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Epigraphs







Was he free? Was he happy?


The question is absurd -


Had anything been wrong, 


  we should certainly have heard.


       W. H. AUDEN


The Unknown Citizen





The proper examination of recidivist cases is only in its infancy…. Such systematic work as has been done on unselected groups indicates that a very considerable number of them suffer either from pathological stigmata or have acquired these stigmata through penological mishandling. Until proper measures of investigation have been applied it is really absurd to draw hard and fast conclusions on the subject.





EDWARD GLOVER: The Concept of Recidivism, 1955


(By kind permission of Edward Glover and the publishers, the Imago publishing Co.)





While the precise aetiology of delinquency and crime must vary with each individual case, the broad conditions which generate and stimulate them are well known. It is the final eradication of such conditions which can alone provide the only sure guarantee against the continued presence of anti-social behaviour which involves the community in expense which is not limited to the financial sphere.





TERENCE MORRIS: The Criminal Area, 1958


(By kind permission of Terence Morris and the publishers, Routledge & Kegan Paul)
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TONY PARKER
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‘Oral history’ is what we call works made by a writer who conducts extensive in-depth interviews with a subject or subjects; then edits, structures and refines the verbatim transcripts so as to produce a seamless account of the subject(s) in their own words. Oral historians absent themselves from the texts they make, though their personal interests and skills will tend to shine through. At its best, oral history possesses unique qualities of immediacy and narrativity; and there has been no more admired practitioner of the form in English than Tony Parker.


This, then, is a form in which the author customarily absents his or her self from the text; but also, be it said, one in which the author’s interests and passions, choices and skills, are utterly integral to the preparation and presentation of the work. At its best, oral history possesses qualities of immediacy, accessibility and narrativity that can have a uniquely involving and arresting effect upon readers. And there has been no more admired and expert practitioner of oral history in English than Tony Parker. Parker’s reputation is founded upon eighteen discrete works of oral history which he published across a professional writing career that began in 1962 and ended with his death in 1996 (though one further work, a study of his great American counterpart Studs Terkel, appeared posthumously). Obituaries for Parker served a powerful reminder of the high esteem in which he was held by colleagues and contemporaries, both for his qualities as a man and for his incredible dexterity as an interviewer and editor. Colin Ward wrote in the Independent, ‘His triumphs were the result of his gentleness and modesty, which led the most taciturn or suspicious of people to open up with confidences they would not dream of revealing to more self-assertive questioners.’ ‘The power of his silence’, Roger Graef noted in the Guardian, ‘created a vacuum which invited others to fill it.’ More than one elegist cited the famous words of Parker’s close friend the psychologist Anthony Storr: ‘Tony Parker’s ears are a national treasure.’


Parker excelled as a silent witness, a man who listened with care; but he was also a man of strong personal and political conviction, rooted in the left. Oral history has no inherent caste or complexion but it is probably fair to say that Parker was especially moved by examples of injustice, inequality and unfairness in our society, and was driven to give a voice to people otherwise neglected or marginalised. His work doesn’t sit in any traditional academic canon of sociology, ethnography or criminology. But for anyone who read Parker’s matchlessly intimate portraits of these marginal figures – from convicted murderers to homeless people and unmarried mothers – the effect was to transform our perceptions of the human society and systems that we share.


Tony Parker was born in Stockport on 25 June 1923, the son of a bookseller. His mother died when he was four. He began to write poems and plays in his late teens. Called up to military service early in the Second World War he declared himself a conscientious objector and, in lieu, was sent to work at a coal-mine in the North East, where he observed conditions and met people who influenced him hugely. After the war he began to work as a publisher’s representative and, voluntarily, as a prison visitor – the latter another important stimulus to his subsequent writings. It is believed that Parker was especially galvanised, too, by the infamous case of Christopher Craig and Derek Bentley, in which nineteen-year-old Bentley (illiterate, epileptic and judged by his national service examiner to be ‘mentally substandard’) was hanged for the murder of a police officer, though the fatal shot had been fired by sixteen-year-old Craig.


