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Money to Spend

It was that boring time for Eddie when the magic of Christmas had come

and gone but it wasn’t quite time yet to go back to school and enjoy

snowball fights with his classmates at Fenton Grammar. And that could

only be eagerly anticipated if it became cold enough to snow. Leonard’s

dad said it would and he knew everything because he had fixed Eddie’s bike

last summer when the chain broke. The town of Fenton didn’t often get

snow owing to its sheltered aspect and being by the seaside. Eddie used to

think everyone lived by the sea and spent all their summer holidays playing

on the sands. That was until Leonard came to his primary school, Fenton

Central, when Eddie was in Form 3Sb. He’d been only eight then. Len

came from the East End of London and apparently that wasn’t by the sea!

He had learnt a lot from Len with his city ways. The ‘Sb’ stood for Miss

Sandbuck, his teacher in the third Year at FCS (Fish and ChipS to the

initiated).

Now he was at the Grammar he knew lots about London through

History with Mr Ellison and Geography with Mr ‘Flicker’ Jackson, so

nicknamed because of his nervous twitch. Len and Eddie had both passed

the 11-plus, as it was called in those days of the early sixties. Eddie was

brighter than Len, but Len knew how to fix things, just like his dad. Len

had received an electric train set for Christmas and had already taken some

of it to pieces just so that he could put it back together again. Apart from

the usual assorted sweets and books – his parents wanted him to go to

university and be the first in the family to do so – Eddie had received

numerous postal orders from aunties and uncles, most of whom he had

never actually met. He had seven at two and sixpence each. Also there was

five shillings from Granddad Bob and Grandma Vera, together with two

shillings from Aunty Beth next door. She wasn’t really his aunty, but he

liked her more than most of his mum’s sisters because she was always there

and cooked smashing pies and cakes, which he and Len often took on their

expeditions. Dad seemed to like Aunty Beth as well as he always seemed to

have a smile on his face when Eddie mentioned her name. Mentioning

Mum’s name to Dad didn’t seem to have the same effect.

Eddie sat on his bed and counted and recounted his new wealth. He made

it one pound, four shillings and sixpence which together with some pocket

money, which he had saved since the summer, now came to two pounds,
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three shillings and eleven pence. What to do with it? That was the question.

He wanted a train set like Len’s, but Len said his dad had paid more than

five pounds. He thought for a few moments. Len’s set didn’t now look

new, because he and Eddie had played with it non-stop since the 25th; just

over four days ago. Indeed, after Len had dismantled it, it didn’t look the

same anyway. Maybe he could buy a second-hand one. Dad always bought

second-hand cars and Mum seemed to wear second-hand dresses, or so

Aunty Beth said! Just then his mum called from downstairs,

“Eddie, tea’s ready!”

He put his money and postal orders in his secret drawer, which wasn’t

that secret, just that his mum kept his socks there and she wouldn’t think to

look for anything else.

“Coming!”

He’d have to return to his thinking area (his bed) later. Best not discuss

his plans with his parents who would want him to save some of it or buy an

encyclopedia or the like.

All during tea – ham salad, tinned peaches and cream – Eddie steered the

conversation away from himself towards his big sister Jenny. She had just

started a new job at the bakers, Arleson’s, in the High Street. There were

other bakers, but Mum said Mr Arleson didn’t rob you and his crusty

farmhouse was always fresh. Jenny was sixteen and went to coffee bars and

played gramophone records. She was always getting into trouble for staying

out late. That being anything after ten in their parents’ eyes.

“You haven’t finished your cucumber,” his mum said.

“You know I hate it,” Eddie tried to say politely, even though his mum

always said the same thing whenever they had salad. Dad winked

knowingly. Eddie forced a single piece into his mouth and grinned.

“Well done, son,” said his dad. “What have you been doing this

afternoon?”

“Not much. Did a bit on my History project,” Eddie lied.

“Yeah! Yeah!” Jenny interrupted. Anything to put her kid brother in his

place and get him into trouble.

“Nothing to do with you,” Eddie retorted loudly.

“Bet you were counting your money as you usually do. I earn more in a

week than you got at Christmas.”

“Yeah, but at least I don’t spend it on cheap magazines and coffee,”

Eddie fired back angrily.

“I don’t have to buy my coffees. There are plenty of boys who will
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provide.”

