











PRAISE FOR BLESS ’EM ALL



‘A blast of a read. A journalist with four novels, many children’s stories, TV programmes and radio monologues under his belt, Allen Saddler’s experience and talent as a writer is clear in this latest release. His style is intriguing, humorous and easy to read. But what really makes Bless ’Em All a compulsive page-turner is its sense of realism. Having spent the war years in London himself, Saddler seems to invest some personal experiences within his fictionalized tale. A tiny bit Desperate Housewives, a tad Eastenders and a pinch Midsomer Murders, Bless ’Em All is a superior version of a soap opera. This engaging novel will suit anyone who is just a little bit nosey.’ – Big Issue


‘This riotous wartime tale of prostitution, romance murder and the old-fashioned business of selling books comes from a Devon author with excellent credentials in journalism and writing for radio and television. In a portrait of a cross-section of London society during the Blitz, Saddler reveals that they were not heroic in the convential sense and that most of them regarded the bombing as an intrusion, a nuisance to be endured.


With its wealth of quirky characters, this highly entertaining novel exposes the misplaced optimism, naked opportunism and matrimonial misdemeanours in a comic tour de force of considerable verve, perceptiveness and period authority.’ – Western Morning News





BLESS ’EM ALL


Bless ’Em All is a Carveresque portrait of a cross-section of London society during the Blitz. Centered around Green’s, a London wholesaler/booksellers, Allen Saddler masterfully introduces us to an eclectic and compelling cast of characters: Maurice Green is a book wholesaler, conscientous and hardworking, with a reputation to uphold. Bernard Green is his brother; sleazy and disreputable, his part of the business takes in the ‘Leicester Square run’ selling under-the-counter copies of D.H. Lawrence and photographic ‘art’ to places in Soho. At an ‘inadvertent’ outing to an illicit speakeasy, the pair meet Bunty and Betty, the former a blonde bombshell who also happens to be deaf and dumb, the latter a young housewife so naive that Maurice ends up giving her a job out of pity. Tim is Bunty’s husband. Short, stumpy and surly, Tim works for the Water Board and appears to have no idea about Bunty’s outings with men in smart cars and tailormade suits. Jimmy answered an advert that read ‘Smart Boy Wanted’ and works at Green’s, collecting and delivering books from the publishing houses on Paternoster Row and Warwick Square, all in the shadow of St Pauls and all doomed … These characters and many more are thrown together into a riotous wartime tale of prostitution, romance, murder and good old-fashioned bookselling.


ALLEN SADDLER was a writer and journalist. He was the author of four novels, nine children’s books and eight plays. He wrote a sitcom for BBC2 and more than two dozen plays and monologues for BBC Radio Four. He reviewed drama for the Guardian, Independent, The Stage and many theatre publications. He wrote features for the Guardian, Independent, Daily Telegraph, Sunday Times, Observer, Time Out, the Big Issue, the Oldie and a number of others. He lived in Totnes, Devon, until his death in 2012.
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MRS Melrose’s eyes provided a running commentary on what she was thinking – or maybe what she thought you were thinking. You couldn’t help reacting to this signposted information, especially when the eyes were signalling that your desires had been registered and approved. Mrs Melrose, Bunty, was totally deaf and dumb and presented herself as a dumb blonde straight out of Busby Berkeley, but she was always ahead of you. Mrs Melrose had accepted her role as a glamour stereotype. She always managed to give the impression that she was lying around in a harem waiting to be ravished and was looking forward to the experience.


As well as the outrageous eyes there was the mouth: bright red and shiny, the mouth made exaggerated movements like a silent film star speeded up, registering anger, joy, ecstasy, fear. But, however much the mouth moved, however carefully each vowel was given its due, each consonant a spitting excess, no sound emerged. It was a graphic performance and conveyed such nuances of feelings that you might have wondered whether words and speech were strictly necessary.


Bunty was married to Tim. Tim worked for the water board. It was Tim’s job to traverse the district on an official bicycle with a turnkey fixed on the bars to switch off the water when any leaks were reported and back on when the leaks were repaired.


You could see that Tim had a problem. He was a short, stumpy man, naturally surly, and married to this delicious confection, a creamy French sponge smelling of Turkish delight, a man magnet, a woman who was not only expecting trouble but inviting it. Tim had the job of fighting off the entire male population of London. If he shouted at her she couldn’t hear. Her eyes would turn tragic. Her mouth would frame ‘Sorry?’, although it was clear that she didn’t know why or for what she was apologizing, and Tim, realizing it was hopeless, would allow himself to be folded into her capacious breasts and comforted like a baby.


‘That jumper is too tight,’ Tim would mumble and point, and Bunty, thinking he was paying her a compliment, would turn and preen in profile, smiling knowingly.


Most afternoons, when Tim Melrose was riding around his patch, turning water on or off, Bunty Melrose was getting herself ready for a public appearance. Smart-looking men in handmade suits would arrive in smart cars and sound a horn for Bunty, who, knowing that she wouldn’t hear the signal, would be watching from the second-floor window. Bunty would come down, looking as though she was off for an audition for 42nd Street, and climb into the car, the eyes working with flirtatious zeal, sitting beside the driver with an air of entitlement.


‘She’s off again,’ said Mrs Bennet with some resentment mixed with admiration and envy. ‘There’ll be trouble when he finds out.’