After Parker happened to make the acquaintance of BBC radio producer Paul Stephenson, and imparted his growing interest in the lives, opinions and self-perceptions of the prisoners he had met, he was given by Stephenson the opportunity to record an interview with a particular convict for broadcast on the BBC. The text of the interview was printed in the Listener, and spotted by the publishers Hutchinson as promising material for a book. This duly emerged as The Courage of His Convictions (1962), for which Parker and the career criminal ‘Robert Allerton’ (a pseudonym) were jointly credited as authors. In the coherence of the book’s organisation; in the candour and insight elicited from the subject; in the very human quality of pawky humour; and in the discernible intent to challenge prejudices and illuminate neglected or hidden aspects of our society – the book exhibits all of the virtues that were to make Tony Parker’s body of work so vital and cherishable.  


So much of Parker’s oeuvre has been out for print for so long that Faber Finds is hugely pleased and proud to be returning a dozen of his titles to availability in 2013. These are The Courage Of His Convictions (1962), The Unknown Citizen (1963), The Plough Boy (1965), Five Women (1965), A Man Of Good Abilities (1967), People of the Streets (1968), The Twisting Lane: Some Sex Offenders (1969), The Frying Pan: A Prison and its Prisoners (1970), In No Man’s Land: Some Unmarried Mothers (1972), The People of Providence: A Housing Estate and Some of Its Inhabitants (1983), Soldier, Soldier (1985) and Red Hill: A Mining Community (1986). As such, Parker’s vital invitation to all of us to think, and think again, has been renewed: readers old and new are warmly commended to take up the challenge.





Richard T Kelly


Editor, Faber Finds


March 2013



















INTRODUCTION





THIS is an unscientific study by an untrained observer of an insufficiently understood problem. The problem is revealed in statistics; but concerns human beings, not figures.


There is nothing about ‘Charlie Smith’, the subject of this book, that is in any way unusual or atypical, as any judge, prison official, policeman, probation officer, or welfare worker would confirm. There are many men like Charlie, some a little better and some a good deal worse: and they are all, as he is, an almost insoluble problem to those concerned with them. They are repeatedly in trouble, repeatedly in court; they go over and over again to prison, come out, get into trouble, and go back in again. Their crimes and their lives, usually, are equally hopeless and unsuccessful. We can neither help them nor check them, or find any way of getting them to alter their ways, and we fall back eventually simply on punishment either in anger or despair. At the last there is nothing else that we can think of to do.


After the publication of The Courage of His Convictions, in which an articulate and unrepentant criminal expressed his point of view, the question I was most frequently asked was: ‘Is this man a typical representative of the majority of criminals?’


The answer obviously was that he is not. Allerton was unusual because he could explain clearly how he thought and felt, and defend his attitudes. Yet the question itself was always a begging one, since it presupposed that there was such a person as ‘a typical criminal’, which I do not think there is.


Harriet Martineau wrote in 1838:





The first principle in the management of the guilty seems to me to be to treat them as men and women; which they were before they were guilty, and will be when they are no longer so; and which they are in the midst of it all. Their humanity is the principal thing about them; their guilt is a temporary state…. When the keeper watches a hundred men herded together in virtue of the one common characteristic of their being criminals, the guilt becomes the prominent circumstance and there is an end of the brotherly faith in each, to which each must mainly owe his cure.





Believing then that Allerton was typical of nothing and no one except one kind of human being, it seemed to me that it might next be worth while trying to present, by a similar method, someone else who might fairly be taken as approximating more closely to the general idea of ‘typical’ criminal.


