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That’s a valiant flea that dare eat


his breakfast on the lip of a lion
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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



















CHAPTER ONE





WITH his cold filmy eye, his long wrinkled red neck, shiny morning-coat and flat bald skull, the landlord resembled one of those small Mexican buzzards that float down out of the sky and find, in village rubbish heaps, eatables that even the pigs will not touch. When you see a large number of them wheeling and hovering in the distance you know that somewhere below there is dirt, apathy, poverty, and death. They can sense the death of a rat or the decay of a cast-up fish a mile above the earth. As soon as their claws touch the ground their mighty wings fold; they stop looking like birds and become little wicked mean old men, like Busto, with their hands hidden under the tails of their greasy morning-coats. They advance cautiously, never moving their heads, abstracted-looking and seemingly indifferent—until they are within pecking distance. Then their necks stretch like concertinas and their murderous beaks go to work. If their prey is not dead, but dying, they wait, looking not unlike respectable tradesmen. Then, as soon as life flickers away, they go straight for the eyes, which are to a buzzard what oysters are to a city businessman: a little something to roll around the tongue before the main dish. How they rend and gulp! You see the scrawny, rugose necks jumping and quivering. From time to time they raise reddened beaks and look (as you might think) straight ahead. In point of fact, their horrible muddy sepulchral eyes are taking in everything. They never pause for long: one of their brothers, sons, wives or husbands may take advantage of the pause to gulp an extra beakful. In the half second of pause, however, they look strangely serene. Then they go to it again, ripping and tearing, burying their filthy heads in the carrion. Wave a stick at them and they stop, put on an expression of outraged respectability, and waddle away—only a few feet away—and stand equidistant from one another with every appearance of disinterestedness. One of them seems to be looking at his neighbour; another might be admiring the sunset; a third looks as if he is working out some deep dark metaphysical proposition. But they are watching their carrion and you, and as soon as you turn your back there they are again, taking what they can while they can, bloody to the shoulders, but always decently covered in shiny shabby genteel mourning and ready at any moment to hop back and raise their wrinkled heads to heaven in silent ecstasies of injured innocence.


Busto the landlord was like that. Fifty years of watching and listening had given him a sort of second sight. But he did not live in the upper air: he lived in some dark place under the earth. His room was in the basement. It was a converted wash-house. There he lived and slept and kept his accounts, and he knew the meaning of every sound in the house. He could interpret the inwardness of every intonation and the significance of every footstep. He could read the nervous defiance in the heavy stamping and loud laughter of the tenant who was trying to establish confidence in spite of an empty pocket. He was infallible in his assessment of true and false nonchalance, and might have written a monograph on Walking Downstairs. Some people walked quietly because it was their nature to do so, because they did not want to disturb their fellow men. Others, again, walked quietly because they were afraid: they had had experience of apartment houses, and were anxious to earn goodwill as nice quiet tenants; they walked flat-footed, firmly, slowly and with great care. There was considerable difference between careful and stealthy descent. The stealthy descender—the man with his heart in his mouth—made a different kind of noise; Busto could almost hear the unhappy wretch’s heart missing a beat as the floorboards on the second landing creaked. Then, of course, the footsteps paused for a second before coming on down. The landlord would be waiting. He knew. In the malodorous little passage, which to the haggard eyes of the departing tenant appeared to be a quarter of a mile long and strewn with nightmarish obstacles, Busto always appeared, blacker than the night in his black coat, hideous as a wizard in the light of a sixpenny paraffin lamp.


Where do you think you’re going with that suitcase at this time of night, Mr. So-and-So?


You could not deceive him by running. There is a remarkable difference between the sound of a man running in a hurry and that of a runner in a fright. Nothing can disguise it. Busto could have told you whether you were trying to get to a place or away from a place. A mad dash in the dead of night would not save you. He knew in advance what you intended; but the devil knows how he knew. He was a connoisseur of poverty. There are men who can guess your weight to an ounce: he could guess your means to a shilling. Not only could he detect a lie—he could feel it coming, and had an unearthly way of knowing whether there was anything of value in your battered old fibre luggage. He could tell, by the way you carried it. His sombre, stuffy, cold, dank little room was full of suitcases confiscated and held in lieu of rent. Tears would not melt Busto; neither could promises impress him: he was beyond pity or faith. He knew his customers. He knew that you were lying, to him or yourself, or both of you, when you swore with tears in your wide-open eyes that you had been promised a job on Thursday, or that you had at last persuaded your mother to send you a couple of pounds by Friday at the latest. Busto knew that on Thursday morning or Friday afternoon you would go out whistling, with a false grin on your hopeless face, leaving your bag in your room; and you would never come back. Naturally, for your departure, you wore your best clothes and carried a clean shirt, if you had one, under your coat. He saw. He knew.


His cold, soulless rheumy old eyes were full of deadly omniscience. Tenants had often tried to take their property away piece by piece … a shirt to-day, a pair of trousers to-morrow, a couple of books on Monday; but Busto observed what was taken out and what was brought back. He knew the contents of every room, down to the last handkerchief. So, having strode out humming or whistling, forcing your grin—which fell awry and went away like smoke in the open air—you wandered on your way and never came back. If you owed fourteen shillings in rent (and he would never let you owe more) you knew that you had left thirty shillings’ worth behind you, because he would never have given you those few days of grace if he was not assured that you had that much to leave.


So his room was crammed with abandoned personal property, clipped down in cardboard attaché cases, fibre suitcases, and leather valises that had seen better days and changed hands a hundred times. Before selling what you had left he held it for a year. Sometimes, not often, you left something that he could not sell, and which therefore he kept. Busto threw nothing away. He had, for instance, a number of books; an air-pump; a cracked Buddha; an extremely filthy tin box, hideously encrusted, full of untouchable powder-puffs and dried-up sticks of theatrical make-up; a cavalry sabre; a French pewter jug with a melted bottom, in which someone had tried to boil water; a birdcage, two-thirds of a fishing-rod, thirty wooden chessmen, a magnificent fountain-pen without the nib, a fine copper kettle without a spout, a broken flintlock pistol, a steel engraving of the burning of the Palace of Sardanapalus, and a painted Persian box which might have been valuable if the lid had not been missing. There was also a cluster of artificial flowers under a glass bell, which had belonged to a mysterious old lady who had come primly out of nowhere with this and another glass-domed Victorian ornament—a wax figurine remarkably like herself, but better dressed. She had sold the figurine and run away, leaving the artificial flowers and a few clothes, which Busto had managed to sell at a profit. There were ink-wells without tops, peculiar old hats, out-dated women’s shoes with the Louis heels of the 1920’s, a moth-eaten overcoat with an exhausted beaver collar, which no one would have as a gift, and an enormously complicated radio set with twenty-two dusty valves shaped like tulip bulbs. This had belonged to an inventor, a Russian, who was tormented by persecution mania and hallucinations. No one ever knew exactly what he thought he was inventing: it was impossible to understand what he said. He put three padlocks on his door. Every morning he went out on some mysterious errand. Sometimes he would return five minutes later and creep upstairs, grinding his teeth, for he believed that enemies, spies in the pay of Marconi, were lurking at every corner. His neighbours complained: he used to talk to himself, and the conversation, growing acrimonious, always ended in angry screaming. One foggy morning he went out as usual, and never came back, leaving his strange machine. A radio engineer, who examined it carefully and said that it had no meaning; the transformers, coils and valves were just wired together in a highly complicated way, and all the connections ended nowhere. It was the merest fantasy, a foolish dream: the Russian’s life-work.