It had always been a mystery how Bunty managed to be so well dressed and fashionable. Turnkey was an official job, and Tim had a tunic and peaked cap to prove it, but it wasn’t in the fur-coat league. Bunty had bottles of perfume that didn’t smell like they were from Boots the Chemist and an endless supply of bright-red lipstick and hair dye. Where did she go on these afternoon jaunts?


You had to admit that Bunty was a jolly good sort. Generous, outgoing, always fizzing off like champagne. Mrs Bennet, who tended to see the worst in everyone, warmed to Bunty.


‘She’s playing a dangerous game,’ she said.


But was she? Surely Tim knew that his wages didn’t stretch to the sort of black skirts and creamy blouses she wore. His glamorous wife had drawers of silk stockings and lacy underwear; she was at the hairdressers twice a week; she had so many shoes that she was able to share some with Mrs Bennet and other residents of the building, including young Mrs May, not long married, who blushed at the sight of silk stockings.


South London was full of such houses. Built at the time of Victorian prosperity, and occupied at the time by wealthy City businessmen who travelled to town by the Southern Railway, leaving their wives at home to cope with umpteen children, to bully the maid and send tradesmen around to the back. The houses were built three storeys high, with rough stairs leading down to a basement. They were a scaled-down version of the grand town house. The ground floor contained the living-room, with the kitchen at the back; the second floor the bedrooms and the top tiny attic rooms for the live-in maid. The basement might be let to an odd-job man at a concessionary rate but included the proviso that he do all the odd jobs around the house when required.


The prosperous citizens had always regarded their stay in one of the houses as temporary. There would always be the chance of a rise to a higher level, a promotion from office to board. Now rundown and in disrepair, these houses had acquired a seedy sheen. None of the houses was occupied by a single family any longer; all were divided up into flats and floors, with disputed landings, sometimes with up to a dozen people living in the various sections.


Number seventy-seven was in the middle of a terrace. The owner-landlord was never seen, all the rents were collected by an agency. Occasionally, when a tenant got hopelessly behind, a small market barrow would be piled high with all somebody owned and wheeled away, with the owner following, as though owner and effects were on their way to the crematorium.


Bunty and Tim had the middle flat. It was favoured because the bathroom and toilet were on the same level. The other residents had to endure the inconvenience of banging on the door of the toilet or bathroom when Bunty was inside, knowing that she couldn’t hear. The only way to obtain relief was by poking a piece of paper under the door. Of course there was always the chance of seeing Bunty in her open dressing-gown scuttling away to the bedroom.


In the basement, below ground level, were the Penroses. Bert Penrose, a wiry music-hall figure with Charlie Chaplin moustache and rakish bowler, did something mysterious in the West End. He carried an air of a daring man about town, and he would burst into a suggestive dance without warning, the climax always involving two fingers poked into the air in a triumphant gesture of lewd glee. Bert was a comic figure with slipping false teeth but thought he was irresistible to women. Bert’s confidence was beyond all logic and reason. His wife, Edie, was plain and resigned. She regarded her husband’s daring pursuit of the blonde Bunty as inevitable. The fact that Bunty was stone deaf released Bert’s tongue:


‘Lovely bit of crackling, aren’t you? Yes, I could slip you a length. Any time you like …’ and Bert would lick his lips as though he was savouring a succulent piece of fillet steak. Bunty, without hearing the words but getting the gist of the sly smile that accompanied them, would smile uneasily and look anxiously around for the protection of her husband, who was never there at the time.


If you could have taken a side view of number seventy-seven, opened out like a dolls’ house, you would have seen four levels of seething activity. There was young Mrs May on the top floor, with the one tiny maid’s room, which was half filled by a bed, and an even smaller kitchen. Mrs May spent most of the day lying on the bed, daydreaming. Mr May – Stephen, never Steve – worked in a local department store. He always looked immaculate in shirts lovingly ironed by Mrs May, drifting on a cloud of romantic love as seen in the latest release in the cinema. Stephen got cast in all the romantic leads, ancient and modern. Mr May was often out late. He said that various departmental managers invited him for drinks, and that he had to go as to refuse would seal his fate in his present position. It might even endanger it. Mrs May wanted him to get on, didn’t she? There had to be sacrifices at this early stage.


The middle was Bunty and Tim, and the ground floor was Mrs Bennet, a widow, who hardly ever went out. In some mysterious way Mrs Bennet seemed to have control over the building and its occupants. She was the tenant who had been there longest and seemed to have a special relationship with the agency that collected the rents. If any of the tenants needed a repair to a blocked sink or a stuck window, Mrs Bennet would take the matter in hand, and in due course, which was usually a month, a repair would be effected.


From time to time Bunty’s mother would call. She was stony-faced, but her eyes had a twinkle, especially when relishing the exploits of her daughter, which Bunty explained with expressive hand gestures and facial contortions. Bunty read her mother’s reactions through her expressions. Bunty had never learnt to lip-read. She didn’t need to.


The inevitable slip-up occurred one afternoon when Tim spun around the corner on his bike and saw Bunty getting out of a smart car and entering the house. Tim parked his bike and went up the stairs carrying his turnkey in his hand. There was shouting and scuffling, and Mrs Bennet, knowing that Bunty could not scream out if she was hurt, went up to see fair play. There was Tim, red-flushed with rage, and Bunty flashing frightened eyes, with the heavy indentation of the turnkey on a cushion beside her.