This brought difficulties, however, in the preparation and presentation of the book. Charlie Smith has none of the insight, the self-awareness, or the ability to talk, that sustained and explained Allerton. His accounts of happenings and reasons for behaviour are almost as confused and obscure to him as they are to outsiders. Even the most simple occurrence can become blurred in his explanation; and sometimes what seems impenetrable turns out to be very simple. To give only a minor example: during one of our conversations, in which we were talking about how much help he had been given by the after-care authorities, I asked him how many times he had seen the welfare officer in prison before his release. He replied ‘Four’. At a later date I asked the welfare officer how many times he had seen Charlie, and he said ‘Once’. When the subject next arose in conversation with Charlie I asked him the question again: and he once more insisted that he had seen the man four times. Just as I was beginning to think that he was doing what he had done many times before – mixing up times, places, and individuals – the truth suddenly became obvious. ‘How many times do you say you saw him?’ ‘I’ve told you, four times.’ ‘And how many times did you actually speak to him?’ ‘Oh, only once.’


From this combination of lack of understanding and inability to communicate, what has been produced can therefore be claimed at most as only a rough sketch, which cannot do much more than suggest the outlines of situations and the character involved in them. We have had tape-recorded conversations over a period of fifteen months, and I have filled in and checked every detail as far as possible by talking to everyone who has had any connexion with him. As well as making sure that the facts were correct, this has, more importantly, enabled me to show him to some degree at least both from the inside and as he appears to others, and I hope that what at the end appears is some kind of map, of some of the aspects, of some of the territory, of a man. A man inadequate, incapable, and insubstantial, who is a problem to the judiciary, the penal system, and society in general; who is exasperating in his irresponsibility, erratic in his behaviour, and constant only in failure; and to whom, sooner or later, there seems to be nothing left to say except: ‘no one can help you unless you try to help yourself.’


But, for all that, the first two words are the ones that count the most: he is a man, a human being, one of us. And perhaps the real tragedy is that he can no more understand and help himself than we can understand and help him. Charlie Smith does not want to be like he is: he wants to be thought well of, to do well, and to belong, as we all do. Whether the fault is his, or ours, or neither, we cannot in our present state of knowledge decide. The most we can hope to do, surely, is to try to understand. Sometimes the ineptitude of his criminal activities is amusing, and it is easy to laugh at him; but there is really nothing else in the pitiful barrenness of his life at which one can smile at all. And the idea of punishing this man, as he has been, regularly and with increasing severity, simply for being what he is, seems indefensible and wrong.





To every person whose name appears in the text of this book I owe a very great debt for their assistance and their patient and painstaking answers to innumerable questions, and I thank them all. But many others whose names do not appear also helped: I am particularly grateful to Dr Charlotte Banks, Lecturer in Psychology at University College, London, for her friendship and advice; and to Lieutenant-Commander Arthur Hague, Director of the Men’s Division of the Central After-Care Association, for his help and consideration. No part of this book, however, may be taken as necessarily reflecting their views.


I should like also to thank for ideas or assistance, and in some cases both: Dr Rodney Maliphant; Anton Wallich-Clifford; David Garland, the present Warden of Norman House, and his assistant, Timothy Cook; the Committee of Norman House; Michael Binks; John Packer; John Lyons; Douglas Gibson; Robert Allerton; Dr W. H. Hammond; J. Coulson; Mr Oliver, of Messrs Prothero and Prothero; the Meteorological Office; the British Museum Newspaper Library; Messrs D. L. Sellers and Co., and Messrs Cherer and Co., who provided transcripts of the court hearings; and, again, Graham Nicol of Hutchinson, and Paul Stephenson; and Jean Worswick for typing the manuscript.


But my greatest debt is, of course, to Charlie Smith himself. He has allowed me to pry into his life, question him, upset him, examine him, and try to reveal him. He has cooperated because, he said, he too wanted to try to learn something. It would be impossible to estimate what the cost must have been to him.





Brentwood, Essex


TONY PARKER
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CHAPTER 1


A DAY OF FREEDOM







(This happened, and it happened like this; the reconstruction is factually correct and only some of the dialogue is imagined.)





