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 Just for You

An Interview with the Author




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




Praise for Billy Hopkins:

 

‘How wonderful to have a book like this. A book that colours in the blank areas, that pulls the reader back to that different world’ Manchester Evening News

 

‘Your books have revived many old memories. An excellent piece of writing’ Ken Miller, Derby

 

‘I’ve not laughed so much for a long time and must admit to a surreptitious tear occasionally. If you take up your pen (or keyboard) again, rest assured that here in Essex is one fan who will be buying the first book to come off the shelf’ John Clifford, Essex

 

‘Am starting to read the whole five books again. I have experienced every emotion possible whilst reading this five-book roller coaster’ Wayne Simon, Leeds

 

‘How I love your books. I almost hyperventilated in WH Smith last week when I discovered you had written another’ Rita Green, Worcestershire

 

‘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

 

‘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




I dedicate this book to the memory of 
my own parents, Tommy and Kate Hopkins, and 
my parents-in-law, Louis and Mary Kinsler.
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There is a wicked inclination in most people to suppose an old man decayed in his intellects. If a young or a middle-aged man, when leaving company, does not recollect where he had laid his hat, it is nothing; but if the same inattention is discovered in an old man, people will shrug their shoulders and say,‘His memory is going.’

Samuel Johnson, quoted in The Life of Johnson  by James Boswell

 

You don’t stop laughing because you grow old; you grow old because you stop laughing.

Benjamin Franklin

 

The seven ages of man: spills, drills, thrills, bills, ills, pills, wills.

(Traditional)




 Introduction

Growing Old

It was a beautiful spring evening and Billy Hopkins was sitting in his garden enjoying the sunshine and the singing of the blackbirds when his son Mark sat down on the bench beside him and said, ‘I’ve been thinking, Dad.You’ve been retired now for over fifteen years and you’ve certainly kept yourself busy, trying this and trying that and writing your novels. How have you really found it? Is it something we should all look forward to or something to be dreaded?’

Billy chuckled. ‘Retirement has its ups and downs, Mark, but if you’re reasonably healthy and you’ve prepared for this momentous turning point in your life, I’d say that on balance it’s something very much to look forward to. After all, no more joining the rush-hour traffic to and from work; no more ulcer-producing deadlines to meet, no more bosses ordering you around. Instead there’s unlimited leisure and the  possibility of travel to those faraway places you’ve always dreamed about. And, perhaps I should add, the chance to sleep late every morning if you’re that way inclined. For me, Mark, retirement was a dream come true - something I’d longed for. I’d been in teaching for over forty years and now here was the opportunity to live life like never before. And that’s the way it was. At first. After a few months the novelty began to wear off and I wondered how I was going to fill the oceans of time now at my disposal. It’s then that you’re thrown back onto your own resources, and the interests and hobbies you’ve developed in your life become crucial. If you haven’t developed any, then is the time to start.’

‘I don’t think I’ll have any problem filling the time, Dad. But retirement usually means getting old and I don’t fancy that one bit. How do you feel now that you’re getting on in years? Do you feel out of touch with things or do you think sometimes you’ve seen it all before? Come on. What’s it really like being old?’

‘Cheeky bugger,’ Billy laughed. ‘Anyone would think I was ancient. But you’ll find out for yourself one day, my lad.’

‘I’ll face that if and when it comes,’ he replied. ‘Life’s too short to be thinking about my old age. Besides, who’s to say I’m going to live that long?’

‘I do, Mark, and it’s no use being in denial. You ask what it’s like being old. I’ll tell you. There are compensations, like the feeling that there’s no longer any urge to go rushing about trying to sort out the world’s problems  or to worry overmuch about what the morrow might bring. Every new day is a bonus.

‘However there are a few downsides as well. Apart from the usual aches and pains and the difficulty in rising from a chair without groaning, there are still lots of people around with nasty ageist attitudes.

