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PART 1:
REWIND

It must be about four in the morning by now, still dark anyway. I can’t make out the red glow of the digital readout on the clock. I’m not awake by choice.

Perhaps it’s jet lag. Twelve hours in the air flying east across nine time zones is enough to confuse anybody. You’d think I’d be used to that by now. Over thirty years in the racket is surely long enough to have grasped the basics.
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The sushi supper blowout can’t have helped. But you can’t come to Tokyo and not overindulge in raw fish and wasabi at the earliest opportunity. Sashimi in the hotel’s highly elaborate wood-panelled traditional tatami dining room, starkly contrasting with the hi-tech neon glow flickering on the other side of the darkened glass. Close your eyes and you could almost forget you were on the fifty-second floor. Almost.

It could be that stopping my sleep. Vertigo. Height makes my head spin and my knees go wobbly. I can feel myself begin to plummet.

‘The Park Hyatt offers beautiful views of Mount Fuji or Shinjuku’, the itinerary says.

It also says we’re playing at the Fuji Rock Festival in a couple of days. So not here for that long.

Maybe it’s this room. It’s a smart, modern hotel room in a chic expensive hotel with an extremely well-stocked minibar – three different flavours of designer crisps and two jars of sophisticated-looking nuts – three buttons to open and close the curtains and a range of fiddly ‘mood lightings’. The current setting is PITCH BLACK with a bit of a dim glow from the bathroom. It took quite a bit of trial and error to get it just right.

But neither the complicated lack of lighting or the lovely crisp white sheets are doing their trick tonight. Which is very unusual: out like a light anywhere in the world is the normal course of events.

OK, best thing to do would be think of something else other than sleep, that usually works. Put your mind somewhere else and see what pops in. Dreams hopefully.

Right, here we go.

How did I get here? That’s always a good question. Think of that, take your mind off it. Try and forget they have the odd earthquake here.

*   *   *

Best go back, all the way back, see what you can drag into the present.

‘What’s the first thing you can remember? Your first real memory?’

Go on, try it – it’s a good game. Fun for all.
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This object in the fields mystified the young me. Was it a witch’s altar or a beacon for flying saucers?



A sunny day. White, very bright white light. I think I’m lying in a pram looking up through a fine net at the sky. I’ve just woken up. There’s a butterfly bumping into the net and fluttering about on it, maybe it’s stuck, flapping about. Huge and very scary. It seems like it wants to attack me.

I’m in the garden at the back of my parents’ house on Gawsworth Road in Macclesfield. A house bordered by green fields, a quiet road and a bus stop.

I don’t like this butterfly. I want it to go away, I want to get out and get away from it. I can’t, so I start crying loudly.

Later. Not sure how much later – more than a couple of years.

Waking one rainy spring morning. The dark grey clouds are low in the sky. Must have been pouring all night.

Outside there’s a commotion.

A cacophony.

Peeping over the ledge of the bedroom window, I see a herd of cows right outside. Too close. I run downstairs and there are cows outside the kitchen window too.

The house is surrounded by big black-and-white bellowing cows. They’ve broken down a fence and escaped, they want to explore. The big back lawn is a flooded mess of mud and cow shit. I can’t understand how this has happened.

Cows are supposed to be nice docile things. This lot look angry.


1
BATTERIES NOT INCLUDED
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Gawsworth Road, Macclesfield.



That’s the place, our back garden. That’s me on the right, recumbent, sulking – always reluctant to have my picture taken, even then. It was a Sunday morning when Mum took that snap with her Kodak. That’s my Sunday face.

We are on our way to church, Amanda and me. That’s Amanda on the left. She’s my three-years-younger sister.

We are waiting to be dragged off by our Auntie Elsie to the harvest festival at St Andrew’s Church. This was where, I was told, you took things to be distributed among the poor and needy.

That’s a basket of things, tins of fruit (tinned pears, at a guess) and such, that I will later very reluctantly pass on to the poor and needy. You can tell my heart’s not really in it from the picture, can’t you? What a slob.

I had a bit of a strop on that day. Sundays always used to put me in a bad mood. Being dragged off to church when I could be doing something much more interesting was bound to be a bit of downer, wasn’t it? Well, Sundays were always like that. I remember that basket was bloody heavy even without the tin opener, which I thought would have been a useful addition to its contents.