IT was five to seven.


The small door at the side of the main prison gate opened and three men came out into the dark drizzle of a Saturday morning in December. They walked together down the short entrance-drive, then stood for a few minutes at the corner of the road, taking a brief impersonal parting.


– So long, Charlie.


– So long, you two. Be seeing you.


– Let’s hope not. Not here, anyhow.


– No. Well, somewhere, maybe. Which way’s the station now?


– Down there, turn right. We’re going this way for the bus.


– Right, so long, then. Good luck.


– Yeh, good luck, Charlie.


He turned his back on the other two, and on the prison, and walked away alone down the hill.


He was 5 ft 7 in. high, weighed just over nine stone, and was forty-eight. He looked older: ten years older, at least. There was nothing striking about his appearance; he was an insignificant, unprepossessing-looking man, and he walked with small, slow steps along the pavement, keeping close to the wall. In one hand he carried a blue grip-bag, like those sometimes used by airline passengers. In it were a spare pair of socks and a shirt, a change of under clothing, soap, a razor, and a towel: like the suit, shoes, raincoat, and trilby hat he wore, these were official issue. In the other hand he held his one personal possession, an old portable radio. In his pockets were an unstamped insurance card, an introduction to the National Assistance Board and Ministry of Labour, instructions to report to the offices of the Central After-Care Association before four o’clock the following Monday afternoon, a railway warrant to London, a clean handkerchief, and £1 2s. 3½d. in cash.


Behind him … almost exactly six years of being in prison. Of getting up in the morning when the bell rang. Of going to bed at night when the cell door was locked and the lights put out. Of performing trivial meaningless work day after day, week after week, month after month, for a wage less than the average schoolboy’s pocket-money. Of being clothed, fed, housed, sheltered, by number and by rote. Of obeying the rules, keeping out of trouble, doing as he was told.


In front of him … he had nothing to do and nowhere to go. His only living relative was a married sister with a family of her own, respectable and hard-working, 223 miles away in the north of England, who had given up long ago any hope of persuading him to change his ways, and wanted no more to do with him. He had no job to go to, no prospect of one, and no desire for one. He had no friends. Nobody cared about him. Neither did he.


Along the road he saw a sign on a lamp-post which said ‘To Station’ and pointed down a side street. He crossed over. When he turned the corner he could see about a mile ahead the lights of the railway on a high embankment where it ran into the station. He passed a row of cottages, then an ancient wooden corn-mill, painted white, standing by a river. He went over the bridge. Then he could hear the rattle of a goods train in the station sidings and see the high gantries of the electrification wires over the railway, standing like a line of scaffolds against the faintly lightening sky. Soon he was at the edge of the town. The roofs of the houses glistened wetly in the yellow glow of the phosphorescent street-lamps. As he got nearer to it, the embankment towered high above him. An empty train standing on it softly whirred its generator. He went through the station yard and into the dimly-lit booking hall.


The clerk had seen too many travel warrants from the prison to react: he passed out a ticket without looking up. ‘Next one for London, seven-twenty-three,’ said the collector at the barrier, clipping it.


He climbed the steps to the platform. There was a cigarette machine at the top. He put in two shillings and took ten Players, When he got up to the platform the clock hanging over it showed seven-fifteen.


There was a woman in a white overall in the refreshment room, wiping the counter and setting out cups, preparing for the first customers. He didn’t feel like going in: instead he stood back against the wall of the platform, trying to keep out the rain which began to drift in under the canopy. He opened his packet of cigarettes, realized he had no matches, and went into the refreshment room to buy a box. He lit the cigarette when he came out again, drawing at it hard. It was tasteless after the strong roll-ups in prison. He looked at some of the posters on the wall, ‘MAKE IT CROMER THIS YEAR.’ ‘YOU’RE SAFE AS HOUSES WITH THE ABBEY.’ ‘EVERY CAT NEEDS KIT-E-KAT.’ Walking slowly  along the platform he saw the waiting room was empty, and  went in.


