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Preface to the 2013 Edition







At his death in 1968 Kersh had left us with a dazzling gallery of criminals and artists, characters filled with love and loathing, and carrying the seeds of their own destruction. It’s a mystery that he is not regarded as a great British writer of the twentieth century.





Christopher Fowler, Independent on Sunday, 18 September 2011





Forty-five years after he left us Gerald Kersh still suffers from little better than the ‘large, vague renown’ Orwell famously ascribed to Thomas Carlyle. He is remembered chiefly for Night and the City (1938), one of the great novels of London’s Soho, driven by its shabby anti-hero Harry Fabian. Jules Dassin’s 1950 film version starring Richard Widmark has certainly helped that book to endure. But Kersh’s novel lives on by itself because it teems with adroitly observed forms of (low) life, and it still feels like the real thing. Readers who come newly to Kersh usually sense quite soon from his salty, word-rich presence on the page that this was a writer who lived fully, and who never missed a trick. Evidently all he saw was of interest to him, not to say fair game.


Kersh does have his notable and steadfast champions today: Harlan Ellison has vigorously sought to promote awareness of a man whose talent he considered ‘immense and compelling’; Michael Moorcock is the ‘sometime executor’ of the Kersh estate and has kindly made possible Faber Finds’ reissues of a selection of Kersh’s finest works; while cinema-book specialist Paul Duncan has also been an avid advocate for Kersh, and is understood to have been at work awhile on a biography. What general readers may know of Kersh for the moment is largely down to the information these men have placed in the public domain.


Kersh was born in Teddington on 26 August 1911. Writing as a meaningful pastime came quickly to him, such that he soon sniffed a vocation. He quit schooling early, and raced through a succession of jobs as if seeking to go one better on Hemingway’s maxim that a novelist ought to have a friend in every occupation. In 1934 he published a roman-à-clef, Jews without Jehovah, but it wasn’t on sale for very long, since three uncles and a cousin of Kersh’s made out unflattering renderings of themselves within its pages, and sought legal redress – apparently a lasting source of tension at Kersh family occasions.


Following the outbreak of war Kersh joined the Coldstream Guards in 1940 and seems to have been rated a decent soldier. His first stint of leave was during the Luftwaffe’s Blitz, whereupon he narrowly escaped fatal injury but was thereafter reassigned to desk duties. In 1941 he drew on his Guardsman experience to write They Die with Their Boots Clean, a classic fictional account of basic training, and he enjoyed a surprise bestseller with a work that is richly illustrative of his gift for refining into print things you can well imagine he actually heard. (Finds offers the book, bound up with its sequel The Nine Lives of Bill Nelson, under the title given this pairing by their US publisher: Sergeant Nelson of the Guards.)


Thereafter Kersh would be phenomenally productive: a writer not merely of novels and stories but of journalism, sketches and columns, radio and documentary film scripts. After the war he settled in the US and there made himself a fixture in popular magazines that paid well for stories and brought him to huge readerships: the Saturday Evening Post, Esquire, Collier’s, Playboy. Kersh’s stories are the most accessible demonstration of his protean gifts: the strange and fantastical tales are especially cherished, and may be sampled in Finds’ reissues of The Horrible Dummy and Other Stories as well as a broader selection chosen by Simon Raven entitled The Best of Gerald Kersh. At the height of this productivity came three of his most admired novels: Prelude to a Certain Midnight (1947), The Song of the Flea (1948), and The Thousand Deaths of Mr Small (1950).


Kersh wrote so much, his printed output was so compendious, that one might suppose he never had time to blot a line. And yet his sentence-making is remarkably strong. He was both a singular talent and a hard grafter: a crafter of sentences, spinner of yarns, scholar of human follies. His living by the pen, however, seems to have been rarely better than precarious, for a variety of reasons: he had money troubles, personal troubles, health troubles, and over time these tended to come at him in battalions. Amid this turmoil he could still produce Fowler’s End (1958), judged by Anthony Burgess as ‘one of the best comic novels of the century’. Burgess was also a champion of The Implacable Hunter (1961); and The Angel and the Cuckoo (1966) earned Kersh more high praise. But by then he was very nearly through: he died in New York on 5 November 1968, aged fifty-seven. He remains one of those writers perpetually in need of revival, admired by near enough all who read him, awaiting still his golden hour of evangelism. The reader, if not already a convert, is warmly invited to start here.





Richard T. Kelly


Editor, Faber Finds


July 2013



















AUTHOR’S NOTE





DESDEMONA’S taste for outlandish stories led her to an untimely end, suffocated under a pillow by the spinner of untrue tales. She died as she lived—breathless.


She asked for it, and she got it. She was the pulp magazine reader of her day. Nothing but outlandish monsters could satisfy her. Her imagination craved the unnatural, the supernatural, and the freakish. If Othello were alive to-day he would probably write for the pulps; and if he published a book his publishers would put in a piece to the effect that all characters therein were fictitious and had no relation to any living person, etc.


Yet the fact is that there is no horror or fantasy or fairy tale conceivable by man that has not its roots in his neighbour’s house and back garden. For example: look at the illustrations to the startling stories in the sensational magazines. The illustrators, some of whom are capable artists, strain every fibre of their imaginations to outline the Nightmare. They can’t. The monster from Mars turns out to be nothing but an exaggerated ant. The dreadful apparition that haunts the house is only a man distorted. If nausea is to be inspired the illustrators must fall back on slime, such as oozes out of any box of fish. The predatory cannot be expressed except in terms of teeth and claws and tentacles. Everything that every writer writes about must in some way have relation to something or somebody, living or dead.


Try it and see. Describe me, say, a butcher, without scraping together memories of all the butchers you have seen and known. Draw me the character of somebody hateful without remembering everyone you ever disliked. It can’t be done, because you are not God Almighty, you see, and cannot create life. As a part of all that you have met, you must use things seen and remembered. No character can be fictitious.


So I come to the characters in this book. For the character of the flabby-minded Mr. Small I have drawn on all the flabby-minded fathers I have ever met, taken them apart and put the choicest bits together. I have met at least fifty Mrs. Smalls, whom I have squeezed into the skin of that monstrous woman and so on. The characters in this book are not portraits of individuals, dead or alive; but they have relation to innumerable individuals all over this sad world wherever children suck their mother’s milk and mothers suck their children’s souls.





GERALD KERSH          


New York, 1950    



















The Thousand Deaths of Mr Small

























CHAPTER I





IT used to happen only once or twice in three or four months. But now, when he is a dozen years older, and the poison has worked its way into him, Charles Small has what his wife calls a “mood” twice a week. (She tells the children that he has a “pain”.)


Small locks himself in, throws himself on the bed, pushes his knees up to his chin, grasps his ankles, closes his eyes tightly, and tries to understand himself. His eyelids are not thick enough to black out the daylight. He sees, first of all, a redness that grows smoky. What is it about? Tell me, what is it all about? Answer me at once! he shouts—but the shouting is all inside himself. His anxious family hear nothing. Come out, come out! he screams, silently, until he is purple in the face and his heart beats painfully.


The time comes when his eyes seem to turn a somersault in the cloudy darkness, so that they are looking into his sloppy skull as a gypsy fortune-teller looks into the dregs of a teacup, and there he sees a spattered accidental pattern, something like a hieroglyph which must somehow make sense but which he cannot translate. By this time he is drowsy: the flaky leaves run together to make a brown blob, whereupon he remembers a ridiculous old story: the story of the little boy who went into raging hysterics at the sight of kreplach …


It seems that once upon a time there was a little boy who, at the age of nine, was a perfectly normal child. He looked you between the eyes, and spoke his mind. In school he was second in the class, and he was good at games. He had never been beaten or frightened. His mother loved and cherished him, and he lived a clean, happy life. Looking at this child everyone said: “Here is the perfect type of the clean-cut, fearless, uninhibited boy.” Yet he had one mad, unreasoning fear—of kreplach! You could put him in a cage with a tiger, or live rattlesnakes, and he was unafraid. But if you showed him a dish of kreplach he would scream until he burst a blood vessel.


The boy’s mother, naturally, was worried. She explained to him that kreplach was only another word for ravioli. Still, nothing would reconcile the boy to the sight of kreplach. At last she consulted a psychiatrist, who told her that kreplach in themselves were not objects calculated to inspire fear. Obviously, if the boy knew the meaning of kreplach—that is to say, if he understood all the processes that went to the making of kreplach—this blind terror would be washed out of his mind. The psychiatrist said: “Now go home, and bring your little boy into the kitchen, and demonstrate to him stage by stage how kreplach are made. Then, I wager a pension, his little trouble will pass away…. Not at all, not at all, glad to have been of help. That will be twenty dollars.”


The mother went home and called her little boy, saying: “Isidor, I want you to watch me making something nice for dinner.”


“Sure, Mom.”


“Now look, Isidor, you see what I am doing?”


“Sure, Mom. You’re putting an egg in some flour and beating it all up.”


“That’s right, Isidor, quite right. Now what am I doing?”


“Why, Mom, you’re squeezing it all together and rolling it out with a rolling pin…. Why, what’s the matter, Mom?”


“Now what am I doing, Isidor?”


“Why, Mom,you are rolling it out thin, and thinner and thinner. … What’s the idea, Mom?”


“Now what am I doing, Isidor?”


“Why, Mom! You know what you’re doing! You’re taking a glass and cutting out little round pieces from all that stuff you rolled flat…. What’s the matter, Mom?”


“That’s all right, son. Now look and tell me what I’m doing now, Isidor darling.”


“Aw, gee, Mom, you’re getting little bits of meat and putting them in the middle of them round pieces.”


“Good boy! And what am I doing now?”


“Well, Mom, you know what you’re doing now! You’re covering that meat up with another round piece, and pinching up all the edges. Aren’t you, Mom?”


“That’s a clever boy. And how many of these pieces have I got here now?”


“Five … ten … twenty.”


“Quite right. Now I want you should watch carefully, Isidor, what I’m going to do now,” said the mother. She scooped up the completed pasta and threw it into boiling water. “Do you see?”


“Sure I see. Why? Is anything the matter, Mom?”


“Isidor, I want you should wait right here. I want you should see exactly what I’m doing.”


“But Mo-om! I’ve seen it! I got a date——”


“Isidor, wait!”


“But what for?”


“For your own good, Isidor…. Now look …”


She dipped a spoon into the pot and fished out a plateful of kreplach, saying, triumphantly: “There you are now, you see now, Isidor—what was there to be afraid of?”