Just when Eddie was going to debate the quality of the ex-boys of

Fenton Secondary Modern, Eddie’s mum cut in,

“That’s enough from you two!”

Eddie glared at his sister. Jenny grinned sarcastically.

Tea concluded more or less peaceably with Mum and Dad chatting

aimlessly, each hardly listening to the other. Eddie helped his mum to wash

up. Jennifer retired to her ‘boudoir’ to paint her nails or face. It was Friday

night and even though Fenton in winter was deader than a cemetery at any

time, the ‘Blue Iris’ would still welcome Jenny and her friends. They could

while away the hours there from seven until late. In Jenny’s case not that

late; she knew her curfew, and could be no later, Dad reminding her she

had work in the morning. Mum would drive her to the espresso bar and

‘Uncle’ John, Beth’s other half, had kindly offered to pick her up, since

Mum and Dad were off to the pictures at the Regal cinema in the High

Street. Aunty Beth would come round to sit with Eddie, which he was

looking forward to as she taught him card games – his favourite being

rummy.

In the meantime Eddie repaired to his bedroom, while his parents caught

The Archers on the wireless in the lounge. ‘So back to business’, he thought.

Where in Fenton could he buy a second-hand electric train set? Grant’s

Emporium on Steep Hill leading to the seafront only seemed to have things

for adults – antiques and such like. The shop did have some toys once last

spring, but they were only girly things, like dolls. Anyway, old man Grant

talked funny, a bit like Aunty Beth, thought Eddie. Len said Granty was a

woman, but Eddie knew that wasn’t true as he didn’t have any bosoms, as

his mum called them. There was the junk shop next to Watson’s, the

ironmongers in Mill Road off the High Street. He often had interesting

things that no one else wanted. Len’s dad got a lawnmower for a pound and

as we know Len’s dad, Cyril, knew lots of things. Eddie realised there was

nowhere else in Fenton-on-Sea and he didn’t want to spend the two

shillings for the bus fare to Hamsden, the nearest large town, twelve miles

away. He made up his mind; he would try Canter’s junk shop first thing

Saturday, if it was open. George Canter kept irregular hours because

business was slow, indeed non-existent at times and he spent too long in

the Red Lion most evenings. Fred, Eddie’s dad, said Mr Canter was one of

the richest men in Fenton, but no one knew where he got his money from.
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Mr George Canter

George Canter doesn’t appear English when you meet him for the first

time, even though he has no accent to speak of. In fact Georgi Kantechuk

and his wife Marta left Poland during the war, when he was in his early

twenties. He and Marta were born in the eastern Polish city of Bialystok, a

centre for the textile industry since the fifteenth century. When the Nazis

invaded the city in June 1941, they, like many other Bialystoker Jews, fled

by road seeking the Russian interior. Behind them thousands were to die in

Bialystok, the Jerusalem of Poland, and many hundreds were burned alive in

the Great Synagogue. Tens of thousands of Jews were segregated to live in

the Bialystok Ghetto and the city was to endure tremendous suffering until

liberated by the Red Army in 1944. As far as George knew, none of his or

Marta’s family had survived the holocaust.

Aged just twenty-one when he fled his home, Georgi was learning to be

a tailor although his father before him had been an antique dealer. We

would have said that he was a junk dealer, as the young Georgi would

eventually become himself on these shores. Marta was pregnant with their

first child, a boy. Both mum and son, alas, died when she gave birth

prematurely in the Estonian city of Tallinn, where she and Georgi had been

waiting for a ship to take them to Sweden on their flight to England.

Georgi, calling himself George, arrived on these shores late in 1942 and

was taken in by a sympathetic family in a small Essex seaside town. He

spent the remainder of the war there, learning English and mending and

making clothes for the family and the local population.

By the late forties George had saved enough money to seek pastures

new and he uprooted and settled in Fenton-on-Sea, further up the East

Anglian coast. Renting for a time and making and selling clothes (in short

supply after the war), he eventually joined forces with Bert Coker, who

owned a second-hand store. Mr Coker was getting on in years and

welcomed the help. Indeed, when in 1955, Bert passed away at the ripe old

age of eighty-four; it was natural for George to take over. He soon

converted the shop to the junk trade, well known to him through his dad.