Green and cream paint, horsehair-padded benches, a heavy mahogany table in the middle. On one wall an old-fashioned picture of a windmill in a marsh, with tulips growing round it, called ‘Norfolk’; on another, a horse-and-cart in front of a yellow church: ‘Suffolk’. A dim fire in the cracked tiled fireplace. He stood in front of it, bending down to warm his hands, rubbing them together. Then he heard the train coming.


The compartment he got into was empty. He sat in the corner and lit another cigarette. Outside it was beginning to get light, and from the moving train he watched the slow swathes of rain sweeping across the fields and hedges. After eight minutes the train stopped at a small station; five minutes later at another; four minutes after that at a third.


Stopping and starting it went on, entering the outskirts of London, the fields giving way to impersonal suburbs and backs of houses. He looked out of the window, dozed, smoked, alone. No one got into his compartment: it was Saturday and there was no commuters’ crush. By the time the train reached London he had smoked four of his cigarettes. It was nine minutes past eight.


He gave up his ticket at the barrier, went over to the bookstall, and bought the Daily Express. The station was one he didn’t know well. After the gents’ lavatory he went into the buffet and bought a cup of tea. It was stuffy and noisy there and the tea was weak; he drank only half of it and came out again.


He wanted to be somewhere he knew. He went down the steps to the Underground and booked to King’s Cross. There, when he got up to the concourse by the main-line platforms, he felt more at ease because he was in a familiar place. This was where trains left for the part of the north he came from. He went into the refreshment room to see if the tea was any better. It was.


He found a table in the corner, and sat drinking the tea, smoking, and looking at his paper. There was nothing very special in it. In Africa someone called Lumumba had been arrested by somebody for something. A Middlesex girl was missing from home, and it was beginning to look as though she’d been murdered. Tottenham were at full strength to play Burnley at White Hart Lane. He went and got another cup of tea. It was ten past nine.


It was a long time till opening time. He had 18s. 5d. left, and he didn’t know what to do. He supposed he’d have to start thinking about what to do. He sipped the tea and looked at the other people in the refreshment room, who all knew what they were waiting for and where they were going and what they were going to do.


It was quarter past nine and it was a long time till opening time and he had 18s. 5d. He had 18s. 5d. and it was quarter past nine and it was a long time till opening time. It was a long time till opening time and he had 18s. 5d. and it was quarter past nine. He went on sipping his tea….


That screw who’d been on the gate this morning was probably the best screw in the place; he was a nice feller, really. It was funny that time the P.O. lost his cap over the back of the truck bringing them back from the farm. What was the name of the governor at Nottingham? He went on sipping his tea.


They’d just about be getting to work now. They might be taken out to watch a football match, some of them, this afternoon. That screw on the gate said ‘Good luck, lads’ as they came out. There’d been two governors at Nottingham, one the first time and a different one the second time. There might be a film in the chapel tomorrow. A lot of them never said anything, just opened the gate and said ‘Right, you lot’, but he said ‘Good luck’; he was a nice sort of feller, you felt he didn’t really like being a screw. He went on sipping his tea.


It was after half past nine. There was something he ought to think about. It was what he was going to do.


Well, he was going to wait until opening time, that was what he was going to do. When he’d had a drink that was the time to start thinking about what to do. He’d have one or two, and then perhaps he’d think of something to do.


But it was a long time till opening time. Well, what about where he was going to sleep, he ought to think about that. No, never mind. He’d think about that later, after he’d had one or two. It was after half past nine, so he might as well wait till opening time now.


If he waited till opening time it’d be all right. He went on sipping his tea.


*


It was quarter to ten. There was a Rowton House just near. How would it be if he went there and booked in for the night, before his money got spent? No, what did it matter, he’d do it later, it’d be all right.