The little boy looked at her with wide uncomprehending eyes. Then he looked down at the plate. Pink foam gushed out of his mouth and his eyes started out of their sockets. “KREPLACH!” he screamed, and went into convulsions.


*


It is at this point that Small tries for the thousandth time to think calmly and reasonably of his mother. For thirty-odd years he peeped and pried and sniffed and squinted through chinks and keyholes into the sooty half-light of the family kitchen, and he knows pretty well how his mother was made.


He has seen the flour that was heedlessly ground out of a million subtly different seeds, carelessly dipped up in cupped hands and thrown down on a board. He has heard the clapping of the floury hands beating away loose particles, and the dull clicking of the piled eggs under the fumbling fingers.


He has seen the little hillock of flour beaten into a crater; heard the sharp crack of the eggshell against the edge of a basin, and the quick sniff of the cook when she convinced herself that the egg was not bad. He knows how the egg went into the crater with a tiny thud, followed by the double-rap of the thrown-down halves of the empty shell; and he has not forgotten the glutinous slap of the fork that beat the egg into the flour … under a cloud. Oh, he knows the operation, process by process!


Soon the sloppy live egg, companying with the flour, grows stickily obstinate. The quick, fierce fork becomes slow and uncertain in its movements. The soft glutinous stuff is resisting the steel. The egg is the ringleader of resistance in the crater. Very deliberately the fork pushes in the sides of the mountain. The yellow stickiness becomes heavy, sluggish. Crag by crag the mountain falls. The dough still resists. There is a pause. Then, from a rack, comes a big stick, a rolling pin. It descends with a smacking sound and cuts a chasm in the stiff dough. Before the dough can recover, the rolling pin is down again with a crash. The hill becomes a plateau. A few more blows and the plateau becomes a rolling steppe. The steppe becomes a plain. The plain becomes a lawn. The stubborn dough has been thrashed into a limp sheet. There it lies on the board, thin as paper; yellow, beaten.


So far so good. Now it is necessary to cut the enemy into shape. The cook takes a thin glass, powders the rim with flour, stamps out circles; snatches up the residue of the dough, which she beats and rolls again, and stamps again into circles, adding the little extra bit of dough that must inevitably be left over to one last extra-large disc.


On the stove a pot boils and a saucepan lid rattles. The cook’s face seems to burst into flame as she drags the pot aside, and then there is a blast of heat, a puff of dark smoke, and a red light in which Small can see her winking sweat out of her eyes while she puts upon each disc of dough a spoonful of left-over meat, chopped up fine and cunningly seasoned, which she covers with another doughy circle, pinching the edges together.


Oh, Small knows how his mother was made! The odds and ends are used up; the life is beaten plastic and submissive; the left-overs of the family are salted and peppered to taste, and imprisoned.


So, before the iron pot crashes back over the fire, a lurid light fills the dark kitchen. The water boils, and in go the kreplach. Soon the lid is lifted. It rattles down while the steam comes up. A spoon goes down into the boiling water, and out of a cloud a voice says: “I made this specially for you—eat it all up—all up!”


“I’m not hungry.”


“But I made it specially for you.”


“But I can’t eat it.”


“What’s the matter with you? Do you want to kill me? Look at me! Look at me! See how tired I am! Feel how wet I am! For what do I sweat? For whom? Why? … Eat it up!”


“But Mama, please! Please, Mama!”


“I’ve killed myself for you. To please me, eat, for God’s sake!”


“I’ll be sick, Mama.”


“To please me … please?”


A great lump of hot, wet dough is stuffed into Small’s mouth, while the voice says: “There, there, nice, nice, there, nice…. Mmmm!”


The hot damp dough is in his nostrils—Small’s head must go backwards before he can breathe, and then he is compelled to eat kreplach, the sort they make out of curd-cheese … there is a taste of sour milk, and he is sick. “‘There there, there,” says the voice; and he is floating over a mountain, upside-down—he is dizzy, because he has been swung and swayed here and there. He knows that the mountain had a cratered peak. It is an ancient volcano in eruption. Swung high and low, he grabs with clutching hands. “Drink it, then,” says the voice; and his mouth is full again.


Sucking milk, and gasping between breathless swallows, he sobs: “Ma-ma.”


“He’s talking!” says the voice.


“So soon! It can’t be!”


“I should live so sure—he said mama.”


“Maa-maa!”


“Would you believe it! Bless him!”


He is struggling desperately, striking out with an impotent square inch of hand. He has no strength: he is enraged. They have pinned him up in something rough which chafes the tenderest parts of him. Moistening itself to cut more efficiently, this rough thing is filing away the soft skin between his thighs. He shuts his eyes, opens wide his toothless mouth, and empties his lungs in one terrible cry.


“Quick! Quick! For God’s sake, quick! He’s holding his breath! What shall I do? Send for the doctor!”


“Give him to me, Mrs. Small.”


He is picked up like a straw on a high wind, thrown on his belly upon a canopy of stinking black cloth, and beaten in the ribs. Drawing breath again, he weeps. His head is down, his heels are up, and since he has no muscles to hold what remains of the sour liquid stuff inside him, he is sick again—whereupon everything spins and he is passed from hand to hand, until he lands on his back, exhausted.


“I had such a fright….”


“It’s nothing.”


“I thought it was convulsions.”


“Convulsions! All your life you should have such convulsions! Change him, go on.”


Something clicks and the coarse wet stuff peels away. For a second or two—only for a second or two—he feels free and cool, so he croons a little, while they dry him and powder him before imprisoning him again. But now he is completely empty, empty with an emptiness that hurts. Feeling pain, he cries out, and gropes for something to make him feel better.


“You should feed him now, Mrs. Small.”


Jerkily, buttonhole by buttonhole a darkness is split by a great white triangle, out of which bursts another mountain, from the purple summit of which a reticulated pattern of blue rivers runs down into the dark. Maa-maa he bleats.


“K’nehora, already he understands everything. Imbeshrier, he’s talking!”


The mountain falls. Charles Small’s mouth finds what it has been seeking. A gentle warmth fills his belly. Now he is content; he will sleep. But the voice says: “He hasn’t had anything! For God’s sake, look! Look! He’s closing his eyes! He brought everything up, and now he won’t eat! What’ve I done! What’ve I done to deserve it?”


“He’ll eat, he’ll eat, please God, he’ll eat, Mrs. Small. Believe me. Encourage him, and he’ll eat.”


The purple-summited pale mountain darts at him as a terrier attacks a rat. He claws the air with nails that are soft as films of transparent pink varnish, and screams, throwing his head back. This head of his is covered with black fluff: in the centre of the crown of it there is a boneless quadrilateral hot and soft, beneath which the brain, full of blood, throbs and grows. He is caught by the hard, round back part of his skull, and pushed, in spite of resistance, to the mountain. Hot milk is forced into his mouth. Charles Small must drink or suffocate. He drinks, and at last he is put to bed. He would keep that which was forced into him if he could, but he cannot: his overloaded stomach rejects the milk. Then he is comfortable and happy, and would gladly sleep. But the rough stuff about his loins and in his crutch has moistened itself again to lubricate its jagged teeth. It bites.


Charles Small cries. The voice cries: “Oh my God, Oh God, he’s got convulsions!” Then he is picked up, pounded, rubbed, kissed, undressed, wiped, powdered, and pinned up again. After that the mountain comes to him out of a long white nightdress, and at last there is the dark. He sleeps a little and, awakening, sees nothing. He is alone. So he cries. Springs squeal. Someone moans. Still in the dark he feels the embrace of powerful arms, and inhales a familiar smell—which he hates. Still, it is better than nothing; and alone, Charles Small is nothing. Soothed, he allows himself to be put down again, and then, missing the protective warmth, he cries again. A flat paraffin-wax night-light makes a hole in the shadows—a hole no bigger than an orange-pip. “My little dolly! What do you want then? Let Mummy sleep a little, then!”


Charles Small weeps desperately. The voice says: “Sha! … Sha! …” Out comes the mountain. As a man nibbles a blade of grass, chews a piece of gum, or smokes a cigarette—so he sucks. “… Was he hungry? There, little dolly, was it then? There then, there then….”


… Charles Small starts out of a dyspeptic doze with a vile, sour taste in his mouth. He feels crop-full of curds and awash with a gurgling bilge of whey. “What a life, what a bloody life!” he says, grinding his teeth and tenderly pressing his throbbing temples. His head is neither aching nor not aching. He grips it hard in his damp hands, and shakes it until it rattles like a money-box, wishing that he could tear it off, dash it to the floor, and stamp on it. Damn you, ache or don’t ache—don’t threaten to ache! bellows the exasperated inaudible voice inside himself; and he hits himself hard on the forehead. The blow drives the indeterminate headache into some hole or corner in the fog. Obedient but always malignant, it slips into a secret passage, wriggles around his cheek-bone, and finds a back tooth, where it sits sulkily picking at the nerve, while it says:


All right then, if you don’t want me I’ll go away!


Damn you, damn you! Oh, if only I could get hold of you! screams the noiseless voice of Charles Small, and he snaps his jaws together, baring his teeth. At this the vague ache hunches its shoulders, curls up, and becomes a concentrated pain. Charles Small cries “Ow!”


Smugly nodding, and sending home a new pang with every nod, the Pain says, with hypocritical bewilderment, strongly tinged with hysteria: What’s the matter? What d’you want of me? Didn’t I do what you told me to do? Don’t I try to please you? Whatever I do is wrong. If I stay, that’s not good. If I go away, that’s not good. What am I to do? Die, to please you? The Pain begins to cry: the nerve in the tooth seems to shudder, hiccup, and twitch. Charles Small strikes it with his fist; whereupon it cowers, and runs to a safe place, behind his left shoulder-blade, not far from the base of his neck, where it swells big and glows bright and says: Well, does this suit you?


He groans aloud, and puts out his hand for something cold to drink. The sour curds inside him have become a great ball of soapy cheese floating in burning acid. His unsteady hand finds the glass his wife has put on the little table by the bed. Greedily, he swallows two great mouthfuls: then he sits up retching, with a shudder, and sees that the glass was full of milk. Milk! He makes as if to throw the glass away but, remembering that he is thirsty, drinks the rest of the milk; and then hurls the empty glass across the room and sees it smash and hears the pieces fall. Charles Small is angry with himself. As the little Pain prods his shoulder he asks, angrily: What the hell do you want?