George was reasonably well liked and respected in Fenton, although, to

many, he seemed to have an air of mystery about him, particularly with

regard to money. Some said he brought a small fortune with him from

Poland, but nobody knew for certain. Thus it was that Mr George Canter

became the owner of the junk shop in Mill Road.
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At about the time Fred and Ann Compton, Eddie’s parents, were settling in

at the Regal cinema, George Canter was preparing to leave his flat above

the shop to head for his usual destination on a Friday, and indeed, every

night. He left at eight precisely and strolled up Mill Road, passed Watson’s

and headed towards the High Street. It was misty and bitterly cold with

Jack not far away, if the sea fog retreated. At the top of Mill Road he turned

left, passed the post office and crossed over to the welcoming arms of the

Red Lion. Once inside, George was greeted with the usual banter.

“How’s our millionaire?” from Danny Arleson, the baker’s son.

“Fleeced anyone, today, George?” called out Tom Boothroyd, who

worked in the post office.

George, ignoring the cheap jibes, sauntered to the bar and ordered his

usual pint of lager and a double vodka chaser, which he downed in a trice,

without fuss and Bill Stevens refilled it instantly, again without fuss, and

without being asked. George parked himself on his favourite stool at the

bar and smiled knowingly at his so-called friends. He looked older than his

forty-two years, more like fifty-two, it was said, and people reckoned that

was mainly because of the drink and less the tragic early life he’d had. He

didn’t talk much about his time in Poland, and nobody knew he was Jewish

by birth. He wanted to be regarded as one of the locals; to be a respected

businessman, and not to be reminded of, or tagged with, his tragic and

oppressed background. He poured the second vodka into his pint glass and

looked round at the assembled customers.

Danny Arleson sidled over. Danny was probably nearest in age to

George, turning thirty-seven at his last birthday. He was still single, not

helped by being rather chubby; he sampled his dad’s wares too often, pork

and pickle pies being his favourite. Danny still lived at home and was

expected by all to take over the running of the baker’s shop when his dad

retired in a couple of years. He helped run his dad’s business but he was

also a part-time mechanic at Steve Paton’s Autos on South Road, two miles

out of town.

“Alright George, my friend,” said Danny in the same pleasant tone he

addressed everyone, even complete strangers. This apparent easy going

tolerance of even the lowest of the low in Fenton had got poor old Danny

into trouble on more than one occasion. Danny’s problem was that he

wanted to be liked, even loved, by everyone he met and saw only the good

in them. Consequently, available girls used him and then dumped him.

Fortunately, he didn’t seem to have an emotional side to get badly bruised,

which was probably why he’d never had a truly romantic relationship and
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perhaps never would, although there were a couple of ladies that were

genuine and continually vied for his attention. Danny was probably happier

than most who were hurt by breaking relationships only to find ‘love’ again

and again. You see deep down Danny didn’t want commitment, just to be

loved by everyone. He was lucky in that he didn’t have any emotional scars

to carry around, or at least, he wasn’t ever aware of them.

“Sold anything today, George?” Danny asked genuinely.

“This and that, Daniel,” replied George, without looking up.

“Like what?” pushed Danny.

Realising that Danny was not going to take the simple answer that his

mental ability deserved, George began to expand.

“Well, Miss Evelyn Wise came in after lunch – know her?”

“Of course I know her; she taught me thirty and more years ago at

primary school and she was good.”

The criteria Danny used to bring up his judgement of ‘good’ was

probably related to the fact that she always smelt of lavender and never told

him off, rather than any proper educational assessment.

“Did she buy anything?” asked Danny.

“Oh yes, a nice French mantel clock,” answered George, somewhat

cockily.

“What’d you charge her for it?”

“Now you know Daniel that I never discuss private contracts with

anyone,” said George, a little patronisingly.

He said this every time anyone tried to delve into his business, but never

seemed to tire of repeating himself.