On the bench under the basket of bounty there is a small rusty metal plaque with a few lines from D. F. Gurney on it:


The kiss of the sun for pardon,

The song of the birds for mirth,

One is nearer God’s heart in a garden

Than anywhere else on earth.



I don’t know why but I thought that God himself had made that wooden bench. I once tried carving my initials in it with an amber-handled screwdriver.

That’d teach God.

See that worn-down, muddy bit of grass above the step? It’s at the exact spot where I realised I could ride a bike – one minute I was falling over and the next I was off pedalling furiously down the lawn. That was it. A boy on a bike spelt freedom. I was off down the road all the way to the bus stop and then the paper shop on the Weston Estate; next stop the Big City. Or at least the not-so-bright lights of Macclesfield. But first I’d have to pass the Cycling Proficiency Test. Qualifications always get in the way. I didn’t want to get into trouble with the two coppers who lived across the way. They’d stopped my friend Geoff from up the road and warned him about riding without lights and a bell. The reckless lives we lived on Gawsworth Road, in Macclesfield.

The area had been a rural idyll around the 1920s – just a few houses surrounded by acres of pasture.

‘I remember when all this used to be just fields,’ my grandma used to say on her weekly visits.

By the time I arrived on the scene the greenery was getting a little depleted, swallowed up by a new housing estate with a little row of shops: newsagent, chemist and launderette. Turn left out of our gate and you were in some kind of suburbia; turn right and you could get lost in fields and woodlands.

Sorry, I’m getting a bit ahead of myself here. We’ve not even been introduced, have we?

My name’s Stephen – Stephen Paul David Morris to be precise. I was born on 28 October 1957 at some ungodly hour in the morning, but I do like an early start. Don’t like to see a morning wasted, well, not now anyway. Back then it was another story. So much time to be wasted.

I was born blond and christened in a dress; Paul Anka topped the hit parade with ‘Diana’. I was oblivious to all that back then, of course.

My parents were Hilda (b. 1923) and Clifford Morris (b. 1912). Dad was really called George Clifford but he avoided using the name George at all times. George was his father’s name and he did not like his father one bit. My grandfather George was a bit of a one: a swine or a black sheep. After producing nine children, he decided enough was enough. He slung his hook and departed one Christmas night, leaving the family high and dry with no forwarding address.

It was very difficult to get any information from my father about the runaway George. He had served in the Royal Flying Corps in the First World War and came back from the front with revolutionary views. Besides that, he was a randy so-and-so and a scrounge. He was also, so my father told me, an anarchist!

My grandfather and his chums would meet in a local alehouse and drunkenly conspire to blow up Macclesfield municipal gasworks. Where he would have got the equipment to accomplish this terrorist act is anybody’s guess. Ninety years later, Tesco did the job for him.

History does not with any certainty recall what became of my would-be revolutionary grandfather. He really and truly vanished off the face of the earth. Not many people have pulled that one off. There was some talk that he left to fight for the Bolsheviks in Russia, which would have been a strange move for an anarchist. There was one rumour that he may have got as far as Australia, and another that his adventure took him to glamorous Congleton, 8.7 miles away, but none of this has ever been verified. Even the internet shrugged.

Grandad George had left his wife Elizabeth Ann and a bunch of kids to fend for themselves. This would be in the early 1920s. ‘Times were hard’, so my father’s stories of his early life went. Brothers and sisters sleeping sardine-like or hot bunking. It was a struggle for Elizabeth Ann, living off lodgers and laundry. Clifford doing his best to be a breadwinner from an early age, delivering newspapers and oatcakes. Flitting from house to house along the same terrace in Hibel Road. My father may have hated George so much that he never used his name, but I liked the idea of my grandad – a vanishing anarchist, man of mystery, black sheep.

Clifford started a trend among the Morris family: all his brothers went under aliases. Johnny was oddly christened Jack and was the musician of the clan – clarinet and saxophone were his thing. He played in local dance bands, including the Ambrose Dance Band, while Dad aka Cliff put on the dances. He was ‘playing second fiddle’, he said, giving me the mistaken impression that he had some hidden musical talent. My father always loved music, though. Duke Ellington was his man. He loved the Marx Brothers, too. Who doesn’t like that?
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The Ambrose Dance band in action.
That’s Johnny on tenor sax, far left. What an ace drum kit!