Mrs Bennet fumbled in her handbag for a small bottle of smelling salts.


‘You’ll have to stop this. This is a respectable house.’


‘You don’t know what she’s been doing,’ he shouted.


‘Don’t you shout at me,’ said Mrs Bennet, puffing herself up into a formidable figure. ‘I don’t care what she’s done. Poor thing, she doesn’t know what you’re saying.’


‘She knows.’


The fact was that Tim did know what Bunty was up to and hoped that he wouldn’t have to deal with the situation, but, having seen what he saw, felt that he had to register his disapproval. Bunty picked up the telephone and dialled her mother’s number. The mother knew that if the telephone rang and, on answering, she could only hear stifled gulps, Bunty was in trouble.


By the time parental support had arrived Tim had calmed down.


‘What do you expect her to do? Sit here on her own all day? She’s entitled to a bit of life.’


‘Where does she go then? Drinking clubs with dirty old men?’


‘They appreciate her more than you do.’


‘She’s a dirty cow.’


Bunty’s mother smiled. She couldn’t help it. Bunty’s face, just behind Tim’s indignant features, was registering mock indignation. Bunty wasn’t taking any of this seriously. It was just a game. Tim would have to take her as he found her.


Mrs May’s troubled young face appeared at the door.


‘Is everything all right?’


Having gone through his ritual explosion Tim was prepared to simmer. ‘Sure. I lost my temper. You’ve no idea how hard it is to get through to her.’


‘She likes to get out,’ said Bunty’s mother.


‘Of course,’ said young Mrs May.


‘How would it be if, er … What’s your name?’


‘May. Mrs.’


‘How would it be if Mrs – here – went with her?’


Young Mrs May blushed down as far as anyone could see. ‘Oh. I don’t know about that.’


‘It’s nothing. Just dancing, that’s all.’


‘I could ask my husband.’


‘That’s up to you. No harm in it. Anyway, you wouldn’t be involved. Just company for Bunty.’


Tim, brooding in a corner, suddenly looked at Mrs May. ‘What your name?’


‘Mrs –’


‘No. Your name.’


‘Betty.’


‘Betty and Bunty. Bloody hell.’


‘Very nice,’ said Bunty’s mother. ‘Very appropriate.’


The seed was sown. It burst open in the imagination of the young Mrs May and in the scheming mind of Mrs Melrose, who knew how to make it flower into reality. The next day Bunty and Betty were as close as rabbits. Bunty, with hand beckoning and beseeching eyes, brought Betty into the flat and brought out drawers of fine clothes, the sight of which made Betty May feel as though she had committed a mortal sin. There were brassières and camisoles, silk slips and knickers and silk stockings by the yard. With daring eyes and gestures Bunty indicated that Betty should try some on, and Betty, red-faced with embarrassment, took off her plain sweater and skirt and allowed the creamy silk to ripple against her flesh. Getting bolder, Betty tried on daring garments and felt transformed from Cinderella to film-star glory. These were not young girls playing at dressing up; these were grown women bringing about a transformation, a change that would have a permanent effect on the outlook and personality of the younger woman.


‘Dancing clubs,’ said Bunty’s mother. ‘Afternoons. You get taken and brought back.’


Betty May felt a surge of excitement. ‘But what do you have to do?’


‘Just dance.’


‘With?’


‘With men who want to dance. You partner up.’


‘And then?’


‘Well, if they’re pleased with you they might give you a present.’


Betty was puzzled. ‘Just for dancing with them?’


‘Yes. That’s all. It’s up to you what you do after.’


Bunty’s mother was getting impatient. Wouldn’t the stupid girl ever catch on? Did she want a map or something?


‘Look. Go along with Bunty. See if you like it.’


‘But does Bunty like it?’


‘She does,’ said Bunty’s mother firmly. ‘She certainly does.’


That night Betty May thought about telling Stephen of the invitation, but somehow she didn’t get around to it. After all, there was no harm in dancing with a partner in a place that was designated for such a purpose. She didn’t know anything about the place yet. Wouldn’t it be better to try it out before bothering Stephen? She may not like the place and never go again. In which case it would be making a fuss about nothing.


One afternoon Bunty dyed Betty’s brown mousy hair blonde. Lipstick and makeup were applied, and when the two women, side by side, looked into the mirror, they looked like sisters. The only difference was in the eyes: one pair was slow and knowing, the other bright and excited.


Stephen was enchanted with his wife’s new hair. It aroused something embedded in his mind. Blondes were fast and willing. This new Betty was a temptation – and, what’s more, she wasn’t a film fantasy. She was available. She was his.


When Betty and Bunty went out together it was watched with considerable interest by all the other occupants of the house. Bert was home, and he peered over the top of his dug-out with wonder and want. Mrs Bennet’s expression showed that Bunty had already taken the fatal step to perdition and was now encouraging Betty down the same primrose path. Betty was trembling. She didn’t know whether it was with excitement or fear. Dancing with someone didn’t seem a crime. She used to go a lot with Stephen when they first met. She became quite good at it and delighted at the feeling of being swept around on a cloud in waltz time. When she came out of the dance hall she always felt lighter and somehow happier. She knew it was all illusion, but that didn’t matter at the time.


