Introduction

When I was seven I started helping out in my dad’s sweet
shop. This help largely consisted of reading comics,
eating pear drops, smiling unconvincingly at the jokes
customers made that I didn’t understand and, very
occasionally, serving someone.

One of the first things I learned in the shop was that
standing behind a counter imbued me with knowledge in
the eyes of customers. It didn’t matter that I gave no sign
of actually possessing that knowledge and happened only
to be there because it was more interesting than watching
the test card on television. I apparently knew something
they didn’t. Grown-up men would ask my advice on
birthday cards for their wives, old women would seek
guidance on boxes of soft centres, and children,
invariably older than me, would approach the counter,
push a hot ten-pence piece towards me and say the code
words: ‘Ten p mix-up.’

The ten p mix-up, for the uninitiated, describes a
transaction in which the customer purchases ten-pence
worth of sweets, the selection to be made by the shop-
keeper. | imagine a ten p mix-up today would be a fairly
forlorn affair, consisting of only two cola bottles or a
solitary foam banana, but back in the late seventies,
when Mojos and Blackjacks were half a pence each, ten
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pence could buy you enough raw candy to keep you
buzzing and twitching right through assembly and
screaming out onto the concrete at playtime.

At first I couldn’t understand why customers didn’t
select the sweets themselves, but I gradually learned that
the thrill of the mix-up was exactly in this handing over
of the confectionery reins to someone else — the excite-
ment of letting another choose. 1 soon found myself
enjoying the unfettered artistic freedom the new role
offered. I'd stand in front of the sweet stand, opened
paper bag in hand, facing my audience of one, their
anxious mouth-breathing audible as I prepared myself.
The selections I made were based on a hasty assessment
of the customer’s profile and certain arbitrary connec-
tions suggested by it: gobstoppers for thugs, Highland
toffee bars for the visually impaired, sherbet fountains
only for those who looked like they could handle them
responsibly. Occasionally 1 might check a preference
before throwing something in, burt largely T trusted my
intuition and entered a kind of heightened confectionery
trance, my hands moving quicker than my conscious
mind.

It was a job without formal channels for customer
feedback, but I take the fact that I was never beaten up
on the streets for a bad mix as the greatest endorsement
of my selection skills.

I was reminded of all this when Tindal Street Press
invited me to help them choose stories for this tenth
anniversary collection. I felt similarly daunted and
unqualified — the fear of a kicking from bigger kids never
really goes away. What made the invitation irresistible
wasn’t a clammy ten-pence piece, but the promise of
finding new writers and stories to love,

Writers aren’t often invited to submit material. They’re