That is the sort of wretch that came limping out of the streets with a sagging suitcase to live in Busto’s apartment house. His place was a kind of sorting-office and clearing house for the jails, the casual wards, the lunatic asylums, and the mortuary slabs. Here, desperately clinging to the last strained strand of your dignity, you felt the fibres giving way; for you had to fall pretty low to live at Busto’s. The building itself seemed to have been forgotten of God: passers-by gave it a sidelong glance and then hurried on—it reminded them, inexplicably, of those silent, horrible outcasts that sleep on the benches outside the park at Bayswater. You do not like to be seen looking at them, and wonder how a human being can fall so deep and still hang on to the chewed, trampled, muddy butt-end of his life. Busto’s house ought to have been condemned twenty years before, but he held a long lease and would not move. He hoped to be paid to go: there was a rumour current that his side of the street was to be pulled down to make room for a large office building. He wanted substantial compensation: his house was his living, and he claimed to have built up what he called “goodwill”. It is true that he was notorious in West Central London for his squalid avarice and had become the subject of fabulous stories. There is a frontier beyond which disagreeable things become preposterous, and then it is not difficult to laugh at them.. Exhausted men, slouching into all-night cafés to drowse away the small hours over twopennyworth of coffee, passed the time exchanging reminiscences of Busto’s apartment house. They said that he was not a man but a ghost, too mean to give you a fright; that he smoked his tenants’ cigarette ends, used the ash for snuff and was slowly dying of a broken heart because he could not find a use for the puffs of smoke he reluctantlv let go; that he washed, dried, and re-used toilet paper, which he stole from the public conveniences. They said that he never ate: he lived on the air in the house, of which you could cut yourself a slice. They believed that he had never taken off his clothes: that he sewed them on and slept in them until they flaked away. His morning-coat gave rise to macabre speculation. The sheets on his beds inspired unprintable legends. Busto, who knew that space was money, had put partitions across his larger rooms, so that he could accommodate two tenants at twelve-and-sixpenoe a week instead of one tenant at eighteen shillings. These partitions were made of beaver-board: you could make a spy-hole with a nail file. The things men claimed to have seen through these spy-holes are unrepeatable and best forgotten. Many years will pass before they stop repeating, with embellishments, the incident of the consumptive night-club hostess. Busto threw her out for non-payment of rent, and kept her last warm garment—a dilapidated teddy-bear overcoat. The girl disappeared, but the fable-mongers say that she collapsed in the street, was picked up by a duchess, and is now Lady Something-or-Other … and when Busto heard of this he went along to the Castle with her clothes in a bundle, demanded five-and-sixpence for arrears of rent, and was bought off for £10,000.


There used to be a dying idiot who went up and down the stairs with a worn-out brush and a tin dustpan, brushing and brushing and brushing. Nobody ever knew who he was, where he came from, or how he ended; but everyone says that this was Busto’s father, and that Busto sent him to the workhouse one dark night after he had ascertained that the old man had out-lived his usefulness.


If Busto had been a little less avaricious they would have hated him. But he had become a Character. In a way, they were proud of him. If he had ever been detected in an act of mercy, they would have despised him. But Busto remained Busto—intransigent, uncompromising in his pitilessness, greedy as a quicksand, inhospitable as the east wind, untouchable as a broken-toothed old wolf. And therefore they forgave him. They almost liked him. He was one in a million. A Busto was not born every day. There were some who admired him because he had made good—that is to say, made money. His house provided something more than four walls and a roof. Having stayed there, if only for a couple of weeks, you had something in common with many other men and women—something to talk about; grounds for intimacy.


For example: you could talk about Busto’s Art Gallery. People like to put pictures on their walls, but when they run away without paying their rent the pictures are always left. Busto’s house was hung with the pictorial detritus of forty years. Sometimes someone left a picture in a frame; in which case, the picture not having been worth five shillings of any fool’s money, Busto sold the frame and hung the canvas on a wall. In general his tenants satisfied themselves with plates torn out of illustrated magazines. So you might have seen half a dozen September Morns, caricatures of chimpanzees by Starr Wood, cartoons by Spy and Ape. There were several First Kisses, Love-Me-Love-My-Dogs, a score of cavaliers kissing chambermaids, a representative handful of the drawings of Phil May, a quantity of nudes, and a surprising number of nostalgic Old English tavern scenes. Many of Busto’s tenants liked to look at big clean interiors in cosy firelight, where jovial red-faced men lounged in red coats, cutting mighty rounds of red beef and drinking deep draughts out of twinkling silver tankards … poor devils! And anyone who has looked into Busto’s room, the old wash-house, will tell you that over his bed hangs an oleo of La Gioconda, which he believes to be a faithful representation of the Virgin Mary.


Once upon a time there was a time when Busto believed in God. He is a mystery. There is one man who says that Busto was the rightful King of Italy; and another who maintains that he belonged to the Camorra. Others, more plausibly, insist that he was nothing but a retired valet who took to apartment house-keeping on legitimate plunder—discarded suits, pilfered studs, filched shirts, and tips. You could talk about Busto’s wealth. He has lived in a hole in the ground for fifty years, always taking and never giving. How could he help being rich? … And assume that he has put away five pounds a week for only forty years—that makes ten thousand pounds….


The conversation goes on and on. You take your cold coffee sip by sip, making it last. In a little while it will be dawn. You do your best to look animated, calm and prosperous … you are a gentleman, killing time, waiting for another day. Meanwhile, you take care not to draw too hard on your cigarette: you have only one left, cunningly secreted in your right-hand coat pocket. In due course you and your fellow-outcast get back to wondering how Busto does it. How is he always awake and about at the wrong time? How does he know just when to come upstairs and intercept you? You talk of vultures that sense their prey from afar; you talk of the Sixth Sense; you discuss the telepathic sensations of identical twins and, putting away a few lumps of sugar while the waitress is not looking, you make romances, fairy-tales.


It never occurs to you that Pio Busto has seen you before: he knows exactly how your needs change your face, your gestures, the tone of your voice and the sound of your footsteps. You are his living, and he knows you to the backbone.


In place of a brain Busto had a sort of abacus, some rattling contraption of black-and-white beads and wire, designed to record how much people owed him, and nothing more. If you were of an excitable, imaginative temperament you could almost hear it working. A pavement artist who had lived in his house, a dribbling old drunkard who claimed to have seen better days, made up a strange composition of balls and barbed wire drawn with coloured chalks on wrapping paper, and entitled it Busto—A Portrait. He showed it to some of the other tenants in the “Duchess of Douro” and, for the first time in his life, felt that his work was appreciated. “I don’t know why, but it kind of reminds you of the old bastard,” said a little man like a sparrow who picked up a precarious living following the horses.


Busto had learned how to write his name in great black letters, so that it had the spine-chilling look of a voodoo death warning: but he had never had occasion to learn the alphabet. He had no use for writing. The little black-and-white balls always slid into place, left or right, up and down the parallels under his flat skull. Only the credit side of the abacus had rusted and grown fallible: there, the white beads stuck and had to be jolted into place. When it came to giving change, Busto became feeble-minded: after two or three days he shrugged and blinked like an imbecile … he was getting old, he said, and begged pardon … he could not remember. He never failed to remember your indebtedness to him. The wires on the debit side were highly polished, worn thin, tuned tight like steel guitar strings. And so it happened that one morning Busto got out of his mysterious little bed at a quarter to six and, obedient to a blind reliable impulse, went upstairs to the eleven-shilling room on the top floor back, and listened.