We will go back a few hours to a little after two-thirty that Friday

afternoon, when Miss Evelyn Wise, retired teacher from Fenton Central

Junior School entered Mr Canter’s shop. Miss Wise had been retired for

three years and had recently moved from her house in Falcon Terrace on

the west side of town to a brand new two-bed apartment overlooking the

sea on Cliff Parade. She had lived in Falcon Terrace for one month short of

thirty-four years, from the time she was appointed to FCS. Previously she

had taught for six years in Enfield in Middlesex, where she went straight

from Goldsmith’s College in New Cross in London. She was sixty-three

years old and had decided to furnish her new flat with all the nice things she

had always promised herself. A good antique French mantel clock was

what she desired. She had a budget of £100, which she thought ought to be

enough, particularly as she was going to try Canter’s so-called junk shop
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first. Evelyn Wise knew more about George Canter than she might discuss

with anyone. She had spotted some rather nice antiques in his shop

window and was surprised how long they seemed to take to sell. Perhaps,

she thought, the residents of Fenton-on-Sea were not very sophisticated in

these matters, but she also knew that George had contacts in Eastern

Europe, where some items could be purchased at reasonable prices.

On entering the musty atmosphere of the shop on that cold, grey

afternoon it soon became apparent that George must be upstairs in his flat,

so Evelyn pressed the bell on the counter. After a few moments George

appeared from behind a curtain at the back of the shop.

“Hello Miss Wise, how nice to see you and what can I do for you?”

Evelyn did not reply immediately, mainly as she liked to try to

disconcert Mr Canter by showing marked disinterest, a technique she had

acquired over many years of dealing with unruly children and, indeed,

parents!

“Oh, I know you won’t have any, but I thought as I was passing I would

give you a try,” replied Evelyn eventually.

“And what exactly are you looking for?” said George attempting to

charm Evelyn with his smug tone.

“Well I am really looking for a good French mantel clock. Do you have

any?”

Expecting a negative answer, Evelyn turned as if to depart. George

stopped her with some enthusiasm.

“Of course! I have one out the back – it came in the other day, by

chance.”

“Oh,” said Evelyn, trying to hide any reciprocal enthusiasm. “Perhaps

you would be kind enough to show it to me; it doesn’t seem to be on

display.”

So it was that Miss Evelyn Wise became one of the few people to be

taken into George’s inner sanctum behind the curtain. The first thing that

Evelyn noticed was how easily she seemed to want to follow George

behind the curtain. Surely, she thought later, she should have asked him to

fetch the clock for her to see. Perhaps George had greater persuasive

powers than she had realised. She would have to be careful if she was not to

pay more than she wanted to. Once out back, she immediately noticed that

the mustiness had gone, in fact the atmosphere was pleasant, if not heady.

It made her feel light-headed. Evelyn couldn’t place the smells, but she was

sure she detected jasmine and sandalwood. George went into a small recess

at the rear of the inner room and, turning round, produced a beautiful black
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marble clock, which he held up with obvious pride.

“Now this is a nineteenth century French mantel clock. It has an eight

day movement and is in excellent condition,” he said.

Unfortunately, Evelyn fell in love with it as soon as she saw it and,

trying to hide her plain delight, asked,

“Can you tell me a little more about it, please?”

“What’s to tell?” George replied. “For this kind of shop it is a good

piece and you won’t pay silly London prices.”

“What do you want for it?” Evelyn asked, almost timidly.

“Well, for you Miss Wise, I charge only forty-five pounds.”

Because this figure was well below her budget, Evelyn hardly wanted to

haggle, but knew she must and said,

“I’ll give you forty and no more, Mr Canter.”

Expecting him to come back with some sum in between the two

figures, Evelyn was surprised at George’s actual response.

“It’s a done deal Miss Wise; it’s yours!”

Feeling quite pleased with herself, Evelyn followed George back to the

front of the shop, where he proceeded to wrap her clock in all manner of

odd pieces of paper, whilst she opened her bag, extracted her purse and

counted out twenty five-pound notes.

What happened next would remain a puzzle to Evelyn to her dying day.

“That’s forty pounds then,” said George, to which Evelyn handed over

the £100, she had been carrying since visiting the Eastern Shires Bank that

morning. Not just eight of the notes but all TWENTY! She then picked up

her ill-wrapped timepiece and quickly walked out of the shop, apparently

happy with the transaction that had just taken place.

As soon as the door clanked to, Mr. Canter opened his till, deposited

the £100 and smiled to himself. Oh yes, he was aware of what had

happened, even though he didn’t know why. He was also pretty sure that

Evelyn Wise, former teacher at Fenton Central Junior School, was not.

Later that afternoon, Miss Evelyn Wise stood in her open plan lounge at

number 5B Stanton Gardens, Cliff Parade, gazing at her new acquisition

sitting proudly on her mantelpiece, both of them blissfully unaware that

Miss Wise’s black leather purse was empty except for two half crowns and

a few coppers.

