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After a short spell in the merchant navy, Tommy Steele rose to fame in 1956 as Britain's first home-grown rock 'n' roll star. He went on to have a long career in stage and film musicals, starring in Half A Sixpence, Hans Andersen, Singin' in the Rain and Finian's Rainbow to name but a few, and most recently in Scrooge at the London Palladium. He lives in South London.
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for Darbo

Foreword

After I had celebrated the fiftieth year of rock and roll at the Royal Variety Performance, I was quizzed at the press conference on my beginnings in showbusiness.

According to theatrical record, I gave my first public performance at the Empire Theatre, Sunderland, in the winter of 1956. On the other hand, the History of Rock has my début during the summer of that year, in the basement of the Two I's coffee bar, Soho, London. Yet again there is a fleet of merchant seamen who would swear on a gallon of grog that it took place on the after deck of the Queen of Bermuda in the spring of 1954. All wrong, I'm afraid. The truth is I played my first part on a steam train heading for Goodwood in 1946. My stage was a clattering corridor, my audience an elderly ticket collector with a Hitler moustache and suspicious eyes. At that moment I felt the thrill of the theatre for the first time. It never left me.

Tommy Steele

London Palladium

2006

1

The summer of 1946 was a full year after the end of the Second World War, and for me as a nine-year-old nothing much had changed in London. Rationing was the constant excuse for just about everything and, in spite of the Luftwaffe's best efforts, school was still open. I lived by the docks in Bermondsey, a place that even in August stayed grey and solemn. It lies to the south-east of London, built close to the Thames, and nowadays it boasts modern houses, flats and high-tech workshops, a transformation that has equalled the magic of a fairy godmother.

In medieval times this vast area, combined with Southwark, was the domain of the bishops of Winchester. They ruled it like a private kingdom, but it was not a realm of pride or honour ‘but a pisse pot ‘neath the arse of the City’. In other words, if the great City didn't want something, it got chucked over the Thames into ‘the stews’ of Southwark. Bear-baiters, cock-fighters, brothel-keepers and actors, all dragged themselves before the bishops and paid the going rate to set up shop in safety. Through centuries of bad press Bermondsey has gazed over the Thames like an innocent bystander, watching alleged traitors enter the gates of the Tower, seeing the smoke and flames of the Great Fire, then the rise of a brave new city.

Somehow even now, as you look across at Wren's immaculate spires and the work of New Age architects, you may wonder whether Bermondsey was forgotten during the shaping of things. Apart from the welcome modernization of the docks, the place is still pretty well stuck in the nineteenth century. It was a busy borough, this Bermondsey, and a happy place, the place of my birth and my father's before me.

*

Thomas Walter Hicks, also known as Darbo, was born in 1901. The family lived in Pits Head, a cul-de-sac off the notorious Pages Walk, an alley close to the Old Kent Road. Pits Head was always dark, its early-Georgian two-storeyed terraced houses had moved so close, with the soft ground, that the upper-floor windows almost touched those on the other side of the cobbled street. A stable at the end of the dwellings held the two magnificent horses that pulled my grandfather around the area, delivering coal. The house next to the stable's dung-heap was the family home, two rooms on each floor plus an outside lavatory. My grandparents and their fifteen kids slept in three rooms; the fourth, the scullery, was used for cooking, eating, washing and congregating.

In Victorian times Pages Walk was the equivalent of one of today's no-go areas: strangers, borough officials and police were not welcome there. On the rare occasions when a couple of coppers (they always walked in pairs) ventured into ‘The Walk' they were grabbed, stripped and allowed to leave, suitably reminded not to come back. It was rough and tough and it was my grandmother Martha's pitch. She was a bookie's runner. In those times, off-course betting on dogs and horses was against the law. The only way a punter could get a bet on was either to go to the races or to seek out the illegal runner. It was a simple ritual: write your selection on a slip of paper, wrap up your stake money in it, go down Pages Walk and put the package into Martha's hand. Then at two p.m., before the racing started, she would take her handbag full of wagers and give it to the bookmaker in the Prince Tec pub. For this she received a bit of silver and, according to Darbo, spent the lot on snuff and Guinness.

Darbo didn't like his mother, but his young sister Mary was the light of his life. When he was eleven he protected her, fed her and clothed her. It was a well-known joke in The Walk that when the Jewish traders in the nearby market yelled, ‘Gonif, gonif!’ Mary Hicks was about to get a new dress. Anything that Darbo could do for her, he did.