Eric, the youngest brother, was also known as Spanker; whenever there was any trouble, the finger would always be pointed in young Eric’s direction. Ever the scapegoat, he took his punishment manfully, hence the moniker. He reminded me of television’s Sgt Ernie Bilko (Phil Silvers), always looking for an angle, a scheme or a shortcut. The other siblings were Evelyn, Nellie, Irene aka Renee, Hilda (no, not my mother), Colin aka Clonky and, strangely, another unfortunate George.

My father used to entertain Amanda and me with improbable stories of our family’s history. As well as tales of my comedy-villain grandad, he told us about the Morris family’s underground forced rhubarb factory and other unlikely but entertaining tales. My favourite yarn, though, was ‘The Tale of Great Uncle Jack’.

Jack, so the story goes, went to serve Queen and Country fighting the Boer in Africa. The younger me presumed that these were of the hairy porcine variety. Jack contracted a mystery illness, which, for reasons that were never made clear, he couldn’t see an army doctor about. Instead, he decided to seek the help of a local witch doctor. ‘No Jack!’ his comrades implored him. ‘Not the witch doctor!’ But Jack would have none of it. Off he went alone in search of the native medicine man. Just like Grandad George, he was never seen alive again. Another Morris, vanishing into the ether, just like that. I think I found the idea of soldiers fighting giant pigs more frightening than anything.

Natives, witch doctors, soldiers in pith helmets fighting possessed pigs – I had no idea my leg was being pulled.

I’d been told frequently that I had what they call a ‘vivid imagination’ and was ‘very highly strung’.

This last phrase puzzled me greatly. I was certainly an anxious individual and a natural-born worrier but what was this reference to string? It didn’t make sense – maybe a grown-up thing. Like ‘How long is a piece of string?’ which was the answer to most of my questions. What was this adult fixation with string?

I liked dark things (what growing boy doesn’t?). Grisly murders, ghosts, vampires, werewolves – that sort of thing. Most of this was fuelled by comics.

Mum would take me and Amanda to visit our maternal grandmother, Sarah, every Saturday without fail. Grandma was a large, solemn lady, who wore bombazine and had her hair pinned tightly in a bun. I hated my grandmother’s dark and dingy house. The curtains were always drawn and there was a dark presence in the house: my Desperate-Dan-bewhiskered grandfather, Fred. A veteran of Gallipoli and Mesopotamia, he got through the First World War without a scratch only to be badly injured in a motorbike accident as soon as he got home.

Fred was confined to a bed in the small front room. He’d groan when we arrived as Grandma tried to cover up the steel and leather callipers attached to his legs. He didn’t like being disturbed. His threat to me was that I would be locked in the coal hole for waking him. I didn’t much like the coal hole. Fred would need shaving, though, and whether he liked it or not (he didn’t), come Saturday my mum or her sister Elsie would shave his whiskers.

The house was cold and dismal. The hourly chimes of the ticking clocks were the only break in the silence. The saving grace was that at the end of the ordeal we were treated to a visit to Horace Bracegirdle’s newsagents to get the latest comics.

Horace was a large, florid man of Dickensian appearance. He was missing half an ear – a dog had taken the other half, my mother said. That put me off dogs for a long time. His assistant, Jill, was completely the opposite, tall and pale, with her height exaggerated by a permanent neck brace. She spoke with an odd Swedish accent; she’d had too much vinegar on her chips, my mother said. This was confusing as I liked vinegar and it never did me any harm. Horace’s shop also possessed a top shelf of smut, such as Health and Efficiency naturist magazine – all very tame today but in the early sixties this stuff would blow a young chap’s socks off. Amanda and I were shepherded away from these, obviously, to the haven of Horace’s confectionery tray.

There lay the highlight of my week: A. & B. C. chewing gum. Well, not so much the chewing gum itself. That was pretty much inedible.

‘It’s made of dead horses,’ my mother would warn in a doomed attempt to dissuade me from my addiction. Amanda got a quarter of the much safer humbugs.

My interest was more the picture cards that came with the gum. They probably tasted better, but I didn’t care. I was a fevered collector of these cards, which I swapped with my friends. Some of these, such as the ‘Outer Limits’ series, scared me witless; and some, such as the gory Second World War battle series, were banned at school for their depictions of brutal death and violence. These were highly prized for their shock value. But my favourites were always the Batman series. I was desperate to collect the entire set and, despite swapping cards and chomping through a mountain of the pink gum, there was always at least one card that eluded me.
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Still, there were always the comics themselves to pore over – that’s what we came here for, wasn’t it?