Control yourself!


Then, of course, someone knocks at the door, and he must shout: “Oh, come in, come in!” His ten-year-old daughter Laura is there, asking if he is all right.


“Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes, yes, yes! Yes! Can’t you let me rest?”


Laura looks at him with round, startled eyes. Charles Small perceives that her feelings are hurt, and he loves this little girl, he believes, more than she deserves. He wants to apologise, to say: I’m sorry, Laura, my little darling, if I sounded as if I was angry with you. I’m not, you know—I couldn’t be angry with you. I was angry, darling, but not with you, and I knocked a glass over. Come in, my sweet, and let me tell you a story….


Something makes him say: “What the hell do you want? What do you take me for, your slave? I work my fingers to the bone for you and I can’t get a minute’s peace in my own house, is that it?”


Laura says: “Mummy told me to come and see if you were all right and ask you if you’d like a nice glass of hot milk.”


“No!” shouts Charles Small, right into the child’s face. “Go away!”


She goes downstairs, trying not to cry. In an ecstasy of remorse he stretches his right arm so that his knuckles can strike the painful place by his left shoulder-blade. The Pain runs back to the place it came from and settles down in his head, while his insides grow more and more sour, and a soft, invisible hand squeezes his belly like a sponge until bitter water comes out of his eyes.


To-morrow he will buy Laura a present. He will take her to the best toyshop in town and say: “Choose whatever you want.” Whatever her heart desires, or her fancy dictates, she shall have, if it costs fifty pounds. But he knows that fifty thousand rocking-horses with crimson nostrils and snow-white tails could not drag out of her recollection the memory of the last ninety seconds.


He feels that he has hurled a brick at a priceless vase.


If wishing could make it so, Charles Small would drop dead: twenty thousand shot-guns would blow him into a fine spray. The Pain in his head laughs a laugh, that shakes every nerve in his body. What for? Why? What’s the use? he asks himself. Die, die, you idiot, die!


He goes to the bathroom, takes from its oblong box one of his big hollow-ground German razors, and bares his throat. The broad blade sings under his thumb. One quick slash under the ear and then, shadowy jet by jet, comes the dark …


… Downstairs he hears voices. He must know what is being said. Silent on his stockinged feet he goes to the bedroom door, closing the razor and replacing it in its box as he goes. What he is doing is shameful, and he knows it. He is spying, prying, eavesdropping; secretly listening to the private conversation of his own flesh and blood. Of all the despicable things to do, this is the most despicable. His mother and her sisters did such shameful and disgusting things—but still he listens, holding his breath and trying to gulp down his stomach, which is sticking in his throat. Laura, that wet-eyed little sneak—the spitting image of her damned mother—is snivelling again: “Mummy, Daddy shouted at me, Daddy grumbled at me!”


Laura’s mother, Charles’ wife, says, in her tinny, monotonous voice—oh, that voice, that voice like a tap with a worn-out washer dripping into an enamel basin in a kitchen sink in the dead of night!—she says: “There, there, Laura darling, Daddy didn’t mean it, Daddy isn’t well. Daddy’s got a pain!”


At this, of course, the child cheers up. Good news: Daddy has a pain. Excellent! “What kind of a pain, Mummy?” she asks. She hopes that it is a bad pain.


“Daddy’s got a pain in the tum-tum. A naughty pain in his little tum-tum.”


“Why has Daddy got a pain in his tum-tum?”


“Daddy is worried, and it gives him a pain in his tum-tum.”


Now “tum-tum” is more than Charles Small can bear: he must protest. But how? If he were an honest man he’d go downstairs and thrash the matter out. But an honest man would not have listened to this conversation in the first place; and he knows it. Curling a contemptuous lip at himself he reaches backwards, finds the door-knob, rattles it, and pushes the bedroom door open so violently that it rebounds from the wall with a quivering bang. (The people downstairs will believe that he has just thrown it open.) Then he roars: “What’s the matter down there? Tum, tum, tum—tum, tum, TUM! What’s the idea? What’s going on? Tum, tum, tum! Where is this? Africa? Can’t I get five minutes rest? Tum, tum-tum! Hire a hall if you want to practice the drums and let a man have a little peace!”


There is a terrible silence. He goes back into the bedroom, slamming the door. He knows, now, that Laura, his accursed daughter, and Hettie, his damned wife, are whispering together. His wife’s eyelids, over her prominent blue eyes, are pink with a sickly pinkness. It is a psychological certainty that the whites of those disgusting eyes are going red at the corners, and that there is an exudation of tears. Charles Small can see it all. A big tear rises and stands, like a water-blister, between her white mouse’s eyelids—it wobbles tantalisingly, so that you want to take a stick and knock it off, or stick a pin in it. Then it seems to go pop, and a foolish little trickle runs to the bridge of her absurd nose. The bridge of this nose is situated less than an inch from the tip—it is an admirable distribution-centre for idle tears. Plip-plop, bloop-bleep—down fall the lazy, colourless drops. Laura, of course, blubbers in sympathy. Let them cry their confounded eyes out!——And put red pepper on them and swallow them like oysters, and drop dead! says Charles Small, lying down again.


His face is hot, his ears are burning, and between his breast-bone and his spine he is aware of an unhealthy glow. From deep inside him struggles a puff of gas in a wriggling bubble which nudges itself away up through the sour curds, flutters through the acidulous whey, and bursts. Something like a branding iron burns his gullet, and in his mouth again is the taste of sour milk, milk so sour that it is wrinkled like a brain and powdered with grey-green mildew between the convulsions.


Then, of course, he hears the thunder of a little boy’s feet. Jules, his son, has come home from school. The weather is warm; the boy is wearing rubber-soled shoes; and yet he manages to clump about the place like a Suffolk Punch stallion…. From somewhere inside Charles Small shoots something like a skyrocket, which bursts under his left collar-bone in a shower of gold and silver sparks that emerge, brilliantly glittering and burning like hot needles, from every pore of his skin. As the sparks die they grow cold, and their coldness freezes the sweat brought out by the burning heat. Wet and shivering, abnormally sensitive in the ears, he waits for what he knows must come. In some indefinable place, not far from where his neck joins his shoulders, there is the over-wound mainspring of a great clock, which, at a touch, will fly open with a whirring noise.


Here it comes—a terrible hiss, as of compressed steam from a boiler at bursting point—a noise that makes him cower in expectation of an awful bang. Hettie is whispering “Hush”. How like his mother she is—how well she thinks she means, and how ill she does! Little Laura is whispering now, and her whisper is like the noise of pent-up breath being blown into a toy balloon which swells tighter and tighter until you shut your eyes and cringe away with your fingers in your ears, dreading the inevitable pop … as if a toy balloonful of baby’s breath could hurt you, dirty little coward that you are! …


The inevitable pop. The inevitable Mom and the inevitable Pop. There was Pop, there was his father to the life—a toy balloon, a bubble, a pennyworth of membrane puffed up with sour-milky baby’s breath, an inflated nothing obedient to every idle wind; but capable of inspiring idiot fear, fear that he might burst! The more you shuddered away from him the bigger he grew; until at last, poor skinful of wind, he deflated himself and became the shrivelled little empty bag that he was … so that out of sheer pity you lent him the breath of your life wherewith he might reinflate himself and feel like somebody again … whereupon, sucking your breath, he grew big to frighten you once more. He was dangerous as a toy balloon is dangerous—only if the baby swallows it.


He used to come home, flabby and empty, to be pumped up by his family after the world had taken the wind out of him. Thus he made ready for another day … the nobody, the nothing, the dead-beat, the sound-and-fury-signifying-nothing, the failure.


Charles Small’s son Jules is maturing early. He is only thirteen years old, but his voice is already breaking. Of all the irritating noises in the world—knives scratching plates, uninhibited soup-drinking, the gasping of Hettie’s father when he is drinking hot tea; the sucking noise Hettie’s brother makes when he gets a fibre of meat from between his teeth after a meal and, having held it up on his finger-nail for examination, swallows it with a smacking of the lips; Hettie’s whimpering glottal stoppage when she says: “Buts I didn’t meann it”; the adenoidal sing-song of Nathan when, opening his muddy eyes and slippery mouth, he reaches out with a shiny red hand to take the pot a second before he turns up the Ace King Queen Jack Ten of hearts, saying: “Give me the money”—of all these noises the sound of his son’s voice is the most unbearable.


Jules starts to talk like a human boy. Then, somewhere in Jules’s stomach an invisible finger plucks one of the strings of a bass-viol, whereupon Jules roars like a bull. The instrumentalist who is practising on his larynx picks up a mandolin, then, and plinks a high note for a little while, before experimenting with a fret-saw on a dancing master’s fiddle—after which some apprentice breaks in, experimentally, with a piccolo, while an uncontrollable amateur pecks at the parchment of a kettle-drum. Then it is all given to the ’cello and the flute.


“Tum-tum?” Jules roars and squeaks.


“Ssshhh!”


The over-wound spring breaks—not that there is more than enough of it to fill a boot-polish tin. Something touches it now, and it goes shrieking out of a tight blue disc into an inextricably tangled heap of shivering steel ribbon.


Charles Small feels that his bowels have come up to strangle him. Then he remembers the gramophone … and up pops Daddy, that gassy, vacillating little popper. Pop! Pop!


Oh, that windbag, that squeaked when it emptied itself; that ball of breath! He was full of sententious talk about a penny saved being a penny earned. As bums loaf around the stoves in doss-houses solving problems of state, so this man squatted on a heap of unpaid bills and talked big business. There was money in this, money in that, money in the other—old man Small had it at his finger-tips. One day, after he had been roaring and writhing and groaning about the unpaid rates and taxes, a pasty little man came into the shop carrying a great black box by a heavy leather handle, and said: “Want a bargain?”


Up jumped I. Small the big shot, keen as mustard; watchful, cautious, cunning, ready to out-Machiavelli Machiavelli. The pasty man, lifting the box with difficulty—it must have weighed between thirty and forty pounds—put it on the counter, knocked down several clip-locks, and opened one of the first portable phonographs that was ever made.


The lid of this fantastic box contained something like a nickel-plated wash-basin into which was clipped a tone-arm as big and heavy as a footballer’s leg, at the end of which hung a mica sound-box of a peculiarly club-footed shape. The basic half of this contraption was heavy with machinery. There was a turntable to which was glued a disc hacked out of one of those green plush tablecloths that used to be fringed with pom-poms.


