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      PROLOGUE

      
      Billy Brown, I’ll Tell Your Mother

      
      Captain Brown, of the 7th US Cavalry, reined in his panting steed. The fine mount was eager to charge, snorting with impatience.

      
      ‘Easy, Thunder,’ the captain whispered softly, patting the black stallion’s neck. ‘Easy.’

      
      Peering ahead through the runner-bean rows, he could clearly see the two savages with their bright green headdresses blowing
         in the breeze, unaware of his presence. Slowly, he drew his trusty sabre, taking a moment to watch the afternoon sun glinting
         on the polished steel. Even alone, without his troop, he knew these two Indians were no match for a captain in the US cavalry.
         Digging his spurs in, he gave the magnificent charger his head. Thunder responded instantly, galloping down upon the terrified
         enemy. With two deft slashes of his sabre, the Indians were dead before they could draw their tomahawks. Restraining his mighty
         steed once more, the captain surveyed the carnage. Both Indians had terrible splits to their heads and had died instantly.
         He allowed himself a smile of satisfaction but reminded himself that this would be a long campaign.
      

      
      Suddenly the silence was shattered by a terrifying cry, striking fear into his very soul.

      
      
      ‘Billy Brown, I’ll tell your mother!’ Turning, he looked up towards the sky. There, on a second-floor balcony, a lady in uniform
         was shaking her fist at him.
      

      
      ‘That’s right – I can see you, Billy Brown.’

      
      In an instant, the wonderful horse evaporated from his imagination. The glinting sabre returned to its original stout stick
         disguise and Captain Brown was immediately demoted to a seven-year-old boy. Me. Oh bugger, I thought. Of all the people to
         spot me, it would be Dolly Hammond, owner of the allotment. I surveyed my victims; not two fierce Red Indians from the plains
         of nineteenth-century America, but two of Dolly’s prize cabbages each with its head split open, lying on their sides in a
         1949 Brixton allotment. I tried to shrink lower amongst the gooseberry bushes, but soon realised that my white school shirt
         was not helping me stay undetected.
      

      
      ‘Just you wait ’til your mum gets home – I’ll be round to see her.’

      
      I didn’t bother arguing. Standing up, I walked out of the allotments. At the gate a large thistle had grown about three feet
         tall. Venting my frustration, I cut it down at the base.
      

      
      Out of the corner of my eye I could still see Dolly watching me, the row of pencils glinting in their big steel clip on her
         jacket. I thought she looked like a prison warden, only needing her bus conductor’s cap to complete the picture. Closing the
         gate I turned towards her. Standing to attention with my trusty sabre over my shoulder, I saluted her. Instead of returning
         my salute she shouted at me, ‘Just you wait, Billy Brown.’
      

      
      
      I turned away, smiling. I was in trouble again. Wasn’t life great!

      
      Hiding the stick under my usual hedge I headed to the front gate – walking past the four-storey blocks of flats, built as
         affordable housing for the working classes – to wait for my mum. Each block was separated by allotments. Originally lawns,
         they had been dug up as part of the ‘Dig for Victory’ campaign. There were ten blocks in all, housing four hundred families,
         and in the centre were two playgrounds and a community hall. As I reached the front gate, the clock on the superintendent’s
         office chimed five o’clock. Mum would be home in twenty minutes. I climbed the six-foot high iron gate and sat on the supporting
         stone wall, giving me a better view up Loughborough Park Road. The road ran all the way from Loughborough Park Junction to
         our flats, which were boxed in by the railway to one side and at the back. In its heyday it had been a very desirable road.
         Alas, time and Hitler’s bombing had taken their toll, and its heyday had long since passed. Most of the large houses had been
         divided up into flats to help with the shortage of housing following the war.
      

      
      People came and went, most said hello to me in a friendly manner, although Mrs Thompsit, an elderly lady who had lost her
         husband on HMS Hood, tipped her hat back to see me better and wagged her finger at me. ‘Billy Brown,’ she berated me, ‘one day you’ll fall off
         that wall and kill yourself. Then where will you be?’ A daft question, I always thought, as everybody knew where I would be.
         Even at the tender age of seven I’d been referred to as a ‘little devil’, so it wasn’t hard to work out where I was going to end up in the next life.
      

      
      Up the road I spied Mum carrying two large bags of shopping. She was easy to spot amongst the group of residents returning
         home from their day’s work. Mum was nearly six feet tall and well built, coming from good country stock. She made a point
         of always standing straight and tall, carrying herself with dignity, proud of her height. Even taller with her light straw
         hat on to protect her from the summer sun, she was always telling me what a fair English rose she was. As usual she was smartly
         dressed, her light cream dress complimented by white open-toed shoes and matching handbag.
      

      
      ‘Mum.’ I got down and ran to her, greeting her as casually as I could manage. ‘Hello, Mum. Give us a bag.’

      
      She gave me one of those quizzical looks mums are good at. It said, ‘This isn’t like you, what have you been up to? You’d
         better tell me now because I’ll only find out later.’ All that without the power of speech. Fancy. Maybe mums are telepathic.
         ‘Here, you can take a handle.’
      

      
      I grabbed the handle of the big canvas bag, slipping it over my shoulder.

      
      ‘What’s that green stuff all over your school shirt?’ she asked.

      
      I looked down at the evidence. Damn, cabbage stains, I thought to myself. Not for my mum the science and analysis of DNA or
         fingerprinting. Just one look from her and I knew it was confession time.
      

      
      
      ‘Well, you see … I was playing in the allotment and I fell over on one of Dolly’s cabbages. She said she’s gonna speak to
         you about it later.’
      

      
      ‘What do you mean, you fell?’ The look had now hardened to full interrogation mode.

      
      ‘Well, you see, I had this stick …’

      
      ‘Stop right there, young man. What have I told you about sticks?’ Now I was in big trouble. Once Mum went from ‘Billy’ to
         ‘young man’ it was serious.
      

      
      We walked back home together, passing the superintendent’s office, the clubhouse and playgrounds on our right. The third block
         was ours: Ashford House. By each entrance was a dust chute containing the rubbish trolley.
      

      
      ‘Sit right there, you,’ she commanded, ‘and look after the shopping. I am off to see Dolly.’

      
      I sat for what seemed like an eternity. Several people passed by on their way home. I knew all of them, especially those who
         were my pals’ mums and dads. Most of the women were carrying their daily bags of shopping back from nearby Brixton market.
         A young man in uniform carrying a large duffel bag waved hello to me. It took me a while to recognise my own cousin Peter,
         home on leave from the navy, complete with his new beard.
      

      
      ‘Can’t stop, Billy, I’m off to surprise Mum!’

      
      All over the flats ordinary people were making their way home, not just to their own flats but to the community of the Guinness
         Trust Buildings where they shared a common bond with their neighbours; some with tragedy and loss from the war, but most with the knowledge that they’d survived through self-sacrifice and hardship.
         Neighbour had helped neighbour. And although the war had been over for five years, that spirit had continued.
      

      
      Barbara Blake passed, coming home from high school. She was very pretty, with jet-black hair and dark eyes. ‘Hello Billy.
         You in trouble again?’ She didn’t wait for an answer, just breezed past into her ground-floor flat. The only reason she even
         acknowledged my existence was because she had a crush on my older brother, Bob.
      

      
      Then Mum came back. ‘Get the stick, now!’

      
      I duly obeyed, trotting across to the hedge to get a stick. And that’s what I got, a stick. Because under the hedge I had
         a selection. I wasn’t going to give her my best one. Taking it from me, she made a gesture as if she were going to beat me
         with it. She wouldn’t have, of course, but just for a moment … Then she snapped it in half and put it in the rubbish trolley.
      

