

‘I suppose we’ll get to the college some time today,’ said Titch.

‘Talking of the college,’ said Nobby, ‘it’s happened so quickly, we’ve not had time to find out much about the place. I know it’s in Chelsea but how did it get this weird name - Marjons?’

‘Now he asks!’ said Billy. ‘I suppose you’ve been too busy weighing up the nightspots and where the birds’ll be to think about the college. Anyway, it’s in the King’s Road.  Used to be two Anglican colleges - St Mark’s of Chelsea and St John’s of Battersea. When they joined together, they became the College of St Mark and St John. Marjons for short. We were lucky to get in, though, a bunch of Papists like us.’

‘That’s because the college had little choice,’ said Oscar. ‘After we were all turned down by St Mary’s College at Strawberry Hill, I thought that was the end of our hopes of ever becoming teachers. Then I read somewhere that the new Labour government had ordered all training colleges to speed things up and start training teachers as fast as they could because there’s such a desperate shortage everywhere. ’

‘I think it’s this college that must be desperate if they took us lot in,’ Titch said. ‘We’re not exactly out of the top drawer, are we?’

‘Speak for yourself,’ said Pottsy. ‘Anyway, what’s it mean when it says training college? Does it mean military exercises, drilling and long route marches? Or maybe circus training involving whips and chairs or leaping out of pools to catch raw fish.’

‘Nothing as extreme as that,’ said Ollie, always ready with information. ‘To train is to instruct so as to make obedient to orders, like training an animal to perform simple tricks, for example teaching a dog to jump through hoops.’

‘I’d never have come if I’d known I had to jump through hoops,’ said Pottsy.

‘I’ve heard that the college was used as a mortuary during the London Blitz,’ said Billy. ‘The cellars were used to store the corpses before burial.’

‘I definitely don’t like the sound of that,’ wailed Titch. ‘What sort of place are we going to? Dead bodies and jumping through hoops!’

‘I presume,’ said Billy, ‘that the dead bodies have been removed by now.’

The conversation might have continued along these lines but they discovered, much to their surprise, that the train was pulling into Euston station. The two hundred-mile journey had taken six hours.

London at last! They had finally made it. Now they wondered how they were to get to Chelsea. No one had given it much thought. They got their luggage down from the racks and made their way along the seemingly endless platform.

As they lugged their heavy suitcases across the crowded concourse, the station porters, seeing there was no tip to be had, watched them indifferently like a row of owls perched on a wall.
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