On one occasion just before the First World War, officialdom got through to The Walk. Martha was ordered to send all her children below the age of thirteen to school – by law. She told Darbo and Mary, grudgingly, to turn up at Webb Street School. ‘So's I don't get no bleedin' trouble,’ Martha told them, caring less about the education of her kids than about her position in the neighbourhood.

The sudden shock of being in a school was nothing like the embarrassment Darbo and Mary suffered on their first day: the whole place laughed at them because they had no shoes. It was nothing unusual for the Hicks kids to be barefoot, but to anybody else, especially children, it was a funny sight. Darbo and his sister were taunted and tormented – but only on that first day. Darbo wouldn't let it happen again. The next morning he crept into the Bermondsey market-place. The traders were gathered round their barrows, sorting their wares for the deals of the day. He crawled under the wheels and slowly made his way to the shoe stall. There he sat, listening to the traders talking in Yiddish, waiting for his chance to lift two pairs without discovery. Eventually the voices faded down the road. Darbo rose from the depths and grabbed what he wanted, but before the leather had cleared the pile, the cry came, ‘Gonif, gonif!’ Darbo, though, was swift and determined. He reached The Walk safely ahead of his yelling pursuers, who daren't chase any further.

When he slowed to catch his breath he saw a team of urchins playing cards on the pavement. That day Mary went on to school in her new shoes while Darbo sold his for twopence and joined the card players. He did so well that within a week he was running the game and earning a living. He never went to school again. And, because officialdom wasn't welcome in The Walk, nobody complained – not even Martha, who was too busy taking bets to care.

As a little boy I had strict orders from my dad that I must never pass Gran without giving her a kiss. As she sat outside her little hovel in Dockhead she was always dressed from head to toe in black. She terrified me. Well into her eighties, she glared at anyone who came within striking distance. Brown lines of snuff ran from her nose towards her upper lip, her teeth were alternate gaps and her left hand, gnarled with arthritis, gripped her purse while the right played with a dark brown handkerchief that had once been white.

‘'Allo, Gran.’

‘Why?’

‘Cos you're my gran.’

‘Who are you?’

‘I'm Darbo's boy.’

‘Darbo?’

‘Yes.’

‘You little bastard, leavin' me here with all these bleedin' kids.’

She thought I was Darbo her husband.

‘No, I'm Tommy.’

‘Tommy? Come closer.’

I went as close as I dared. She peered at me like she was searching my very soul. ‘So you're Tommy.’

‘Yes.’

Pause.

‘You little bastard, leavin' me here with all these kids!’

Then she did what she always did: she wiped her nose with the hankie, poked her fingers into her purse and pushed a silver sixpence into my hand. ‘Go get me a Guinness,’ she would mumble, and as I dashed across the road towards the Ship Aground I'd hear her usual cackle. ‘And don't piss off wiv me tanner.’

I would return dutifully with her drink and the change. Then she would dangle a penny in front of me. ‘’Ow about a kiss, then?’ she would murmur, and I knew I'd have to deliver. My lips were going to have to touch that creased face. Her cheekbones poked out at me like spears, threatening to cut my throat if I came any closer. But I went closer, cos she was my gran and I had my dad's orders.

So there she sat, day after day, year after year, Guinness after Guinness. I never saw her stand. The only sign of life in her vicinity was the shadowy figure of a thin, sinewy man with a gaunt face and peppery hair, who shifted slowly in and out of her ever-open door without word or eye-contact. Unmarried and unhurried, he lived with the old girl without exchanging so much as a by-your-leave. The only sign of his involvement with anything of import seemed to be the brown-paper parcel that was always under his arm. On the odd occasion when I came face to face with him in the street or a shop, he would hold his parcel tight into his ribs and touch his lips as if we shared a secret. One day my curiosity found its tongue.

‘Who's that, Gran?’

‘Who's who?’

‘That man in your passage.’

‘That's my 'Arry.’

‘What does he do?’

She paused for thought and sprinkled a pinch of snuff on to the back of her hand. Then, betwixt the sniff and the sneeze, she dragged my ear close to her lips and whispered, ‘He knows where they lay!’

Dad was next on my list.