Old man Small, his hands locked behind him, watched Napoleonically, rocking to and fro on his heels. The pasty man unclipped a crank-handle that terminated in a sort of trephine, which he cunningly inserted into a hole in the case, and turned. There was a stink of oil. The cogs of the machine alternately begged for mercy and gnashed their teeth. The pasty man put on to the turntable a phonograph record a quarter of an inch thick. He pulled a big lever, and the disc began to spin. Then he dislodged the arm with a blow of his fist, put the needle on the record (which was rocking like a see-saw) and out came the Zampa Overture.


Shouting to make himself heard above the din he said that this was a most remarkable invention. Take your ordinary gramophone—it was a heavy affair, unwieldy. It had a great tin horn on it, so that you could not take it anywhere. But this remarkable device—this was portable. The metal bowl constituted a horn. Everything clipped into place, so that all you had to do was close it … like that … snap home the clasps—so—pick it up by the handle (he almost dislocated his shoulder trying to do it) and walk off with it. Could Mr. Small not see what an acquisition this was? No? Ah, but say one called on friends. Well, one said hullo, and how are you, and how is so-and-so, and how’s business … and then there was nothing else to talk about. There one was, twiddling one’s thumbs with a whole evening to get through. But if one happened to be lucky enough to possess such a machine as this, one opened it, and said: “Let’s have a little music!” Amid cries of astonishment, one became a social success. It was a genuine American machine, and had cost twelve pounds when it was new. But he, the pasty man, was prepared to part with it for four guineas.


Charles Small knows that his father was not interested in music, and was terrified of machinery of every description: he could not wind a watch without holding his breath, and had sternly forbidden his son to play with his most beloved birthday-present, an ingeniously-contrived German clockwork frog that jumped with a clatter while a key in its belly turned anti-clockwise to a standstill—I. Small had locked it up in a cupboard, asserting that it was dangerous.


But if a salesman showed him something, he did not know how not to buy it. He had no arguments. Shamefully conscious of his ignorance, he nodded and muttered, stroking his chin, cleared his throat, and said that he understood. In any case he was hopelessly vulnerable to a direct attack.


When the pasty man said “four guineas”, he said: “I wouldn’t give you more than thirty shillings for a thing like that”—hoping, of course, that the pasty man would shake his head, pick up his machine, and walk out of the shop.


But he replied: “All right then, I’ll let you have it for thirty shillings.” He would gratefully have accepted ten. He threw in twenty-four assorted records, somewhat the worse for wear, but when he was gone Charles Small’s father looked at the machine with hate. The infant Charles, hopping with excitement, said: “Daddy, can we play it?”


Now the old man was strong and authoritative. He shouted: “You? What are you doing here, what? Didn’t I told you you should keep out from the shop?”


He loomed large, dark, and dangerous. Charles lied: “I just came in … Daddy, can I play it?”


“Play it? Play it? Play what? Play it! What do you mean, play it? That’s all I’ve got to do, play? Get out from the shop!”


His father put the portable phonograph behind the counter. His mother did not see it until she stumbled over it two days later.


“What’s this?” she asked.


“What’s what? What do you mean, what’s this? … Oh that, that! A novelty—a gremophone.”


“Gramophones! Gramophones! That’s all he’s short of—gramophones! Gramophones, now! A new madness—gramophones!”


“A poor devil came in, so he’s got this gremophone. So his wife, she’s being confined. It was a mitzvah. What’s five shillings?”


“Five shillings he’s got to throw away, the millionaire! Gramophones, gramophones he wants!” But she let him show her how it worked, and was nearly placated. Little Charles, luckily for him, forgot to correct his father and say: “You made a mistake, Daddy, it wasn’t five shillings, it was thirty shillings” —he was so passionately interested in the machine.


He shudders when he thinks of what might have happened if he had impulsively blurted out the truth at that moment. He would have been completely undone. He would have been slapped on several counts: (1) For contradicting his father. (2) For having lied when he said that he had only just come into the shop. (3) For having told the truth when his father chose to lie. (4) For upsetting his mother. She would have been dreadfully upset. “Thirty shillings he’s got to throw away on such rubbish! For this he’s got to go out and borrow! What’ve I done to deserve it? What’ve I done, what’ve I done?”


With a sidelong look of bitter hatred at little Charles the old man would have shouted: “Millie, I swear by my life and yours too, I should fall down dead on the spot where I stand, I didn’t give more than five shillings for this here gremaphone!”


Charles Small can see it all….


“By your mother’s life?”


The old man’s eyes grow wet as he says: “She’s dead and gone, God bless her, she should rest in peace! Leave her alone. My mother, God rest her soul, she’s got nothing to do with gremaphones.”


“Swear by your child’s life!”


“By my child’s life, I didn’t give a farden more than five shillings for this bleddy gremaphone!” I. Small is violently excited, now, and full of strong words: “So sure should I do good, and you too! May I bleddy well beg in the streets like a bleddy bugger——”


“Beggar!”


“Beggar, schmegger! That child should drop where he stands!”


At this Charles Small’s mother snatches her son to her bosom and sprinkles him with tears, while the gramophone runs down with a reluctant squeak, and the old man, shouting down the crescendo of the Zampa Overture, howls: “May I be paralysed and you too! May I die! When I say five shillings, it’s five shillings! Five bleddy shillings! Or may I be buried alive!”


There is a pause for breath. The old man—he will never learn—becomes calm, so that he sighs with relief. His puny rage is exhausted, now that he believes that he has sworn his lie out of existence. Then, with a slow ominous nod, she says: “So, that’s what you are, eh? As long as I know. All right, as long as I know. Thirty shillings he rushes out and spends on rubbishing gramophones. I’m ashamed to look the family in the face. I should go and borrow money from Father, so this one can go and buy gramophones for thirty shillings like a millionaire. All right—now I know what you are. As long as I know. It’s all right.”


The old man shouts again: “By your life and mine and the bleddy child’s! Five shillings! Didn’t I told you?”


“Didn’t I tell you. You’re in England now—talk English…. Thirty shillings! Well, go on—play. Play gramophones. Put it on a pram, and go into the streets, and play—hold out a hat for pennies—that’s all you’re fit for! Go on, what are you waiting for? Musician! Myeh!”


Then, day after day and night after night little Charles hears nothing but gramophone, gramophone, gramophone. If his deservedly unhappy father, depressed and discouraged, sits down without appetite, fiddling with his knife and fork and staring blankly at his plate, it is: “What’s the matter now? What do you want to do with it? Put it on the gramophone?” When luck sends him a few pounds and he rushes feverishly to the bank, one jump ahead of an uttered cheque, he is admonished: “Don’t come back with a grand piano, you and your gramophones.” If he suggests that it might be useful to have a telephone installed, there is an outcry: “If it’s not gramophones, it’s telephones. Musician!”



















CHAPTER II





THIS is what would inevitably have happened if Charles Small had blurted out the truth on that occasion. But he had already learned not only to lie, but to deal in lies. Hating himself for a sickening little sycophant he remembers that when his father said “five shillings” his mother looked at him quickly for confirmation, and he repeated: “Only five shillings.” She liked music: it was genteel. They played that horrible phonograph every day. He squirms when he thinks of it. The records were worn out, the clockwork was old and tired, and although one was specifically instructed to use a needle once only the old man, thunderously didactic and portentously informative, bellowed: “Once! Once! Fools believe it—so that’s how they sell needles, and make fortunes! Take no notice!” This old fool who couldn’t find his bottom if he wanted to wipe it, this gull of the world, this mark, this fore-damned victim of the clumsiest rogues in town, was prudent when it came to pins and profoundly wise in the matter of gramophone needles at a shilling a hundred. The shop shut and the supper table cleared, he became great; he called for music. Charles Small remembers, all too clearly, how the rickety turntable rocked and swayed, and how sometimes, in the middle of some scratching, indeterminate ecstasy, something in the guts of the black box went prrut!—and the glory slid in a slow glissando until working hard on the handle and driving home the blunted serrations of the trephine he made the disc spin fast enough to wind the music back.


One evening his parents went out to talk to someone about some business premises that were to let, leaving Charles alone in the house with the servant, Mollie. Creeping down from the attic, or tiptoeing up from the basement (he forgets which), she said: “What about a bit of music?” Charles dragged out the phonograph, although he was under oath not to touch it, and put on a husky record of a bass-baritone singing In Cellar Cool. He will never forget that dreadful evening. In the middle of the line:








Drinking, drinking, drinking …











there was a quick, thick snap, and the needle snarled and sneered in the worn grooves of the record which spun slower and slower until it stopped. He turned the handle in a frenzy of terror, but it swung loose. His most furious efforts elicited nothing but a tired squeak from the inside of the black box beyond the chafed hole where the crank-shaft went in. The worn mainspring had snapped. “Now you’ve been and done it,” said Mollie.


Pale with fright but stiff with resolution, Charles got a screwdriver and took out the top of the phonograph: he believed that he could put the machine right by tightening a screw, loosening a screw, or banging something. The only tools in the house (the old man could not knock a nail into a bit of wood without smashing his fingers) were a screwdriver, a hammer, a pair of pincers, and a mushroom-shaped cold chisel which some workman had left behind. With these tools young Charles prepared to go to work.


The interior of the old phonograph bewildered and scared him. It did not take him long to learn what happened when one wound it up: a great flat cylinder set upon a cogged wheel four inches in diameter turned, controlled by a stubborn bit of blue steel that clicked doggedly into its teeth. These teeth met and locked with the teeth of another cogged wheel. The whole machine was made up of toothy steel wheels, sticky and stinking with oil and black with graphite. Somewhere to one side of it there was a “centrifugal governor”—a vertical bar crowned with three lead balls on little hinged rods, that whirled in a blue-grey blur if you touched something. The trouble, Charles divined, was in the cylindrical box; so he unscrewed the screw, prised with the screwdriver, levered the lid off, and discovered a coiled oily spring. The innermost part of this spring had been attached by a screw through a cut slot to a steel bar. The slotted portion of the spring was still screwed down, but a quarter of an inch beyond the slot there was a hideous gap. In his innocence Charles Small said to himself: All I have to do is, take out that bit of spring, make another hole in the broken end, screw it all down again, and there we are. How he pities himself when he thinks of it! Confident that he could cut through the blue steel with the sixpenny hammer and the eightpenny screwdriver, he went to work on the coiled spring. It stuck. There was no use trying to loosen it from the periphery, so he went to work from the centre, where he could get leverage. The clock struck nine. It was necessary to get everything done in half an hour. He threw his weight on the handle of the screwdriver, and then, with a triumphant scream that he will hear to the last day he lives, the spring sprang free. It shot up into the air, spattering the ceiling with black oil and came down shivering, as it seemed, in delight at its liberation.