Meanwhile, Danny had given up pestering George in order to go and play

his usual Friday night game of darts with Sam, his dad. George ordered
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another double vodka, settling in his mind to drink this, his favourite tipple,

for the rest of the evening. He gave Bill one of the five-pound notes that

Miss Wise had given him that afternoon, to which Bill said,

“Ain’t you got any smaller, mate?”

George fiddled in his pocket and produced a wafer thin and dirty ten

shilling note which he gave to Bill, almost reluctantly. Bill took it, equally

reluctantly, after holding up it to the light and studying the portrait of her

majesty. He turned to the till and, although the drink cost only two shillings

and three pence, he produced FOUR pound notes, and seventeen shillings

and nine pence in change. George pocketed the change without comment,

and mumbled his thanks.

“Well at least you always pay cash, George, and don’t run up a slate of a

few pounds,” commented Bill.

George sipped his vodka and smiled guiltily – it had happened again. He

was over three pounds in profit and he had enjoyed himself. He hoped he

would sleep like a baby in an alcoholic stupor, not thinking of either the

past or the future. We are beginning to understand why George is a very

wealthy man and like Evelyn, earlier, the landlord was none the wiser.

Indeed, even when he checked the till later that night, he would put any

error down to his barmaid Rita’s inefficiency or her suspected pilfering,

which he would tackle her with when her wages were due.

George didn’t know why the ‘magic’ worked with some clients and not

others, but they always seemed to be content with the transaction and were

left with the feeling that they owed him something, or that they had got the

best of the deal. That evening’s ‘magic’ had happened with Bill for only the

third time in the Red Lion in four years. George’s problem was that he

knew these ‘dealings’ were wrong, but it seemed to be out of his hands. He

always felt guilty afterwards, but the greater power was working its plan.

Jenny was a little late leaving the coffee bar and Uncle John had to wait for

ten minutes or so. They drove the mile or so to the Compton’s

semi-detached on Fir Tree Close, north of the High Street in the sprawling

avenues that surrounded the railway station, where both Fred Compton

and John Weaver worked; Fred in the booking office and John as a guard.

It was a continual source of amusement to Fred that John thought his job

was as important as his own. Fred Compton was proud of his senior role at

Fenton-on-Sea railway station and he had a lad at the grammar school as

well.

Pulling up outside number 38, John and Jenny got out and both went in
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to be greeted by Eddie and Aunty Beth, Eddie singing out,

“You’re late sister!”

“So what?” Jenny responded rhetorically.

Eddie’s mum and dad had not returned from the cinema yet – a long

film – Spartacus, making its second visit to Fenton-on-Sea inside two years.

Aunty Beth made Uncle John a welcome coffee, and Jennifer retired to her

room with a,

“Goodnight Aunty Beth and thanks Uncle John.”

Suddenly feeling tired, Eddie tidied up the cards and likewise made for

his bedroom. Within ten minutes Fred and Ann returned from their night

out, exchanged pleasantries with John and Beth and the two couples parted

company for the night.

The Red Lion had an extension until eleven that Friday and George Canter

eventually wobbled out into the night air at very nearly half past the hour,

after much cajoling and then shouting by Bill Stevens. He made his way

home with a reasonable gait, despite several pints of lager and

accompanying vodkas in three and half hours. He knew he drank too

much, but excused it to himself in that it helped him to sleep. He didn’t

think he was an alcoholic; even if most people in Fenton would question

that judgement.

He opened the large metal safe in his bedroom and deposited the

illegally gained pound notes with the others neatly arranged in piles of

ten-shillings, one and five-pounds. Once again, he was immediately

overcome with feelings of guilt and he knew he would spend another night

tormented by his sins.
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Shopping

Saturday dawned sunny but cold, one of those rare winter days when

people ventured out of their stuffy dwellings to shake off the exuberances

of Christmas. Eddie was awake early and lay in his bed planning his day, or

at least his morning as his afternoon was likely to be tied up with the visit of

Grandma Vera and Granddad Bob who were coming for tea. They lived

just off South Road in a tidy little bungalow called Dunroamin, which they

had bought on Bob’s retirement from the Hamsden Echo, where he had

been their sports reporter for the last five years of his working life.