‘Nobody knows!’ He grinned. ‘’E's just our 'Arry.’

‘But the parcel, Dad, it must be somethin'?’

‘Like what?’

‘Like something… laying!’ I cried.

‘Exactly.’ He returned to his newspaper. In fact, Harry was my father's older brother, my uncle.

One summer day, listening to Family Favourites on the radio, my mum was knitting with my cousin Rosie, who lived with my aunt Mary in the flat above my gran. I decided that maybe she knew what 'Arry knew was ‘laying about’ somewhere. ‘Sovereigns!’ she whispered. ‘Rumour tells that the old girl gave 'Arry a queen's ransom of golden sovereigns to keep safe for the family to share when she pops her clogs.’

Back to Darbo.

‘What's “pop your clogs”, Dad?’

‘ ’Ovis!’ he exclaimed. ‘Brown bread! Dead!’

‘So it's all laying in that parcel, then?’ I ventured. ‘A queen's ransom of gold, to share with the family. How much do you reckon we'll get, Dad?’

‘I' tell you what,’ he said, ‘if you can leave me alone for five bleedin' minutes, you can 'ave my share, all right?’

So that was where the secret lay, until our 'Arry popped his 'Ovis one wet winter day. Mum was given the job of unwrapping the parcel. She made it last for ever, but it was more out of respect for 'Arry than to annoy the family standing in a ring round her. Finally the treasure was revealed. But it wasn't gold, it was silver. A faded silver frame, holding the photograph of a young girl with a lovely smile and long dark hair. Nobody recognized her. Even so, Mum placed the picture in Harry's coffin with the pressed flower that was hidden behind the frame.

It was in 1957, at the age of ninety-six, that Gran went for that great Guinness in the sky. That day, as I stood at the bottom of her bed, she looked like a wax dummy with her arms crossed in front of her.

‘She looks like she's holding a baby.’ A neighbour sighed.

‘Well, she never held me,’ Aunt Mary murmured.

‘Me neither,’ Darbo said, ‘unless it was by the throat.’

When it came time for the funeral Mum took Darbo to one side and laid down the law. ‘With our Tommy's success and everything,’ she insisted, ‘we can afford to pay for the funeral and the tea, and the cars and the stone and everything. It's only right.’

‘How about the sovereigns laying about?’ I asked, still wide-eyed after all the years of waiting.

‘There's no sovereigns!’ Mum laughed.

‘Maybe a few bent coppers,’ Dad cracked. ‘If there's anything there they can 'ave it, with my compliments.’

But at Martha's funeral he was cracking on the other side of his wallet. During the tea, a nosy cousin found a box in the back of Gran's undies drawer: four hundred pounds' worth of gold sovereigns came to light, sending Mum into fits of laughter, and Darbo to the pub with envy in his heart and Hovis on his mind.

In the summer of '46 we were living at 52 Frean Street, and horseracing, the sport of kings, was at last returning to its glory days. The survivors of the war were flocking to the racecourses
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Me and my gran (aged ninety-three) at the family home in Frean Street.

and, as a racing man, my dad was coming into his own – hence a request that came as a surprise to me and as an earth-shattering shock to my mother. ‘But why do you want him to go to Goodwood Races all of a sudden?’ she asked suspiciously.

My father gave his usual answer to questions he didn't welcome: a rub of the hands and a twinkle in his dancin' eyes. That was exactly what they did: they danced mischievously, especially when he was ‘caught previous’. Previous to what, I never did discover but, knowing my dad, ‘caught' was the operative word and ‘not to be’ his motto. I forget the excuse he made to get me out of the house that Saturday morning but it took me on to the smoke-filled concourse of Victoria station. This was the first time I had been allowed to go on such an adventure. I was his eldest son, bound for the races, and about to perform in public for the first time.

The Victoria station of my youth was that of the old black-and-white movies: jam-packed with civilians and military, the high cathedral roof filled with ever-descending smoke, and the station announcer's voice echoing destinations in Swahili. Dad led me in and out of the crowds. ‘Do as you're told, don't ask questions, and don't tell your mother,’ he growled.

‘Tell her what?’

‘Anyfin'!’

Bouncing along on the tips of his toes, he moved gracefully in spite of his size. At forty-five, he was short, fat and prematurely bald, not unlike an athletic Churchill. He was so light on his feet that when he danced at parties people stopped to watch, and he sang with the same gusto.