The granite-faced man who drove the car showed no sign or feeling. It was just a job. Pick up two women and deposit them as instructed.
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MAURICE Green was a grey man. Not only his hair but his face, too, and his hands seemed like they had been powdered with grey dust. He gave the impression of a man who was enduring an existence rather than living a life. Every day was a fresh burden to be borne with a resigned boredom. He was fed up with the modern world, with its fads and fancies. Most of the time he was fed up with his family and his wife, too. He was fifty now, and he wasn’t looking forward to the rest of his life or to his retirement.


Maurice was tall and heavy, with a serious churchwarden’s face. He was a director of a wholesale booksellers. It was an old-established firm, which he controlled with his brother Bernard and his sister Bella. Their father, who had started the business before the turn of the century, bequeathed the firm to them. When old George died the trio found that they had equal shares in the business. Maurice wanted to keep the concern ticking over, Bernard wanted to expand and Bella wanted to sell, a situation that set up a lifelong dispute between the three, as they all had to agree on a course of action before it could be taken.


Maurice loved the business how it was, the warehouse with its rows of bookshelves, all categorized by subject and author. He looked along the narrow corridors between the shelves with pride and reverence. The books were to be respected. Who knew how many hours had gone into the creation of just one book? There were the bestsellers – The Arches of the Years, The Bridge Over San Luis Ray, Gone With the Wind, Anthony Adverse – the up-and-coming Cronin with his new one, The Citadel, and the latest bleat from Wells and blast from Shaw. There was the entire output of the Everyman Library, which covered every corner of history and knowledge as well as a comprehensive selection of the greatest novels ever written and now approached one thousand noted volumes. There was the religious section – H.V. Morton and Hall Caine – and there were even browning leaves of novels by Marie Corelli, whole sets of Dickens, Hardy and Trollope. Then there were the current detective and crime novels, which were having a vogue – Freeman Wills Croft, Oppenheim, Sydney Horler, Anthony Berkeley, Agatha Christie, John Buchan, ‘Sapper’, with his slapdash tales of Bulldog Drummond and foreign spies and murky plotting, smart-arsed Peter Cheyney with his sardonic private eye Lemmy Caution, Leslie Charteris’s Saint – all bestsellers when they first came out but soon replaced by the next novel by the same writer. Writers seemed to turn out a book every year – Dornford Yates and P.G. Wodehouse might even go faster than that, although Edgar Wallace probably still held the record.


In the biography section were names associated with politics, sport, maybe, and memoirs of anybody who had ever been a headline in public life. For some reason Maurice thought that he was responsible for the good standing of all these people. There was Freud, Adler and Jung, Marx and Plato. One didn’t have to agree with the views advanced by any of these persuaders, but they had earned their place.


When war was declared Maurice didn’t think it would last long. The cost of waging war was enormous. England’s economy was hardly stable, and Germany had never recovered from the 1914-18 bash. The war wouldn’t last long for the simple fact that nobody could afford it.


Green’s had taken on new staff: Jimmy, a sixteen-year-old post boy, and Miss Tcherny, an invoice clerk. The Tchernys – father, mother and daughter – were from Austria. They were Jews who had become frightened at their treatment in their homeland, and had decided to flee well in advance of trouble. News leaking out of Europe showed that their fears had been justified: Jews, if you could believe the reports, were being locked up, persecuted and insulted. Maurice knew that it could be propaganda, maybe to persuade wealthy British Jews to give financial support to the war effort.


Miss Tcherny was plump and pretty, with dark eyes and slightly frizzy black hair. She wore tight jumpers, crimson lips and blue eye-shadow. Despite the fact that she had lived in Britain since her early teens she still had traces of an accent and could say some disconcerting things – ‘I don’t look very good in a bathing costume, but I look quite good without it’ – that caused young Jimmy to splutter, red-faced, into his tea mug.


When Maurice received an order he took the list along the shelves, picking out the books requested, lifting them out, shaking off the dust, sometimes cleaning up the jacket with an India rubber, making a neat pile for packing and post for Harry the packer. Maurice knew that expansion, particularly the kind that Bernard had in mind, would lead to a downgrading of the business, to mass orders of the latest sensations, such as No Orchids for Miss Blandish and the latest American crime trash. The firm had standards, a position in the trade. Small booksellers in all parts of the country relied on Green’s by-return service. They knew that, however obscure, however out of the way the request, that Green’s would supply. If they hadn’t got it in stock they would send somebody out to the publishers with an order that would be fetched back in a collector’s canvas sack the same day. They knew that Green’s stocked up on books that were going out of print, hoarding them like precious manuscripts. It had taken years to build up the stock. And they knew that Maurice was dedicated to this service.


It was Bernard who had started to supply dubious bookshops in Soho with the type of book that Maurice thought let the firm down. The ‘Leicester Square Run’ stock had a special flavour: books about prostitution and the ‘white-slave’ trade, The Road to Buenos Aries, The Awful Disclosures of Maria Monk, Brother and Sister, the published books of D.H. Lawrence, soft paperbacks by Paul Renin – translated from the original French – and what Maurice thought were pseudo-scientific volumes about sex by Havelock Ellis, practical help from Marie Stopes and all kinds of horrors about sadism and masochism, along with what were called ‘studies of the photographic art’, which turned out to be photographs of naked women. What would you think of a firm that supplied a book called Psychopathia Sexualis?