‘Some folk consider you written off, a nonentity, and your opinions count for nothing. Even the social survey ladies with their clipboards look straight through you and think your views irrelevant. And let’s say you’re in the company of younger people. To them you’re a spectre and more or less invisible. Maybe someone asks you something and you hesitate for a minute because you’re not sure what they mean or maybe you can’t remember a name. Straight away they put you down as gaga and someone will step in and answer for you. “What he’s trying to say is . . .” Or maybe you didn’t catch what the other person said because they mumbled their words. “He’s going a bit deaf,” they explain. You admire a woman’s figure and you’re a “dirty old man”. An elderly lady visits the beauty parlour and she’s “mutton dressed as lamb”. You express dissatisfaction with the government or a TV programme and you’re a “grumpy old man”. So it goes on. And then in advanced old age, they take away your independence and accuse you of being in your “second childhood”. That’s what being old can sometimes be like and, in such cases, you just can’t win. There are lots of words and phrases bandied around to describe your condition. For men, there’s codger, old fogey, old goat, geezer; for women  there’s biddy, hag, crone, old maid, and that’s just a few of them. You attend a funeral and someone’s bound to remark:“It’s not worth your going home, is it?” Big joke. Some elderly folk are riled by those birthday cards with pictures of decrepit old couples and containing snide comments about being put out to pasture or being over the hill. Not me. Personally I don’t object to these cracks because I believe that, in the pursuit of political correctness, we’re in danger of losing our sense of humour altogether.

‘Without trying to make a pun, mark my words, son. Your turn will come and you’ll get old like the rest of us. And the way your generation treats its old folks will be the way your children will treat you.

‘That’s the meaning of Grimms’ fairy tale when a peasant makes his poor clumsy old father sit in the corner to eat out of a wooden dish away from the family table. One day the son finds the young grandson assembling little pieces of wood. “I am making these for Father and Mother to feed out of when I grow big,” says the child. Immediately the grandfather is given his place back at the family table and “they did not even say anything if he spilled a little upon the cloth”.

‘Another thing to think about, Mark, is that, thanks to medical advances and a healthier lifestyle, people are living longer and there are more centenarians around now than ever before in history. So that, even if you decide to work till you’re seventy, you could still have twenty or thirty years of retirement left. Will you have enough money put by to live comfortably? And just as  important as your savings, have you thought about what you’ll do with all those new-found leisure hours?

‘I like the story of the old lady who decided to spend her entire retirement taking cruises aboard the Princess liners. “It’s cheaper than a nursing home and the service I receive is unsurpassable,” she claimed. “I am treated as a customer and not a patient; I have luxury amenities, breakfast in bed and as many meals as I want; clean laundry every day, free toiletries, immediate medical attention and repairs to everything in my cabin; entertainments every night, a change of companions on each voyage, and visits to exotic places. And finally when I die, they’ll simply dump me over the side free of charge, so saving funeral expenses.” Makes you think.

‘As you know only too well, Mark, I did not go for the permanent cruise option. But I did keep myself busy, although I took many wrong turnings and made lots of mistakes. But then the man who never made a mistake never made anything.’




Prologue

A Family Christmas

‘What kind of computer did you have when you were a lad, Grandad?’ asked young Jamie as he obliterated another alien monster on his Tomb Raider III. His attention was riveted on Lara Croft, the gun-toting, curvaceous killer heroine.

‘Well,’ Billy replied, ‘we didn’t have computers. Not even televisions.’

In his mind’s eye, Billy went back to the Collyhurst of 1935 when he’d been a seven-year-old like Jamie. There’d been five boys in the family then and they’d all slept in the same bedroom, two in one bed and three, top and tail, in the other. Being the youngest, naturally Billy was always the tail and slept with his brothers’ feet in his face.

On Christmas Eve, the five of them dutifully hung up their stockings on the brass rail at the end of the bed and waited for Father Christmas to put in his appearance  even though they knew full well it was Mam playing the part as usual. But it seemed to make her happy and so they went along with it. As for Dad, he never took the role, preferring to celebrate the birth of Christ in the Queen’s Arms at the corner of the street.