I loved Batman, the Mighty Thor, Iron Man and good old Spiderman. They lived in the USA where the colours were bright and things actually happened. Deranged mobsters, fantastic beings from other worlds and evil scientists would wreak havoc on an unsuspecting world, only to be defeated by the superpowers of our hero. I had noticed that there was a distinct lack of super-powered citizens in Macclesfield; in fact, the whole of Great Britain was an uncanny skills-free zone. There was derring-do of another form, though, as illustrated in the pages of the Victor and Commando comics. OK, they were in black and white, but the (allegedly) true stories of plucky Tommies fighting off hordes of evil Jerries, whose superior firepower was no match for our tea-drinking boys’ cool courage and guile, were educational and oddly fascinating. I wondered if any of my many uncles were in the elite fighting forces of the Second World War.

To a six-year-old boy, the war still seemed like a great adventure. Why didn’t we still sleep in bomb shelters? Surely it was still a sensible precaution.

My absolute favourite of all of these publications was TV Century 21, based around the exploits and adventures of Gerry Anderson’s TV wooden heroes and heroines. It presented itself as a newspaper from the future, a hi-tech world of flying cars and cities beneath the waves. The cutaway drawings of these future vehicles seemed very real and projected a world that was tantalisingly close, so long as you remained oblivious to the strings that animated this marionette metropolis.

Amanda had no interest in any of this world of the future and settled instead for a copy of Mandy or Bunty, which, of course, held no interest for me. I did have an odd fascination for the cut-out-andcolour wardrobe figurines, but most of their contents were embarrassing girl’s stuff.

Growing up in Gawsworth Road in the sixties was easy. It was, if not idyllic, at least a very safe place. OK, you couldn’t play football in the road – well, you could, but not for very long. The policemen who lived across the road would give you what for. But it was definitely a peaceful kind of middle-class road that led nowhere but woods, farms, churches, country pubs and the giant radio telescope at Jodrell Bank. A very cosy place to grow up in the 1960s.

Wikipedia describes Macclesfield as ‘relatively affluent’; the keyword here, I suspect, is ‘relatively’. Macclesfield today is surrounded by wealth: Prestbury, Alderley Edge are now home to rich and famous football and TV personalities. The town centre, though, is in even further decline than it was in my day.

Sixties Macc was a mill town that had lost the adjective ‘thriving’ somewhere along the way. It somehow was still making a go of it with new artificial textiles, and in 1966 ICI came to town, built a large plant and Macclesfield got into pharmaceuticals.

The town had started in the button business, then in the nineteenth century moved into silk in a big way. If you didn’t work or have some connection to the weaving or textile trade, then you were just passing through. It was silk, silk, bloody silk all the way until these new-fangled synthetic textiles came along – not natural if you ask me. The static shock off a nylon shirt should have told us something. But times were changing and it was adapt and survive or enter a period of tortuously slow decline.

So although there were mills aplenty in Macc, their tall red-brick chimneys belched less and less smoke as the years wore on. They may have mostly been dark and satanic, but there was great fun to be had exploring a derelict mill.

Besides textiles, Macclesfield laid claim to being the birthplace of Hovis bread. I’ll never the forget the day in 1967, aged ten, when my mother and a car full of my relatives – gleeful gloaters – picked me up at the school gates.

‘Hurry up, Stephen! We’re off on a trip. Hovis is on fire! It’s all going up!’

Why so much excitement for a burning loaf? I thought as I squashed my way into the overloaded vehicle and we sped our way up Buxton Road.

It seemed the whole town had turned out. The road was crammed with badly parked cars. By now the pillar of grey smoke dispelled my idea that it was a faulty toaster that had excited my family to fever pitch. We joined the crowd lining the canal banks and solemnly watched as the roof of the bread mill blazed.

‘Well, that’s the end of that then. Town’s ruined.’

‘End of an era,’ the ever-optimistic town folk cried. We love a good tragedy in Macclesfield. It breaks up the tedium.

I suspected my mother was either a spy herself or else head of the Macclesfield branch of Reuters news agency. Her conversations always began with ‘You’ll never guess what . . .’