Anyway, what about that other Rowton House, the one down by The Elephant? He’d stayed there before, he knew that one, there might be somebody staying there he knew, that’d be a better one to go to, it’d be better to go down there.


Wait a minute, he’d known a feller, hadn’t he, used to live down that way a few years back? Not far from The Elephant, down that street round the back, off to the left. Been to his house once, nice feller, what was his name, Ginger, Ginger something. He might let him stay with him a night or two, nice feller he was, yes he would let him stay with him a night or two if he knew he’d just come out, ’course he would. Be better than a Rowton House, staying with Ginger.


But Ginger what, what was his name, Ginger something, Ginger what? Meredith, was it? No, it wasn’t that. Drew, Ginger Drew? No, it wasn’t that either. Why should he think that? ’Course, that was it, it was biscuits he was thinking of, ginger biscuits, they made biscuits, that was why he was thinking it.


Anyway, it didn’t matter, because he could find the place all right, knew where it was exactly. In that street round the back, off to the left. Know the house as soon as he saw it, been there before, know it straight away. Even if he didn’t, he could always ask which was his house. Everybody’d know him, sure to, big chap with bright red hair called Ginger, everybody’d be sure to know.


That was it, that was the thing to do. He’d go now, right away, and see. He finished his tea.


He left the refreshment room, went down the Underground, bought himself a ticket. Soon after quarter past ten he came up the steps at The Elephant and Castle.


He found himself in an unknown country.


There were piles of earth, and excavation pits. Barriers and hoardings and planks. Girders, barriers, fences. Bulldozers, cranes, pile-drivers, trucks, bricks, concrete, sand. A featureless, desolate land. Every building and street he had known was gone, flattened, knocked down, disappeared. There was now only the outline of a huge new traffic roundabout beginning to grow.


He stood. He looked. The scene was undecipherable. He walked across the road and stepped over some drainage piping, then turned round to see which way he had come in case it helped. It didn’t. Then he saw by the edge of a shored-up cavity a young chap in overalls sitting in the seat of a dumper-truck, having a smoke. He went across to him.


– Know where they’ve gone, son?


– Where who’s gone, mate?


– The people? All the people that used to live round about here?


– Don’t ask me, mate, how the hell’d I know where they’ve gone! Went years ago, I should think – rehousing and all that lark, know what I mean?


He nodded, walked away. The boy shouted after him, laughing:


– Eh! We looked very careful before we knocked the houses down, made sure no one was still in!


He walked back to the Underground again and stood in the entrance, looking out and wondering what to do. Well, it wasn’t raining, that was something, though from the look of the sky it wouldn’t be long before it started again. It’d have to be Rowton House, then, after all; he couldn’t see what else there was for it now. But he wouldn’t go and book in just yet. He’d go back to King’s Cross again, it was better there, there was more going on, he might see somebody he knew, there was just a chance he might run into someone. ‘Hello, Charlie. Fancy meeting you, just out, are you? Got anywhere to stay? Why not come to my place for a bit, I’ve got plenty of room? …’


He went down the steps and took a ticket back to King’s Cross. In the sway and rattle of the train another thought came. Ginger had a pal, didn’t he? Chap called Eddie Baily, wasn’t that it? Lived in one of those houses in that street off the Caledonian Road. He might know where Ginger’d gone. It’d be worth a try, anyway, worth going to see him to ask. Most likely he would know. Yes, that was who he’d go and see, Eddie Baily. Never know, he might even offer to put him up himself. Off the Caledonian Road it was. Sort of grey brick, with an iron railing in front, round the edge of a kind of little cellar. And it had a dark red door with an up-and-down letter-box instead of straight across.


No, what was he thinking about? That wasn’t Eddie Baily’s house at all, that was Ginger’s house. He didn’t know what Eddie Baily’s house looked like at all. Pity. Oh well …


*


He came up once more on to the concourse at King’s Cross. He looked up at the clock. Getting on for eleven. Still a bit till opening time. He’d better have another cup of tea.