      
      ‘No more sticks,’ she warned.

      
      ‘Yes, Mum,’ came the compliant reply, as I mentally went through my depleted stick collection. We carried our shopping up
         the nine flights of granite stairs to flat 242, Ashford House. Home.
      

      
      ‘Now, young man’ – bugger, I thought, I’m still in trouble – ‘go and get your money box and take out two shillings.’

      
      ‘Oh, but Mum,’ I began. My protestations were soon cut short.

      
      ‘Now!’ came the order. Reluctantly I removed my hard-earned cash. ‘Right, now go and give that to Mrs Hammond.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, but Mum.’ I pleaded. ‘Can’t you pay her?’

      
      ‘No, Billy,’ she said firmly. ‘You must learn to pay for your own sins.’

      
      I skulked off with the two one-shilling coins in my hand, walking as slowly as I could across to Dolly’s block. Arriving at
         her door I pushed the bell, announcing to the executioner that her next victim had arrived.
      

      
      ‘Ah – the cabbage-smasher – and to what do I owe this pleasure, Billy Brown?’ She knew very well to what she owed this pleasure;
         the pleasure of seeing me squirm.
      

      
      I held out my hand with the two one-shilling coins.

      
      ‘Thank you, Billy,’ she said, taking my money. ‘And now what do you have to say?’

      
      This was humiliation beyond endurance. ‘I’m very sorry, Dolly,’ I whispered, looking down at my feet.

      
      ‘Mrs Hammond to you, if you don’t mind. Now once again and louder, so I can hear you this time.’ Oh no, this was evil at its
         best, I thought. Why couldn’t Hitler’s Luftwaffe have hit her bus?
      

      
      ‘I’m very sorry, Mrs Hammond,’ I almost shouted.

      
      ‘There, that wasn’t too bad, was it? Now give these to your mum.’

      
      She offered me a large bag and I peered inside. There, staring back at me, were the heads of the two dead Indians. Taking
         the cabbages, I walked back down the stairs and slowly began to smile, remembering that on my way to her I had spat several
         times on the one-shilling coins.
      

      





      
      
      1

      
      Saturday Boy

      
      ‘SATURDAY BOY WANTED’. The sign was scrawled in thick chalk on an old roof slate propped against the open gate to the yard. I picked it up and
         walked in. I could hear someone banging away in one of the sheds, and was about to head in that direction when I heard another
         noise close by. It sounded like hundreds of steel ball bearings being emptied into a metal dustbin. I turned just in time
         to see the source of the noise, and quickly flattened myself against the corrugated iron gate. The biggest, fiercest, dirtiest
         dog I had ever seen was rushing in my direction, dragging a huge chain behind her. I knew now what the ball-bearing noise
         was. Frozen to the spot with fear, I closed my eyes and waited to be torn to pieces.
      

      
      I could hear her barking and snarling in an absolute frenzy just inches away from me, but no attack came. Opening my eyes,
         to my relief I saw she had reached the limit of her chain. My knees started to give way when, out of the blue, a voice to
         my left boomed, ‘Stand still, lad, she can’t reach you.’ Turning my head, I looked towards the voice. Once again my knees
         started to turn to jelly. Not only a rabid killer dog, now I had a giant bearing down on me.
      

      
      
      Michael Gallagher was six feet six inches tall and weighed eighteen stone. He had come over from Ireland after the war for
         all the rebuilding work in London, but had found running a demolition and reclamation business far more profitable. Seizing
         the dog by her collar he commanded her to sit. The dog obeyed instantly, but still growled and snarled at me.
      

      
      ‘Home,’ said the giant. To my utter relief my would- be killer trotted back to the forty-gallon oil drum, which served as
         her kennel and home.
      

      
      ‘Didn’t you see the RING BELL sign on the gate?’

      
      ‘No, sir, only this one.’ I held out the roof slate still in my hand. He looked at it, then back at me before roaring with
         laughter.
      

      
      ‘By God, lad, you must have been born lucky. Another foot and old Jessie would have had you for breakfast!’

      
      ‘My mum says it’s better to be born lucky than rich.’

      
      The giant stopped laughing. ‘Your mum’s a very wise woman, lad. Now, what do you want?’

      
      Once again I held up the slate. ‘I want the Saturday Boy’s job.’

      
      ‘Oh, is that right? And how old are you exactly?’

      
      ‘I’m nearly ten,’ I replied, lying as convincingly as I could. I was, in fact, only seven and a half, but very tall for my
         age.
      

      
      He gave me one of those knowing looks, just like my mum did. This one meant, ‘I know you’re lying, but I’m not going to pursue
         it further.’
      

      
      ‘What’s your name, lad?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Billy Brown, sir.’

      
      
      ‘OK, Billy Brown. Put that damned slate down and follow me.’

      
      Dropping the slate by the gate, I followed him into one of the open-fronted sheds. As he walked in front of me I couldn’t
         help noticing his huge boots. They must have been size twelve or more, without laces, so that they made a sort of slopping
         noise as he walked, while his huge blue and white checked shirt flapped open like one of Mum’s tablecloths on the line.
      

      
      ‘Right, Billy Brown, let’s see if you can tie a knot properly.’ Picking up a bundle of kindling in his huge hand, he placed
         it in a piece of six-inch steel tube welded to the bench. The tube reached exactly halfway up the bundle. He formed a slip
         knot and pulled it tight, securing the sticks. Taking out the tied bundle, he placed it in an old baker’s tray with some others.
      

      
      ‘OK, Billy. You try!’ So, scooping up some sticks he put them in the tube. Taking the string, I made an attempt at the knot
         like he’d done. As I lifted them out, they fell everywhere.
      

      
      ‘No, no, Billy. You missed the last bit,’ and he demonstrated the knot again.

      
      On the third attempt I got it. ‘There you are, sir,’ I announced proudly, holding up my secured bundle for his approval.

      
      ‘Look, Billy, you should understand one thing. Your nice king hasn’t seen fit to knight me yet, so you don’t have to call
         me ‘‘sir’’. Mike will do. I’ll see you Saturday morning, eight thirty sharp until four thirty. The pay is two and six. Do
         we have a deal?’ He spat into his huge hand and offered it to me. I looked back at his smiling face. He gave a short nod indicating I should do the same. I spat on my palm and shook his hand or, rather, he shook
         mine. To any passers-by it must have looked like David and Goliath before the fight. Now shake hands and may the best man
         win.
      

      
      Safely back at the gate, he stopped. ‘Don’t forget, Billy,’ he reminded me, ‘ring the bloody bell next time.’

      
      The two of us parted company, both laughing as we went.

      
      ‘Mum, I’ve got a job.’

      
      ‘Wait a minute, Billy. Let me get my coat off. I’ve only just got in.’

      
      ‘But, Mum …’ I protested.

      
      ‘Look, you go and put the kettle on while I get my slippers on. Then you can tell me all about it.’

      
      She went off to her bedroom at the end of the hallway while I went to the kitchen. Being on the fourth floor I had a good
         view of the rear blocks and allotments, plus the railway yards of Loughborough Junction and Herne Hill. Having filled the
         kettle, I put it on the stove and lit the gas with a sudden pop which I knew was coming but still made me jump. Blowing out
         the match, I smelt the smoke from the spent matchstick. It wasn’t a particularly good or bad smell, but it was to become one
         I’d remember all my life and remind me of home and warmth, and cups of tea with my mum.
      