Eddie suddenly realised he was excited by the day’s prospects.

Especially since many of his presents had been rather mundane, he could at

last look forward to spending his money on something he really wanted.

Jenny had already left for her job at Arleson’s by the time he came down for

breakfast, his usual cornflakes and marmite on toast. By ten past nine,

Eddie was ready to go.

“You seem in a hurry today, dear,” said his mum.

“Yep, I want to play with Len while the weather is fine,” he lied.

“Football on the ‘rec’, I suppose.”

“I expect so, if Len’s cold isn’t too bad,” Eddie sighed.

“Well don’t go getting dirty with Granny and Gramps coming this

afternoon. I want you back by twelve at the latest.”

“O.K. Mum,” said Eddie, relieved that his story seemed to have been

believed.

Leonard Wilby lived about 200 yards away, at number 7 Lime Tree Avenue,

with his mum and dad, Martha and Cyril. Cyril Wilby taught woodwork and

metalwork at Fenton Secondary Modern School, where Martha was a lunch

supervisor. Len was an only child and seemed to have a much more

comfortable life than Eddie, or so Eddie thought, with no big sister to

annoy him. Len was ready when Eddie called at a little after nine-thirty, as

he always did on Saturdays and was greeted with the usual,

“What ho sport! Let’s rock and roll!”

His cold was better! Eddie responded, also as usual.

“Whatcha comrade Len, let’s roll!”

Len knew that Eddie wanted to look for a train set and the two

eleven-year-olds set off for the High Street, half a mile or so away. Actually

Len had just turned twelve, his birthday falling ten days before Christmas.
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“Unlucky!” as Eddie was prone to say, since he thought it meant that Len

would get combined presents so his parents could save time and money. In

point of fact Len seemed to get more; the electric train set for example.

“We’re not going to try Granty’s are we?” feared Len.

“No, I thought I would give Mr Canter’s junk shop a go.”

“Oh!” said Len with surprise.

“Oh what?” responded Eddie, a little offended.

“Oh nothing. My dad says you have to be careful when shopping there.

He has foreign ways.”

Eddie wasn’t sure what ‘foreign ways’ meant but the whole venture now

seemed less hopeful.

“Well I am still going to try him – he seems to be able to get almost

anything second-hand that you can think of.”

By this time our two shoppers – Len had brought what he had left of his

birthday money with him – had reached the railway line, crossed by a

footbridge next to the station. At the top of the bridge they stopped to

admire the view, as they always did, and looked out to sea where a solitary

fishing boat was chugging towards shore. With St Andrew’s Church in the

foreground it made a very pretty picture, if either boy was interested.

“Told my mum we were going to play a bit of footie, so can we go up

the ‘rec’ after shopping and get our clothes a little muddy?” asked Eddie,

hopefully. Better being told off for dirty shoes than for spending his money

unwisely.

“No problem, chief, wilco.”

They were in the High Street now, which was busy; it was the day before

New Year’s Eve and people were stocking up on groceries and visiting the

sales, which had already started. The two boys made their way down the

High Street, ignoring the temptation to pop into ‘Woolies’, as they usually

did sometime on a Saturday. Within a couple of minutes they had reached

Mill Road where they turned left, crossed over to Watson’s and finally

stood for a few moments peering into the window of Mr George Canter’s

shop, which seemed more cheery and inviting than normal.

Eddie pushed Len to go in first; Eddie was strangely nervous as he had

heard a few stories about Mr Canter. Some people said he over-charged,

whist others said his junk really was junk and fell apart within days. Once

inside the two boys adjusted their eyes to the dim light, much dimmer than

it had appeared from outside and cast their eyes around the shop. It was

five minutes after ten and Mr. Canter was not to be seen. Len strode up to

the counter of polished mahogany and pressed the bell with some force.
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Len was from Whitechapel in the East End of London, just off the

Commercial Road and had that confidence that city, and particularly East

End boys, possessed.

George Canter had had a bad night. Memories of his and Marta’s flight

from Bialystok had come flooding back in strange dreams. He didn’t often

get these dreams now, perhaps the impending New Year, and its

associations with new beginnings, had sparked something into life. He and

Marta, suitcases in hand, were passing the Great Synagogue, not quite

running but at a furious walking pace. The synagogue towered over them

and seemed to be saying,

‘Remember me for I am soon to be no longer’!