Once across the concourse we came to the station buffet. There, huddled in the far corner, stood three enormous men who, in spite of the summer, were wearing heavy overcoats. ‘They're your uncles.’ Dad smiled. ‘Garlic, Nibbler and Lumps.’

The three giants beamed and gave me a combination of hair-ruffles, handshakes, and friendly pats that felt like going the distance with Joe Louis. From whatever side of the family these ‘uncles' came, they were strangers to me. They joked with each other constantly, and when one wasn't pinching my cheek, another was draping a gigantic arm round my neck. But it was their names that intrigued me: Garlic, Nibbler, Lumps – it seemed that every man known to my dad had a nickname, including Dad himself. God knows how many times I'd asked him why he was called Darbo. He always gave the same explanation. ‘Cos I'm Tommy Hicks, and my dad was Tommy Hicks, and so was his dad, and we was all called Darbo.’

‘But I'm Tommy Hicks so why ain't I Darbo?’

‘Cos you ain't.’

And that was Darbo, never a great conversationalist. His life was
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My dear dad Darbo.

like the Dark Ages: things happened to him, but whatever they were, they were between him and the Venerable Bede.

That Saturday in the buffet on Victoria station, he and the uncles were making their arrangements. They talked in a mixture of the King's English and rhyming slang. The slang has been part of Cockney folklore since the eighteenth century. Local footpads and burglars, ever wary of thief-takers, made it up as a code. Like all mysteries it was simple, once you knew the answer. For instance, if you want to say ‘wife’, you give the word a rhyme, ‘trouble and strife’, then take away the rhyming word ‘strife' and you're left with ‘trouble’. Simple, isn't it?

Meanwhile, back at the buffet…

‘On account of us being boracic,’ Darbo said, ‘we're going to have to work the oracle. It's a big rattler so there's bound to be a couple of khazis. So, on account of the saucepan, once we're on, it's going to have to be Waafcap.’

They all grinned at me as we walked out on to the concourse. Garlic bought five platform tickets at a penny each, which allowed us on to the platform of the Goodwood train but not on to the train. There we spread out, mingling with the host of other travellers until the guard blew his whistle and waved his flag. At that moment we jumped on to the moving train as it puffed out of the station. Swinging and swaying along the corridor we arrived at the first khazi.

‘Waafcap,’ Nibbler muttered.

Garlic pulled a Women's Auxiliary Air Force cap out of his pocket and stuffed it into my hands. ‘Keep hold of that and dwell here outside the rory,’ Darbo said, giving me a reassuring smile. Then he and the uncles dived into the khazi, slamming the door behind them. The sign above the lock snapped to ‘Engaged’.

Silence.

I swayed for about ten minutes until the ticket collector arrived. ‘Tickets, please,’ he sang.

But I didn't have a ticket, just a Waaf's cap. He stopped for a second, studying me, then the cap, then the engaged sign on the door. Then, having put three and three together, he walked on by. As far as he was concerned, the Waaf in the loo had the tickets and he wasn't about to hang around waiting for her to finish. No sooner had he vanished into the next corridor than Darbo, me and the uncles were legging it towards the other end of the rattler and safety.

When we arrived at Goodwood station the boys went into the ‘he's got it' routine, which was to get us off the platform. With the crowd of other passengers, we bundled our way past the mesmerized ticket collector at the end of the barrier, each uncle referring to an imaginary friend behind, saying, ‘He's got it!’ And even if the poor bloke rumbled the trick, it was too late. We were out of the station and following the throng to the races. The uncles strode out flushed with pride at their success, tracked by me, soaked with sweat and breathless as I fought to catch up.

Once they were on the racecourse the lads separated to go about their various tasks. Nibbler was a tic-tac man (he made arm signals used by bookmakers to transfer wagers). Lumps was a bookie's clerk, Garlic was a dip (pickpocket) and Darbo was a tipster, which meant he worked the crowds hoping to find a toby who would pay for inside information: this was a punter who believed that my dad knew something about the next race that nobody else did, and was daft enough to pay him for the privilege. It was called giving the fanny. Take, for example, a lone farmer head deep in his race card, pencil in his mouth, walking aimlessly in all directions, finally coming to rest by a Tote window waiting for divine intervention. Up comes Darbo.