“Mollie, Mollie, Mollie!” he cried. Then he and Mollie tried to re-coil the spring and put it back, but it was as slippery and strong as an Indian wrestler in a pit of mud. Mollie with her strong, stupid red hands and Charles with his soft and sensitive white fingers struggled like the very devil, sweating and straining, forcing the spring inch by inch into its box, working from the circumference to the centre. God knows how long they worked. Charles Small knows that after twelve or fifteen attempts they got the spring half-way back, when familiar footsteps sounded in the street. There was no mistaking his mother’s brisk, busy trot—she always sounded as if she had six legs, and was hurrying to call a doctor in a matter of life and death. (Thinking of her, Charles Small thinks of an ant wearing boots.) His father, though, walked portentously, like a policeman pounding a beat. Hearing him coming round a corner you stood aside, expecting to see some big-booted brute as heavy as Hackenschmidt. You were astonished when you saw a man of average size and nondescript shape, wearing respectable shoes, size eight. Their voices were audible, too. A foreigner, trying to understand what they were saying by the way they were saying it, would have clutched at his heart and turned pale. She might have been saying: Police! Fire engines! A doctor! An escaped madman has broken in, set fire to the house, and slashed us with a butcher’s knife! My baby’s head is hanging by a thread and I am burning and bleeding to death! Help! And the old man might have been saying, in his voice of thunder: Call out the Guards—every man to his post! One hundred and twenty rounds of ammunition for every man. Fix bayonets! Stand back to back, in the name of God and the King, my lads, and fight it out to the bitter end.


But his mother was saying: “… Yes, it’s in a good position, but look at the neighbourhood!”


“What’s the matter with the neighbourhood? Piccadilly, you want?”


“I’m not used to such neighbourhoods.”


“The neighbourhood’s good enough for Woolworth’s, the neighbourhood’s good enough for Thomas Lipton’s, the neighbourhood’s good enough for Lyons’s—so for you the neighbourhood’s not good enough!”


“—And the kitchen—a hole! Pitch-dark——!”


The key had rattled angrily and the door was closed. They were coming upstairs, and now their voices were turned on full….


“… Kitchens she wants! All right. So I’ll take the, the Savoy Hotel with the Ritz, so she should have chicken!”


“—Kitchens!”


“Kitchens, schmitchens!”


“I’d be ashamed to ask anybody to a place like that!”


“You want I should get a place to ask people to? I’ll take Park Lane. Buckingham Palace I’ll take. The Tower from London I’ll take, so you can ask people. The British Museum I’ll take——”


—Charles and Mollie threw all their strength into one last effort; whereupon the spring leapt up again with a thin shivering shriek, and Mr. and Mrs. Small opened the door of the sitting-room and saw them standing, grey with sweat, white with fear, and black with dirty oil, over the wreckage of the gutted phonograph on the table.


For two or three seconds his father was silent, paralysed with wrath; but his mother was triumphantly calm. She nodded gravely, compressing her lips. It was quite all right. She had known it all along. Everything was exactly as it should be. She said: “You see? What did I tell you? Go on, run round the corner and buy a few more gramophones. Go on, what are you waiting for—run out, buy!”


The old man found his voice. It came out in an ululation: “Bleddy murderer! Snotty-nose! Stinker! Robber! Bleddy pig!”—and struck Charles with a rolled-up evening newspaper.


“Not on the head!” screamed Mrs. Small, “for God’s sake, not on the head!”


The newspaper—it was the Star—came down again. The old man’s teeth were bared, his cheeks were crimson, and his eyes were full of blood, sweat and tears. Yet, striking out with all his strength, while he shouted: “Beggar his bleddy head!” he could not hit hard enough to bend the evening paper.


Charles Small, frightened by the gramophone rather than by the impotent rage of his father, and not a bit hurt, burst into tears; whereupon his mother, squealing like a bleeding sow, snatched him up, tore the newspaper out of her husband’s hand, and cried: “Madman! Stop it, or I’ll jump out of the window and call for the police!”


Then Mollie said: “Oh, it’s all right—I done it. Didn’t I, Charley?”


Charles Small hammers at his skull with his knuckles as he remembers that he did not say no, but shrugged his shoulders, and snivelled, wiping his nose with his right forefinger. Why the devil couldn’t he simply have said: “No you didn’t do it. I did it!” and take the consequences—a breathy admonition, a windy threat, and a slap that would not have knocked the skin off a rice pudding?


But he was silent, God forgive him, and no cock crowed, while Mollie said: “I’ll pay for it, don’t worry. I’ll get it mended.”


Mollie was as good as her word. There was a sturdy young mechanic who worked for the plumber in the next street—a fine young fellow named Lygo who could turn his hand to anything. He did the job for five-and-sixpence, the bare cost of a new mainspring, and put the entire machine into perfect order. When she brought it back to the house, old man Small shouted: “Take it away! I want you should never show me it again!”


“What d’you want me to do with it?” she asked, roughly. (In spite of his menacing expression and his tinpot thunderings, the old man never managed to get a respectful word out of anybody—even the skivvyish Mollie, illegitimate offspring of a gas-fitter’s mate and a kitchen maid, conceived in the shadows of a broom cupboard and born in Marylebone Workhouse—even she couldn’t take him seriously.)


“Keep it!” he cried. “Let me not see it again!”


“Coo, ta very much, Mr. Small!” she said, and took him at his word for once, On her next day off she carried it back to young Lygo, who, as luck would have it, knew an old lady who was looking for a phonograph of that sort, and whom he coaxed into buying it for three pounds, not a penny of which he kept for himself, although he was entitled to a little commission. Mollie went shopping and came home in a black straw hat wreathed in blue and yellow roses, a violet plush dress cut rather low at the neck, and high-heeled black-and-white boots; all picked up for next to nothing in a Ladies’ Wardrobe shop—a sinister establishment near Praed Street, where Paddington tarts, down on their luck, used to sell their spare finery. To make matters worse, she had got a soiled white umbrella with an ivorine handle and an astonishing necklace of huge orange-coloured beads which hung on her like a marigold garland on a sacred cow, and she had crammed her massive fists into white gloves striped with black over the knuckles. From her stiffly-bent left arm dangled one of those silly little things called a “Dorothy Bag”. There is no fun in being well dressed unless you can show yourself to people who appreciate nice things. Mollie showed herself to young Lygo, who at once invited her to go with him, at her earliest convenience, to a music hall. Then she let herself be seen by Mrs. Small.


… Now, Charles Small starts telling himself that fundamentally his mother was of a sweet nature … twisted, like barley-sugar, but positively sweet. But on reflection he curses himself for a fool, for a lying fool, a foolish crook with a bit of grit in his conscience, trying to high-pressure himself into believing his own lies…. Sweet! Is this a recommendation? Of course she was sweet—sweet like sugar cane. Strip her, peel her, crush her, smash her between irresistible iron rollers, and from out of the splintered husk oozed sweetness, if you like—dirty, muddy, pulpy, sticky sweetness that spoiled your appetite for solid things—sweetness that rotted your teeth so that you writhed in torment until they were pulled out; when you fell back, a suckling babe again, limp and defenceless—to hell with such sweetness! Such sugar is symptomatic of disease, a pathognomonic sign pointing to coma and death. True sweetness, healthy sugar, is transmuted into energy and strength. This happens only when it does not stay sweet.


Charles Small punches the pillow.


If he lives a thousand years—and he feels that he has already lived five or six hundred—he will not forget what happened that day. His mother sweetly said: “Very smart, Mollie, very nice! What a pretty hat, and what lovely boots!” She said this in a half-bantering way; leaving a loophole through which she might wriggle if quoted, or overheard; only joking, of course, but giving the girl a few kind words, just to cheer her up. What had Mollie to look forward to, after all, the poor girl? Who was she, what was she? A nothing, a nobody, from nowhere. “What lovely boots! And those beads—where did you get them? Mm! Gloves too, eh? Somebody must have left you a fortune.”


Then Mollie said, all in one eager breath: “You know that broken gramophone Mr. Small give me? That young man Lygo what works for Mr. Looby, ’e ment it for me, an’ when Mr. Small give it me I took it to ’im, an’ ’e took it to a party—she lives up Maida Vale—an’ she sez a pound, an’ ’e sez four, and she sez thirty shilling——”


“—Hm!”


“—She sez thirty shilling, mum, an’ ’e sez four-pun ten, and she sez two quid, an’ ’e sez four-pun, an’ she sez two-pun ten is my last offer, an’ ’e sez three-pun ten’s my last word if I was to drop dead this minute, and she sez three quid—take it or leave it. So ’e sez done, and that’s ’ow I got the money.”


“Gramophones, eh?” said Mrs. Small; and suddenly an arctic cold filled the house, although it was sweltering in the July heat. “Gramophones. Very nice. Very nice!”


His mother appeared to be curiously contented. She had the air of a theoretician who, let out of a lunatic asylum after twenty years of unjust incarceration, pinches the corners of his mouth and eyes into a knowing smile for the demoralisation of his apologetic persecutors.


At supper time she said naïvely to her husband: “Oh, by the way, what happened to the gramophone?”


The old man changed colour. His eyes flickered. He dropped his fork with a clatter, picked it up with a growl, blew his nose like a foghorn, made a knot of his eyebrows, and thundered: “Gremaphones, schmemaphones! Dancing, singing, they want already! Gremaphones!”


“Where is it then?”


“Where is it? A rubbish—where is it! Ask this bleddy little murderer!”—he threatened Charles Small with the crust of a slice of soft bread. “——You want gremaphones? Ask your, your, your, your little murderer! Gremaphones!”


Charles Small knew that something dreadful was going to happen because his mother was speaking calmly, saying: “You threw it away?”


“What did you want I should do with it?”


“Well, it’s a pity. It could be somebody could have made use of it.”


“Use of it, schmoose of it!”


“To give thirty shillings, and then throw it away. All right. You’re the master. You know best.”


Straining his lungs until the veins in his temples became blue, his father shouted: “Five shillings! Once and a thousand times for all, five! Five! FIVE!”