      
      Once the tray was filled I carried it into the lounge/ diner, placing it on the table. Dad had made a room divider with a plant trough, separating the dining table and chairs from the sofa, two armchairs and open fireplace. The mantelpiece
         was stacked with Dad’s certificates from smoking Kensitas cigarettes. These he would exchange for gifts from a small catalogue.
         Smoke 500 ciggies – get a pair of pruning shears! Added to this was a shelf unit he’d made to house the record player, and
         his collection of over four hundred 78 records with our Decca radio on top.
      

      
      Although the room was small, everything had its place and there was still a good amount of carpet space for me to lay out
         my Hornby o gauge train set. The walls had been papered with panels of two different designs of wallpaper, as that was all
         Dad could get due to the shortages. On the opposite side to the hallway a glass door led out onto our balcony which was open,
         being on the top floor. Two large rabbit hutches sat against the wall, at present unoccupied, the previous residents having
         been eaten several months previously.
      

      
      Mum returned and helped lay out the teapot with its knitted tea cosy, the milk jug, sugar bowl, tea strainer and saucer, two
         china cups and saucers and two teaspoons. In our house, the afternoon cup of tea may not have been as elaborate as a Japanese
         tea ceremony but it was just as important. It signified to Mum, and thousands like her, that their working day was over: they
         were home. Mum worked full-time as a shop assistant for Woolworths on the Walworth Road near the Elephant and Castle. She
         left before eight o’clock each morning and wasn’t home until five thirty, having been on her feet for most of the day. Dad
         wouldn’t be home until at least seven, sometimes later, having left home at six forty-five to travel twenty-seven stops on the Underground
         to his job as a foreman maintenance engineer at Hoover at Perivale in north London. He’d worked there before leaving north
         London to take the two-bedroom flat in Brixton as it was too good an opportunity to miss. His job paid well and gave a pension
         so he’d stayed, even with the horrendous travelling.
      

      
      The biscuits were in a Huntley and Palmers tin depicting a yellow horse-drawn coach outside a seventeenth-century inn. Pulling
         off the lid, I offered them to Mum. Once she had selected her Rich Tea biscuits I began my quest, sorting through the selection
         until I found a custard cream and two chocolate wafers, which I arranged around the edge of my saucer in order of devourability.
         Settling in her favourite armchair with her feet up she drank her tea in silence, finishing it off with a long sigh and an
         ‘Ah, that’s better … put one back.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, but Mum …’ I whined.

      
      ‘Put one back or have none.’

      
      I reluctantly returned the custard cream, making a mental note of its position in the tin.

      
      ‘Now then, Billy, what’s all this about a job?’

      
      ‘I’ve got a Saturday job at Mr Gallagher’s yard. By Somerleyton Passage.’

      
      ‘Doing what, exactly?’ she enquired.

      
      ‘Well, I’m going to do firewood and stuff. Look, I’ll show you.’ And before she could object I was off to the kitchen for
         a tin of beans and some string. In one of the kitchen cupboards was a drawer full of ‘come in handies’, as Mum called them. Opening the drawers revealed many small neat
         hanks of string which had been wrapped around Mum’s fingers and tied in the middle, elastic bands, half a box of carpet tacks,
         some brass picture hooks and other items. Virtually every household in post-war Britain had a similar collection. I often
         thought that if all the ‘come in handy’ drawers were emptied in Trafalgar Square, Nelson would be standing on the world’s
         biggest pile of assorted string.
      

      
      I deftly showed Mum the amazing knot around the tin of beans.

      
      ‘See, Mum. Easy, ain’t it?’

      
      ‘Easy, isn’t it?’ she corrected. ‘Well, we must ask your dad, but wait until after he has had his dinner, Billy. Give him a chance to get
         through the door!’ Even at my tender age, I understood the reasoning for this.
      

      
      ‘That sounds like a good idea,’ I said, gesturing with the last of my now melted chocolate wafers. ‘After dinner.’

      
      Later that evening, Dad settled in his armchair with his long legs up on the pouffe. He was over six feet tall, of muscular
         build and had huge hands. My auntie Eaddie had once described them as being as big as kitchen tables. Dad was handsome, and
         always popular with the ladies at any of the events organised within the Guinness Trust flats. He always sold the most raffle
         tickets for good causes. Apart from music, Dad’s other passion was his allotment, where he would spend his weekends in the fresh air tending his prize roses and dahlias, and nearly always winning the competitions with the other
         one hundred allotment owners in the flats. Now, seeing him relaxed with his tie and collar off, his shirtsleeves rolled up
         and his second cup of tea and cigarette, I thought it would be the perfect time to bring up the subject of my job offer.
      

      
      ‘Dad, you know how you’re always saying that money doesn’t grow on trees and has to be hard earned?’

      
      ‘You’re not getting any more pocket money,’ he cut in, before I could continue.

      
      ‘No, Dad, I don’t want any more, I want a job.’

      
      Suddenly I had his full attention. ‘A job, eh? But what kind of job?’

      
      ‘I’ll show you,’ and once again I performed the amazing new trick on the tin of beans.

      
      ‘How will that get you a job?’

      
      ‘I’ve already got one. With Mr Gallagher, every Saturday for two and six, bundling up firewood. Can I do it, Dad? Please,
         can I?’ Pleading with my eyes, I looked from him to Mum and back again.
      

      
      ‘What do you think, Eileen?’

      
      ‘Oh, please, Mum, I’ll be ever so good if you let me.’ Mum gave me one of her fixed stone stares.

      
      ‘You’ll be ever so good if I dont let you, young man.’
      

      
      Oh, bugger, I thought. I’m ‘young man’ again. This is never a good thing!

      
      ‘Oh please, Mum, please?’
      

      
      ‘Big Mike’s a good man,’ Dad interceded. ‘I’m sure Billy will be looked after, and it may teach him the value of money, that’s if that bloody dog doesn’t eat him first, of course.’
      

      
      ‘Jack,’ Mum scolded. ‘Mind your language.’

      
      Dad looked at me. ‘OK. You can do it. So long as your mum’s jobs come first.’

      
      ‘Ah. Thanks, Dad, thanks Mum. Don’t worry. I’ll make sure all your jobs are done.’ This was said as if I would be completing
         the tasks of Hercules each day, but in fact it meant anything Mum needed help with, plus making sure we had a bucket of coal
         brought up from our pram shed in the single-storey block across the service road opposite the entrance to our stairs. By a
         bit of negotiation we had managed to get two sheds. One stored coal for the open fire in the lounge and the small stove in
         the kitchen, which supplied the heat and hot water, while the other housed Dad’s bits and pieces and garden tools. All the
         flats in the Guinness Trust buildings had coal fires, although one or two had had new electric fires installed. All us kids
         thought these privileged tenants seemed very rich indeed!
      

      
      Saturday morning came and I was up early. Mum had made me a plate of Scots porridge oats and a cup of tea. Outside, it was
         a bright September morning. She got me dressed in my old clothes and had found some really long football socks that I could
         pull up over my knees, as I still didn’t have long trousers. Before leaving, she wrapped a knitted scarf around my neck and
         made me put my woolly gloves on, ignoring my protests.
      

      
      ‘It’s cold out today, Billy; if you don’t look after yourself, who else will? Here, take this.’ I looked in the brown-paper bag she’d given me. Inside, awaiting their fate, were
         a cheese sandwich, an apple and two chocolate wafer biscuits. ‘For your lunch. Don’t eat it all at once, and mind your manners
         with Mr Gallagher.’
      

      
      I peered into the bag again, then back at Mum. She read my thoughts.

      
      ‘Yes, Billy Brown, a secret supply. If you knew we had more chocolate wafers there wouldn’t be any for you now.’ She bent
         down and kissed me on the cheek. ‘Now, off to work with you, oh, and bring your money home safely. No spending it on sweets
         on the way back.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, Mum,’ I replied, descending the sixty-eight stairs from our flat. I wondered how she knew I’d already worked out how
         far two shillings and sixpence would go in Mr Snook’s sweet shop on the other side of Somerleyton Passage, under the railway.
      