Darbo: ‘Did you back the winner in the last race?’


Farmer: ‘’ Fraid not.'


Darbo: ‘I did. I got it at seven to two.’


Farmer: ‘It came in at two to one.’


Darbo: ‘I backed it antepost, as soon as I got the information.’


Farmer: ‘Information?’


Darbo: ‘Yeah, I've got another horse for this race – then I'm off home.’


Farmer: ‘But there's a full day's racing yet.’


Darbo: ‘Not for me. I only bet on what I'm told. After the race I'm off.’

Pause. Darbo stood there studying his card, waiting for one of two reactions from the farmer: if he walked away, all was lost – but should he stay…


Farmer: ‘What do you fancy, then?’

Darbo looked around carefully before confiding.


Darbo: ‘It's not what I fancy it's what I know – give me your card.’

The farmer would hand it over gratefully. Darbo would ‘mark his card' by ticking the name of the selected horse, then return it to the man's hands.


Darbo: ‘I don't want anything from you for this – but if you like you can put a bit of silver on it for me.’

Away the farmer would go, heading for the Tote window to place his bet on a horse that Darbo only hoped might win – because if it did, then not only would he collect his winnings from a grateful punter but he would stay for the rest of the meeting under the pretence that more information had come his way. And if Lady Luck was still lurking, he might even pick another winner for the farmer with more than just a bit of silver on it – this time mebbe a couple of quid.

That was the happy end to the story.

The sad end was to be nobbled by the course stewards and ordered off the premises or even arrested for illegal touting. But there were more happy endings than sad: those boys were seasoned professionals, always on their guard, watching for stewards and farmers, safe because there were more of the latter every time.

When we reached the course, Darbo and the uncles parted company – they never hunted in packs. Garlic handed Dad a small carrier-bag, the three gave my hair a mass ruffle, then disappeared into the crowd.

Whatever money Dad had in his pocket got us through the public entrance, but that was not where he wanted to be: his eyes were on Shangri-La, the paddock. That clipped green carpet of elegance was no more than a hundred yards from where we stood but, owing to our financial circumstances, it might as well have been a million miles away. Darbo meant to get there, though, in spite of the hazards of which there were three: the Silver Ring, Tattersalls, and the members' grandstand, leading to the paddock. We had to pass into and out of each area undetected.

First from the public area into the Silver Ring: to achieve this we ducked under the rail between the enclosure and the racetrack, then followed the rail to the Silver Ring, which we entered without any trouble. Next, from the Silver Ring to Tattersalls – this would be harder: sharp-eyed stewards allowed entrance only when they saw the badges on lapels of legitimate holders. They were ever-watchful sentries, except when a race was running. Then the entrance was vulnerable – but just during the last thirty seconds to the finish. During this exciting moment only a cold fish could have ignored the thrilling climax; the mob yelling, jockeys with hands and heels pushing their magnificent steeds to the line, whips cracking, silks flapping. That was our chance, when the sentries' eyes were away to where the action wasn't. The time came and, like a flash, we were past the gate into Tattersalls and the members' grandstand. Only the paddock to crack now, and that was a walk-over. Beneath the impressive structure of the stand there was a four-foot-high open section. Only the thick iron stanchions buried in the concrete foundations barred our way. I passed them with no trouble. Darbo's short fat frame made hard work of it. We stopped a few times while he got his breath and dried a gallon of sweat off his red face. But eventually we reached the paddock end of the hazard. And there, hidden from view, we stayed for one more race. During this time the task of the day was explained to me.

‘I've got a bit of business,’ Darbo began, ‘and I want you to do something for me.’ He unpacked the carrier-bag and took out a pair of riding breeches, a hacking jacket and peaked cap. He bade me change into the outfit. ‘There's an ice waiting for me,’ he went on, ‘and I've told him I may have some information on a horse as I have a connection with its stable. Now, just in case he doesn't believe the story, I've got a meet with him just before the big race in the paddock.’ He studied my face for some sign of understanding – my eyes must have been bigger than saucers as I waited for him to explain my part in this adventure. ‘So there we are,’ he continued. ‘Me and him are watching the runners saddling up, when all of a sudden I get a signal from the stable lad with the toffs around the favourite – you!’

Me! The heat started at my toes and hit the top of my head before I could draw breath.