“Listen. Srul! Why did you do it? What made you do it? What for?”


“What, what for? What do you mean, why did I do it what for?”


“Did I ever do anything to you?”


“What does she mean, what? Do, do, do, schmoo, bloo! What do you mean, what?”


“Srul, tell me the honest truth. Did—you—give—that—gramophone—to—that—girl?”


“Girl?”


“Yes, Srul. Girl.”


“Leave me alone with your gremaphones!” the old man shouted, pounding the table with his fists. “Niggle, niggle, niggle—nag, nag, nag! Gremaphones!”


The louder the old man bellowed, the more plainly he was defeated. The more emphatically he swore, the more obviously he was lying. Now he let out a yell that made the glasses dance on the sideboard, while the windows rattled and the house shivered, as he called upon God to strike him dead if what his wife said had the least grain of truth in it. He tore his hair, cried, brandished a fork, picked up a glass of water and put it down again; gripped the edge of the tablecloth as if to drag all the dishes down clattering to rack and ruin about his knees, at which his wife cried No!—so he tore a slice of bread to pieces instead. He brandished his fists over the head of his son, called him a “neglectful pig”—God knows where he had picked up that expression—and struck him with an envelope he had not dared to open because he knew that it enclosed a bill for water rates.


“Can you look me straight in the face and tell me that you didn’t give that girl that gramophone?” she asked, when he paused for breath.


“What do they take me for, what? A millionaire, I should give gremaphones? This piece of bread should choke me if I gave gremaphones!” His trembling hand found a bit of crust which he dramatically thrust into his mouth and tried to swallow but fear had dried his mouth, and the crust was dry too. So it choked him. Then the uproar was really terrible. He tore at his collar, knocked over his chair, and seemed to dance, while his wife threw her head back and screamed, until Mollie came running in from the kitchen with a glass of water. The old man drank, and the crust was washed down.


“A nerrow escape!” he gasped.


“You see? It serves you right—you shouldn’t swear false.”


“False? May I——” he caught Mollie’s eye, winked, made a face, shook his head and said: “Mollie, I didn’t gave you no gremaphone, did I?”


Mollie said: “Of course you did!”


“Deliberate bleddy liar!”—deliberate was another word he had recently picked up and found a use for in every conversation—“deliberate bleddy liar! I told you to chuck it out—to chuck it out I deliberately told you!”


“Chuck! Chuck!” said Mrs. Small, scandalised. “Who says chuck? Throw it out!”


“Throw, schmow!”


“You give it to me,” Mollie persisted. “After I got it ment you give it me, and Mr. Lygo sold it for me for three pound.”


“She makes me out a liar? A liar she makes me out? Kick her out from the bleddy house!”


“Oh, oright, I give a week’s notice. I may be in service but I’m not going to be made out to be a liar. I might as well be in Bedlam,” said Mollie, and stamped out of the room slamming the door.


All that had been said that evening amounted to nothing more than a hurried, whispered outline of what was now to come. It was a mere tuning and warming-up of instruments. First, Charles Small’s mother turned to her son and said: “You see? A liar is always found out!” Then, rapping the table with a teaspoon, as a conductor raps the music-stand with a baton, she started the overture to a mad opera.


Charles Small, in other, comparatively good-humoured periods of reminiscence, tells himself that if he could have been a musician, he might have got the inspiration for a terrible comedy out of that scene. He would have needed the London Symphony Orchestra, some bagpipes, the Mills Brothers, the Duncan Sisters, a dinner-gong, several bombardons, a fishwife, a sergeant-major, and a Cuban band complete with maracas and ass’s jawbones rattling with loose teeth. Technically, it would have been difficult to put over as it deserved. It would have been necessary to discover a pair of versatile geniuses who could sing down all other noises for three hours and forty minutes in duet, dancing at the same time. It would take Chaliapin, the Marx Brothers, and Henry Irving to play the part of Mr. Small. The Prima Donna, Mrs. Small, would have to be compounded of Sarah Bernhardt, Koringa (the lady sword-swallower), Dorothy Parker, Little Orphan Annie, Tillie The Toiler, Catherine de Medici, and Gertrude Stein.


As for the libretto, he could write that himself:




—You did, you did!


—I did not!


—Swear! Swear by your life!


—I have swore! I swear by my life! See?


—Hah!


—You say Hah? I say Hah! Hah! What’s a joke?


—Hum!


—Speak or don’t speak! Don’t hum! Bleddywell——


—Srul, Srul, not in front of the child!


—What not in front from the bleddy child?


—Don’t say “bleddy”, for God’s sake, Srul!


—Don’t say “God”, then. Then I won’t say “bleddy”.


—He’ll grow up with “bleddy” in his mouth.


—Better the bleddy murderer should grow up with “bleddy” in his bleddy mouth, than “God”. God, schmod! Let him bleddy-well bleddy, the dirty rotten stinkpot!





Mr. Small strikes his son on the head with envelope containing final demand for water rates.




—For God’s sake, Srul, not on the head!


—Beggar his bel-el-el-eddy head so he should know in future! Bleddywell beggar the bleddy beggar, so in future he should beggarwell bleddy know!


—He’s gone mad, mad!


—Mad, schmad! …


—Srul, in England, speak English!


—Hm! Nice bleddy English your bleddy father bleddywell spoked! Ha!


—Spoked. Spoked! Spoked! I’m so ashamed I could kill myself.


—She’s here with her killing! Murderer!


—Foreigner!


—Englisher!


—Oh, I’m so ashamed, so ashamed, so ashamed!


—Ashamed from what? From what ashamed? So from where did your father came from, where?


—Come from! Not came from. In England, talk English.


—From Samovarna, your father come from. Deny it!


—And you, gramophones? Where did you come from? Cracow! A Galicianer! A Galicianer!


—Is already a place, Cracow! Samovarna—phut!


—Go to your Mollies. Go to your prostitutes. Finish!


—I swear, I swear! I tell you I swear.


—Liar.


—I swore, Millie. Millie!


—Sha! You’re not with Mollie now.


—Who said Mollie? Who said?


—You did, you did—deny it!


—I did not! May I rot! May I die!


—You swear?


—I should drop——


—Ssh!


—She wants me to swear, so she shushes me! What for, why? I swear by my life I said Millie.


—Mollie, you meant.


—No!


—You did, you did!





Then it started all over again. Having thundered in the voice of Chaliapin in Ivan the Terrible, the old man, black in the face, opened big white hands and called upon his mammy in the voice of Al Jolson; while she, on Mimi’s deathbed, came up with a double-take, and went into a Desdemoniac frenzy, before she passed away in convulsions like Cleopatra. It went on into the small hours, breaking young Charles’s sleep. When he came down to breakfast at eight o’clock next morning his mother was red-eyed but triumphant. His father had gone downstairs sullenly to open the shop. He could not eat any breakfast; food would choke him; the sight of it would make him sick; he couldn’t touch a thing. Little Charles was worried, but he ate everything that was put before him. His mother refused to speak to Mollie, even to give her an order, so she sighed while she carried down a tray loaded with eggs, smoked haddock, hot rolls, and tea in her own martyred hands. The voice of the old man came up: “Take it away! Away! Didn’t I told you, I’m choked?”


Yet between two sighs the plates were emptied.


Charles went to school while his father, walking up and down the shop, waited for business.


It is all very well, all very well, and all very funny, says Charles now, kicking his left foot with his right, all very fine and large. But damn my eyes, why didn’t I admit that it was I who broke the spring? For God’s sake, what was I afraid of?


He is far from well. The bed rolls and the bedroom spins. The neat coils, nicely packed in his abdomen, are sliding loose. He winds them tighter with a tremendous effort. Still they slide. He throws his weight upon that which should control them, but there is a dull snap … and then he is hopelessly entangled in something blue, slippery, and interminable—struggling with his own guts.



















CHAPTER III





HIS father called himself a “gentlemen’s hoser”. He never missed an opportunity of giving you one of his cards upon which, heavily printed in Old English type, was the inscription:




M. & I. SMALL & SON


Stylish Gents’ Hosiery


9, Milk Street


Grosvenor Street


(Nr. Buckingham Palace)


S.W.1.





Thinking of this card Charles Small becomes alternately red with shame and white with anger, until his face feels like an electric sign. It was his mother’s idea, of course: who else could have thought of such a thing? Oh, that woman, that woman—if only he could get his hands on her throat, he would shake her as a terrier shakes a rat! He knew it all now: crumb by crumb, shard by shard, splinter by splinter he has picked up the bits and glued them together into something so nearly whole that he thinks he knows the shape, size, and pattern of it. And having stuck this rubbish together, what has he got? A lead-glazed, big-bellied, narrow-necked, crockery pot, neither useful nor decorative that had better not have been made. He wants to send it back to the dust with one savage kick.


His father’s name was Yisroel Schmulowitz. He left Cracow in Galicia in the 1880s, before he was twenty years old, because he was about to be called up to serve his time in the Army. His mother, wailing and moaning, tearing to pieces her shaitel, had begged him to leave her and go, because in the Army he would associate with rough men and eat the flesh of dead swine. (A shaitel is a hideous wig, parted in the middle, which orthodox Jewesses, having shaved their heads, were supposed to wear after they were married in case they became appetising to strange men. Charles Small’s grandmother, at her best, could not have looked much more attractive than a plucked chicken. He had never seen her, but on the strength of a flattering photograph you wanted to tie her up with a piece of thin twine and throw her into a pot of boiling water, the old fowl.) So Yisroel Schmulowitz ran for his life, and reached England with a few groschen in his pocket. He was not without a trade: he had been apprenticed to a bootmaker in some Cracovian suburb. A man named Noman, a philanthropist, picked him up and found him a job with a cobbler, for whom he sweated for several years, earning an honest living. He spent most of his money on clothes—cut-away coats, fancy waistcoats, tight patent-leather boots, spats, hats. Every Sunday he dressed himself up and walked in the park with his friend Schwartz. Twirling their moustaches and swinging their walking-sticks they strolled through Mayfair and Regent Street, where they made eyes at all the girls. Later, perhaps, they went to a music hall. Crime does not pay—murder will out. Charles’s mother had dragged out of her husband the scandalous story of the offering of a cup of cocoa to a loose gentlewoman, a “sport”. This beautiful anonymous one said that she thought him “quaint and charming”, and drank the cocoa with gusto. (The subsequent battle raged for three days, after which no cocoa was ever brought into the house. Once, when the old man employed an assistant named Cadbury, Mrs. Small screamed: “So you can’t get her out of your mind, is that what you are?”—so that Cadbury had to go.)