      
      The instant the yard bell sounded, the ball bearings started emptying into the tin can. This time Jessie came from under a
         nearby lorry stood on jacks. I stood well clear of the gate as she skidded to a halt, showing me what a ferocious set of teeth
         she had. Once again, on command, she returned home.
      

      
      ‘Morning, Billy. That’s a good start. You’re five minutes early.’

      
      ‘Yes, sir. I mean Mr Mike.’

      
      ‘Right, then. Follow me,’ and off he went with his huge sloppy boots, galloup, galloup, galloup. In the open shed I was introduced
         to Pop, an old man wearing a faded red boiler suit with a huge leather belt and steel toe-capped boots. Covering his bald head, he had an ex-US army
         knitted hat on with ear pieces, designed for wearing under steel helmets.
      

      
      ‘Pop, this is Billy Brown. He’s our new Saturday Boy.’

      
      ‘Don’t look much, does he?’

      
      ‘Never mind all that. You just look after him and show him what to do. I’m going back to that sodding differential on the
         Bedford.’ And with that he was gone, leaving me with Pop.
      

      
      ‘Right, young man. You can put your stuff in here,’ he indicated an old tin locker painted in drab army green. ‘You may as
         well leave the gloves or you won’t be able to tie the bundles.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, sir,’ I replied, putting my lunch, gloves and scarf inside as instructed.

      
      ‘And don’t call me sir. You can call me Pops, and you do exactly as I tell you. See?’

      
      ‘Er, OK, Pops.’

      
      ‘Good. Let’s get going then. I chop, you tie. Got that?’

      
      ‘OK, Pops.’

      
      ‘Good. Wait there. I’ll be back in a minute.’ He soon returned with a large wooden box for me to stand on which he placed
         close to the bench. ‘That’s better. Always be over your work if you can, lad. Can you tie a slip knot?’
      

      
      I swiftly demonstrated with a perfect knot. If he was surprised he didn’t show it.

      
      For the next hour he chopped pre-cut timber into kindling sticks while I filled the tube and tied them. The wood was old and rough and I got one or two splinters, but I didn’t
         stop. This was my first proper job, and there would be plenty of other boys ready to jump at the chance to take my place,
         so I didn’t complain.
      

      
      After a while Mike came over to see how I was doing. Although Pop’s kindling was piling up, he seemed pleased that I’d filled
         two baker’s trays with tied bundles. Suddenly he noticed my hands. They were red on the backs and dirty, and there was a splinter
         or two on the palms.
      

      
      ‘Where’s his bloody gloves, Pop?’

      
      ‘He only brought woolly ones,’ the old man replied. ‘They’re no good.’

      
      ‘You stupid old bugger!’ Mike seemed very cross.

      
      ‘Sorry, Mike,’ I said, apologetically. ‘I didn’t have any other gloves to bring.’

      
      Calming down, he placed a huge hand on my shoulder. ‘Not you, Billy. Don’t worry. I’ve got some here from when the women did
         the bundles. They should fit you.’ Rummaging in an old tin box, he brought out the smallest pair of gloves he could find.
      

      
      ‘Here, try these on.’ I pulled on the gloves but they were still too big.

      
      Mike pulled them back off me. Taking Pop’s axe, he laid the gloves on the upturned log and, with two deft strikes, cut the
         fingers and thumb off each glove, turning them into mittens. ‘Here. Try them now.’
      

      
      The mittens fitted quite well now that my fingers didn’t have to reach the tips. ‘They’ll protect your hands and keep them a bit warm.’
      

      
      ‘Thanks very much, Mr Mike. They’re great.’

      
      ‘Pops, give me a hand with this bench.’ I stood aside as the two men lifted the bench and turned it 180 degrees so my metal
         tube was now on the other side. It was then that I noticed the pot-bellied stove stood on a large sheet of rusty steel.
      

      
      ‘Why isn’t the stove lit, Pops?’ Mike enquired.

      
      ‘It’s not cold enough yet.’

      
      ‘Jesus, give me strength,’ Mike replied, getting cross again. ‘Billy, any time you come here and it’s cold, light the stove.’

      
      ‘I’m alright,’ I protested, but my bright red hands and legs had already given me away. With a look that could kill any mortal
         man, he spoke calmly to Pop.
      

      
      ‘Now listen to me. This lad isn’t here to take your job. He’s here to help you. He’s just a boy, but a boy I already like, so show him how to do the stove and stop sodding about!’
      

      
      If Pops wasn’t scared, I was. Even at my age I’d already realised that Mike Gallagher was not a man to be argued with. He
         went back to work on the Bedford lorry.
      

      
      Pops took off a glove and offered his hand.

      
      ‘Sorry Billy. I can be a miserable old bugger sometimes.’ I removed my mitten, then suddenly remembering the procedure, spat
         into my dirty palm and offered him my hand. Pop spat into his and grinned, his teeth looking like misplaced yellow tombstones
         in a churchyard. ‘We’ll get along fine,’ he said. ‘Oh, I’m sure we shall, Pops, ’cos any friend of Big Mike’s is a friend of mine.’
      

      
      For a minute he gave me one of those quizzical looks. Then he grinned again. ‘Billy Brown, you’re not as daft as you look!’

      
      Lighting the stove was easy. First Pop cleaned out the old ashes and raked out underneath for good airflow. Then, taking a
         few thin sticks from the kindling pile, he cut shavings down each side of the stick without actually detaching them. Once
         he had three or four done he placed them inside the stove, lighting them with a match. The thin shavings caught immediately,
         with no need for paper to ignite the sticks. More sticks were applied until the stove was roaring away. Pop closed the damper
         and the stove settled down.
      

      
      ‘Right, Billy. It’s your job to keep it going or light it. We use all the old crap timber. Anything I can’t chop goes in that
         oil drum for the stove. OK?’
      

      
      I peered into the open drum. It was half full of odd bits of wood, some with nails, bolts or screws, and some just with big
         knots. Pop took a large piece and showed me how to open the top of the stove with a tool and drop in some wood. I took a piece
         and did the same. ‘That’s it. Back to work. It’ll soon be time for breakfast.’
      

      
      We went back to chopping and bundling while I thought about the breakfast remark.

      
      ‘Billy, I have a job for you,’ said Big Mike as he walked back over to his van. Reaching inside, he brought out a parcel wrapped in newspaper. ‘Do you know the Primrose Café?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, Mr Mike. The one next to the water tank in Atlantic Road?’

      
      ‘Right, good lad,’ he said, giving me the parcel. ‘Take this to Rose in the café; tell her three sandwiches with mustard and
         sauce and not to be mean. OK?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, Mr Mike. Three sandwiches with mustard and sauce, and not to be mean?’ The mean part I repeated more as a question.

      
      ‘That’s it. Now, off you go and don’t forget the sandwiches.’

      
      ‘But, Mr Mike, I haven’t any money to pay for them.’ I wasn’t sure about the smile he gave, nor about his answer. ‘No money
         needed, Billy.’
      

      
      The Primrose Cafe wasn’t even five minutes away through Somerleyton Passage, under the railway, over Mayal Road to Atlantic
         Road and turn right. The cafe stood on a corner painted primrose yellow, and had half-height lace curtains so you could look
         in but not see the seated customers. Inside, I was greeted by a nice, jolly lady with bright red cheeks wearing a flowery
         apron just like the one Mum always wore.
      

      
      ‘Please, Miss. I was told to ask for Rose.’

      
      ‘I’m not a miss, I’m a Mrs, but you can call me Rose. Who are you?’

