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Until The Real Thing Comes Along

 

Chris Simon


To Peter


Part One

Don’t Tell a Soul


Chapter One

Grubby Angels

August 1922

 

THIS WAS WEALTH. This was power. This was the world in which Malcolm Trevelyan must make his mark.

A line of black cranes dipped and swung over the cobbled north quay of the Western Dock, as they lowered crates and barrels towards the waiting men below. Once landed, the goods were loaded onto handcarts and spirited away into the transit sheds nearby. The noise of the crane winches and the shouts of men drowned out any words of explanation from the guide escorting the small group of six trainee import clerks of which Malcolm was a part.

Beyond the transit sheds stood ancient brick warehouses, bulging with cigars and raw tobacco, grain, fragrant spices, ivory, and ostrich feathers. He breathed in the aromas of the nation’s store cupboard, awed by the sheer scale of the warehouses and by the range of goods he saw in them. Beneath their feet lay a labyrinth of cool vaults packed with puncheons and hogsheads of port, brandy, and wines. The London Docks were an organised chaos and just about the most exciting thing that sixteen-year-old Malcolm had ever seen.

But it wasn’t just the goods. Out on the quayside an even greater impression was made on him by the flat-capped, waistcoated dockers, concentration straining their features, skin glowing with their exertion. They worked in gangs, intimidating clutches of masculinity, strong and foul-mouthed. Most were middle-aged, weather-beaten, worn and scarred, but there was a handful of younger men among them. They were cocky lads—a different breed from any Malcolm had seen before and he was drawn to them. Strong, lithe, and energetic, they laughed and joked together with an easy familiarity he envied.

The dockers paid little heed to the gaggle of pale-skinned trainee clerks observing them. They would spare them attention only if the party looked like they were getting in the way, at which point a youngster would be sent to shoo them off, as though they were scavenging gulls circling over a consignment of raw sugar.

As the visitors weaved tentatively through the busy crowd, a sudden violent hailstorm lashed down on the quayside. Everyone ran for what shelter they could find, apart from the crane drivers, who watched the scurrying smugly from their cabins. Malcolm found shelter in the narrow covered doorway into a warehouse. It was padlocked and he had to share the brick arch with two young dockers and endure the bittersweet sensation of having them pressed up against him. Having their hard bodies and the smell of their sweat so close would no doubt have repelled some people. Not Malcolm. The sweat was fresh, the result of honest toil. And the bodies—well.

The young lads were deferential to him, in case he was someone important, toning down their profanities and allowing him as much space as they were able to. In adjusting his stance to try to give Malcolm more room, one of them yelped as a hailstone the size of a quail’s egg struck his bare arm. His face, close to Malcolm’s, blushed engagingly and he laughed.

“Ow! That bleedin’ hurt!”

“Don’t be such a jessie,” jeered his mate. “Wotcher stick yer arm out for anyway, yer fathead.”

“I was trying to give this gentleman a bit more room, weren’t I? Yer don’t want ’ailstones getting on yer nice duds, do yer, guvnor?”

Malcolm smiled weakly but was unable to utter a single word, let alone form a sentence. This lad of around his own age had called him “guvnor” just because he was wearing a suit, yet he was the tongue-tied one.

The hail lashed down for five minutes before stopping abruptly, allowing the young dockers to return to their labours.

As the clerks filed back out of the dock gates chattering about what they’d seen, Malcolm was disconsolate, because his desperate longing had undermined the excitement he’d felt at having seen the Port of London working at close quarters for the first time. He was no longer incarcerated in boarding school. There were plenty of girls for him to look at, in the streets and in the typing pool at work, but nothing had changed. Boys still preoccupied him and none more than these working-class lads. They were so different from him and the boys he’d known at school—and nowhere was safe, because the streets of London teemed with them. He wouldn’t even know whether the two young dockers would have been considered handsome or not. Their faces had yet to have years of hard labour etched upon them, they’d yet to sustain scars or lose teeth, their complexions were unravaged by the drink to which they would probably turn for comfort. Their youth and vitality, their common clothes and flat caps, the hair cut short at the napes of their necks and their choirboy faces tormented him still.

He could tell himself his inclinations would shift towards women in due course, but he knew it wasn’t true. In a week or two, he would have forgotten about these two particular lads, but there were legions of grubby angels dressed as thugs to fill him with a burning longing for… Well, he wasn’t quite sure for what.