Around eleven o’clock, Mam tiptoed in and began stuffing the goodies into their stockings. The five of them watched her every move through half-closed eyes. They’d hung up the largest football stockings they could find, not that it made the slightest difference, for every year they got exactly the same things. An apple, a tangerine, half a bar of Cadbury’s Fruit & Nut, and a torch. Always a torch and always the same kind of torch from Woolworths, a flat case type with a large bulb and magnifying glass top.

They waited until Mam had finished distributing the presents and as soon as she’d crept out of the room, they leapt up to seize their prizes. By half past eleven they’d eaten the fruit and the chocolate, after which they turned their attention to the torches. First, they created a tent under the bedclothes and illuminated it while one of the older brothers terrified the living daylights out of the young ’uns with one or two ghost stories. Then it was competition time to see who could make the scariest monster face by sticking the torch under the chin and making a gruesome expression accompanied by spooky moaning noises. Finally, they spent an hour or two making animal shadows on the wall - following the detailed instructions from The Hotspur and The Wizard.

By the morning, the batteries were flat and since it was Christmas Day they couldn’t buy any more - not that they had any money anyway. They found, though, that the appliance of science - a pinch of salt and a heating-up in the fireside oven - restored a little temporary life to them.

That was Billy’s Christmas Eve and he couldn’t remember it ever varying from one year to the next throughout his entire childhood.

Christmas today was a very different affair. It began some time in early September with the first carol in the supermarket. Billy often wondered if there was the same competition to report hearing the first carol in autumn as there was for the first cuckoo in spring. For him, the first jingle bell was the first alarm bell, signalling it was time to begin the task of identifying the current year’s ‘in’ toy. This involved a close watch on children’s TV programmes, especially the ads beamed at the kids. Which doll? Which monster? Which computer game? Which alien would be the ‘must have’ item that year? Every year, Billy asked himself the same old question: whatever next? In the early stages of the search, it was a matter of guesswork and it was only too easy to put your money on the wrong horse. To buy a reptile when it should have been a dinosaur (in that particular year, young Jamie had become one of the world’s foremost authorities on dinosaurs), an Action Man when it should’ve be an ET, or a Pokemon. Sometimes, like the year when it was Tracy Island and PlayStation II, for example, the ‘in’ toys were virtually unobtainable unless  you were prepared to take a return flight across the Atlantic. Once the TV ads had made their decision, it became an Anneka Rice-like chase across town to grab the prized item before supplies ran out. Naturally Grandad was the best bloke for the job, as being retired he had all the time in the world to run around the stores, even if he was hobbling around on crutches. One year it’d been dinosaurs, then Ninja Turtles, then Power Rangers, and Teletubbies. Another year, Tomb Raiders III, a Cabbage Patch doll or a Furby creature and even by early November, local toy stores had run out of stock.

‘We’re expecting a fresh supply tomorrow at nine o’clock sharp,’ the assistant said, ‘but you’ll have to be here early when the store opens to avoid disappointment. ’

There’d been no choice but to join the queue the next day.

‘Now we know how the Russians feel,’ complained an old lady in the line which had formed at 8 a.m.

Billy didn’t mind putting himself out for his two grandchildren; they had both developed into interesting - if at times mischievous - personalities. For example, when Jamie was five years old, he had been chosen to be one of the three wise kings in the school nativity play. And not any old king carrying common-or-garden stuff like frankincense or myrrh, oh no! He was the one with the task of delivering a bar of gold in a golden basket. Mark’s wife, Tiffany, and the mother of Jamie and three-year-old Annie, had made a superb job of producing the royal gift and everyone was impressed.The whole family  turned up at the school to see Jamie hand over the precious object. He was scripted to say: ‘To the son of God I bring this gift of gold from the East.’

Simple enough. The family waited with bated breath for Jamie to deliver the immortal line. Micky Richards in the role of St Joseph came forward to receive the gold. Jamie hesitated and seemed to be taking a long time to say his piece.

St Joseph was becoming impatient.

‘Gimme the gold, Jamie Hopkins,’ he hissed.

Then Jamie made his decision and he was adamant.

‘No, you’re not getting it. My mam made it and so it’s mine and you’re not having it. So there!’