As he went to the refreshment room he heard overhead the boom of the train announcer from the loudspeaker, reeling off the stopping places of a departing train. One of them seemed to catch in his mind: for a moment he couldn’t think why. Then he knew. It was where his sister lived. That train, that train going from just here, that train going soon. Going there. He went on into the refreshment room and got a cup of tea.


It was a long time since he’d seen her. It was a very long time. She wouldn’t have changed. She never did. But the kids, they would, they’d be getting on. Willy’d be a big lad now, twenty-one, twenty-two, might even be married. And Jean, she’d be growing up too, fifteen, sixteen, tall as her mother nearly, taller perhaps, because, after all, Margaret wasn’t very big.


She wouldn’t have changed wouldn’t Margaret, she’d still be the same. Same face, same build, same quiet ways – till she got roused. She understood, really, she was the only one who understood, whatever she said. She was his sister and no one could change that. She did worry about him, did care what happened to him, she didn’t like to see him getting into trouble. Because she was his sister. It was only natural, brothers and sisters, they did understand one another, they couldn’t help it. They stuck together, brothers and sisters, they had to, it was natural. They helped one another when they were in trouble. All brothers and sisters did.


All right, well, he was in trouble. He’d got nowhere to go. When he was in trouble Margaret ought to help him because she was his sister. If he went to see her and had a chat with her, and explained things to her, she’d understand. She’d understand and she’d help him, because she was his sister, like she’d done before. If only he could get to her and see her and talk to her, she’d help all right.


It was her husband, though, Alf, he was the fly in the ointment, he was the awkward one. He wouldn’t let her help. She’d want to, but he wouldn’t let her. He’d said that the last time, he’d said they’d done everything they could and they weren’t going to help any more. Still, Margaret was his sister. She’d want to help. It wasn’t the first time Alf’d said that. He’d said it before, and he’d always come up with a few quid all the same.


It was worth a try. But how to get there? It couldn’t be done because he hadn’t the money. Margaret was the only one who’d give it him, but she wouldn’t send him money to get there because Alf wouldn’t want him to come. Still … it was worth a try.


He went out of the refreshment room, out of the station, crossed the road when the policeman on point duty halted the traffic. There was a post office on the other side. He went to one of the writing-desks and slowly printed out a telegraph form.


‘Having short holiday. Like to see you all. Please send fare. Love Charlie.’


He read it through, frowning. That was no good. He tore it up, and started on another.


‘In great trouble. Must see you at once. Please send fare.’


That was worse. Put them off more than ever, that would. He sucked at the end of the post-office pen. It was hopeless, they wouldn’t have him whatever he said. He’d never get it out of them; as soon as they thought he might be arriving they’d run a mile.


Then it came. All right, don’t tell them. Say it’s for something else. Easy. He took another form.


‘Please send three pounds lodgings urgent. Charlie.’ He took it over to the counter and gave it to the clerk.


– I want to send it reply paid, for a reply to come back here.


The clerk worked it out.


– That’ll be six-and-fivepence.


– Fair enough. What time’ll I get a reply?


– Let’s see, it’s twenty past eleven now, say it gets away by quarter to twelve, should take about an hour to get there. Hour to turn round, add on a bit for them to reply, hour to come back, and a bit more here and there. I’d say about four o’clock, half past four.


– What time do you close?


– Not till seven. Gives you plenty of time.


He paid, and left. Outside, the rain was falling again. He pulled up his coat collar and walked slowly along the Euston Road. One pub, closed. Another one, closed. He turned round and walked back. As he got to the first one again, they were just opening the door. He went in.


– Bitter, please.


– Half, guv?


– No, son. Make it a pint.


*


It was five past twelve. After two pints and into the third, he felt he was beginning to settle down, he felt more connected with things. Beer always did that, always sort of eased you back. It still tasted as good. Even after nearly six years it still tasted just as good.