      
      ‘I’m Billy Brown and I work for Mr Gallagher.’ She looked at me with a kindly smile. ‘You – work for Big Mike? He’s employing
         young.’
      

      
      ‘I’m the Saturday Boy,’ I announced with great pride.

      
      
      ‘Well, good for you, Billy Brown – the Saturday Boy. Is that my parcel?’ She gestured towards the newspaper parcel I was carrying.
         I handed it over and repeated the message. When I got to the bit about ‘and don’t be mean’, Rose fell about laughing.
      

      
      ‘You tell him he’s a cheeky bugger. No, on second thoughts, you best not! Well, sit down Billy, and I’ll do his sandwiches.
         Do you want a cup of tea while you wait?’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Rose. I haven’t any money.’

      
      She laughed again. ‘That’s just like him to send you out without a penny. Do you take sugar?’

      
      I watched as she held the huge chrome teapot under the hot-water geyser for a few seconds, then, giving the pot a good shake,
         poured me out a cup of tea, adding two sugars as requested.
      

      
      From where I sat I could see her in the kitchen. Unwrapping the parcel, I stared as she produced a dead rabbit and a long
         string of pork sausages. I hadn’t seen sausages for at least three weeks. Rationing was still in force following the war and
         meat was in very short supply. Deftly she cut six sausages from the string and put them in the pan where they sizzled away,
         filling the cafe with a wonderful, mouth-watering aroma.
      

      
      ‘Now, what sauce do you want, brown or tomato?’ I looked up, bewildered. Rose understood immediately. ‘Three sandwiches –
         Mike, Pop and you? Now, which sauce?’
      

      
      ‘Ah, tomato please.’

      
      Back in the kitchen she applied the sauce liberally. Then, wrapping each sandwich individually, she laid them on the counter top. Taking a thick pencil, she wrote on each bag. As she did so she spoke out loud. ‘M for Mike. P for
         Pop. BB for Billy Brown.’ With that she put them all into a large brown-paper bag and closed the top. ‘Hurry back, Billy,
         or they’ll get cold.’
      

      
      I ran all the way back to the yard. Mike and Pops were already in the shed with three steaming cups of tea on the bench. I
         handed Mike the bag.
      

      
      ‘What did Rose say?’ he asked. Although I remembered the cheeky bugger comment, I thought better of it.

      
      ‘Nothing, Mr Mike. She gave me a cup of tea.’

      
      ‘Good,’ he laughed. ‘That’ll be on my bill next time I’m in there.’

      
      The sandwich was the best I’d had in ages, although I did feel a pang of guilt while I was devouring it, thinking about Mum’s
         cheese sandwich, ignored in its bag. Both Mike and Pops thought it hilariously funny when the mustard in the sandwich caused
         my eyes to water, but I wiped them with the freshly laundered hankie Mum had put in my pocket.
      

      
      Mike noticed it. ‘That’ll be your mother again, eh, Billy?’

      
      ‘Yes, Mr Mike. She always makes sure I have a clean hankie with me.’

      
      He nodded, not saying a word. Sitting on my box, eating my sausage sandwich with these two men made me feel so grown-up. The
         stove was nice and warm and life felt good – until I spotted Jessie, that is. She was under the bench with her eyes riveted
         to my every movement.


‘Mr Mike,’ I whispered, trying to catch his attention without exciting the dog. ‘Mr Mike.’
      

      
      ‘What’s the matter, Billy? You’ve gone as white as a sheet!’

      
      ‘Mr Mike,’ I repeated, indicating with a faint nod that he should look under the bench.

      
      ‘Oh, is that all. Old Jessie?’

      
      ‘But Mr Mike, she’s not on her chain.’

      
      ‘No, Billy. She’s free to wander when the yard’s open. It’s only when it’s closed or I’m in one of the sheds that I put her
         chain on. She’s been taught to be aggressive when her chain is on, or when the yard’s shut. She won’t hurt you. She’s only
         after your sandwich.’
      

      
      Looking up in my direction, she showed me the whites of her eyes. She didn’t seem as fierce as she had been, but I was still
         wary. Slowly I stretched out my hand, offering her my last piece of sausage sandwich. Mike’s voice came over my shoulder.
      

      
      ‘Good girl, Jessie. Gently.’ The terrifying jaws opened just wide enough to take the treat. It was gone without chewing. She
         came a little closer. ‘Let her sniff you, Billy.’
      

      
      It wasn’t a case of letting her, she was going to anyway, I thought, because I was sitting down on my box and her head was
         almost level with mine.
      

      
      ‘Good girl,’ I said, just as Mike had done. Feeling braver, I stroked her huge head. She stood still, allowing me to stroke
         her for a few moments before lying down in front of the stove. Giving a huge sigh of relief, I continued breathing.
      

      
      
      ‘Well, you’re a surprise, Billy. She normally takes much longer to make friends with people.’

      
      Breakfast over, we all went back to work. From where I was stood on my box I could now see out across the yard. As I tied
         my bundles, people came and went, some buying timber or building materials, some selling scrap metal to Mike who weighed it
         on giant scales with a nice brass plate engraved ‘Avery’. The prices were chalked up outside the weighing shed on a black
         board. Brass, copper, lead, iron and steel all had a scrap value.
      

      
      I noticed that several older boys came in with scrap metal and, when I asked about it, Pop explained that they picked it up
         from the bombsites. Although it wasn’t really legal, the police were too busy to patrol the thousands of sites in the area.
      

      
      One hour passed and lunchtime came. No sooner had I sat down on my box when Jessie appeared and sat near me, eager to share
         whatever I had. I gave her some of my cheese sandwich as I was still quite full from the breakfast one, but saved my biscuits
         for the afternoon.
      

      
      ‘Pops?’ I asked. ‘Is it OK if I pop out for five minutes?’

      
      ‘Sure, but be quick. Mike usually has a short nap in his van after lunch unless a customer comes in, so just hurry.’

      
      As fast as I could I went through the passage again and straight to the butcher.

      
      
      ‘And what can I get for you, young man?’ the butcher enquired.

      
      ‘A big bone please, if you’ve got one.’

      
      ‘How big?’

      
      ‘Very big, please.’

      
      From a large steel bin the butcher produced an enormous beef bone. ‘How’s this one for size?’ he asked.

      
      ‘That’s just right, thank you.’

      
      ‘Jolly good. That’ll be three pence please.’

      
      ‘Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t know you had to pay for bones.’

      
      ‘I’m afraid so, young man. We get a good price from the bone man.’ I remembered seeing the van collecting the bins of bones,
         but never thought there would be any money in them.
      

      
      ‘I’m very sorry, sir, but I didn’t bring any money with me. It’s only for old Jessie, Big Mike’s dog.’

      
      ‘What are you doing with Big Mike?’ the butcher enquired.

      
      ‘I’m Billy Brown. I’m the new Saturday Boy.’

      
      ‘Well then, Billy Brown, you give this to Jessie with my compliments. There’s no charge – and make sure you tell Big Mike.
         OK?’ I hadn’t even noticed that he had already put some paper round the huge bone while we’d been talking. Picking it up off
         the counter, I thanked him for his kindness and headed back, surprised at the weight of it.
      

      
      Back at the yard, Pop laughed at the size of the enormous bone. ‘That’ll keep the old girl happy ’til Christmas,’ he joked.
         I went over to the stove where Jessie was still lying. After a few sniffs she seized the huge bone in her jaws and walked out with it. The disappointment
         at not seeing her enjoy it must have been written all over my face.
      

      
      ‘Well, if you had a nice treat, would you want to share it or let everyone else watch you eat it?’ Pop said. And although
         I didn’t like it, I understood his logic, and pictured Jessie in some secret den in the corner of the yard enjoying her treat.
      