The time came when a marriage broker told Yisroel Schmulowitz that he was good-looking, well-dressed, self-supporting, and marriageable, and that a beautiful young woman of good family was willing to look at him.


“What’s she like?”


“An Englisher gel—lovely!”


“Dark? Fair?”


“Medium.”


“Tall? Short?”


“Middling. What do you want? Jersey Lilies? Lily Lengtry? If I say a beautiful gel, it’s a beautiful gel. Look, see, and if you don’t like her, I’ll hang myself!”


So he introduced young Schmulowitz to Millie, the least marriageable of six daughters. She was a screaming coquette. Four of her sisters were married, and she hated them with a bitter, deadly hate. Her unmarried sister had a queer leg, and she limped, so that Millie loved her. When Yisroel Schmulowitz came into the house, healthy and handsome and eminently presentable, Millie’s heart melted. She had five hundred pounds of dowry, and the young man had fallen in love with her. She made conditions. First and foremost, she could not marry a man who would impose upon her the name of Schmulowitz.


“So what’s the matter mit mein name?”


“With! With your name! Not mit. Not mein. With my name!”


“Mein father’s name was Schmulowitz. Should I be ashamed from it?”


“Ashamed from it! Of it! Of!”


“Of. Let it be of. If my father’s name——”


“—You are not your father.”


“Schmul was a great man. In the bible read—read in the bible! Hannah was married to Elkanah, so she lies down and gives a son——”


“—So that’s what you are! Hm! A nice way to talk!”


“So what’s what I am? What did I said wrong?”


“What did I said wrong! What did I say wrong?”


“Say. Hannah brought Schmul to Eli, so it was he got to be a prophet.”


“You are not a prophet now. You are not in Palestine now. Millie Schmulowitz! I’d be so ashamed! Millie Schmulowitz—never!”


“What do you want I should call myself, what?”


She thought of Smiles, Wits, de Witt, and Mule; but finally decided on Small.


“But what are you ashamed of, what?”


“Who’s ashamed?”


“What’s your name? Moses.”


“Moss!”


“What’s the matter with Moses? Moses was good enough to lead you out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage, wasn’t he?”


“You’re not in Egypt now. Schmulowitz! I should call myself Schmulowitz! Small!”


“Let it be Small,” he said, heavily.


“It sounds like the same thing, really. And Yisroel. It’s not … it’s not …”


“—It’s not what? What, it’s not?”


“Listen, you’re in England now.”


“So I’m in England—so what’s the matter, what?”


“Yisroel! It makes people laugh. Yisroel! Rollo! Make it Rollo—that’s a nice name. Rollo Small.”


“My name isn’t good enough, so I’m not good enough. Good day! Go find a Rollo, a Schmollo! Good-bye!”


She did not care whether he came or went, lived or died, but she had told all her friends that he was desperately in love with her. He, for his part, was sick and tired of the whole affair, and she could see it. One syllable, now—one brusque Go might have sent Yisroel Schmulowitz stamping away. Sensing this, she cried, and said, through her tears: “It’s not what you’re called, it’s what you are that counts!”


She had got this out of some novelette, no doubt. It was a little too deep for Schmulowitz, who in any case was powerless in the presence of a weeping woman. He cried himself when he saw a woman shedding tears, thinking of his mother, so this fool, missing a heaven-sent opportunity of giving himself a better wife, and Charles Small a different mother, pulled out a silk handkerchief, saying: “Rollo, Schmollo, Wollo, Bollo, call me what you like!”


“A rose by any other name would smell,” she sobbed.


So they were engaged. He had to give her a ring, of course, but he had very little money to spend. Millie’s youngest sister Lily was married to a prosperous photographer who had given her an engagement ring that cost £85—the whole family had seen the receipt; after which young Lily had acquired a maddening habit of touching her hair, adjusting her blouse, and emphasising her lightest word with a queenly gesture of the left hand, so that wherever Millie looked she saw the diamond flash.


“Stop showing off with your rubbishing bit of glass!” she screamed, at last.


“Bit of glass, eh? Ha-ha! You Wouldn’t say no to such a bit of glass. What’s the matter, are you jealous, or what?”


“Ha-ha! I should be jealous of a rubbishing bit of a thing like that?”


“Oh yes. We all know. We all know all about that, Millie. We all know all about the rings your young man gives you.”


Trust Lily to be a bitch! Every one of those damnable sisters was a bitch: three of them were born bitches, two had achieved bitchery, and one had had bitchery thrust upon her. They had to be so in order to survive. They were perpetually feeling one another for a fresh sore spot—which it was never difficult to find—they were sore to the core, those hysterical fools. They enjoyed being hurt: it gave them something to cry about. If, by some miracle, you managed not to hurt them they would tread on their own corns to make themselves scream. They would stop at nothing, to put you in the wrong. Charles Small once saw his Aunt Sarah scraping her eyes with a match-stick in order to draw tears that might wring the heart of his mother with remorse for having hurt Sarah’s feelings by saying that a certain sky-blue woollen jumper “showed off her figure too much”. Sarah had a bosom like a pair of overblown pomegranates, and made the most of it—in the end it got her a tobacconist with three branch shops and a motor-car. But when Millie, who was flat-chested, expressed righteous indignation and virtuous disgust at her pride in these peerless globes, these conspicuous founts of motherhood, Sarah, having said a few never-to-be-forgotten things about “it being better to have a proper figure than something like pimples on your chest” rushed into the kitchen and poked herself in the eye with a match to get in the first weep. What a battle there was then!—complete with forced marches, dark strategies, dirty tactics, espionage, attack, counter-attack, entrenchment, night assaults, sieges and sorties! It lasted three months—in which time Lily and Pearl, having formed a secret alliance, carried a blitzkrieg to Becky because she had said that Ruth was the best cook in the family.


However when Millie remembered Lily’s ring she wanted one like it, which the cobbler Schmulowitz could not afford to buy. He had his eye on a bargain priced at £15—a wretched little cluster of chip-diamonds around a flawed sapphire no bigger than a split pea. Millie had hysterics…. So she should be the laughing-stock of her friends! So she should be ashamed to look anybody in the face for the rest of her life! Oh, oh, oh what had she done to deserve it?


Schmulowitz said that later on, please God, he would give her pearls, and diamonds, and rubies, and anything she fancied. In the meantime, why spend money on rings when there was a living to make?


“Rubies! How comes, rubies! Who wears rubies? You’re in England now! And sapphires—oh, how they’ll laugh!”


Yisroel Schmulowitz, who was already beginning to hate the sight of her, and who still had a little spirit left in him, said “Give me back the ring and finish!”


Then she wept heartbrokenly until she had a clever idea. She went to her father and said: “You’re giving me five hundred pounds. Now look—a diamond is as good as money. Buy me a ring, now, for a hundred pounds.”


Mr. Moss, her father, said: “Was fur meshuggass is dis? Fur a hündred pfund a diamant? Ich, soll a——”


“I won’t marry him without,” she said.


At this, Mr. Moss, who had been gathering himself for a devastating charge, pulled himself back on his haunches and became thoughtful. Then he said: “Nu, nu vell, a diamant is already wie gelt”—and he took her to Black Lion Yard, where she chose a diamond ring that cost £92, which he gave to Schmulowitz, who later at a little engagement party took it out of a square, velveteen-lined box, and put it on the third finger of Millie’s left hand. Healths were drunk. Everyone admired the ring. Lily bit her lips with envy, and Millie was as happy as she could be. Schmulowitz was proud to be associated with such fine people, but he was unaccountably miserable. He admired the brilliants set in the ring, but he would have looked with greater pleasure upon the cracked sapphire that he had bought with his own money. He gave it to Millie, but she did not like to be seen wearing it. Who wore sapphires? Diamonds were the thing.


This was the beginning of the end of Yisroel Schmulowitz. He had sacrificed his father’s name, and let himself be called “Small”. To his first name, Yisroel, he clung with desperate stubbornness. Millie reddened her eyes a dozen times with weeping, begging him to call himself Rollo. But he held out until, at last, Millie went to Nathan, the Photographer, a clever man, and (she never forgave him for this) asked him to reason with her fiancé. Nathan, the Photographer (she never stopped hating him), went and wrestled with Yisroel Small. He said:


“Now look here. When in Rome, you’ve got to do as Rome does. Honest, this is England.”


“What’s the metter, what?”


“Nothing. But what do you want to be pig-headed for? What do you want to call yourself Yisroel for? Think, and you’ll see! Yisroel!” the photographer laughed. “You’re going to get married. Am I right?”


There was an alarming pause, which Nathan, the Photographer, did not fail to note, before Yisroel Small said: “So?”


“Listen. English people can’t pronounce, they can’t say all these names. When you’re in Rome, do as Rome does——”


“—I’m not in Rome.”


“That’s just it. You’re in England. When in England, do as England does.”


“What’s the metter from mein name, what?”


“It’s foreign. You’re going into business.”


“Is already in the King’s pelace a person called Battenburg. I put new heels yesterday on a proper gentleman from the Russian Ambassy—Protopopoff. Protopopoff!”


“Now look here. This is England.”


“England, Schmengland—what’s the metter with mein name?”


“There’s a prejudice against Joosh people. Yisroel! Everybody’ll laugh.”


“Let ’em laugh!”


“Now look. Yisroel is only another word for Israel.”


“So?”


“Israel is a name like any other name. Israel, Rollo—what’s the difference?”


“All right then, Yisroel, Israel—let it be Israel!”


“No, wait a minute—‘Israel’ only makes matters worse.”


“Enough, already!”


“Of course,” said Nathan, the Photographer, who saw that his man was obdurate, “for the painting of your fascia you could just put I. Small.”


“I., schmy, pie—enough!” So the old man clung to his Yisroel. But people called him “Srul” or “I”. Renamed Small, he was called “Big” in the family, because he was a wretched failure and everything he touched fell to dust and ashes.



