Consternation among the audience. Jamie was rewriting biblical history. His teacher had to step onto the stage and with urgent whisperings persuaded the reluctant king to hand over the loot.

Annie, too, was a character. Both children were keen followers of Star Trek which was being repeated on television. Both were fascinated by Mr Spock who was half human, half Vulcan and had pointed ears. But Annie was especially intrigued by the humanoids from the planet Klingon because of their long flowing hair and their ridged, furrowed foreheads. One day she was sitting on Laura’s knee and, after studying Laura’s wrinkles for a while, asked plaintively, ‘Which planet are you from, Grandma?’

Billy loved it. It was a question that Laura had often addressed to him when he’d boobed and made a mess of something.

When it came to Christmas Day itself, Billy often felt that somehow he’d got sandwiched between two generations. It was like this . . .

In their early married life, when the children were still young, Laura and Billy always invited the elderly relatives to Christmas dinner. That was what Christmas was all about, wasn’t it? Family spirit and family conviviality and all that. So they put up with old Aunty Agnes going on about how she couldn’t eat a thing as ‘she wasn’t long for this world’ and they listened to Grandad Duncan and his interminable anecdotes about the ‘good old days’ and the exciting things that happened in his Inland Revenue office. No complaints - they’d simply been doing their duty by the old folk, making sure they didn’t spend the big day alone. It was tradition. Sometimes it was heavy going but they had one consoling thought to buoy up their spirits. One day their own kids would treat them the way they’d treated their parents and aged relatives. How they looked forward to that time! It’d be their turn to be invited to Christmas dinner and they could then bore the pants off their grown-up kids with their trips down memory lane as they ate their turkey, their plum duff, and drank their  sherry.

Pipe-dreaming. It was not to be. When well on into retirement, they’d moved to the town of Southport, the retirement capital of the north-west. A peaceful place with the second highest average age in Britain after Eastbourne. Every third house was a nursing home and the town abounded with the ancillary services required  by the elderly: osteopaths, physiotherapists, retailers of Zimmer frames and wheelchairs and the like.

On the subject of Christmas, however, all of their progeny plus the four grandchildren descended on them en masse. They loved to see them, of course, and welcomed them with open arms. But they didn’t come simply for Christmas dinner. Oh, no! They invariably stayed over for a few days, and peace and tranquillity went for a burton. Their unmarried son John had even been talking about buying one of those motor homes, which Billy found really worrying.They loved their son and liked to see him from time to time but this latest idea meant he could simply drive up and live off them indefinitely. It didn’t bear thinking about.

 

In their retirement, they’d settled into a quiet routine, which was how they liked it after fifty-odd years of marriage. Even now, after all those years, Billy could never believe his good fortune in having Laura as his wife. Looking back, he still wondered how he’d managed to be so lucky to win her hand in marriage. He often recalled how he’d first met her in the staffroom of St Anselm’s School on his first day of teaching - when was it? 1947! Billy had been out with one or two girlfriends in his time, like the glamorous Adele, for example, but clichéd though it might seem, it had been a case of love at first sight with Laura. He’d fallen without a shot being fired the moment he’d set eyes on her. The courtship hadn’t been easy, though. First he’d had to win her from her boyfriend, Hamish Dinwoody,  not an easy task as Hamish had been favourite runner with Laura’s father, Duncan, because of his glittering career prospects as an actuary. Funny how things had turned out because Hamish was now married to Laura’s younger sister, Jenny, and living in Edinburgh with their grown-up family. But now that Billy was a father with a grown-up daughter himself, he could sympathize with Duncan’s concern all those years ago. He’d been hoping his daughter might marry someone from the higher professions, like a lawyer, a doctor or an accountant. And what did she get? A working-class lad from Collyhurst whose highest achievement at that time had been to become a lowly assistant master in a secondary modern school.Then there’d been his own dad who opposed the match for opposite reasons.

‘It’s like oil and water,’ the old man had said. ‘The classes don’t mix. We’re ordinary working-class people while your lady friend belongs to the higher-ups. That can only lead to trouble later on. We’re best to stick to our own kind.’