‘You don't have to do it if you don't want to,’ he cautioned, ‘but if you do I'd be obliged.’

I couldn't get the clothes on quick enough. The sheer excitement of this game was unbelievable. ‘Once you get in the paddock, you don't say a dickie to anybody,’ he went on, ‘and if a toff comes up and asks who you are, tell him you're lost. Then they'll show you the way out and that'll be that, but if you're in the clear just stand by the horse and keep your minces open for me in the crowd. I'll wave to you, then all you do is touch your titfer and give me the thumbs-up. That's all – OK?’

Fifteen minutes before the start of the race we saw people moving towards the paddock and joined them. Two racehorses came from the direction of the stables; a steward at the entrance ticked off their numbers on a clipboard. Darbo gave me his mischievous smile and I was away, walking in with the animals, just an extra lad, there was no challenge. I was in. Within a few strides I was off the gravel and on to the manicured lawns of the centre circle.

It was slowly filling with all those connected to the next race. Horses, owners, trainers, head lads, friends, jockeys receiving final instructions – and me. My hands were trembling but I wasn't scared. I was excited. I prayed I wouldn't be challenged, and the longer I stayed there, the bigger the thrill of being someone I wasn't. For this one wonderful moment I was a real stable lad. I convinced myself I could ride a horse and one day I would be a jockey. I'd win the Derby and the Grand National on the same afternoon. And all those people watching from the paddock rail would know – ‘Look at that lad,’ they'd say. ‘I wish I was him.’ Well into my day-dream, I gazed at the host of faces watching from the paddock rail.

Then I saw Darbo, standing there with a man. He waved to me, as arranged, expecting my return signal. But his instructions seemed too easy, too quick. I wanted my part to be bigger than just a touched cap and thumbs-up. I needed a bit more to perfect my part – a horse!

And there it was, as if by order, right next to me, surrounded by well-wishers, the jockey mounting. I sauntered over to the animal's head where the real stable lad was holding its halter. He watched me in amazement as I held on to the other side of the bridle. I saw Darbo wave again in desperation. And now with my extra prop I was ready: I raised my cap and gave an enormous wave. Startled, the horse jerked its head and reared, tossing the jockey into the air, to land in the arms of the surrounding puzzled group.

Now came a chase in the true tradition of Mack Sennett. The horse was cantering over the lawn, scattering people in all directions, with the stable lad holding on to the bridle for dear life. The jockey followed, his little legs galloping in mid-air with owners and trainers in hot pursuit. But not only did my horse bolt, so did most of the other nags. There were horses everywhere, and people dashing about all over the place.

I had to get away.

Dad. I had to find Dad.

Thankfully he was still in the crowd. As I ran towards him I could see his face fixed like a white mask, the man beside him likewise. But even in my haste to escape, I remembered my part, and as I scampered past them I yelled, ‘It's all right, Dad. It'll still win – honest.’

I left the disaster area without a caution, and even on the train home, Darbo didn't seem to mind. Apparently, in spite of the events of the day, our horse won by six lengths and we were going home with ‘a bit of silver' in our pockets. I can still hear Nibbler, Garlic and Lumps laughing their heads off.

They were minor villains but they performed their misdemeanours with panache. On the odd occasions when they had their collars felt, they always smiled and went quietly. For me their tricks will always be a source of laughter – hilarious memories of unrelated uncles and beloved infidels.

We arrived back at Victoria in the early evening. Darbo hailed a taxi. It swung around in a dramatic U-turn and settled beside us like an ancient chariot. As it waited there the steady rattle of its engine clarified a mystery that had always been in the back of my mind. As a small child I had heard that sound in my dreams. Every now and again, late at night, I would be in my bed when that rattle came, like a siren call, in my subconscious. It was always followed by the street door opening and the sound of my mum and dad talking in excited whispers. Then I would hear Mum's wardrobe door opening and the rustle of clothes, the kindly voice of Mrs Martin from next door, the creak of the floorboards by my bed, followed by a warm motherly kiss on my forehead. Then the rattle would fade into the dark. But Mum was always there to wake me in the morning. So I knew that whatever had happened the night before was no threat to my happiness – but what had happened?

Now I had the answer: a taxi! It was Darbo's way to celebrate. ‘Frean Street, Bermondsey,’ he said.

The driver touched his cap, and my heart jumped with pride. The gears engaged, the rattle became a purr.