CHAPTER IV





Now he had nothing but his trade to lose. He had intended to set up shop as a shoe repairer, but Millie drew the line at that. She had seen him at work once or twice, and hated the sight of his nails, black with cobbler’s wax, and the smell of leather and old boots. Working, he wore no coat; his shirt-sleeves were rolled up and his arms were bare to the elbow while he impolitely spat out of his mouth shiny iron brads which he banged into the soles of common men’s boots. This, in itself, was repulsive. There were women’s boots, too, and it seemed that he caressed these instead of handling them with proper severity. He wriggled his fingers, tickling their tongues below the laces, and repaired their soles and heels with the tiniest, tenderest, softest nails. A nice business, this, in which a man humbly mended the dirty boots of working men and the footwear of God knows what female scum of the streets! Besides—to be married to a man in such a trade, and to have to admit the fact! My hubby is a tobacconist, Sarah could say…. Pearl could boast: My husband is a dealer in electrical goods. Lily, that bragger, was already telling the world that she was married to a photographer…. Thank God I’m not married! Becky would say, please God, laying herself open to a couple of savage stabs…. Ruth, the accursed one, had married herself to an estate agent, if you please: Izzy is in the office, she might say, on the slightest provocation.


Was Millie to be reduced to apologising to her friends for having married a black-handed, waxy-nailed, sweating, knife-wielding, hammering, slashing cobbler? The whole world knew already that she had paid for her own ring. Someone had dropped a word: the whole town was ringing with the story. Now was there to be more shame and humiliation?


A family conference was called.


I. Small suggested mildly that, after all, people couldn’t go around on their bare feet. People had to have boots. Not being Rothschild, the man in the street had to get soled and heeled just like everybody else. There was a living in it; it was a trade. He couldn’t make boots and shoes, but he knew how to repair them. He suggested the establishment of a cobbler’s shop. It was not likely that there was a fortune to be made out of it, but a man who was not afraid of hard work might make a good solid living.


The family looked up, exchanged glances, and smiled. Teeth were sucked and heads were wagged until Lily kicked Nathan, the Photographer, who made diplomacy, saying, in an ambiguous voice: “There’s money in boots and shoes. Look at Randall’s. Look at Freeman, Hardy & Willis. Buy from a reliable wholesaler, push your stuff, and sell it. Like that you can make good. Now ask yourself a question——”


“—Listen to him,” said Lily.


“—How long does it take to sole and heel a pair of boots?”


“It depends——” began I. Small.


“—Don’t interrupt—you’re not at home now,” said Millie.


Nathan, the Photographer, continued severely: “Excuse me. How long does it take to mend a pair of boots? Half an hour? An hour? An hour and a half——?”


“—Well, it depends——”


“—Please! Call it half an hour. How much do you get for it? Two, three shillings?”


“Now that depends——”


“Manners, manners, Rollo!”


“I don’t know what you mean by Rollo.”


“—Call it two-and-six. From this deduct the cost of the leather, the cost of the nails, and your rent, because it takes time. You’ve got to be sensible. You pay, say, a pound a week rent. What does that mean? It means that every minute that passes is worth money. A pound a week you pay, and you keep your shop open maybe ten hours. That makes two shillings an hour working time gone in rent. On top of that comes gas, leather, nails, raw materials, tools. Then there’s an assistant. He’s got to be paid. Call your overheads four shillings per working hour. Yes?”


Everyone nodded. Nathan, the Photographer, continued:


“You can sole and heel a pair of boots for two-and-sixpence in, it might be, a half an hour. This means to say you make, if you are lucky, one shilling an hour. You make, if you have got the business, ten shillings a day if you work ten hours a day. That makes three pounds ten a week. From this you must deduct all day Sunday and one half day. Five and a half days, at one shilling an hour for ten hours a day makes fifty-five shillings. With this fifty-five shillings you must support a wife and family with heat, light, wear-and-tear, clothing, and something to eat. It can’t be done!”


Millie burst into tears, and I. Small struck himself on the chin in bewilderment and said: “What do they all do, then? Die? Me and my friend Schwartz, we got an idea. From America comes a machine——”


“He’s here again with his friend Schwartz,” said Millie, kicking him in the ankle.


He was silent. Nathan, the Photographer, continued: “If a man has got a trade, he should follow that trade.”


I. Small said: “Quite right! My frand Schwartz and me, we thought what … in America, so they make a machine. So by this machine you can do hend-sewn work, ein—zwei—drei—in two minutes. Here a veel—there a veel——” the young man made enthusiastic gestures, building the American boot-repairing machine in the air. “Everything is done miv veels. Me and mein frand Schwartz, ve tinked vot … vot … vot …” In his excitement he mislaid his English. He wanted to put forward the suggestion of his vigorous and imaginative friend Solly Schwartz, a keen, progressive young fellow whom he loved and admired. Schwartz, who had a club-foot, a hump on his back, a tallowy Punch’s face, whose glittering little black eyes moved so fast that they seemed to be watching the floor, the ceiling, the four walls, your face, and the back of your neck—Schwartz, one of the ugliest men in London, was quick and cool as a lizard, and full of ideas.


Like a lizard he was perpetually darting after the invisible; he was always on the watch for something that was not there. He had no money, of course. Solly Schwartz had come out of some Stepney slum. Born out of shape, he was his father’s shame, and therefore his mother’s joy. His father could not bear to look at him; so his mother lost no chance of kissing and cosseting him. No one ever beat this marred brat that might fall dead at a slap, but he would not have cared if they had laid into him with a copper-stick from dawn to dusk: he felt within him a greatness. At the age of fourteen he was sent to do all that he was fit to do. His father apprenticed him to a tailor. He and Yisroel Schmulowitz became friends. The hows, the whys and wherefores can wait. One day, telling Srul (short for Yisroel) Schmulowitz about the new American machine that sewed, buffed, rasped, and finished the soling and heeling of a pair of shoes in just a few minutes, Schwartz said: “What’s the matter with you? Schusterkopf! go on sit on your arse and hammer and sew and sew and hammer and where are you? Where you began back where you started. There’s a machine does it all for you in a couple of seconds and you don’t need to lift a finger only get a couple of bloody fools for a couple of pounds a week to press a button here and pull a bit of string there and put their foot on a pedal. Handwork is a thing of the past you should learn everything is done nowadays by machinery you stitch and stitch and stitch and stitch and stitch until you make holes in your thimble and along comes a sewing machine and tra-la-la, tra-la-la, tra-la-la there’s a seam. Let’s get an American machine where there’s a wheel here and a wheel there. With this machine it’s tratata—tratata—tratata and what it would take you to do in an hour this machine does in a minute. A feller like you. Find yourself a girl with a few hundred and marry her and get a machine and make a fortune. Schusterkopf—fifty pairs of boots and shoes you can have on the shelves to be finished in a few minutes each and cut the price and … and what for bang with a hammer when any Tom Dick and Harry can run a machine?”


“Where should I get a machine, where?”


“Marry and get a few hundred pounds and get credit and be a man!”


I. Small, as he had begun to call himself, was thinking of all this when his English ran through his fingers. Millie and all her family spoke fluent Yiddish, but he would have been ashamed to slip back into the jargon. Millie whispered: “Be quiet. Do you want to make a poppy-show of me?” Then Nathan, the Photographer, continued:


“Let’s look on this side of it. Say I’m in the boot and shoe repairing business. Right? I bang away and sweat, I sew, I work myself like a fool and knock my guts out for an hour … what for? A couple of shillings. Still, all the same if my business is boots and shoes, it should be boots and shoes. Now look on this side of it. I take premises. I go to a wholesaler and I take a line of goods, gents’ boots and shoes, that I pay eight shillings a pair for. In five minutes I sell a pair of gents’ boots and shoes for ten-and-six. In five minutes I’ve made half a crown, and at the same time I walk up and down in a coat and I’m a somebody, a mensch, a man! If I sell a pair of boots for two-and-six profit every five minutes for ten hours I’ve made thirty shillings an hour. Thirty shillings an hour is fifteen pounds a day. Fifteen pounds a day, five and a half days a week … well, to be on the safe side call it twelve pounds a day five days a week, that makes sixty pounds a week clear profit. And you’re a gentleman. You come, you go. That’s better than banging and banging with your mouth full of nails—sixty pounds a week clear profit. The thing to do, in this life, is let other people do the dirty work. Give them a living wage, yes. But what for bang your guts out? Do I make myself clear?”


“It’s a trade. It is an honest living,” Small persisted stubbornly.


“Certainly it’s a trade, an honest living,” said Nathan, the Photographer, suavely. “So is sweeping the streets. So is being a dustman an honest living. A navvy makes an honest living. A chimney-sweep makes an honest living. Agreed, Schmulowitz!”


“Small,” said Millie.


“—I beg your pardon, Small. But you’re young, you’re inexperienced, and if you don’t mind my saying so, you don’t realise that you’re marrying a well-brought-up girl from a nice family. You’ve got to give her the … the surroundings”—he was proud of this word, and said it again, rolling it on his tongue—“the surroundings she’s used to. A friend pops in for a cup of tea. What does she see? She sees you sitting in an apron, with your sleeves rolled up klupping hobnails into some toe-rag’s boot. Ask yourself, Small, ask yourself a question—how would you like it?”


At this point Millie’s feelings—whatever they were; she Was full of woe-begetting “feelings”—burst into tears and said: “For my sake! For my sake! To please me!”


All the English had been washed out of his memory by this torrent of eloquence and flood of tears: groping and scrabbling in the wash for a few words, I. Small stammered but said nothing. He was ashamed to break into Yiddish in the presence of Millie’s sisters.


Nathan the Photographer, who was a man of intuition, sensed this and said, in fluent Yiddish with a strong Ukrainian accent that made Becky giggle (whereupon Lily bit her lips and stored up another grudge): “Srulka, how much do you make?”


I. Small said, excitedly: “Tree pound a veek!”


“For a single man it’s a very good wage. A single man can live on twenty-five shillings. I pay my assistant—my assistant, mind you—thirty shillings. But circumstances alter cases. Now look. Listen to me just for a minute, and take advice from a fool.”


Nathan, the Photographer, paused, and I. Small nodded, deeply impressed. In this family there were two infallible formulæ by the application of which it was possible to compel anyone, however distantly related, to do something foolish. Formula One, the Feminine Formula, was: Do it, do it to please me. Just to PLEASE ME do it! Formula Two, nearly irresistible, consisted in five words spoken in a plaintive voice after a violent quarrel: Take advice from a fool. If one said: “I will not do this, that, or the other, against my inclination, to please you or anyone else,” the woman had grounds for hysterical recrimination and the exhumation of dead and rotten scandals and martyrdoms for a period of three to six months.
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