He heard nothing. Busto rapped with a knuckle upon one of the blistered brown panels. There was no answer. He opened the door very gently, stretched his neck and looked in. He saw the old familiar wash-stand with the blue basin and soap-dish, and the red-and-yellow jug. In the mauve-and-green pail below stood the inevitable scummed grey washing water. There was an awful stillness on the face of this water. Busto went into the room, looked about him sharply, and cried out in anguish. The bed—a secondhand wooden bed sawn down to look like a divan—was disordered and cold. Mr. Pym was gone. Busto cursed himself for his carelessness. Pym must have crept out before dawn: a certain warmth lingered between the blankets. Snarling like a dog, Busto went to the wardrobe and jerked open the door. There was nothing inside but a musty smell. Under the bed he found a pair of shoes, the uppers of which had been carefully polished. Mr. Pym had tried to keep up appearances. The soles were worn through, and he had tried to repair them with a sixpenny tube of the stuff called “Liquid Leather”, but the fibrous sediment that it left behind had fallen away, leaving a sort of high-water-mark or fuzz somewhere near the instep. After that Mr. Pym had drawn outlines of his feet on the covers of a calf-bound “Life of Alexander the Great”, cutting them out with an old razor blade and smearing them with Vaseline to make them waterproof before fitting them into his shoes. But they had worn through. Pym had tried, with his inexpert hand, to screw on a pair of cheap rubber heels. He had no idea of the proper technique. In the heel of the left shoe there was a little jagged hole; in the right was embedded the head of a screw. Busto could see that this undesirable tenant had made experiments:  a sixpenny rubber belt had been cut into two-inch lengths and subjected to the action of fire. Pym had imagined, no doubt, that he could make these strips of rubber stick so as to cover the holes in his shoes if he applied them while they were still hot and bubbling. It had not worked. He had given up, and gone out in his last pair of presentable shoes—the thin-soled ones with the down-trodden heels. Busto had the eye of a detective: he did not fail to notice certain strands of muddy wool on the floor. These, he knew, had been cut with the same old safety-razor blade from the cuffs of Pym’s trousers. Pym had been making himself beautiful.


Busto gnashed his teeth. “My own father!” he said. He meant that after this he would not give his own father three days’ grace if he had a father. But then he noticed that the table was covered with little stacks of paper. One of these was nearly two inches thick, grey-and-blue, with typewritten lines and scribbled corrections. Another, much smaller, was black with microscopic handwriting. The rest was blank paper, flimsy porous stuff sold at tenpence a ream. Busto’s fists, which he had raised above his head in anguish and hate, came slowly down. He knew that hope was not lost, because Pym was trying to write a book. Certain people came back: mechanics for their tools; actors for their shirts; and writers for their bits of paper.


Busto padlocked the door and went downstairs. He was not really worrying: he was merely cursing himself for his stupidity. Last rent-day Mr. Pym had gone out with his little typewriter and returned, affluent, without it. “I ought to have known,” said Busto.


He went back to his room and listened. There was a gentleman on the second floor front who owned a musical instrument, a portable gramophone and a big case of records, whose rent was due at noon: a man from the North of England, who had played the trumpet in a colliery band but had come South hoping to get a job with Ambrose. Busto could tell by the creaking of the stairs whether a man was carrying weight. He sat still, listening. He could identify you by the click and scrape of your key in the lock. Instinct told Busto that sooner or later Mr. Pym would come back.



















CHAPTER TWO





PYM will never forget how he went downstairs that morning. The whole house was squealing Awake! Awake! Awake! For one mad minute he considered the possibility of sliding down the banisters, but he realised that in doing this he would make a strange noise. Be calm, he said to himself, remembering old stories of wild-beast trainers. Pym convinced himself that he was not in Busto’s house; it was a bad dream; he was a respected guest in a big hotel. He walked steadily downstairs. But as soon as he closed the street door behind him Pym ran away, braking down into a walk as he passed the policeman on the corner.


He had fivepence to spend and four hours to kill.


Pym went to Carnero’s café, which was open day and night, and sat inconspicuously in the corner behind the pin-and-marble machine, pretending to write notes on the back of an envelope. The waitress, Gina, found him in three minutes.


“Sir?”


“Oh, just a small white coffee,” said Pym.


“Piccolo bianco-o-o-ooo!” cried Gina, whisking away dust and ashes with a red-edged cloth. Pym described a letter “W” on his envelope and paused, gnawing his pencil. Everyone else was eating. Gina was screaming orders over her shoulder.


“… Scrambalegg-a-namm a rolla-butter potta-tea! … ’Am-sangwitch, jambon—twice—piccolo nero, one tea-a-a! … Christamighty, look sharp! Uno pair kippers, well do-oone! … One omblet, two eggs, and capucino! You dropped down dead down there? … Gord blood-and-water!—One ’ammanegg! ’Am, ’am! Egg, egg! One!—’Ammanegg, turned over, one slice cord Mary Jesus, once—a move on, cor Christianity! … Hey! —Troppo cotto, ’sto cutlet! Oh, Joseph Jesus Christ! Quick—uno pairo kippers, well do-o-one! … Piccolo bianco, piccolo nero, capucino-o-o-oo! … Gorgimme strenf, you got ruptured down there? Wake up, dreamy! Bubble ’n Squeak twice—two strong teas!”


“One piccolo bianco,” said the waitress, banging down the little cup. “You gonna eat something? Sangwitch?”


“No, thank you, Gina, I’m not hungry.”


“What about a nice omblet?”


“I don’t want an omelette, thanks. I’ve got a stomach-ache.”


“What you want is a nice plate of minestrone.”


“I don’t want a nice plate of minestrone. Thanks, all the same,” said Pym.


Gina, the waitress, would not go away. She leaned over his shoulder, dusting the table, steadying herself with a big red hand on his shoulder. She said: “Ain’t you got nice hair? Is it naturally wavy?”


“No. I go to my hairdresser every morning to have a perm and set—I’ve got nothing better to do. Didn’t you know that?” He was carefully smoothing out the wrinkles in his last cigarette. “If you want to get me something you might get me a light.”


“You wanna box of matches?”


“No; just a light.”


“Ah-ha!” said Gina, “I get it.”


“What do you mean—you get it? You get what?”


“You broke, ain’t it?”


“Don’t be silly.”


“Listen: you want to order something to eat and a packet of cigarettes, that’s all right. Pay another time.”


Pym swallowed saliva, shook his head, and said: “Thanks, all the same, darling, I couldn’t touch a thing.”


“Okay,” she said, and went back to the coffee-bar.


Pym sat, drinking his coffee in tiny sips and carefully smoking his cigarette. He drew a figure five on the envelope, shaded it and embellished it; turned it into a banjo, and then into a round human face, upon which, hair by hair, he hung a luxuriant curly beard and cavalier moustache. The hat, an ornate Mexican sombrero, took him a long time: and then there had to be a little embroidered jacket. He was trying to outline his plans for the following day; but his plans had no outlines—they were wavering, amorphous, tenuous, smoky little things; the sort of vapours that arise when hope reaches melting point.


He drew a poppy with a hairy stem. Having used up the back of the envelope he cut the edges with his coffee-spoon, folded it back, and tried to outline a clenched fist gripping a dagger, but he could not get the thumb right. So he shook his head gravely and drew a padlock. He had the air of a man who, after years of toil, finds himself on the verge of a masterpiece. Now, the name of Carnero on the glass door was black against a gold oblong of autumnal daylight.


“Artist?” said a shy little voice. He looked up with a start. A small, slyly-smiling man in a shabby overcoat was sitting at his table. He, too, had sidled into an inconspicuous corner.


“No,” said Pym, covering the paper with his hand. “No, I’m not an artist.”


“You’ve got artistic hands,” said the shabby man. “I could have sworn you were a bit of an artist. Pardon the liberty.”


“Not at all.”


“In a very small way, I’m what you might call a bit of an artist myself. That’s why I took the liberty.”


“A painter?”


“A musician, sir, in a smallish kind of way. Yes, I’m a musician.”


“Violinist?”


“Well, no, not exactly a violinist. I perform on wind instruments.”


“The flute?” said Pym, merely for the sake of talking.


“Well, no, not exactly the flute,” said the other; “as a matter of fact, no, I don’t play the flute. But I did use to play the trumpet.”


“Did you now!” said Pym, with an expression of awe. “And don’t you play the trumpet any more?”


“Well … not exactly, no. I lost all my teeth, and that was the end of me as a trumpeter. And I had to give up the trumpet. As a matter of fact, I sold it when I lost my teeth. You have to change with the times.”