It was a quick turnover, and these books sold in dozens, not ones and twos. It was, as Bernard frequently pointed out, ‘money for jam’, but Maurice was unhappy with the connection. After all, he was still a Sunday-school teacher in the local Baptist church. If the Soho connection was made with his church activities he could soon find himself pilloried in the News of the World or the People.


Bernard, with his raffish ties and hound’s-tooth jackets, was a constant source of annoyance, but the formidable Bella, with her imposing bosom and countersunk eyes, was a different proposition. While Maurice used gentle and, ultimately, good-humoured persuasion, Bella’s method was scorn: ‘messing about with bits of paper’, she called the order business; ‘fiddling with pennies’ was how she described the small discount the firm got from the publishers to handle their wares. It was true that the margin on orders was of the order of 3 per cent, but it was the volume of business that made it worth while. For Maurice, providing a service – to the publishers, to the authors, to the bookshops and to the pubic – was all the justification he needed.


It was strange how different from one another the two brothers were. You could see the family resemblance in their faces, but any similarity ended there. Maurice’s dark suit, stiff collar and neatly knotted tie, his expression of resigned disdain, his eyes seeing nothing they liked, enduring the modern world with pain and distaste, contrasted with Bernard’s sly grin and clockwork wink, his eyes full of merriment and anticipation of roguery to come. Bernard was open to everything life had to offer. He loved his canvassing of the bookshops on his Soho patch, swapping stories, leaving a trail of sniggering females in his wake. The war had brought with it a loosening of morals. London was a garrison town, with thousands of servicemen on short-leave passes, trying to grab a weekend of fun before returning to a life of drab meaningless drilling, unnecessary guarding and pointless discipline. There might be a time when they would have to face up to the Germans, when, as likely as not, they would be killed. With that prospect in view, who could blame their desperate search for pleasure?


There were many for whom the war had opened out new horizons, new positions of authority, new outlets for previously unrecognized organizational abilities; people who had missed their place in life, who had spent decades looking for the right niche. Maurice’s wife, Clare, had suddenly become a figure of authority in the WVS. She knew that she had been born to boom over lesser creatures. Maurice and Clare lived together but only at a distance. They shared the same house, ate meals together, took holidays in harness, slept in the same bed, but the separation was deep. Clare soon realized that she had married a stick-in-the-mud. She couldn’t bear the adolescent Bernard, but he was, at least, a person with whom you could tangle, whereas Maurice seemed almost removed from the world. He lived with thousands of books, not with her. When he was at home she knew that he would much prefer to be in his warehouse. After the early perfunctory love-making Clare and Maurice tailed off into a comfortable celibacy. It was clear that Maurice couldn’t be bothered, and Clare wasn’t going to beg. So they had not had children, and now it was too late.


One wintry afternoon, when the warehouse lights had been on all day, Maurice was enjoyably engaged in stocktaking. He turned a corner between the shelves and came across Miss Tcherny reading Rider Haggard’s She.


‘You like adventure stories?’ he said.


‘I don’t know,’ said Miss Tcherny. ‘I’ve never read any. I thought this was about … a woman.’


‘It is,’ said Maurice. ‘It is.’


He squeezed by Miss Tcherny’s bulging frame. He was close to her, but she was looking away. He could smell the warmth emanating from her body, see her glistening lips close up. Maurice’s face showed no expression of any kind, and yet he was quite moved by the encounter. Miss Tcherny looked undisturbed, as though a man squeezing against her was all in a day’s work. After all, she came to work in the Tube.


A little later Bernard was packing his bag of samples.


‘On your rounds again?’ said Maurice.


‘It’s the only thing that keeps this place going,’ replied Bernard belligerently.


Maurice thought that Bernard’s appearance resembled that of a door-to-door salesman. Green’s had never canvassed for business. Maurice knew that Bernard’s excursions brought in the money, but they could have managed without it. After all, the three of them owned the business outright. There were no shareholders demanding results. The business was free of debt. There were no bank loans to cause sleepless nights.


‘You know it wouldn’t do you any harm to come out on my round,’ said Bernard. ‘See how the real world lives. The way business is done.’


‘Somebody has to look after the shop,’ said Maurice lightly.


‘You mean you want to keep your hands clean. You don’t mind taking the money, as long as you don’t have anything to do with the getting of it. You make me sick.’ This was strong, even for Bernard. Mostly Bernard showed his amiable side, but Maurice was aware of the vicious side beneath. ‘Do you think the troops want to read Shakespeare? Do you?’ Bernard had a nasty glint in his eye. He didn’t mind doing all the footwork, quite enjoyed it in fact, but he didn’t see why he should be looked down upon for doing it. ‘Censorship. That’s what you want. Telling people what they can read and what they can’t.’


The two brothers had always been at loggerheads. They had been to the same private school, Maurice two forms higher than Bernard. Maurice’s schoolwork had been exemplary, while Bernard’s was dubbed ‘slapdash’. As the elder, Maurice had been favoured by their parents. He always had the knack of looking presentable, while Bernard always looked as it he could do with a good wash and tidy. The situation of the joint ownership had only increased the tension between them.