She ought to get the telegram by one o’clock at the latest. Three quid, that wasn’t much, she might even have it in the housekeeping money. She could get it sent off to him before Alf came home for his dinner. He usually came home just about one o’clock. Oh well, if he saw it he saw it.


Who’s that wire from, it’s from Charlie, oh is it and what does he want as if I didn’t know, he wants some money for his lodgings, oh does he well don’t you send it to him, let him touch somebody else for a change, no Alf I’ve got to answer it he’s sent it reply paid, never mind if he has, just you forget about it like I say, I’m the one who earns the money in this house and I’m not wasting any more on him.


Miserable bugger. Never mind, she might be able to talk him out of it. He clicked his fingers over the counter at the barman.


– Right ho, son, I’ll have another one when you’re ready.


I won’t go and ask if there’s a reply till half past four, that should give it lots of time. I’ll just finish this drink and then I’ll go and have another look for Ginger Green’s house. No, I can’t do that, how can I? I’ve been to look down at The Elephant and it wasn’t there. That’s funny, I’ve remembered his name now. Ginger Green, that’s it, but it doesn’t help because his house isn’t there any more.


But there was something I was going to do, something I was going to look for, what was it? Yes, I know, Eddie Waddington – I was going to look for him to see if he could tell me where Ginger’s gone. No, not Eddie Waddington, Eddie Baily it was. Why did I think of Eddie Waddington, who’s he? He was that feller up at Nottingham, the big chap with the bashed-in face, always trying to pick a fight with the screws.


Oh Christ, I must be potty, I must be going mad. Eddie Baily’s the dark-haired feller used to play for Spurs. The old push-and-run days, with Alf Ramsey at full-back. Cool as a cucumber, old Ramsey, never got flustered, never had a hair out of place. What about that day he passed back in his penalty area near the end of a cup-tie? Who was it, Blackpool? That’s right. Stan Mortensen got hold of it, bashed it in, and that was the end of Spurs for the Cup. Real funny that was, nearly broke their hearts, they’re a miserable lot them Spurs supporters, never did like them. They’re all the same down here these southerners, their teams are always the best.


Still, they say Spurs are playing marvellous this year, going to win everything, Cup, league, the lot. Who is it they’re playing this afternoon? One of them Lancashire clubs, isn’t it? Yes, Burnley, that’s right. They’re a good side are Burnley, they’ll put it over on Spurs. I bet they do. I wouldn’t mind seeing it. Might go up to the ground a bit later if the weather bucks up. Bet Burnley give them a tanning all right, I’ll wait a bit and see if the rain gives over. Doesn’t look as though it’s going to for a while yet.


Those meat pies look all right, I think I’ll have one of them for my dinner. No, perhaps I’ll wait a bit. Pastry never does me no good, always lies on my stomach, you never know what’s in bought meat pies. I’d better not have one, just stick to the beer. How much money have I got? Well, what does it matter, I’ve still got a good bit. Half past twelve, is it? No, nearly five-and-twenty to one. Roll on four o’clock. Perhaps I’ll go to watch Spurs and Burnley, it’ll help pass the time. Go later, though, no hurry yet.


– Give me another one, son, will you? And a packet of them fags.


*


It was two o’clock. He had 2s. 1d. left. He felt much better than he’d felt for a long, long time. What he wanted to do was talk. A friendly chat with someone, didn’t matter who, to help to pass the time of day.


There were two young chaps sitting at a table behind the door. Looked nice fellers, working-class chaps, they’d be all right. He took his almost empty glass and went over.


– Mind if I join you, gentlemen?


– No, mate, not a bit. You sit yourself down if you want. Is that your gear you’ve left over there by the bar, that bag and the radio set?


– Oh aye, I’d best keep me eye on it, hadn’t I?


He fetched it and pushed it under the table by his feet. Nice of them to remind him, decent fellers, he might have forgotten.
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