‘The daft ha’porth,’ Billy muttered to himself now, fifty-three years later.

They each had their own sitting room, an arrangement decided when Laura accused Billy of making too many comments when they watched TV together. She said that when she was watching Coronation Street, he was in the habit of saying things like ‘A load of old rubbish’ or ‘They’re all cardboard characters and not a bit like real life’. He couldn’t remember saying those things and so he had to take her word for it. Anyway, the  result was that she had her own space downstairs with her own armchair and TV where she studied the latest developments in cookery, gardening and social trends in the soaps and other wildlife programmes, while upstairs he had what the Americans called a ‘den’ with a sophisticated computer set-up plus TV and video where he viewed documentaries and made policy decisions about war, the environment, the economy and the Third World. For him, it was his Starship Enterprise and he became Captain Kirk in his own private cocoon. Sometimes, provided he promised to keep shtum, Laura and he watched a programme together if it was a costume drama like Pride and Prejudice, Vanity Fair,  Emma, or Great Expectations, when they would sit together and happily enjoy a sherry or two. It was an ideal arrangement, the two of them occupying their own little world and usually meeting in the kitchen around nine o’clock for Horlicks and cream crackers and to exchange views about the night’s viewing and family matters. Who could ask for anything more? Pure bliss, it was.

The only thing they didn’t see eye to eye on was the matter of ventilation in the bedroom. He loved fresh air and you could even call him a fresh air fanatic as he liked the windows and door open. Laura liked them closed. ‘Keeping them open,’ she claimed, ‘causes coughs and colds and, besides, we’ve been warned that leaving the door open is a fire hazard.’They agreed to have separate rooms. Billy wondered if the fact that he had to pay one or two visits to the toilet during the night might also  have had something to do with the new arrangement. For a Don Juan, this might have been a problem but not for Billy. Not at the age of seventy-five! Billy once asked an 85-year-old friend for his opinion about this.

‘At what age does the sex drive finally cool down?’

‘Eeh, you’ll have to ask someone older than me,’ he said.

However, every year at approximately eleven o’clock on the morning of 25 December, their serenity was shattered when the cars bearing their grown-up children and their progeny plus one or two of the family pets roared down the road and screeched to a halt on their pathway. Boswell, their old, wise Persian cat, did a bunk and wouldn’t be seen for the rest of the week. It took a long time to unload the paraphernalia that a modern family needed to survive for a week. Bottles, potties, trolleys, cots, sleeping bags, carrycots, quilts, high chairs, bedrolls, and a vast array of toys which Father Christmas had brought them. Billy was certain his oldest son, Matthew, and his wife Bernice had taken out a second mortgage to pay for the gifts that were required to keep their little horrors happy. Bernice was a lovely girl though she had given Billy something of a problem this year in the matter of gifts. She fancied herself as an artist and had offered to present him with a portrait of himself.Very kind of her except that he wasn’t too keen on her work since her subjects were painted in the style of Graham Sutherland’s portrait of Winston Churchill, which the great man described as ‘an interesting example of modern art’.

‘You can’t turn it down,’ Laura said,‘or you’ll hurt her feelings.’

What about my feelings? Billy thought. ‘OK. I’ll have to accept it but I’ll hang it in the attic stairway at the top of the house.’

‘But we hardly go up there.’

‘Exactly,’ he said.

Within a short time of the family’s arrival, their cosy nook was transformed into the Old Curiosity Shop. In the midst of the chaos and rumpus, Laura prepared and cooked a huge Christmas dinner for children, grandchildren, and the odd uncle, aunt and in-law who couldn’t be left to eat alone on Christmas Day. Given the choice, Billy would gladly have volunteered to go to their homes to keep them company. Anything for a bit of peace and quiet, even if it did mean listening to Great-Aunt Edna and her detailed descriptions of her latest operation and the memorable funerals she’d attended.