There’s no answer to that, is there?

‘Fred Grainger’s had an accident, fell off his ladder. They think he’s broke his legs. Ooh, he is in a bad way.’

Further enquiries as to who the hell Fred Grainger might be would only produce more confusion.

‘You know: Fred! Nelly’s sister’s husband. Used to work in the butcher’s, now he’s on the windows. Well, he was. Bunty rang and told me. Ooh, he is in a bad way. I’ll just let our Elsie know.’

With each piece of tragic news my family grew larger and more convoluted while simultaneously teetering on the brink of extinction. I was always almost losing relatives I’d never heard of.

Then there was Parkside mental hospital. Originally called the Cheshire County Asylum, it was built in 1871, around the time the Morrises first appeared in the town, although that’s probably a co incidence. There is no nice easy way of putting this: another of Macc’s speciality industries was the treatment, or more likely the containment, of the mentally ill.

Parents from the surrounding areas would scare their children to sleep at night with the promise that if they did not behave they would be sent to Macclesfield.

Before you get too much of a bad idea about the place, I’d best point out that Parkside, unlike the mills, appeared quite welcoming. It didn’t have the look of a prison or a sinister Victorian workhouse. It was set in parkland and was outwardly quite grand and unthreatening. It comprised the largest collection of buildings in the town, had its own fire brigade, sports club and swimming pool, and in the 1960s and 1970s the highlight of Macclesfield’s year was Parkside’s legendary annual Christmas Disco. Tickets were highly sought after and the night was the talk of the town for weeks before and after. Nonetheless, the hospital was usually a self-contained world of its own, and what went on inside was shrouded in mystery and viewed with suspicion.

So throughout my childhood Macclesfield was a town with two faces: an industrial weaving town in decline and a growing centre for the pharmaceutical and mental health industries.

There was no avoiding Parkside. It was quite close to where we lived, and going to school each day meant driving past it and wondering what the hell went on in there. Like it or not, Parkside involved everyone who lived in the town. Sooner or later it would cross your path. Like the smell of the gasworks, it got everywhere. As a child, I would meet some very odd people round town, and not all of them were patients. I love odd people. I seem to attract them. Always have.

The smell of gas and the mental hospital weren’t the only backdrop to my childhood. The Second World War still cast its shadow everywhere in my little world – from games of ‘Japs and Commandos’, to collecting those garish chewing-gum cards, and gluing my fingers together cobbling up my own plastic air force of Airfix model kits.

Spitfires, Hurricanes, Messerschmitts and Lancasters. That any of my finished creations bore any resemblance to the images on the heroic box art was for the most part down to my vivid imagination.

‘Read the instructions thoroughly before assembly’ was the first bit of advice I disregarded. ‘Always follow the recommended sequence of construction’ was the second. I just wanted to get the things built as quickly as possible. I would very rarely wait for the glue to dry before I started slapping on a coat of glossy brown, green or any other coloured paint I could find. One of the first casualties of the construction of my miniature air museum was my mum’s kitchen table. I was soon told that any future model-making activity would have to take place outside the house in the cold, cobweb-curtained garage. The wearing of gloves and an overcoat for warmth didn’t improve my technique but they did keep the glue and paint off my fingers – a bit.

My parents had lived through the war and experienced something that I never would. What was it like? I wanted to know. I thought that in building the kits I would find out somehow.

It was always the interior of the planes that interested me most, and the area I took the greatest care in painting. Especially the legless plastic pilot, who, glued to his seat, was mostly invisible when the kit was finished. I wanted to build a miniature world of my own. Being alone in the garage, a haven of plastic and glue, was an escape from school and my parents.

During the war my father, Clifford, had worked for Vickers and Avro in the aircraft construction game. Maybe that was where I got it from. Not that he did anything that involved the construction of aircraft itself, for if there was one thing he was not, it was being capable of constructing anything. He understood the principles, how the things worked and how they were made well enough. But the chances of him actually producing anything that could fly were zilch. He was a desk jockey, looking after technical drawings and reference books, during the war. Probably the safest thing for everyone involved. He may have inherited his interest in aviation from his father, the villainous George, or maybe he didn’t fancy getting shot at. I never did get to the bottom of that one.