“True, true. And what instrument do you play now, if I may ask?”


The small shabby man took from his pocket a broken tin whistle and held it up for Pym’s inspection. “This is about all I can manage these days,” he said. “And look at it.”


“It does seem to have got knocked about a bit, doesn’t it?”


The little man put the whistle to his lips and blew. Nothing came out but a hiss and a squeak.


“A great misfortune, sir. I was playing to the ladies and gentlemen at the Lyceum——”


“At the Lyceum!”


“Just outside. I was playing there this evening, and I’d just got started when somebody bumped into me and knocked it out of my hand, and somebody else trod on it. It cut my gum, too—look,” he said, opening his little chapped mouth and pointing. “People really are careless and inconsiderate. I said to the gentleman: ‘Now look what you’ve been and done, sir. This is my living, this is.’ You’d think in a case like that he would give you a shilling or two, wouldn’t you? Well, he didn’t give me anything at all—told me to look where I was going. I said to him: ‘In my opinion, sir, the boot is on the other foot.’ He just walked away without even saying he was sorry. What would you have done then?”


“God knows. I haven’t the faintest idea.”


“If I was versatile I could have sung a song, or done a little dance. And now I come to think of it, if I’d had any sense, I would have done as my wife told me.”


“You have a wife?” asked Pym, incredulously.


“Oh yes. She said to me: ‘Why,’ she said, ‘you silly little fool, you! That was the time to go round with the hat and cry a bit and say look what they did to my instrument,’ she said. ‘But no,’ she said, ‘not you,’ she said, ‘you’re not a man you’re a little worm,’ she said; and I don’t blame her, either. ‘You get out of my sight,’ she said, ‘and don’t dare show your face inside this door until you bring the price of a bit of something to eat,’ she said; and she picked me up bodily and threw me out. I was too well brought up to raise my hand to a woman, sir,” said the little man sadly, contemplating a dirty fist remarkably like a chicken’s claw, “so I’ve been walking about all night. This morning I hope to pick up the price of a new whistle.”


“How much do they cost?”


“I can get one for eightpence,” said the little man, looking up hopefully and talking very fast. “I’m sure I could get one for eightpence or ninepence. If I had a couple of shillings I could get a new instrument and buy some sausages to take home, and then get an hour or two’s sleep and start again this evening like a lion refreshed, as the saying goes. If you could help me, I should be very grateful indeed. And I should be able to repay you in a day or so. You would probably be saving my life. I’m not a bit strong, and I don’t eat much, but the little I do eat is necessary to keep body and soul together, and——”


Pym, writhing with embarrassment, said: “Look here, friend, excuse me just one moment. I’m very sorry indeed if I managed to convey that I was prosperous. I’m terribly sorry. But the fact of the matter is, I’m absolutely broke. That’s why you see me here at this hour of the morning. You see,” said Pym, in almost abject apology, “in a way I’m pretty much in the same boat myself. I’m a writer, you see—an author, and I’m in a similar kind of jam. You’ve got to get your tin whistle, and I’ve got to get my typewriter. I can’t get along without it: I can’t sing or dance, either. And what is more, I’ve got to pay my rent, because I’ve got to have somewhere to work. You see, I’m just finishing a book, and when I’ve finished it a publisher is going to give me fifty pounds advance for it. Do believe me; when I’ve paid for my coffee I shall have just about threepence in the world. You see my position? I wish I could do something for you, honest to God I do. But, I hate to say it—I can’t. I haven’t got anything.”


The little man said: “Oh, dear me! What am I to do?”


“I don’t know what you’re to do. I don’t know what I’m to do,” said Pym in irritation. Then he stopped, snapped his fingers, and called the waitress. “Gina,” he said, “you remember you said a little while ago that my credit might be good for something to eat?”


“Sure.”


“Well, look: if I promise to pay you to-morrow, or the day after at the latest, do you think you could let me have some ham-and-eggs and a packet of cigarettes and two large white coffees?”


“Sure, Curlylocks,” said Gina, looking with distaste at the whistle-player. She came back with the order, said: “Eat it all up like a good boy,” and went away to serve three pallid men who talked without opening their mouths.


Pym pushed the plate over to the tin-whistle player and said: “Eat that up, quick.” While his guest swallowed the food in furtive gulps, Pym opened the packet of cigarettes. “Ten for you and ten for me,” he said; “and since I may have to put on a front, perhaps you won’t mind if I keep the packet.”


“You’re very good, I’m sure.”


“You haven’t eaten your roll. It would be a pity to waste it,” said Pym, breaking it. The roll and the hot coffee made him feel strong, wise and full of confidence. He leant back, enjoying his cigarette, and said:


“D’you know what? I think your wife is a woman of sense. D’you know, there’s money in what she said?”


“Money? How?”


“Why, my dear sir, it ought to be obvious! You can make more out of that tin whistle when it’s been trodden on than you can when it will play a tune. You need a capital of one penny. With this penny you buy one box of matches—only one. You have no need for more than one. You keep your broken tin whistle. You wash yourself very clean, look as respectable as you can, hang about the West End, and when you see a likely-looking sucker you approach him with your one and only box of matches in your right hand and your broken whistle in your left. You say: ‘I should be grateful, sir (or madam), if you would buy a box of matches. I broke my musical instrument last night outside the Lyceum, and must buy another. I am a musician, not a beggar. My wife will not let me go home empty-handed. This is very humiliating for me. I should be very grateful for any assistance, however small. I need only two shillings to buy a new whistle and some sausages and bread to take home. This is the first time I have accosted strangers in the street. Believe me, I should not have done so if I had not been driven by necessity.’ … I wouldn’t mind betting that a line of talk like that brought in more than a pound a day. And there you are. All you need is a clean box of matches. On second thoughts, better have two: there’s always someone who takes the box of matches to have something to show for the shilling he has given you. Look,” said Pym, putting down two of his last three pennies, “I’ll set you up in business. Buy two boxes of matches and keep that broken tin whistle. When it gets rusty, buy another and stamp on it.”


The morning was bright. Pym took hold of his suitcase and stood up.


“I’m sure I’m more than grateful to you, sir. I hope one day I’ll have the opportunity to repay you.”


“Think nothing of it.” Pym went out, smiling at Gina.


As the door closed her smile disappeared; her mouth became sullen and ferocious. She stamped on her high-heeled shoes to where the little musician was sitting and said: “You leave people alone! You go away out of here!”


“But tell me, lady, what have I done?”


“I do wanna know! You interfere with my customers, and you stay out of this place!”


“I mean no harm, I’m sure,” the little man said. He picked up his pennies, adjusted his bowler hat, and left the café.


Half an hour later, having reported the incident to his wife, after emptying his pockets, he said: “I love these steamers that try and teach you your business! Count the takings, Pat.”


*


Pym walked slowly, thinking hard, figuring. He was wondering which pawnshop to visit first. He carried tickets from three pawnbrokers in different parts of the City. Greenberg & Co. had the typewriter; McCormick Ltd. had a silver cigarette case and an old silver watch; Messrs. MacAllister & MacDermott had lent him twenty-five shillings on a grey summer suit and a blue winter overcoat in an old-fashioned heavy leather suitcase. After the manner of men in his uneasy situation he was weighing one pawnbroker against another and trying to find a pennyweight of difference on the generous side. Futile speculation! A pig is not called a pig for nothing, as the Petchenyeg said in the story; and a pawnbroker is not a pawnbroker except by vocation.


A pawnbroker must purge himself of commiseration, sweating himself clean of pity, and with the hard rubber nozzle of practical common sense probe and irrigate his bowels of compassion. He too has his living to get It is perfectly reasonable. If a drunken washerwoman came to him to pledge her flat-irons and he lent her a pound instead of a shilling, the time would come when his wife, washing dirty linen for a bit of bread and a sausage, would creep out one Monday morning to pawn her flat-irons for tenpence.