      
      The afternoon passed quite quickly. Two builders came in and bought an RSJ, which Mike cut to length with the acetylene torch.
         I was fascinated as I watched bright sparks of molten metal fly everywhere as he cut through the thick steel.
      

      
      ‘Don’t look at the cutting tip, Billy,’ Pop warned me. ‘It’s too bright to look at without goggles and can cause arc eye.’

      
      ‘Arc eye? What’s that?’ I asked.

      
      ‘It’s an injury to the eyes from bright lights. Just don’t look, OK?’ We went back to the firewood while the three men loaded
         the steel beam, two at one end and Mike at the other.
      

      
      At four thirty, Mike came over. ‘That’s it, Billy. Time to go home. Here’s your money.’ Taking the half-crown I said, ‘Thank
         you. Shall I come again next Saturday?’
      

      
      ‘You’d better, or I’ll come and get you.’ For a moment he scared me. Then I saw the twinkle in his eye.

      
      ‘I’ll be here, Mr Mike. At eight thirty sharp.’

      
      
      As I went to leave he stopped me. ‘Wait a minute.’ He rummaged in the back of his van, returning with a small parcel. ‘Here,
         Billy, give this to your mum with my compliments.’
      

      
      I didn’t need to ask about the contents of the parcel as it was just like the one I had taken to Rose at the café.

      
      ‘I’ll tell her. And thank you.’ Walking back, I held the coin in my hand all the way home. I was very tired but so pleased
         with myself, a proper Saturday Boy!
      

      
      On the third Saturday Mike asked if I wanted to do a delivery with him. The thought of going out in his van filled me with
         excitement. We loaded ten trays of kindling in the van before setting off. I felt so grownup, riding in the van with Big Mike.
      

      
      ‘Where are we going, Mr Mike?’ I enquired.

      
      ‘We’re off to Acre Lane first, then Brixton Hill near the Clifton Cinema. You know that?’

      
      ‘Of course I do. I know all the cinemas, Mr Mike.’

      
      ‘I thought you might. Do you like the film shows?’

      
      ‘Oh yes. They’re smashing. Last week Mum and Dad took me to see The Sea Hawk with Errol Flynn. It was really good. He’s ever so brave and daring.’
      

      
      Mike laughed out loud. ‘I can see why you’d like that. You’re a bit of a pirate yourself.’ I took this as a huge compliment;
         being compared to my hero Errol Flynn was just brilliant!
      

      
      Arriving at the first shop and unloading, Mike carried in six trays of bundles. Jones’s oil shop was stacked floor to ceiling
         with everything a home might need. Brooms and brushes hung from the wooden boarded ceiling, one wall was shelved out with pigeon holes containing huge bars of
         carbolic soap, tins of boot polish, scrubbing brushes, boxes of matches in three different sizes, hanks of washing line, tins
         of paint and tools, and there were open-top barrels filled with dog biscuits and chicken feed. The walls and floor were made
         of old tongue-and-groove pine, and the whole place hadn’t been painted for years. Walking into the shop was like entering
         a giant wooden box filled with amazing and useful things. Throughout the entire shop was the pervading smell of paraffin oil,
         which was sold by the pint or the gallon depending on how much you needed. During the war every house had a paraffin lantern
         or two and a heater, just in case the electricity was cut off, either by bombing or, more usually, due to power cuts to save
         energy. Mr Jones also sold cooking oil, methylated spirits and car engine oil (when available). I liked the smell almost as
         much as the smell of marzipan.
      

      
      ‘Billy, stack the bundles on that shelf over there while I see Mr Jones.’

      
      I set to unloading the trays, piling up the bundles like logs on end. While I was doing this, Mrs Bentham from flat 238 came
         in with Janet, her daughter, and stopped dead in her tracks when she saw me. Mrs Bentham worked part-time at Woolies with
         my mum. In the winter I would stay at her flat after school and play with Janet until Mum got home from work.
      

      
      ‘Billy Brown, what on earth are you up to?’

      
      
      ‘I’ve got a job,’ I announced proudly. ‘I’m the Saturday Boy.’

      
      ‘Are you indeed. Well, you need better gloves,’ she said, looking down at my cut-off mittens. I couldn’t really see anything
         wrong with them.
      

      
      ‘They’re fine,’ I reassured her. ‘I need me fingers free to tie the slip knots, you see.’

      
      ‘I need my fingers free,’ she corrected me. ‘So, you’re doing our firewood?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I am,’ I assured her.

      
      ‘And does your mum know?’

      
      ‘Of course – and Dad. They said it would teach me the value of money.’

      
      She gave me one of those ‘hmmm, I wonder’ looks.

      
      ‘You’re awfully dirty, Billy.’

      
      I turned round to see Janet. ‘It’s the work, Janet. You can’t stay clean in this job.’ I liked Janet. She was my age and very
         pretty, and always dressed nicely with her hair brushed and tied with a ribbon.
      

      
      ‘Honestly, Billy, I don’t know what will become of you.’ God, she was starting to sound like her mum.

      
      ‘I’ll tell you what will become of him,’ barked Mike as he strode back into the shop, with his boots still going galloup,
         galloup, galloup. ‘He’ll either become a millionaire or be hung for piracy. Ah, good lad,’ and with that, he picked up the
         six empty trays and walked out, still slopping his great unlaced boots.
      

      
      ‘Who was that awful man?’ Mrs Bentham asked.

      
      ‘That’s Big Mike, he’s me boss. I must be going. Bye, Janet, see you later.’

      
      I followed Mike out to the van, smiling. Of course I knew I should have said he was ‘my’ boss, but it was much more fun to see Mrs Bentham’s nose turn up at ‘me’. I was pleased
         Janet had been with her to see me really working.
      

      
      As we drove up Brixton Hill, I noticed Mike was having trouble changing gear.

      
      ‘What’s up, Mr Mike?’

      
      ‘Second gear’s gone on this bloody old van so I have to go from first to third and it’s not easy uphill.’

      
      It’s not easy in those boots either, I thought to myself. I had to turn away and look out of the window so he wouldn’t see
         me grinning.
      

      
      The second delivery was much like the first. I stacked while Mike chatted and collected some cash. As I replaced the sale
         card on the top of the newly stacked bundles I noticed the prices: ‘Sixpence a bundle or three for one shilling.’ On the drive
         back to the yard I worked out that I was tying at least one hundred bundles every Saturday for two and six, which the oil
         shops would sell for five pounds. I didn’t realise it but, at that moment, I understood the principles of supply and demand,
         profit and loss.
      

      
      During my stay at Mike’s yard I had already got a nice little sideline going. At the end of the day I would shovel all the
         wood ash raked from the pot-bellied stove and put it through an old metal sieve I’d found in one of the sheds. This separated
         the ash from the old nails and bolts in it. The remaining clean ash would normally fill two of Mike’s large brown-paper bags.
         On Sunday morning I would take them over to the allotments where the gardeners were eager to buy them for sixpence a bag, using
         the ash as fertiliser for their tomatoes and chrysanthemums. I now had a demand for this, as there were one hundred allotments
         in the flats and they were all potential customers. Pop would soon complain that I kept the stove burning too hot, but in
         fact, all I was interested in was making lots of wood ash!
      

      
      ‘Listen, Billy. It’s a piece of cake. Just be there at five thirty. Help put away the barrows and stock, and get five shillings
         on Saturday night.’
      

      
      I’d known Tommy all my life because we’d grown up in the same block of flats. Since he was older than me he was not in my
         little group of pals, but he always said hello when he saw me in Brixton market where he had an after-school job helping one
         of the stallholders clear away at night. He was going away for a week, but needed someone to fill in for him to protect his
         nice job.
      