Before that, he was a nationwide travelling salesman in hosiery. How he got from selling stockings to his later vocation, kitchen taps, via heavy bombers is a convoluted tale shrouded in mystery.

Let’s just say he enjoyed travelling. He was in Berlin with his brother Eric in 1936 to see Jesse Owens get gold. Eric told tales of abuse at the hands of the Nazis at the time but Clifford would not comment. He would not speak of such things. Eric, it must be said, was known to exaggerate at times.

My father would set off to work at 6.30 a.m. whatever the weather and would not be seen again until eight in the evening. He would have his fish supper, settle down in his armchair in front of the fire and have his four Gold Labels and two cigars. Never more, never less. Regular as clockwork.

My mother called him Cliff. He called her the Dragon – not to her face, obviously.


[image: Illustration]

My mother at war.



My mother had spent the war in the Auxiliary Territorial Service (ATS). She trained at Catterick, where the men were good dancers, and served at Donnington, where they were not.

Cessation of hostilities saw my mother back in Macclesfield, working at Neckwear Ltd, one of the town’s many textile mills.

My sister’s arrival back in 1960 had taken me a bit by surprise. I was three and the world was still full of shocks. Mum was ‘away’ for a while which meant that Clifford had to take on a bit of parental responsibility as to the feeding of a three-year-old.

The Cedar Grove area of Macclesfield, my father’s family home and his natural habitat, was, it turned out, not exactly noted for its haute cuisine, but Dad hadn’t even grasped the fundamentals. The only thing that Clifford could cook which did not involve copious quantities of Lea & Perrin’s to impart a bit of flavour was the standard hard-boiled egg. Egg after egg after egg. A few days of this dietary monotony and a rather nasty red rash appeared on my skin. This was speedily diagnosed as an ‘allergy’, whether to eggs specifically or Dad’s cooking in general was glossed over, as were the names of his previous victims.

From then on, I would dine with Mum’s sister, Auntie Elsie, until the day came when I was taken to the hospital and introduced to my sister for the first time. She had a small spot on her chin. It worried me. What if it spread? What if I caught it?

Mum’s return home brought back eating as normal and soon this worry passed from my mind, but Amanda’s arrival meant a bit of an upheaval in the general arrangements of life at 122 Gawsworth Road.

Where was the newborn to sleep? Not with me, surely?

The layout of our house on Gawsworth Road (aka Birley; it had a name as well as a number, it was that posh) was two downstairs rooms, front and back, otherwise known as the lounge and the dining room, as well as a small kitchen and a tiny pantry. Upstairs there were two bedrooms, again front and back, a bathroom, a loo and the small ‘other room’. This was what Clifford was using for his office even though 11 Cedar Grove was officially his business address. This was to fool the bailiffs presumably. They would have to deal with Uncle Johnny first, 11 Cedar Grove’s sole occupant at the time.

Now you would think that the arrival of a child wouldn’t present too much difficulty in a house like this: put the parents in one bedroom, kids in the other, and put a lock on the office door just to be on the safe side. Voilà, what could be simpler? No, this was too straightforward, and being straightforward was not the Morris way. There were other things to be considered, but what these were I confess I still don’t know to this day. The arrangement that was finally settled upon was that Mum would have the back bedroom to herself. The office was turned into Amanda’s bedroom, and for the foreseeable future I would be sharing a bedroom with my dear old Dad. I don’t remember being involved in the consultation process that led to this decision.

This arrangement did not seem in the slightest bit unusual to me at first but later on I realised that everyone else thought it was a bit odd.

‘You sleep with your dad? What, are you that scared of the dark or sommat?’ was my friends’ surprised reaction when I mentioned the inner workings of my home.

‘No, course not, I like the dark,’ was my tentative defence.

What I did like about this room was the gas fire. I was always on the lookout for stray matches so I could clandestinely experiment with igniting the room’s sole heat source. I would turn out the lights and sit as close as I could to the hissing amber glow. It felt comfy.

‘Don’t do that,’ my mother urged. ‘You’ll get chilblains.’

I wasn’t sure whether I wanted chilblains or not.

By the gas fire I discovered books. I balanced Edgar Allan Poe with P. G. Wodehouse, The Raven versus The Empress of Blandings.