He is necessary, like hangmen, slaughterers, and dentists. Since people must borrow, the pawnbroker must lend, not without security. Therefore he must learn the ultimate value of an Unredeemed Pledge. He must learn to read and translate all the inscriptions that Want carves on a human face, and translate them into arithmetic. He must lock his heart when he unlocks his shop door and take off compassion with his overcoat. Pym knew that an object valued at nine-and-sixpence by Greenberg would be valued at nine-and-sixpence by the others. In the weird unanimity of pawnbrokers, a superstitious man in need sometimes imagines that he hears the beat of Congo drums.


Pym had often wondered what makes a man decide to be a pawnbroker, a dentist, or a hangman. A medical student, learning a little bit of everything, is sidetracked by successful enquiry into a carneous mole, and finds himself, almost in spite of himself, specialising in obstetrics. He does not, in his formative years, raise a shining boyish face to his father and, in reply to enquiry as to what he hopes to do, say: ‘Father, I want to explore gynæcology.’ Yet many young men, thinking of the future, state quite clearly that they want to go in for dentistry—to probe, drill, and twist out of ulcerated gums the stumps of rotten teeth. There is money in it, yes: we cannot get along without dentists. But what kind of boy makes up his mind to scrape and bore a respectable living out of sepulchral mouths?


Similarly, if you want to be a hangman you must make proper application for the job, and devote yourself to it—you must, literally, get to know the ropes. You must look at necks and consider them in relation to individual weights and muscular peculiarities. You must take an interest in your work, so that you may pride yourself on a workmanlike execution—a nice smooth drop and a good clean snap when your hooded client goes down through the trapdoor and jolts to death in the dimness below. Such work must be taken seriously: it is highly skilled work, and underpaid, so that hangmen generally run little businesses of their own on the side—cobblers’ shops, barber shops, and the like. Cobblers and barbers all over the world keep themselves and their families by mending shoes and cutting hair: before an ordinary tradesman thought of hanging his neighbour he would hang himself. And still staid, prim men go out of their way to become hangmen.


Perhaps they enjoy the terror they inspire as agents of the Angel of Death.


It is possible, also, that a pawnbroker’s clerk feels twice the man he might have been when he looks into the blinking eyes of some miserable little woman, glances down scornfully at her husband’s best suit—(she must get it out by Saturday, or God help her!)—and, with a weary shrug, says: “What, this one again? Let you have seven-and-six.” No one denies that he is a kind man at heart—kind, at least, to his wife and children, and a good provider who will work his fingers to the bone to send his boys to secondary school. This being the case, why doesn’t he use his wonderful sense of values in another kind of shop? Why does he want to be a pawnbroker? How does he manage to grow indifferent to the misery on which he lives and the fearful hate he inspires? How does he get that way?—that is what you ask yourself.


*


For two or three speculative minutes Pym played with the idea of an untried pawnbroker near Oxford Street. He turned and began to walk there. Then, remembering that it is better to have dealings with the devil you know than the devil you don’t know, went to McCormick’s. This was an austere establishment on a corner. Most pawnshops are: the façade on the main street is a shopfront, the window of which is full of secondhand fountain-pens, pitiful little opal engagement rings, musical instruments, and attractively-ticketed silver candlesticks and spoons. You walk into this part of the place like a buyer, with an arrogant lift to your head, slamming down your independent feet, because you have money in your pocket. Round the corner there is a dark, brown-painted doorway. Customers who go in that way dart rather than walk in. Watching from the other side of the street, between ten in the morning and noon, you will recognise three types. One, shabby-genteel, sidles guiltily along the back street, looking at his feet and carrying a little bundle: he darts in, darts out empty-handed, and creeps away. Another, well-dressed, strolls to the corner and looks around with the air of a man-about-town; examines the doorstep, looks up at the painted inscription on the lintel, swaggers in, and comes out—still swaggering—five minutes later without his overcoat; looks up and down the street, and strolls away humming a gay tune. The third, a woman, just goes straight in with a parcel and walks right out without it, and goes home.


*


Pym said: “I wonder if you’d care to lend me as much as you can on this till Friday?”


The clerk said nothing: he opened the suitcase.


“There’s a perfectly good suit, a pair of shoes, a valuable glass paper-weight—look, shake it and it makes a snowstorm—and a pair of flannel trousers. There’s a magnifying glass in a real morocco case. Perhaps you wouldn’t mind letting me have a couple of pounds on this till Friday.”


The pawnbroker’s clerk looked at him and spread out the suit. Pym had prepared it carefully, rubbing out spots with an old handkerchief and a pennyworth of petrol But when the clerk laid his hands on the cloth all the old stains came back. A disparaging forefinger brought up something like a fringe under a sleeve. At the touch of an accusing thumb a buttonhole disintegrated. A quick hand stroked from left to right, and the lining of the waistcoat became grey and greasy. With supernatural cunning the clerk turned back the cuffs and uncovered a split lining.


“That’s very extraordinary,” said Pym.


The clerk looked at the shoes and threw them aside; shook the paper-weight and grunted. He looked through the magnifying glass at a thumbnail, sighed, and said: “Let you have ten bob, if you like.”


“You must be crazy,” said Pym, desperately; “that’s an eight-guinea suit.”


“Ten bob.”


“No, but listen——”


“I can’t let you have more than ten bob. And I don’t want the paper-weight.”


“Damn it all, man—till Friday!”


“Say you fell dead on Thursday?”


“I won’t fall dead on Thursday, I give you my——”


“Ten bob.”


Pym hesitated. Then he hitched up his shoulders in what he believed to be a nonchalant shrug and said: “Oh, all right; take it.”


“Have you got twopence for the ticket?”


“Take it out of that. I shall want some small change. Damn it all!” said Pym, “couldn’t you make it a little more than that?”


“Got a cellar full of stuff like this—more than I know what to do with.”


Pym took the money and the ticket and went into the street, too depressed even for resentment. He had nine shillings and elevenpence. No sum of money in the world is more irritatingly useless than nine shillings and elevenpence when you need two pounds. The odd pennies make it loose and untidy. His mind had gone blank again. He put the silver carefully into his fob-pocket and took the fivepence into a teashop, where he squandered it on weak tea and penny buns. There, again, he chose a corner seat: it was appropriate to his mood of quiet desperation, for he felt now like a boxer fighting for his supper, who has struggled like a madman for nine rounds and sits with a sinking heart in a heaving breast waiting for the gong, the knock-out, and the limping journey home in humiliation through the rainwashed streets.


For want of something better to do, Pym took out the little worn wallet in which he kept his private papers. These were mostly pawn-tickets. Pym put the new one with the old ones, shuffled them, and fanned them open warily like an anxious gambler after a desperate draw in a poker game. He contemplated  this melancholy hand and arranged it carefully, instinctively smiling brightly and pretending to be pleasantly surprised—pathetically bluffing, like an unlucky player; deceiving nobody. He put the typewriter next to the cigarette-case, fitted in the winter overcoat and the summer suit, and then started in real astonishment. There was a ticket he had forgotten.


The ticket said Silver Snuff-box … 7/6. It was a handsomely engraved snuff-box, two hundred years old. Pym had got it from his father, and used to carry it for luck. Sometimes, in order to make an impression, he had put a little snuff in it and offered it with a flourish to startled acquaintances. Now, remembering it, he sat upright and put the other tickets away. In as little time as it took to snap his fingers, Pym became happy. His heart beat harder and faster. Trapped hope had found a hole in the net, a loose bar in the cage. In five seconds he had a plan, complex, bold and exciting.


He would redeem the snuff-box; go to Szisco’s, near Holborn, and sell it. Szisco bought and sold Georgian silver. Pym remembered seeing in Szisco’s window neatly arranged cases of Georgian silver snuff-boxes, the meanest of which was priced at four pounds ten. One of them, much less beautiful than his, was for sale at fifteen pounds. Assuming that old Mr. Pym’s snuff-box was worth no more than ten pounds, could Szisco offer him less than five pounds for it?