Maurice was about to retort to his brother’s challenge when he saw the telltale signs of mouse droppings. The staff at Green’s fought a ceaseless battle with the mice. The little creatures were numerous and destructive, and many a book was found to have holes gnawed through its pages. Just a slight trail of dust could lead to another chewed volume. And the mice always seemed to go for the most expensive books. Maurice had tried to insure against them, but no company would take the risk. He had set traps and brought cats into the premises, although the smell they created had made the exercise counter-productive. This time he actually saw a grey furry ball shoot under a heap of packing paper.


‘Under there,’ he shouted, and Bernard grabbed a huge dictionary and stood guard as Maurice raked the paper with a packing stick.


‘Come on,’ Bernard called, and soon young Jimmy and Miss Tcherny were lined up with heavy tomes to drop on the mouse as it made its escape. It did, of course, skittering deftly between the crashing books, neatly disappearing under the floorboards.


‘Bugger,’ said Bernard, looking crestfallen. Maurice looked at his brother and suddenly felt some compassion. Bernard had carved out a niche for himself. He wasn’t any good in the warehouse. His sloppy methods only caused mistakes and refunds. Maurice knew that Bernard was better employed away from the business as much as possible. In the circumstances, Bernard had done something on his own initiative that suited Maurice fine.


It may have been the disturbance of the brief encounter with Miss Tcherny, or the feeling of compassion for his brother, or the exhilaration brought on by the mouse hunt. It may have been the situation of the war in which nobody knew what was going to happen. It may have been the realization that he was safely in his middle age and would soon start to go down the other side of the hill. Who knows what groundwork forms a decision that is quite out of character? ‘Come on,’ he said to the astonished Bernard. ‘I’ll come with you.’


The two brothers left the premises with a light step. Both thought they were on some sort of a spree. Maurice felt unaccountably light-hearted. He was indulging his younger brother in his fantasy. Bernard thought he was going to introduce his staid, bookish brother to a slice of real life.


They walked down Ludgate Hill, passing Cassell’s publishing office in La Belle Sauvage Yard, crossed the circus into Fleet Street, where intricate courts and uneven paved-stone lanes snaked behind the imposing buildings of Fleet Street. These housed a number of small publishing houses: Foulshams, with their famous Old Moore’s Almanack; Watts, with their vest-pocket-sized Thinker’s Library, each book a classic of speculative theories, Logical Positivism or economic propositions, all under the umbrella of the Rationalist Press. Just up Farringdon Road was Mills and Boon, with their shop-girl romances, and on the left, behind New Bridge Street, was the home of the Collins empire and its Crime Club imprint, with at least a dozen top crime writers on the books. In among these thin winding courts was Whittaker’s, the Almanac people, and several other small concerns with specialist stocks.


The two brothers debated whether to hail a taxi but decided that, as it was dry and bright, to continue their stroll to the Strand. Fleet Street wasn’t very long. As soon as you passed the stern grandeur of the Telegraph and the ebony-and-glass box of the Daily Express – christened by some wag as ‘King Kong’s lavatory’ because of the huge rolls of newsprint often seen being unloaded into the print-shop bay – you were at Chancery Lane and up to the Law Courts. At this point Bernard was able to signal to a taxi from the Bush House rank. He muttered something to the driver that the driver seemed to recognize, and they set off along the Strand. At Trafalgar Square the taxi went around into Charing Cross Road. The two brothers got out at Cambridge Circus and started walking up the side of the Palace Theatre into Soho.


It was a district that Maurice had scarcely visited. He knew its reputation: the haunt of prostitutes and queers, foreign restaurants – Chinese, Italian, Jewish – raffish pubs with their Bohemian clientele, the catering-trade wholesalers, Wardour Street, home of the film industry. On the outskirts – bordered by Leicester Square and Shaftesbury Avenue, Charing Cross Road and Oxford Street – there were scruffy but enticing bookshops with a furtive air that gave the impression that there was more inside than could be seen in the window.


As they visited shop after shop Maurice felt that he had made the wrong decision in accompanying Bernard. There was something rather sordid about the whole business. The people who ran these shops were not bookish types. Many of them were plainly foreigners who communicated by gestures and flashing eyes. Bernard seemed to understand them. They were sharp salesmen, but often women, who looked as though they had never read a book in their lives. Books, to these people, were a commodity to be turned over as quickly as possible. They didn’t know or care anything about writing, about literature. It was a wonder that they didn’t weigh the books on a scale and sell them by the pound.


Bernard laid out the new titles like a conjuror producing grubby deformed rabbits from a hat. He wasn’t aware that he was being devalued by even mixing with these people. The women, brass- or copper-haired and fur-coated, smelling of whisky and foreign cigarettes, were the worst. After a particularly unsavoury encounter Maurice felt that he had seen enough. This was Bernard’s world and he was welcome to it.


‘I think I’d better get back,’ he said.


‘Nearly finished,’ said Bernard. ‘Tell you what. Let’s go for a drink, and then we’ll call it a day.’


Maurice was aware that the pubs closed at two o’clock and didn’t officially open again until six, so he thought that Bernard was suggesting tea or coffee.


‘All right,’ he said. ‘Where shall we go?’