      
      ‘Look, come down on Saturday and I’ll show you the ropes. OK?’ I agreed, so long as Mum said it was OK. Once she knew it would
         only be for one week she agreed to let me do it, especially as it was coming up to Christmas and an extra five bob would come
         in handy. Lots of the older boys and girls had Saturday jobs in Brixton market. The girls worked for Woolworths, Marks and
         Spencer and the fashion shops, while the lads worked for various stalls in the market. The pay was good and so were the extras.
         In the market you soon learnt who was who, what they could supply and for how much. Extras were important because of the rationing, whether
         they were food, clothing or other essentials, so the market was the centre of Brixton life, and indeed for most of south London.
         With three major shopping arcades, over two hundred outside stalls, plus department and retail stores, it was a shopping mecca.
      

      
      On the next Saturday I left the yard dead on four thirty. I had to carry my bags of ash home to the pram shed first before
         I could head to the market. We were to meet at the entrance to Granville Arcade and Market Row. Crossing Acre Lane from Somerleyton
         Road, I entered the Arcade at the opposite end to the one where Tommy was waiting. Even though it was now four thirty, the
         market was still packed with shoppers. The first thing I noticed was the noise level, from the stallholders shouting their
         wares and friends calling to each other, all topped off with music blaring from the two record shops.
      

      
      ‘Here you go ladies, last of the oranges, two bob a scoop!’ The stallholders sold fruit and veg at knockdown prices on Saturday
         afternoon just to get rid of everything, shouting above each other for the last sales of the week. Traders all over the market
         would be trying to make a sale: ‘That’s it, Mrs, buy two pairs of shoes and I’ll throw in a nice pair of slippers, any colour
         you like.’ ‘Buy ten yards of curtain material and get the lining free.’ ‘Box of twelve cakes, two shillings, last of them
         loaves sixpence each.’ Every kind of smell filled my nose, from sawdust in the butcher’s shop, leather, bread, fruit, flowers and spices to the soused
         herrings in the huge wooden barrels outside the delicatessen.
      

      
      I finally made my way through the crowds to where Tommy was waiting for me at the far end of the arcade. ‘Right, this way.’
         I followed him to the stall where he worked.
      

      
      ‘This is Billy Brown, Mr Robinson.’

      
      The man turned round to meet me. He was in his early fifties, short and stout with thinning hair under a flat cap. His cheeks
         were well rounded and rosy from always being out in the open air. I couldn’t help but notice how his short, podgy fingers
         were ingrained with the dirt of serving vegetables for so many years. Once you’d got a stall in Brixton market, it was for
         life. Many stalls had been handed down for three of four generations, and each one was a goldmine.
      

      
      ‘You honest?’ he asked abruptly.

      
      ‘Yes, sir, I work for Big Mike during the day.’

      
      ‘Ah, Big Mike Gallagher. Eh, well that’s good enough for me, Billy. Tommy will show you what to do.’ With that he began to
         untie his leather money apron, which most market traders wore. The apron had three long pockets across the front for money.
         The front one held coins, while the back two held notes. ‘I’ll be in the Canterbury if you need me.’ He made his way to the
         Canterbury Arms pub. Tommy could see I was curious.
      

      
      ‘He goes there every night for a pint of Guinness and a smoke before he goes home. He’ll be back in about an hour unless he meets a pal or two and they start talking about the gee-gees.’
      

      
      ‘What’s the gee-gees?’ I asked.

      
      He looked me up and down. ‘You know, the horses, racing. Mr Robinson likes nothing better than a little flutter on the gee-gees.
         Now, help me pull this stall out.’
      

      
      Once we’d kicked the day’s rubbish out of the way I found the market stall quite easy to manoeuvre, even still loaded. The
         large iron-shod wheels crunched over the cobbled market streets. Steering was done by the wooden front wheels, which had long
         iron handles attached at the hub. The straight shafts joined across the front, allowing room for two people to pull a loaded
         cart quite easily.
      

      
      We turned into the row by the fire station and stopped at the third railway arch along. The gate was open and other traders
         were packing up for the night. Tommy seemed to know them all and was greeted like a long-lost friend.
      

      
      ‘Hello, Tommy boy, who’s this you got wiv ya?’

      
      For a second I smiled to myself; if Mrs Bentham could hear these men talk she’d have a fit!

      
      ‘This is Billy Brown, George. He’s doing my job for the next week.’

      
      ‘Is he, by God? How old is he?’ Before Tommy could answer, I spoke up.

      
      ‘Old enough to work for Big Mike,’ I said. It hadn’t taken long for me to realise that being a friend of Big Mike was going
         to be very useful.
      

      
      
      ‘Big Mike, is it? So, you must be his new Saturday Boy?’

      
      ‘That’s right, I am.’

      
      George came over. ‘You know what happened to his last Saturday boy, I take it?’ Before I could answer he continued, ‘He ate
         him and gave the bones to Jessie!’ The men in the arches thought this was hilarious and all joined in the laughter.
      

      
      ‘Thanks very much, George,’ I addressed him in my most commanding voice. ‘I’ll mention it next time I see him.’

      
      ‘Now look, Billy, I was only joking.’

      
      ‘That’s OK, George. So was I.’

      
      The other traders were now howling with laughter. ‘You’re not as green as you’re cabbage-looking, are you, lad?’ George clenched
         his fist but just gave me a gentle push to the chin. ‘You’ll be alright with us.’ As he withdrew his fist I read the word
         ARMY tattooed across the knuckles of his right hand and NAVY across his left. Noticing my curiosity, George held up both clenched
         fists under his chin and said proudly, ‘Army-Navy Joint Welterweight Boxing Champion, undefeated, not even by old Adolf.’
         He crouched into a fighter’s stance and threw a few punches, just missing my ears. He was so fast I was spellbound.
      

      
      ‘So, Billy, what d’ya think? Wanna go a few rounds?’

      
      I regained my composure. ‘No thanks, George, but if you like I’ll bring Big Mike next Saturday. I’m sure he’ll take you on!’

      
      George stroked his chin thoughtfully. ‘Maybe, when he’s down to eight stone seven pounds, just maybe.’

      
      
      As we all went back to our market stalls, I heard the other men talking to George. ‘That’s a cheeky little bugger,’ one offered.

      
      ‘So he may be, but he’s got spirit and I like that.’ Without saying any more, George went back to moving hundredweight sacks
         of potatoes as if they were filled with ping-pong balls.
      

      
      The railway arch we were in was partitioned off to allow for three lock-ups down each side. Tommy opened the middle one and
         got busy unloading the stall. ‘Fruit on the right, veg on the left. Any crap leave outside.’
      

      
      ‘What’s crap?’

      
      ‘You know, Billy, rotten stuff.’

      
      ‘Oh, right.’

      
      We sorted and stacked the produce. Out of about thirty boxes we had six full boxes of rotten stuff.

      
      ‘Where does all this go, Tommy?’

      
      ‘Put it just outside the arch by the wall,’ Tommy said. ‘The old girls will be along soon. Go and get the hose by the door.’
         I wanted to know about the old girls, but Tommy was busy going through a crate of oranges for mouldy ones. Returning with
         the hose, I was instructed to half-fill an open-topped, forty-gallon drum. There was already some water in it so it didn’t
         take long.
      

      
      ‘Now, tip these in carefully.’ Tommy handed me the half-crate of good oranges.

      
      ‘What for?’ I asked.

      
      
      ‘Jesus, Billy, is everything a bloody question with you?’

      
      ‘I just like to know, that’s all.’