Now, as I winged homeward with Darbo in my taxi, I remembered that it was still Saturday. So much had happened, and it wasn't even dark yet. Eventually the chariot pulled into Frean Street. Its rattle drew most of the neighbours to their windows. The conquering heroes were home and Mum was at the door.

She waited until we were in the kitchen before she began the inquisition. ‘Where? When? Why?’ But all she got was what she had expected. Darbo and son had had a lucky day and the taxi was still waiting in the street to take them ‘over the water' if she fancied it. Her excitement was like a breath of warm air. ‘Can Tommy come?’

‘O' course.’ Darbo grinned.

She ran next door to Mrs Martin, the babysitter. I heard them laughing in the street. Then she came back, grabbed my hand and dragged me playfully into the front room, the posh part of the house. It contained the upright joanna, the three-piece suite and a set of high-backed chairs with my dad's and my Sunday best shirts, neatly pressed and always at the ready for special occasions – weddings, funerals and the odd cabbage – then upstairs to her wardrobe. She took out my best suit and laid it on her bed, alongside her one good dress. ‘Go wash your face and brush your hair,’ she said.

A few minutes later I watched her and Darbo get ready. He gave a loud wolf-whistle every time she added something to the beautiful picture she made – lipstick (whistle), mascara (whistle), stockings (long, loud whistle, ending with a deep breath). She scolded him for that, and flushed. Eventually she was ready. She stood in the half-light of the bedside lamp like a real lady.

‘D'you reckon that's it, then?’ Darbo asked her, eyes full of mischief. Her hair was long and dark brown, falling in curls round her face, enhancing her strong, determined mouth and the vital blue-grey eyes that turned ice blue when she was tired – which, in my youth, was often. Like Darbo, she possessed a dazzling smile, and honesty shone out of her. She had the patience of an angel and the strength of a tank regiment.

Back in the taxi, I felt cocooned in luxury. At every red traffic-light I hoped a bus or tram would stagger to a halt alongside us so I could catch the eye of a passenger and pretend I was a millionaire on his way to the Palladium.

The Palladium!

That, above all else, was my ambition: one day I would go to the place to which, so far, only my imagination had taken me. But the Palladium was ‘over the water' in the West End, and to go there involved a bus ride and crossing the Thames. To me, that was much the same as visiting a foreign country. ‘Over the water' was over there, where St Paul's was, and the Houses of Parliament, the King and all kinds of pleasures and palaces. But I knew that one day, if I could ever get there, I'd make for that palace of all palaces: the Palladium.

The thrill of that journey was eclipsed when we drove past the Liberty store and round the corner into Argyll Street. In my wildest dreams I could not have pictured my great theatre in that pocket of a place – it sat tight among a host of shops and pubs. Vehicles crammed against each other in the narrow road, barely able to stay off the pavement, with hundreds of people spilling on to the thoroughfare, moving towards the oasis of light that was the Palladium. We left the taxi and joined a jovial mob of theatregoers. All around me were smiles and words of encouragement.

‘Hope you get in, son.’

‘Lovely night for a laugh, lad.’

My parents joined in the patter as if they knew everyone there.

We moved onward, an inch at a time, towards the entrance. All of a sudden I was on the marble steps leading to the polished wood and shining brass. Then came the uniforms of the theatre staff, bright buttons, white gloves, their smiles of welcome, the box office and, finally, the auditorium. My shoes sank into the thick pile of the carpet – above me, chandeliers, and below, the live orchestra. Never had I seen such instruments – solid gold! There was a long roll from the big drums and the blood-red curtain flew up to reveal the blinding lights of the stage – and then the gods themselves.

That was my first evening at the theatre. Until that night I had lived between the pages of books and the sound of the radio, but now in the theatre it was all before me, live and in colour. All I had to do was watch and believe and dream of being on that stage! But how could I enter the world on the other side of the footlights? Wasn't it true that you had to be born backstage in a trunk to be a performer? When you could toddle, you walked on stage for the first time to a standing ovation, and when you were twelve you became Mickey Rooney.

But I hadn't been born in a trunk, and I wasn't Mickey Rooney. I was Tommy Hicks, eldest son of the two people sitting on either side of me, and just for a split second of a split minute, in the London Palladium on that Saturday night, I wished I wasn't.
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