It was unreasonable to suppose that Szisco could be such a fool.


He paid the bill and hurried out. The curdled grey sky had cleared. It was going to be a fine day. Everything had cleared. There was a pleasant smell in the air, and the passing girls looked friendly and beautiful. But there was no time to waste. Pym walked as fast as he could, scarcely pausing to look at the faces of the people who were waiting outside the Old Bailey, where someone was being tried on a charge of murder. His swinging right hand struck somebody’s wrist and he apologised gaily and profusely without turning his head. It was as if a window had been thrown open to let out some of the stale smoke in his head. Everything was clear and crisp. He had only to get the snuff-box. After that he could put down his money for the typewriter, lay in some filling food—tinned herrings and potatoes for example—go home to Busto, slap down a week’s rent, run upstairs, sit down and finish the novel, hurry it to Egan & Dobbs, and collect fifty pounds. He was not a shallow-minded man, a wishful-thinker who lived for the moment: he knew that fifty pounds would not last for ever. Fifty pounds was not a large sum: in fact fifty pounds was nothing. Still, it would tide him over. He could get his best clothes out of pawn, buy more paper and some typewriter ribbons, pay a debt or two, and work comfortably for at least two months. In two months he could write another novel. Well-dressed, with a quarter of an inch of good shoe-leather solidly separating his feet from the floor, he could talk to an editor with confidence and, crossing his legs, feel free of frayed trousers and perforated socks.


Pym danced rather than walked past the post office, and smiled in the musty gloom of the pawnshop as he put down his ticket like an ace of trumps, jingling the money in his pocket.


The clerk, hairless and sickly yellow like the bulb that hung from the ceiling, untied a neat little bow in a piece of thin string and unwrapped the snuff-box. Then he took the money, and looked up grimacing as the door slammed.


Pym was out of the office before the clerk had begun to refold the little piece of paper.


He was prudent enough to walk a few yards to a bus stop from which it would cost him only three-halfpence to ride to Szisco’s. He exchanged badinage with the conductor and whistled a tune between his teeth. But at Szisco’s door he hesitated. The whistle went back into his mouth with a little hiss. He looked into Szisco’s window, which was full of silver. There were chafing-dishes for which he would not have given twopence, priced at scores of guineas; candlesticks which he would not have had as a gift, available for twenty-one pounds apiece; and there were snuff-boxes, the cheapest of which would cost you four pounds ten shillings. But Pym’s box was four inches long, three inches wide, and two inches deep—bigger than the snuff-box in the top left-hand corner which Szisco valued at nineteen guineas, and ever so much better engraved. There, still, hung the card: ‘OLD SILVER BOUGHT’. Pym drew himself up, smoothed his coat, and walked into the shop.


Until he felt the thudding of his heart he did not know that he was afraid. He had intended to smile, converse offhandedly, and come suavely to the market value of his box. But when he was confronted by an old man with hair that was neither black nor grey, dressed like a Consul-General in heavy cloth that was neither grey nor black, the virtue went out of him.


Pym could only say: “I believe you buy silver?”


The old man almost smiled.


“… Rather valuable old silver snuff-box. My … I … It … Well, this is it, and I wondered …”


A dry, silvery hand came out of a beautifully starched cuff, picked up Pym’s box, and felt it. The old man cocked his head and stooped. He seemed to be smelling the box. At last he said: “I’m sorry.”


“Sorry?”


“I’m sorry. There really isn’t much I can say about this. It’s no use to me. I have a room full of them up there in the front. I’ve got more of these than I know what to do with.”


“But you’ve got all sorts of things, not half as good as this, that you’re charging ten, fifteen, twenty pounds for! You’ve got them in the window! Come and see!”


“Yes, I know what I’ve got in the window. But stop to consider how long I might have had them in the window. Simply ask yourself what people want with snuff-boxes now, things being as they are.”


“Do you seriously mean to say that you actually don’t want this?” cried Pym.


“I don’t want it.”


“Are you seriously telling me that it isn’t worth, for instance, a fiver?”


The old man smiled and said: “My goodness gracious, no, indeed!”


“What would it be worth to you, then?” asked Pym, in a flat voice, stroking the engraved lid of the box.


“As things are now it’s hardly worth making an offer for. Twenty years ago, yes. In twenty years’ time, perhaps. I’ll give you a pound for it, if you like.”


“What! A pound? If I wanted to, I could pawn it for more than that,” said Pym.


“I don’t think you could.”


Pym licked his lips and said: “The fact of the matter is this. There’s an old man, a very old man, very sick—cancer. He’s got cancer, inoperable cancer of the stomach. All he’s got left is his silver—antique silver, some marvellous stuff. He asked me to find a dealer. This box of his is, as you might say, a kind of sample. He’s got tons of it—plates, dishes, candlesticks, teapots … snuff-boxes … all kinds of silver. And he said to me: ‘My boy, I have got to sell my silver. It has come to this, and there’s no getting away from it. I’ve always heard that Mr. Szisco is a good man to deal with. You go and see what Mr. Szisco gives you for this snuff-box, and if what he gives you is fair, I’ll sell him the rest of my silver.’ So you see …”


“A pound is all I can offer.”


There was a little silence. The old man pushed the box back across the counter.


“I’ll take the pound,” said Pym.


“Would you rather have change?” said the old man, putting down a new pound note.


“No thanks—it isn’t for me.”


“Of course; I quite understand that. Good day to you.”


Pym tried to slam the door behind him, but even in that he was frustrated by a patent pneumatic brake that seemed to laugh under its breath. He stood on the kerb and waited for the traffic to stand still, feeling as he had felt once before when, having stopped to pick up a halfpenny, he rose and broke his head on the edge of a marble mantelpiece … shocked to stupefaction, hopelessly vulnerable, unforgettably foolish. He could almost feel the trickle of blood creeping under the back of his collar, and the strain of the shamefaced grin under his cheekbones.


“Easy now—easy does it,” said Pym, breathing deeply. Before he crossed the road he compelled himself to take hold of certain loose strings inside himself. He gripped hard and pulled. His loose, astonished mouth closed tight. Then he got a grip on the slack, empty part of his will and twisted it with all his might until he felt compact again—screwed down and reduced; knotty, taut and uncomfortable—clenched like a hand that becomes a fist to reassure itself that it is still all there.


Hope, by God, was not lost! Nothing but a bubble was broken! The morning was not gone, and he had more than twenty-one shillings in his pocket. Pym walked resolutely northward, but he paused outside a respectable pawnshop near the Hampstead Road, and glanced at the display in the window. No more dreams! He walked right in.


“You have a cigarette-case in the window marked three pounds ten shillings,” he said.


“Yes, sir?”


“Look: I’ve got one exactly like that, but a good deal heavier, at home. If I wanted to sell it, how much would you give me for it?”


“Oh, well,” said the pawnbroker. “I mean to say … how could I say without seeing it?”


“Listen: say it was just like the one you’ve got in the window, and in perfect condition, and I wanted to sell it—not pawn it, sell it—could you give me an idea of what you’d give for it?”


“Hard to say without seeing the case. Could be worth thirty shillings or a couple of quid. Depends on the weight and quality of the article, doesn’t it?”


“I suppose so. But say my case——”


“You bring it along,” said the pawnbroker. Then his face changed and his body swelled. He began to quiver. “Circumstances alter cases,” he said, bursting into a long laugh.


“I want to get this right, you see,” said Pym. “You’d give up to two pounds for a cigarette-case exactly like that bevelled-edge one in the window?”


“It depends, you see. Circumstances alter cigarette-cases.—Hwa-hwa-hwa-hwa-hwooo!” The pawnbroker controlled himself. “A good modern bevel-edge case like the one in the window, in perfect condition, I’d pay up to a couple of pounds for. But circumstances——”


“I’ll bring mine along.”