      
      ‘It’s Saturday night. These oranges are old stock, so we keep them a bit fresh by putting them in water until Monday morning,
         see?’
      

      
      ‘Sure Tommy, now I know.’ I watched as the oranges plopped into the water, then bobbed to the surface, all shiny-skinned.

      
      As I rewound the hose onto its drum by the front door, two old ladies were sorting through all the stuff we chucked out. The
         ‘old girls’, as Tommy called them. Standing just inside the arch I witnessed this little spectacle.
      

      
      ‘Sad, ain’t it?’ George was beside me. ‘Every night, it’s the same. All these old dears come and collect anything they can
         cut and use. It saves them on their war widow’s pension.’
      

      
      ‘But these two are too old to be war widows,’ I said.

      
      ‘Not this war, the last one. The First World War.’

      
      I looked again and one lady saw me. ‘Hello luv, got any good tomatoes left?’

      
      ‘Over here, Billy.’ George handed me half a box of ripe, juicy tomatoes. The minute I put them out, the ladies descended on
         them as if they were gold coins.
      

      
      ‘Thanks, darlin’. What’s your name?’

      
      ‘It’s Billy Brown, ma’am.’

      
      ‘Well, Billy Brown, you’re a good, kind-hearted boy and God will watch over you.’ They carried on sorting while Tommy and
         I stripped the stall, finally folding up the fake green grass cover the fruit was displayed on. The last job was to brush the barrow off, leaving it clean for Monday morning.
      

      
      ‘What shall I do with all these empty crates, Tommy?’

      
      ‘Chuck ’em out with the rubbish. The market cleaners clear all that after seven o’clock.’

      
      ‘But they’re all wooden. Don’t you keep them?’

      
      ‘No, you think we’re going to send orange boxes back to Spain for a refill?’

      
      Looking at all these wooden boxes set my mind into supply-and-demand mode.

      
      ‘So, I can take them if I want?’

      
      ‘For Christ’s sake, Billy, you can clear the whole bloody market if you want. It’ll save the cleaners a lot of work. But what
         do you want with a load of old boxes anyway?’ Before I could explain Mr Robinson came back from the pub.
      

      
      ‘Ah, good boys, that’s it. Oranges in soak, Tommy?’

      
      ‘Yes, Mr Robinson. Billy did ’em.’

      
      ‘That’s it, then. Lock up and fuck off!’

      
      I was a little surprised by Mr Robinson’s swearing, especially the F-word. I’d only said it once and Mum had scrubbed my mouth
         out with a bar of soap. Behind his back, Tommy mimed a gesture of tipping a glass to his lips and making his legs go wobbly.
         From this I gathered Mr Robinson might have had more than one pint of Guinness that evening.
      

      
      Mr Robinson handed five shillings to Tommy and gave me two. ‘See you at the stall Monday, five thirty. Yes?’


‘Yes please, Mr Robinson. I’ll be there.’ He waved goodbye and tottered off home.
      

      
      ‘You did OK. Two bob for an hour’s work. He either likes you or he’s pissed. Well, I’m off to the Prince of Wales. See you
         in a week.’
      

      
      I stood there staring at all the wooden boxes.

      
      ‘Here you go, Billy.’ Turning around, I saw George offering me a wooden tomato box filled to the top with ripe fruit. I stared
         in amazement. The box looked like something from the church’s Harvest Festival celebrations. Oranges, apples, pears, plums,
         tomatoes and a marrow filled it to overflowing. ‘Thank you, George. Mum will be delighted.’
      

      
      ‘That’s OK. Most of it will be going off by Monday.’ I looked into the box again and knew he was lying. It all looked perfectly
         good to me but I didn’t say anything. As I walked out into the market I turned back. ‘George?’
      

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘Didn’t you have any bananas?’ I couldn’t help grinning from ear to ear.

      
      ‘What, for the bloody cheeky monkey?’ He aimed a rotten apple at me, which I easily avoided.

      
      ‘See you Monday night, George.’

      
      ‘Not if I see you first, Billy Brown!’

      
      Mum was speechless when I told her about my first trip to the market. She couldn’t stop saying, ‘And he gave you all this,
         are you sure?’
      

      
      ‘Honest, Mum!’ I told her all about George and his tattoos and the old ladies. ‘You must always remember, Billy, that there’s always someone worse off than you. Now, let’s see …’ and she began to unpack the box. In the bottom were
         six large green cooking apples. Picking one out, she turned it around in her fingers and sniffed it.
      

      
      ‘Here, smell it.’ I sniffed as directed.

      
      ‘It’s an apple, Mum.’

      
      ‘Ah, not just any apple, these are Bramley apples, the best for apple pies. I’ll make three with these.’

      
      ‘Mum, we can’t eat three big pies,’ I protested.

      
      ‘I know that. One’s for us, one’s for old Mrs Dawson on the second floor and one is for you to take to your nice Mr George
         next Monday. Kindness brings its own rewards, Billy.’
      

      
      ‘I know, you’re always telling me.’

      
      ‘Here, have a pear. It’s time for Dick Barton.’ As nobody had a TV in 1949, our entertainment was the radio. At seven o’clock each night it was the detective series Dick Barton, Special Agent, with his sidekick, Snowy. At least fifteen million people listened to it every night, only to be left with a cliff-hanger
         ending to make us tune in again for the next episode.
      

      
      The following Monday I arrived early for the market with my go-kart. Dad had made it for me from some old pram wheels, a plank
         and a large sturdy wooden box. It was steered by a length of rope attached to each side of the front axle. Parking it in the
         railway arch, I went off to find Mr Robinson. The same little pantomime ensued. ‘I’ll be in the Canterbury Arms if you need
         me. See you in an hour.’
      

      
      Clearing the rubbish from under the stall, I pulled it out into the market. As I turned into Station Road for the arches, George came alongside me pulling his stall. Shifting nearer
         to me, he seized the corner of my handle. ‘Come on, I’ll give you a pull.’ He now pulled his stall one-handed. It was only
         the brilliantly simple design of these stalls that allowed him to do so.
      

      
      Reaching the arches, he first pulled his stall in and then mine. Thanking him, I went to my go-kart where, under a cloth in
         the box, was the fresh apple pie with a doily over it.
      

      
      ‘Here, George,’ I offered up the pie. ‘Mum said ‘‘kindness brings its own rewards’’.’

      
      He took the pie from me and removed the paper doily cover.

      
      ‘Well I’m blowed. Look at this!’

      
      The other traders gathered round. On top of the pie Mum had cut some scrap pastry into a boxing-glove shape.

      
      ‘Did you ever see such a pie?’ he said. They all agreed. ‘You must thank your mum, Billy. She’s a very kind person.’

      
      ‘So are you, George, but she wants her plate back. She’s not that kind!’ He laughed, and once again the ARMY fist nudged my
         cheek.
      

      
      It didn’t take long to empty the stall and I didn’t have to soak any oranges. Once everything was put away and swept out I
         set to, stacking and packing boxes onto my go-kart. The traders were most curious until I told them it was all for firewood.
         The tomato boxes were the best, as they stacked inside each other. Apple boxes fitted inside the orange crates and in no time at all I was loaded. George gave me a piece of thin rope to tie it all down
         and was surprised when I showed him my slip knot. Mr Robinson arrived to close up, checking the lock-up first and then the
         market stall. He nodded his approval. ‘Well done, lad, see you tomorrow.’ He didn’t seem to notice me pulling a kart-load
         of boxes behind me.
      



OEBPS/images/9781409122777.jpg
u? i e
Billix Brow: §
Ot ¥

Your WMother

BILL BROWN S

‘Bill Brown is a natural storyteller.
ALAN TITCHMARSH
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