This was the 26th June 1941 and in less than twenty-four hours the

synagogue would lie in ruins, set alight by petrol and grenades, reduced to

rubble and twisted steel; its huge religious icons, friezes and paintings all

ruined with a few notable exceptions, which would have a bearing on

Georgi’s and many other’s lives for a long time. Untold numbers of Jews;

men, women and children were to die, burned alive inside her sacred walls.

The Great Synagogue would be rebuilt and some of its original contents

would have far-reaching consequences in our story. Some of this had

troubled George early that morning. This of course was of little interest to

our two innocents, but unbeknown to them they would find themselves

involved in the greater story and, perhaps one day, gain some

understanding.

By this time Eddie was getting more and more nervous, and with no sign of

Mr Canter, he said to his friend,

“C’mon Len, let’s go, he’s not here.”

“He must be, otherwise the shop wouldn’t be open,” Len responded,

trying to be helpful.

Eddie realized this was obvious.

“Anyone here!”

Len suddenly bawled into the depths of the shop, at the top of his voice.

Eddie thought he detected a creaking sound from upstairs, which only

added to his apprehension.

“I think Mr Canter is still in bed and forgot to lock up last night,” said

Eddie. “Perhaps we should go,” he added.

Just then something caught Len’s eye and he didn’t reply, but seemed to

be in a trance. He was staring at something in the corner by the curtain
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behind the counter.

“What’s up, Len?” said Eddie, obviously a little disturbed by his chum’s

sudden vacant look.

“Look at that, Eddie,” Len responded excitedly.

“What?” said Eddie, peering over Len’s shoulder.

“That! That football by the curtain.”

Eddie’s eyes quickly focused on the object of Len’s attention. There, on

the floor, lay a brand new shiny brown leather football, of the type Eddie

had only seen at Hamsden Town home games in League Division Three

South. A professional football! It lay, not in an obvious position, as if it

were for sale, but tantalisingly out of reach behind the counter.

“Wow!” gasped Eddie.

“Do you think it’s for sale?” added Len, keyed up.

“What would it be doing for sale in a junk shop?” Eddie replied

sarcastically.

“Dunno, but it’s here and there’s a sticker on it,” said Len, now very

excited.

Len was a very keen footballer and was captain of Fenton Grammar

School’s Under 12s, a nifty inside forward. Even when both of the boys

craned their necks over the rather high counter, they could not make out

whether the white sticker was a price label or just the manufacturer’s tag.

“Can’t see the price,” Len said, who had obviously fallen for the ball in

the same way that Evelyn Wise had instantly fallen for her clock only

yesterday. Wiser people have fallen for the salesman’s ploy of never putting

the good stuff in obvious view or within easy reach. ‘Tantalise the

customer’ was one of George’s less magical ruses. Eddie didn’t seem to be

that much interested; he, of course, was the more studious type and though

he enjoyed a good kick-about, he wasn’t in the school team, like Len. He

had come for an electric train and he didn’t see one anywhere, so he was a

little frustrated with his friend’s obvious excitement. Just as Eddie thought

that Len was going to climb over the counter, they both heard shuffling

footsteps coming from the back of the shop and the curtain was flung aside

to reveal a rather dishevelled figure, dressed in a stained floral dressing

gown of vaguely oriental description. Mr George Canter, woken by the bell,

had leapt or rather crawled out of his bed, grabbed his gown to hide his

modesty and descended the stairs to the shop.

“How’d you lot get in?” he barked.

“The door was open, Mr Canter,” Eddie managed with an effort.

George Canter looked a mess. His hair was pointing in all directions and
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he was sweating profusely. In his sober, business moments he could appear

a handsome man; just under six feet tall, he had a pleasant face and deep

blue eyes with hair swept back, Presley style. Today the boys could smell

the alcoholic fumes from their positions ten feet away.

“Was it?” George replied and attempted to hand brush his hair straight,

never one to miss the opportunity of a sale, which these two boys were

obviously intent on.

“Well what do you want then, boys?” he said with a pleasant enough

smile.

“Well, I was looking for a train set, pp-preferably electric if you have

one,” Eddie managed to stammer out.

“Unfortunately I don’t at the moment, Eddie.”

Eddie wondered how Mr Canter knew his name; he hadn’t given it.