The thing was, Dad got up really, really early and got home really, really late, if he got home at all. His tap-selling activities meant that he had to travel great distances and was often away for days at a time. I supposed I must have been the soundest sleeper and therefore the least likely to be disturbed by his nocturnal comings and goings. My father was often troubled by night terrors. His nocturnal ravings and ramblings took a little bit of getting used to. Anyway, I slept with the light on.

While I had gained a room-mate, the business had lost an office. I think my mother was pleased by this.

Clifford Morris worked as a manufacturer’s agent, having set up a company with his brothers Johnny and Eric. He sold kitchen and bathroom items on commission, and would travel around the northwest taking orders from builder’s merchants. He sold taps, kitchen units, copper cylinders, sanitary ware, sink tops, galvanised tanks, baths and toilet seats.

His role was broadly that of a sales rep or middle man. The niche this job occupied has today been killed off by telesales companies, the internet or companies realising they could do the job themselves.

He would leave the house before dawn and set off with his Vauxhall estate car laden with samples, brochures and price lists of the goods on offer.

He knew a thing or two about selling. He knew that unless people remembered who you were they would be unlikely to call you when they needed you. He adopted a gimmick – everyone needs a gimmick. He would wear a bowler hat. This item of headgear may have been highly fashionable once upon a time, but in the 1960s it was becoming an anachronism. The bowler hat was my father’s trademark.

He would arrange to have pens, pencils, packets of paper clips, calendars, drink mats and paperweights produced with stylised depictions of his hat and his initials GCM, and also incorporating his lucky colour, green. These he would hand out to prospective buyers. These promotional items were not masterpieces of design but they served their purpose. They said ‘Call Me’ and hinted at a reliable and hopefully pleasurable experience.

He was pretty successful and was widely respected throughout the building trade. His motto, pinched from the London Stock Exchange, was ‘My Word, My Bond’, a phrase that he drummed into me from a very early age. He did his utmost to live up to it and would do anything to avoid letting his customers down. He was thought of as an old-fashioned gentlemen and, as time went on, this became another anachronism. His was not the high-pressure sales technique. It relied more on time and effort. Sometimes visits to the furthest outpost of his empire would mean he was away from home for days at a time. Weekends he would also spend working, much to my mother’s displeasure. To compensate for this lack of attention, my mother decided to become the first female motorist in Gawsworth Road.

After the arrival of my sister he moved his business into a gothiclooking building called Evington House. It was part of the former barracks of the Cheshire Militia. The building was rambling, rundown and haunted. I loved it.

On Sundays after church, I would find myself press-ganged into the family business, working at Evington House. His car would need restocking with giveaway pens and pencils (these were a great success and you still find them in builders’ yards today), sales brochures and price lists, all filed in wooden trays on the back seat of his Vauxhall. For sixpence I was easily bought.

This later expanded into production of the brochures themselves. I would spend many a Sunday afternoon turning mountains of paper into hundreds of poorly stapled brochures while listening to Two-way Family Favourites and eventually Pick of the Pops on the radio.

The going rate was 100 brochures for a shilling (5p).

I didn’t mind as I could never see the point of Sundays anyway. It was just dead time. There was nothing else to do on a Sunday afternoon in Macclesfield. There was cycling and playing in the fields – nothing that a visitor from the twenty-first century would recognise as ‘entertainment’. The shops were shut, the pubs were shut. Once a month there was the odd parade with a band, but that was it. A ghost town would have been more fun. To make matters worse there was a semi-reprise of this situation on Wednesday afternoons when the ritual known as ‘half-day closing’ was enacted – you couldn’t even buy a loaf. You could starve on a Wednesday lunchtime if you weren’t careful.

The nadir of tedium for the casual visitor to Macc would occur around the second week of June: the Barnaby holiday. The entire town (yes everybody, every shop, every pub, every mill) would shut up shop for two weeks and descend on Blackpool for fun, frolics and warm beer. If you were unfortunate enough to find yourself stuck in Macclesfield during the Barnaby holiday, watching the traffic lights change would have been the sole leisure activity.

Luckily for my father, he lived to work. His only leisure activity was the weekend football match or athletics meeting. He helped organise the Central School Old Boys football team, which would take him away at weekends to matches, occasionally with a reluctant son in tow. Another of his soccer-related duties involved cleaning the team’s dirty strips, a duty he press-ganged my mum into.

My mother, naturally, resented this and, though there were never arguments or rows, there were tense silences and a frosty atmosphere at times.
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