As for the grandchildren, no sooner had they got through the door than they made a beeline for the TVs, the videos and the computer to experiment with their new PlayStations and monster games. Billy looked around the house for a quiet corner but there was no place to hide. John became occupied with the young ’uns in a game involving much squealing and shrieking, chasing round the house, and wrestling on the stairs. In the midst of the bedlam, Jamie came to report that the computer had crashed, explaining that four-year-old Annie had upset Ribena down the keyboard. The only  copy of his 100,000-word novel which had taken Billy a year to write was somewhere on the hard disk. He prayed to the Lord that it hadn’t been deleted by the gooey mess.

Some time before dinner, Billy tried to introduce a note of sanity into the melee by distributing glasses of sherry and port, though two or three of them were bound to be knocked over by John’s madcap antics. Then followed a magnificent dinner which would have done the Pickwick Club proud. Their middle-aged children, behaving like young children, were ever on the watch for signs of favouritism, and they examined each other’s plates like hawks in case one of them got preferential treatment.

The meal was somewhat marred by the insubordinate behaviour of their sons when Billy tried to give them a speech about how he’d first fallen for their mother.

‘William Cobbett once said that when he first clapped eyes on a young woman scrubbing a floor, he knew right away that was the woman for him. In the same way when I saw that young lady with a smudge of flour on her nose and baking an apple pie, I knew right away, she was for me. And that’s what made me fall in love all those years ago.’

Laura frowned, for she hated the story. The boys sitting around the table had anticipated it and they held up cards awarding him scores out of ten like they did at Olympic competitions: 3.6, 4.2, 2.1. Billy was most annoyed that the scores were so low for he was proud of his story-telling skill. They had done this to him once  before many moons ago when he’d been telling them the meaning and history of April Fool’s Day. Lucy, however, did not go along with it, he was happy to note. Instead she came to his defence.

‘Most unfair,’ she protested. ‘Dad has a remarkable memory for the details of his childhood and his past and you should give him credit for it.’

‘Sure,’ Mark said. ‘Pity he can’t remember what happened yesterday.’

Matthew was a quieter and more thoughtful personality than his siblings. He reckoned that because he was the eldest son, he often had to behave more responsibly and more sensibly than the others. He hadn’t always acted so.Though he was now a research physicist at Oxford, things hadn’t looked so promising for him as a youth when he went off the rails by walking off his university course at Sussex in order to form a band. Though the band had prospered, it played only in the evenings, leaving him lots of spare time during the day which he’d devoted to the study of physics at the Open University. When the band finally packed up, he returned to academia where he’d obtained a doctorate in physics, something to do with cold lasers that Billy couldn’t begin to understand.

Lucy, still into art therapy and oriental mysticism, had found her literary voice when she began writing for teenagers. She had since become a successful writer with a couple of dozen books published in several foreign languages. Being the only girl, she tended to worry about her brothers and their behaviour, claiming that the  males in the family were more liable to acts of irresponsibility than herself. Billy suspected that there was a certain degree of friction, though nothing serious, with her older brother.

Mark was married (if you could call the bizarre, spiritual en masse ceremony he’d undergone marriage) to Tiffany and worked as an estate agent. He had moved from Kent to Manchester, reckoning that the property market in the south was overcrowded, besides which he felt he knew the Manchester scene better. He was undoubtedly the comedian of the family and seemed to view life as one big joke.

Youngest son John - perhaps trying to please his father and grandfather Duncan - had started off his university studies in medicine but was unhappy in that field because his real interest had always been in horticulture, no doubt due to Laura’s influence since she was a keen gardener. He’d secretly switched courses and had recently achieved his life’s ambition by becoming deputy grounds manager at a famous stately home in Derbyshire. Like Billy in his own family, he was still regarded as the ‘baby’ whose opinions were not taken seriously.

‘He always gets special treatment,’ Lucy, now forty-five years old, pouted, pointing to Matthew’s plate. ‘It was my turn this year for the wishbone. It’s not fair - he’s always been the favourite in this family.’

‘Not only that, he’s got more turkey breast and an extra roast potato,’ whined Mark, the middle son and father of two children himself.

‘Behave!’ Billy barked in mock reproof. ‘And be thankful for what you’ve been given. Otherwise leave the table.’