“Yes, you do that.”


Ignoring the ache in his legs and the heavy emptiness of his stomach, Pym walked to Islington and redeemed his cigarette-case from Messrs. McCormick Ltd. He paused only to visit a public lavatory, where he filled one of his pockets with thin paper. He had a little more than six shillings now. His head was rattling like a stale walnut, and in his throat there was something like a hangman’s knot.


“Well?” he said to the pawnbroker near the Hampstead Road.


“It’s a nice case all right. But I mean to say—look.”


“What d’you mean—‘look’? What’s the matter with it? Look at what? Why look, in that tone of voice?”


“Well, look—J. P.”


“What’s the matter with J. P.? That’s my initials.”


“I daresay. Well, there you are. That’s just it.”


“That’s just what?”


“Well, who wants a case with somebody else’s initials?”


“You said——”


“I said nothing about initials. You were talking about a case in perfect condition. You never mentioned initials.”


Licking dry lips with a glutinous tongue, Pym said: “They can be taken off.”


“Spoil the case,” said the pawnbroker.


Pym swallowed air. “How much for it?” he said.


“You want to sell it, do you?”


“Those initials aren’t cut deep—they’re only sort of scratched on.”


“I could let you have a pound.”


“I want two pounds.”


“Well, I daresay you can get it elsewhere. Not me, sir.”


Pym struck out SOS in Morse code with a knuckle on the glass counter. “Thirty shillings,” he said.


“I’ll make it twenty-two-and-six. Twenty-two shillings and sixpence is my last word.”


“Oh, all right, all right—give me twenty-two-and-six.”


“It would have been worth a couple of pounds if it wasn’t for the initials,” said the pawnbroker, counting out the money.


“One of these days those initials will be worth more than the case,” said Pym, through his teeth.


“But at the present moment——”


Pym began to say something, thought better of it, and left the shop. Now he had twenty-eight shillings and sixpence in his fob-pocket, and some copper coins in the right-hand pocket of his trousers.
















CHAPTER THREE





DETERMINED, now, to see the end of the matter, Pym went to another pawnshop and redeemed his summer suit and winter overcoat. He had not known that the old leather suitcase was so heavy. After twenty paces the strength ran out of his right arm, so that he had to stop. A rough seam in the handle cut a groove in his left hand. He changed hands again and again. At last he balanced the suitcase on his shoulder, where it nuzzled its way in again and hurt abominably. Pym put it down, took in a reserve of breath, and transferred it to the other shoulder; but his face was dripping with sweat and his handkerchief was out of reach of his left hand—and already sodden, in any case.


Nevertheless he reached Proust’s secondhand gentlemen’s wardrobe shop in High Street, St. Giles’, at a quarter to two in the afternoon, and walked in, stopping only to wipe his face on his sleeve and adjust his tie.


Pym hoped for nothing, and had no fear. Three shillings and a thin sixpence tinkled in his fob-pocket. He threw down the suitcase—his last chip—and said, quite calmly:


“Want to buy this stuff?”


The man behind the counter shook out the overcoat and spread out the suit. If he says ‘Fivepence’, I’ll take fivepence, Pym said to himself. I shall have done all I could.


“Did you want to sell the case, too?” the man asked.


“Of course. The case, too.”


Pym did not care. He opened his nostrils and sniffed the heavy odours of the secondhand clothes shop. There was a lingering smell of steam that had passed through tired trousers; a sour whiff of dry-cleaning; a tang of benzine, boot-polish, wax, perspiration, dead flowers, and tobacco.


“Hm!” said the man behind the counter. “Well, well! If you like I can let you have forty-five shillings for the lot.”


“Forty-five shillings?” said Pym, stupefied.


“You see, the case isn’t much good to me. Well, look here, call it forty-seven-and-six.”


Pym picked up the pound note, two ten-shilling notes, and three half-crowns. He felt weak and tearful, limp yet light, blissfully drowsy, like a woman after a sharp travail. He had fifty-one shillings. How wise he had been to ask for a loan of only twenty-five shillings on the typewriter; how prudent, how far-sighed! If he had been a fool who lived for the moment, like certain others he could name, he would have borrowed all he could get—three pounds, perhaps—and then where would he be? Now he could get back the machine, pay his rent, and had a bed to sleep in, a table to work on, a fine typewriter to work with, and something to eat. What more could a man desire? He had sold his last good suit and his overcoat, his only pair of decent shoes, and his presentable leather suitcase—a good twenty pounds’ worth—for forty-seven-and-six. What did that matter? ‘With my typewriter I can turn a sheet of toilet paper into a five-pound note,’ he said to himself. Hungry but exhilarated, curiously peaceful in spite of his sore feet and aching arms, he rode in a bus to Greenberg’s, near the Gray’s Inn Road, and got the typewriter. Pym could not wait until he was at home: he went to a café and, balancing the machine on his knees, took off the cover. It was good to look at—a big American portable with all the most recent devices, carefully tended, better than new. It had a tabular key, an asterisk, and plus and equal signs in case you wanted to type arithmetic. Pym could see his face in the gleaming black enamel. Looking lovingly into his own eyes he touched one of the keys. Instantly up leapt the letter ‘a’ and the platen received the imprint of it and then moved one space to the left. Here was perfection, absolute beauty, brightly bedecked with a red-and-black ribbon—efficiency wearing the colours of Anarchy.


Pym marvelled at the kindly considerate competence of pawnbrokers who treated strangers’ goods with such loving care. Lend your typewriter to a friend and it comes back broken, or full of fluff and candle-grease: lend it to a pawnbroker and he treats it as if it were his own.


When Pym left the teashop he did not carry the typewriter by the handle: he held it warmly under his right arm.


Busto came up from the basement as soon as Pym’s key rattled in the lock.


“Well?”


“Well what?”


Busto touched the palm of his right hand with the forefinger of his left and said: “Hah?”


“Eh? Oh! Oh yes, yes, of course—the rent, the rent—I clean forgot. It slipped out of my mind.”


“Sure—it slip out of your mind, and you slip out of my house. Well? You gonna lolly?”


“Let me see,” said Pym. “I owe you eleven shillings, I think. Rent payable in advance, if I remember rightly. Here it is.”


Busto’s curved thumb and forefinger snapped like the beak of a parrot; in their grip Pym’s two ten-shilling notes resembled a bedraggled paper tulip. “I got no change,” he said.


“Hold it for me,” said Pym, “and then I’ll only owe you two shillings for the next week.”


“Well, okay,” said Busto, gloomily. He dragged a bunch of keys out of his pocket, led the way upstairs, and unlocked Pym’s door.


Without pausing to take off his hat Pym uncovered the sleek, gleaming black typewriter and played with it for a little while. He worked the tabular key, the back-spacer, and the shift lock: voluptuously inserted a sheet of paper and typed The quick brown fox jumped right over the sly lazy dog and made a row of figures and punctuation marks. A cracked saucer in the cupboard was still greasy with the rancid traces of a bit of butter. Pym gathered them on a forefinger and anointed the groove along which the platen ran. Now, when he touched the space-bar, the machine seemed to purr like a well-fed black cat.


Then, as he stood back smiling and looking down at it, automatically licking his finger, he tasted the butter and remembered that he was very hungry. Pym smiled again: now he could smile at hunger, for he had five shillings and sixpence in silver. Half a crown of this he hid under one of the stacks of typescript, and then he went out again, locking the door and testing it twice—not before he had dusted the enamelled surfaces of the typewriter with one of the ends of his necktie.


*


The publicans, butchers, milkmen and grocers of the neighbourhood seldom gave credit to Busto’s tenants, who were sure to be gone to-morrow. Even the newsagents waited to see the colour of a penny before parting with a daily paper.