George made it his business to find out things about potential customers

and the Red Lion was a superb place to eavesdrop from the anonymity of

his bar stool; in this case Uncle John had unwittingly given him valuable

information. Eddie’s vivid ginger hair identified him more easily than most.

Eddie looked disappointed and relieved at the same time. Disappointed, of

course, that he wouldn’t be getting the train, but at least it meant they

would soon be out of the shop. However, he had momentarily forgotten

Len’s face, still transfixed by the shiny leather football.

“Oh,” said Eddie briefly, and he gave a sharp tug at Len’s sleeve, but

Len did not move.

“Tha-tha-that football over there,” Len managed, suddenly awaking

from his trance-like state, and pointing with a trembling finger.

“Is it for sale?” Len continued, his old East End confidence returning.

George looked round, almost as if he didn’t know what Len was

referring to, playing the disinterested master of his trade.

“Well, it might be to the right customer and for the right price.”

“Co-could I have a look at it, please?” stammered Len, now nervous

like Eddie.

“Of course.”

George stooped down to pick it up and handed it to Len. The first thing

Len and Eddie noticed was the smell; that rich leathery scent that only

came with expensive footballs. The second thing, that only Len saw

initially, was what was written on the white sticky paper – ‘1/6’, yes, ONE

SHILLING AND SIX PENCE! Even Len knew that this was about a

tenth of its real value. It looked absolutely brand new, not a hint of a scuff

mark or crack on the ball’s surface. Len swallowed hard and something in
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his city upbringing stirred up and caused him to want to negotiate.

“Well it’s more than I wanted to pay and I only have a shilling on me,”

he lied.

“It’s yours, then, my boy; a shilling it is!”

Again in less than twenty-four hours the same scenario was played out.

Len delved into his pocket and pulled out all his money: four pound notes,

one ten shilling note and six and four pence in change. He handed over one

of the pound notes and the ten shilling note without comment and George

Canter put the two notes in his shop till, also without a word. Eddie saw

the transaction and he too, said nothing. Len had just paid thirty shillings

for his football, probably three times its real value, but he left that shop

thinking he had paid just twelve little pennies or one shilling for a brand

new leather football – the bargain of his short life so far!

Once outside the shop and out of earshot of Mr Canter, the two boys

turned and faced each other and simultaneously gave a whoop of delight.

Both would be convinced for a long time that Len had paid one shilling.

Later when Len checked his pockets he would be puzzled to find the two

notes missing. He would spend time hunting high and low in his room and

throughout the house and even on the route he and Eddie had taken that

morning. His dad would say that he should have used the wallet, only just

given to him on his last birthday, but in the end he would have to put it

down to experience. He would really take care of his money from then on.

However, at about ten-thirty that Saturday morning Len was blissfully

happy and unaware of his loss, as he and Eddie headed for the recreation

ground to try out his new purchase. The ‘rec’ was less than 200 yards from

Eddie’s house and they were soon there, trotting most of the way. No one

was using the permanent goal posts at one end and they played for over an

hour with Len as Jimmy Greaves and Eddie as Gordon Banks. Eddie

wasn’t very good at football, but enjoyed diving and getting muddy on the

soft ground. When St. Andrew’s Church clock struck noon, Eddie

exclaimed,

“Have to go mate; supposed to be home by twelve.”

Len collected his ball from the far flung place Gordon Banks had just

booted it and ran over to his friend with a look of absolute horror on his

face.

“What’s up, Len?” Eddie said, seeing the look on his friend’s face.

“Look! Look!” screamed Len.

Eddie looked at the ball in Len’s hands; well what was left of the ball. It
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looked like a ball that had been played with a thousand times and mostly on

concrete. The surface was no longer shiny, but dirty dark brown, scuffed

beyond recognition, vastly under-inflated; in short a pet mongrel probably

wouldn’t fetch it! Two minutes earlier and for the last hour or more neither

boy had noticed anything. It almost seemed the transformation had only

taken place when Eddie announced he had to go home. One shilling

seemed an awful lot to pay for this piece of junk, let alone the thirty that

had actually changed hands. Of course, in retrospect, Len still thought he

had only paid a shilling, but the feeling that something beyond their

comprehension had taken place would haunt them both for a while yet. It

had been a brand new football, hadn’t it?
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Recriminations

“