The grandchildren watched fascinated as their parents were scolded. Billy always got on well with the grandchildren. Maybe it was because they shared the same enemies, though he felt it was always wise to stay on friendly terms with his own children because, after all, they’d be the ones to choose his nursing home one day.

 

In the evening, when the young ’uns had been sent to bed (though none of them seemed to retire early), the adults played and cheated at parlour games, ate Laura’s chocolates, and drank Billy’s liqueurs and spirits. As the evening wore on and the drink took hold, the games became aggressive, and fiercely competitive. They began with Trivial Pursuit, a dangerous game as they bickered over the official answers and challenged their authenticity. To the question: who wrote Hamlet? Matthew claimed the authorship was still in dispute; it was either Edward de Vere or Christopher Marlowe.

‘Rubbish!’ exclaimed Lucy.‘Everyone with any brains knows it was William Shakespeare.’

‘How do you know?’ Matthew retorted.‘You’ve never read anything more challenging than a Mills and Boon love story.’

For Lucy, it was water off a duck’s back. She countered with, ‘Did you know that in the seventeenth century, Matthew Hopkins was a hated witch-hunter who hanged hundreds of women?’

‘If he rid the world of a lot of crazy women, then he did a great service,’ Matthew rejoined.

‘Now, come along, you two,’ Laura reproved, ‘enough of this quarrelling. Calm down. Remember it’s Christmas.’

They switched to playing Scrabble, perhaps better named Squabble, a more perilous game since it invariably ended up with fierce arguments about the acceptability of words like ‘zambuk’ or ‘yuk’. Around eleven o’clock when Mark’s normally quiet and amenable wife Tiffany turned on John in the middle of a round and called him a ‘rotten swine’, things threatened to turn ugly and Billy thought it was time to call it a night.

The next morning, Laura and he were up early ready to go for a walk on the beach - it was Boxing Day and the feast of St Stephen - though it wasn’t easy to get dressed as they had to step over innumerable prostrate snoring bodies littering the floor in every room. The grandchildren, though, were bubbling with energy and eager to visit the seashore. Not so their parents who were still half comatose.

The rest of the visit continued in the same chaotic vein, as it did every year, their cosy, familiar routine being turned on its head. Being old folk, Billy and Laura were creatures of habit and had established routines. It was essential for them to know where every personal item was located. For example, Billy was forever losing things and so he possessed six pairs of reading glasses (an emergency pair in each room), three pairs of gloves, and  two watches, but after the family visit, he couldn’t find a thing.

Then, as suddenly as they’d descended on the family home, the visitors were gone, along with all their paraphernalia. Just like that. When they’d finally departed, Laura and Billy stood amidst the debris and the wreckage, the half-eaten packets of crisps, chocolate-smeared cushions, cakes with the cherries and the icing licked off, discarded sandwiches, abandoned drinks, overflowing ashtrays, and mountains of wrapping paper. It was as if a bulldozer had swept through the house. Upstairs in Billy’s den, not only had the computer ceased working but the video had packed up as well.The £30-a-visit television engineer soon diagnosed the source of the problem - a Liquorice Allsort stuck in the mechanism. He got it working again only for Billy to find that his favourite video movie, Gone With The Wind, had been taped over with Postman Pat. Whatever next! he sighed.

After they had waved goodbye and watched the last car go through the gate, they returned with a sense of relief to their home and to normality. Peace and tranquillity reigned once more but the tomb-like silence seemed somehow eerie and there was a depressing sense of anti-climax. And here was the strangest thing of all: Billy felt miserable and sad and missed them all terribly now they were no longer around.

He went back to his den and sat at his desk staring at the blank computer screen. How time had flown! It was hard to grasp that sixteen years had passed since he’d  retired from his job at the William Pitt College of Technology (known to the locals as ‘the Pit’). Since then, life had been one continuous roller-coaster ride of ups and downs, twists and turns, a zigzag of shocks and scares along the way. As he sat there, his mind went back to that fateful day when he’d finally shaken off the dust of a long, if undistinguished, career in education and entered a new phase of life, the so-called golden age of retirement.
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