They weren’t far from Lyons’ Corner House in Coventry Street. Maurice liked the atmosphere in these places, the smart interiors, like Eastern palaces, the courteous service, but Bernard went deeper into the heart of Soho and found a house at the end of an alley that didn’t look like a café or anything resembling one.


‘We’ll go in here,’ he said.


Maurice accepted that Bernard must know his way around his patch and, despite the unlikeness of the exterior, accepted that this must be some kind of small hotel or guest-house that Bernard had got to know. Inside, there was a small vestibule for coats, from which a bored middle-aged woman in a black dress and lots of hanging jewellery was issuing cloakroom tickets. Somewhere in the background a pianist was playing softly, and there was the swish of drum brushes. Bernard made for the door and indicated that Maurice should follow.


As the door opened Maurice could hear voices and the music got louder. Maurice went in.


It was only a small room, dimly lit by wall lights. There were small tables with chairs for four people at each, and there was a clear square of floor space in the middle. At the top end of the room a languid pianist and an automatic drummer tinkled and scraped away as though the pair of them were locked in a trance. The pianist was black, the drummer big and swarthy. In the space in the middle, couples were slowly dancing: some very pretty girls and a collection of older men.


‘What is this place?’ Maurice asked.


‘The Hostess Club,’ said his brother. ‘If you fancy a dance you just help yourself.’


They sat down and a waitress appeared.


‘Two gin and tonics,’ Bernard said. ‘And put some in.’


‘Just for you,’ she said, and smiled a gap-toothed smile.


Maurice was surprised. Drinks in the middle of the afternoon? ‘Are you a member?’


‘I am,’ said Bernard with an air of satisfaction. Bernard, with his halo of light hair encircling his bald crown, was like a schoolboy out to shock his elders.


Just opposite their table were two blonde women. One looked hard faced and confident, the other seemed a bit nervous. Bernard beckoned to the hard-faced one, and she got up, beaming, joining the two brothers at the table.


‘Bring your friend,’ said Bernard loudly, and gestured in the direction of the other woman. The first woman turned back, and her companion, younger and prettier, shuffled with embarrassment. ‘Come on,’ said Bernard, and she blushed and looked worried.


‘This is Bunty,’ said Bernard, by way of introduction. Bunty smiled a toothpaste smile and pulled down the top of her blouse, preening herself in a frank and obvious manner. ‘Who’s your friend?’ said Bernard, looking over at the younger woman. Bunty pouted as though she was a trifle put out at Bernard’s interest in her companion. She patted the seat of the empty chair, and the other woman got shyly to her feet and came over.


‘What’s your name, love?’ Bernard asked, and the embarrassed woman muttered something that no one could hear. ‘Speak up,’ said Bernard. ‘We all want to know.’


‘It’s Betty,’ said the woman, obviously wishing that she were at home scrubbing the floor or peeling spuds – anywhere but here.


‘Good,’ said Bernard, smiling a wolfish smile. ‘This is my brother, Maurice.’ Bunty flashed Maurice a bright smile, but the one called Betty looked down at the floor.


‘Would you like to dance?’ Bernard said, standing up, and Bunty, thinking that this was her cue, stood up and held out her arms. Bernard, aware that he had drawn the short straw, good-naturedly grasped Bunty around the waist and set off. There wasn’t much room for dancing, so the couples stayed close together, swaying as one, but hardly moving from the spot where they had started. Maurice, left with the clearly unhappy Betty, thought that something in the way of gallantry was required of him. He cleared his throat.


‘Er, um. Would you like to dance?’ Betty stood up, still looking at the floor. Bernard took her hands, holding her stiffly at a distance, as if they were at some strict and formal aristocratic ball. Once on her feet Betty relaxed: this was what she had come for, to dance. This Maurice might be a bit on the ancient side, but he was undoubtedly a gentleman. He hadn’t pressed himself against her, which was how all the other women in the room were being treated. He wasn’t much of a dancer; he was too stiff and jerky. She looked up at him. He seemed nice enough. The couple kept on around the tiny dance floor, twice as fast as any of the other couples, and when the pianist stopped playing Maurice gravely escorted Betty back to her seat.


‘Thank you, dear,’ he said. ‘Very pleasant.’


‘Yes,’ said Betty desperately. ‘I enjoyed it.’ She looked around for Bunty, who seemed to have disappeared along with Bernard.


‘Would you like a drink?’ Maurice asked politely. After all it wasn’t the poor girl’s fault they were trapped in this awkward situation.


‘Thank you,’ said Betty. ‘Could I have a small sherry?’ A small sherry was a polite drink. Not enough to do any harm but just enough to show that she wasn’t stand-offish.


‘Have you been here before?’ Maurice asked.


‘No. Never.’ Betty shook her head. ‘I don’t think I should have come. I thought it would be a big place – you know, with a band and lots of people.’


Maurice called the waitress. ‘A small sherry. I’ll have a whisky.’


‘I can’t stay long,’ Betty said, looking anxious.


‘No. Nor can I. I wonder what happened to Bernard.’


‘He’ll be down in a minute,’ said the waitress, sidling up with the drinks.


‘Bit of a dim place,’ said Maurice. ‘Not my idea of fun.’


Betty sipped her drink. ‘Are you, er, in business?’ She didn’t really care whether Maurice was an international tycoon or a dustman. She just thought that she ought to contribute something in exchange for the small sherry.