Pym stopped at the shop of Dai Davies, a dairyman who carried attractive sidelines of wrapped bread, canned food, tea and little cakes. Dai Davies, who went to bed at midnight and got up at three, looked like an old horse in a homespun jacket and a tweed cap; but his wife and daughters were scoured and starched, white from hairline to hem—quick women with lidless black eyes, who crackled with cleanliness. Pym ordered half a pint of milk, a two-ounce packet of tea at two-and-eight a pound, a soft white two-pound loaf of bread in a wax envelope, and half a pound of Cheddar cheese at eightpence a pound. While Mrs. Davies darted from shelf to shelf, Pym gnawed a thumbnail and stood vacillating, rocking from heels to toes, reading the labels on the tin cans. One label attracted him more than all the rest put together—a coloured photograph of strawberries.


“How much are these strawberries?”


“One-and-ten.”


Pym turned on his heel and looked at the peaches, the pineapple, the loganberries and the pears. He wanted strawberries now, more than anything in the world. Two or three minutes passed: Dai looked at Blodwen, Blodwen exchanged glances with Gwen, and they all watched Pym. He knew that strawberries were not to be thought of. For the price of one tin of strawberries he could buy two pounds of cheese and still have fivepence for bread and twopence for gas. A hot wetness, which he had to swallow, came up from under his tongue. One-and-tenpence would buy him cooked meat, liver sausage, brawn, veal-and-ham pie, herrings, salami—anything he liked in the delicatessen shop two streets away. He could buy a fillet steak, or seven pounds of potatoes; or some cigarettes and an inexhaustible quantity of lentils, split peas, or rice. He could buy cabbages, carrots, onions, and Saturday night trimmings of meat, and make a magnificent stew. He could buy a few Portuguese sardines, a quantity of Norwegain brisling, or several tins of herrings in tomato sauce. Who but a madman would buy tinned strawberries for one-and-ten?


He sucked his mouth dry, went to the counter, put down his money and picked up his parcel. Blodwen rang the cash register and scraped up the change.


“How much are strawberries?” said Pym, making conversation.


“Strawberries are one-and-ten, strawberries.”


“You have only large tins, I suppose?”


“Yes, only large tins there is.”


“Give me a tin of strawberries.”


Back in his room Pym cursed bitterly: he had a blunt knife with an ivorine handle, a steel knife with a black handle, one heavy fork marked with the name of a restaurant, one nickel-plated fork with uncertain prongs, two spoons, a rusty tea-strainer, and a wooden handle that had belonged to an ice-pick.


There was no tin-opener.


He went out to eat in a restaurant.


Pym was angry with himself. Strawberries were symbolic of all the folly in the world; he hated strawberries. In all his life Pym had never felt quite so disgusted and unhappy.


On his way to the Escurial Palace Restaurant in Charlotte Street, where anyone could buy a dish of spaghetti for ninepence, Pym began to cross-examine himself. What had he done? What did he mean to do, and with what motives? Where had he been all his life? What right had he to strut with peacock feathers in his hair while his toes were sticking out of his boots—to swagger from pawnshop to rag-and-bone shop and so, cock-a-hoop, to a hash joint?—he, with his one-and-tenpenny tin of strawberries, and no tin-opener! Who was he, what was he? He had sold his birthright for a typewriter and some clothes, pledged everything for a tin of salmon and a week in a dirty bed; and exchanged the clothes for the typewriter, another week in the same bed, and a tin of strawberries which he couldn’t even open. He was nothing. He was lost.


Near Warren Street someone called him by his name. He stopped and exclaimed: “Why, Win!”


“Johnny!” cried the girl called Win. “My God, Johnny!—This is a sort of an act of Providence’”


“It’s nice to see you again, Win.”


“I don’t suppose you really mean it, but you’ll never know how nice it is for me to see you again, Johnny. You’ve got thin: what have you been doing with yourself?”


“Oh … this and that. What’ve you been doing with yourself?”


“Don’t let’s go into that just now, Johnny. How is the book going?”


“It goes, it goes. How’s Ted?”


“Well, I suppose he’s all right. As a matter of fact, I don’t really know.”


“Is it like that?”


“I suppose it is in a way like that.”


“Since when?”


“Oh, since about a month ago. I was looking all around for you, but nobody seemed to know where you were. I’ve got all sorts of things I’ve been wanting to tell you. Where are you off to?”


Pym said: “I was thinking of going to get a cup of coffee and a sandwich, or something. And you?”


“Well, as a matter of fact, I wasn’t going anywhere.”


“Come and have a cup of coffee, Win.”


They walked twenty yards before Win said: “It seems so silly, somehow, saying you’re not going anywhere, doesn’t it?”


“Why should it?” said Pym. A little later, embarrassed by his own silence, he said: “Tell me about Ted.”


“Well, as a matter of fact, there’s nothing to tell. As a matter of fact, he found out about us.”


“I thought he knew,” said Pym.


“It’s a complicated business,” said Win. “I’ll tell you all about it when we sit down.”


They had reached the corner of Percy Street before Pym said: “I thought Ted knew all about you and me before you and he got together?”


“Well, you see, as a matter of fact, it isn’t that, entirely. I can’t talk in the street.”


Pym found a table in a comer near the door. “All I want is some coffee and a sandwich,” he said. “You go ahead.”


He had lost his appetite.


*


“… It wasn’t so much that Thing about you and me,” said Win. “As a matter of fact, Ted knew all about that. He was awfully sweet about it, as a matter of fact. I mean, we weren’t children, were we? As a matter of fact, it was the business about Ted’s microscope.”


“What microscope? I don’t know what you mean—microscope,” said Pym.


“I don’t want you to feel guilty about this, Johnny.”


“Why should I feel guilty? Tell me about the microscope.”


Win said: “We were good pals, you and I—weren’t we? I mean—friends. As a matter of fact, you were awfully good to me, weren’t you?”


“Oh, please!”


“Well, you remember after Ted and I got married?”


“I remember.”


“As a matter of fact, Johnny, you asked me for some money.”


“As I remember it, Win, you had asked me for some money for Ted. I let you have the two pounds. You knew perfectly well that if it had been for yourself I should never have asked for the money back,” said Pym, smoothing his forehead with an anxious hand. “You know me well enough to know that it is not in my nature to go around dunning people. But you did say it was for Ted, and after all you were married to Ted, and …”


“It’s my own fault, Johnny. I deserve everything I got. As a matter of fact, I deserve twenty times more, and then some more. You remember, Johnny, what good pals we were? You were always so sweet, Johnny. My God, you were decent! As a matter of fact, you’re the most decent person I’ve ever known. Well, you know I was pretty well dressed then, and all that sort of thing? I know you asked for your money back only because you were, as a matter of fact, hard up—otherwise you wouldn’t have. I know you, Johnny! Well, as a matter of fact I didn’t have a bean. And do you know what I did? I pawned Ted’s microscope.”


“But why, for heaven’s sake? You must have been crazy!”


“Well, as a matter of fact I must have been, rather. I’m an awful bloody little fool. It must be the way I’m made, I suppose. But you’d have lent me so much more than I could pay back, and you really had been so bloody nice and kind….”


Red with shame and anger, Pym said: “I never wanted anything back that I gave you. I only called it ‘loans’ to spare your feelings. I wish to God I’d dropped down dead before I took that two pounds from you. I would never have taken money from you if I’d been starving; only you did say that the last couple of pounds you borrowed was for Ted; and you did look pretty prosperous; and it was you who brought up the subject of repayment in the first place. Damn you, couldn’t you have made some excuse—said you couldn’t get the money after all—instead of behaving like a crazy little crook and pawning other people’s microscopes?”


Win’s large, childish blue eyes filled with tears, and her mouth quivered as she replied: “You’re right. I’m an awful little liar, as a matter of fact. When I borrowed the last two pounds off of you, it wasn’t really for Ted at all. It was for me.”


“Then why in God’s name did you have to go and tell me that it was for Ted? Why lie? And, incidentally, why put me in a false position? Couldn’t you have said you wanted the money for yourself? Would I have refused?”
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