‘Yes,’ said Maurice, slightly surprised at the girl’s interest. ‘The book trade.’


‘Oh,’ said Betty. ‘That sounds interesting,’


‘Yes. It is. Do you do much reading?’


‘Not lately. I used to.’


‘Oh, really?’ said Maurice. ‘And what kind of thing did you like?’ Betty desperately raked her memory for books glimpsed in her schooldays.


‘Little Women,’ she replied.


‘Ah,’ said Maurice. ‘An old favourite.’


‘What kinds of books do you have?’


‘All kinds,’ said Maurice, in a matter-of-fact way. There was no need to boast. ‘A whole big warehouse, full of books of all kinds. We fill orders for the bookshops. We have a massive stock. Taken years to build up.’ Maurice was sure he was boring the poor girl into a coma, and yet she seemed impressed. ‘Do you want to dance again?’


‘No, I don’t think so,’ said Betty. ‘I’d much rather hear about your old books.’ So Maurice explained about the service he supplied. How he thought he was doing something worth while. And then he saw Bernard, looking flushed, with the other woman called Bunty, her eyes bright and knowing. Bernard slumped down in the chair next to Maurice. Maurice noticed that Bernard was sweating.


‘It’s all laid on, if you want it,’ he said heavily. ‘I’d taken a shine to yours, but I couldn’t shake Bunty off.’


Maurice frowned. ‘What the … Good Lord, Bernard. Is this a knocking shop?’


Bernard looked at his brother with a quizzical grin. ‘If it isn’t I don’t know what we’re doing here. I don’t like dancing, and this is washing-up sherry – and they’re not giving it away.’


Maurice looked at Betty. Was she aware of the kind of place she was at and what was expected of her?


‘Oh go on,’ said Bernard. ‘A couple of quid will cover it.’


After years of loveless nights with Clare, Maurice’s sense of sexual adventure had practically died from lack of use. He doubted whether he could ever be aroused again. He stood up, and Betty, thinking she was being asked to dance again, got up and stood ready to whirl off. But Maurice grabbed her by the arm and made for the door, pulling the startled girl with him. In the street he linked arms with her and strode away quickly from the building, with Betty clattering along beside him, breathless from trying to keep up.


‘What’s the matter?’ Betty gulped.


‘That place. Do you know what it was?’


‘A club. A club for dancing.’


‘No. It was more than that.’ Maurice slowed down. ‘Where do you live?’


‘It’s all right. I can get the bus.’


Maurice stopped and looked down. The girl was clearly puzzled, out of her depth. She almost looked like a child, playing at dressing up in her mother’s clothes.


‘Come on,’ he said. ‘We’ll have a cup of tea somewhere.’


Tea at the Corner House was hardly racy, but the odd pair found the pseudo-posh atmosphere more to their liking.


‘Why did you go there with that woman?’


‘She’s Bunty. She lives downstairs. She’s a good sort.’


‘Maybe, but she’s a tart, isn’t she?’


‘I don’t know. She’s a poor thing. She’s deaf and dumb.’


‘I wouldn’t count on that,’ said Maurice. ‘Tell me, what do you do all day?’


‘I’m married,’ said Betty. ‘Stephen works, but I stay home. I make the tea, but I never really know when he’s coming in.’


The girl seemed lost. She had got married at eighteen in Liverpool, her home town. Then her husband, who was a floorwalker with British Home Stores, got a London posting. She didn’t know anyone in London, so, when her husband went off to work, she was alone all day in her tiny flat. She seemed to be entirely without thought or personal ambition. He mind was a blank canvas, and yet she was pleasant enough, eager to please and too well aware of her shortcomings.


‘Would you like a job?’ he said, on the spur of the moment.


‘What, with all them books?’


‘You could do worse,’ Maurice said. ‘Just being there is an education in itself.’


They dawdled over cream cakes, and Maurice began to feel very confident and relaxed. After all, the girl was young enough to be his daughter. He enjoyed the fatherly role, in loco parentis, as it were, to instruct and inform this almost entirely virgin intellect. She wasn’t sure about coming to work for him. He gave her one of his business cards, which seemed to delight her no end.


‘My,’ she said. ‘You’ve got your name all printed out.’


He grinned. It was like being out with a child. ‘It’s just for business.’


The one area where she had some expertise was in the latest films. Betty and her husband went on Wednesdays, which was half-day closing for the shop. She liked love stories and musicals, but not westerns. ‘I hate westerns,’ she said. ‘All that riding and shooting. What do you hate most in all the world?’


Maurice didn’t need to think. ‘Mice,’ he said. ‘Mice.’
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YOUNG Jimmy Fosset stopped outside an eating-house in Carter Lane. It was under a railway arch. All the dishes were in the window, kept warm on hotplates from a gas burner. There were metal trays of sizzling sausages, fried onions, pease pudding, faggots and saveloys, sliced slivers of ham and beef and pork with crackling. The shop was full of standing diners – there were no seats – with their plates on a shelf running along three walls that were dripping with condensation. Jimmy pressed his nose to the window, but he couldn’t smell anything. He opened the door and went in, and the smell, warm and oily, assaulted his nostrils. It was predominately of burnt onions, but there were traces of hot beef dripping and an occasional sniff of boiled ham. Jimmy hovered behind a group of men at the counter, piping up when he saw a clearing.
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