What could he do about it?

The answer was obvious. He must put all his energy into his work and see how far it would take him. It was his duty to achieve wealth and power to ensure his mother would live the rest of her days in comfort, and above all, he mustn’t allow himself to indulge in any behaviour that would bring disgrace down upon her. He must not merely put aside his unnatural feelings but bury them absolutely and forever.

*

HE HAD BEEN a disappointment to everyone, of that he had no doubt. He certainly disappointed his ill-tempered father. The war had made them strangers and ahead of the Michaelmas Term of 1919, for both their sakes, Malcolm had been taken out of Hornsey County School and packed off to Wendells, a modest boarding school in Shropshire.

The school was over a hundred and fifty miles away from their leafy street in Highgate, but although she was horrified by her husband’s decision, his mother hadn’t been able to put up much of a fight against Malcolm’s exile. She fussed and sniffled a bit as, clutching his suitcase, he climbed into a taxi bound for Euston station, but that was about it. Malcolm hadn’t been bitter because he’d come to feel that he didn’t fit in anywhere. He was an only child at home, a loner at the County School, and he was sure the new place would be no different.

At first, it was strange and disconcerting. The thing that had the greatest impact on him at Wendells was not loneliness, not hard work, not the bullying he feared, but nudity. Never before had he seen so much flesh, let alone been in amongst it. The boys did their physical training either in the gymnasium or outside wearing only white shorts and pumps and there were the showers to contend with, which involved being completely naked unless one wished to be mercilessly ribbed. There were no cubicles and even the individual ceramic baths stood six abreast on either side of a narrow gangway. Apart from the midwife who had delivered him, only his mother and father had ever seen him naked until this point and he was self-conscious about it. He felt small, white, and puny as he compared himself to the biggest, strongest boys, overlooking the many more whose physique and complexion were closer to his own than to the handful of dormitory Adonises.

There was also the matter of that most private of private things, which he had always called his “winky” on those infrequent occasions it had been necessary to refer to it at all. He learned quickly that it had many more names and indeed his own name for it was likely to elicit hoots of laughter from his dorm-mates. He decided that if pressed, he would refer to it henceforth as a “cock”. He was increasingly concerned that many in his dorm were already better endowed than he was, because like all boys, he knew this was how men were ultimately judged.

*

HIS NARROW IRON-framed bed had been one of forty arranged in lines on either side of a long high-windowed dormitory, which stank of new green linoleum. Each night as he lay in it, he found himself dwelling on the nakedness problem. His feelings were uncomfortable and disconcerting, but he grew to realise with some reluctance that he rather liked seeing some of the older boys’ bodies. In fact, he liked it very much. When confronted with any nudity at all, his mother had always taught him to look away, but increasingly, he found he didn’t want to. Malcolm knew that Robbins in the bed next to him shared this appreciation, because the wretched boy hardly ever shut up about it. When they talked of it in hushed tones after lights out, it would leave him so excited that he was unable to sleep. He had to pretend to have fallen asleep, just so Robbins would shut up.

Malcolm was thirteen, so of course he’d had erections. They were frequent and distracting, but he had never masturbated as no one had ever told him such a practice existed, let alone showed him how to do it. The chaplain often issued dire warnings of the evils of “self-abuse”, but they were lost on him. The term had him picturing Henry II flagellating himself, as he was meant to have done in atonement for ordering the murder of Thomas a Becket. He’d heard references to “bashing the bishop”, so that must be it. Perhaps it was all right to do it if you’d inspired the murder of a senior clergyman, but not under any other circumstance. Being averse to pain, he concluded that flagellation wasn’t the vice for him.

All the hormonal adolescent chemistry was still bubbling away in his body, but he was doing nothing to ease the pressure and he sometimes felt he would explode. During the early hours of one morning, as he dreamed of being rescued from drowning by David Garfield from the Fifth, explode he did, with sticky inevitability. He half-awoke as he felt it building, but it wasn’t to be stopped whatever it was. He was mortified by the mess on his sheets and the pyjama bottoms that clung to his skin, for which he had no explanation, but the thought of compounding his disgrace by going to Matron about it left him close to tears.

He lay in this mess paralysed with fear, desperately seeking an explanation or excuse as to why after all these years he’d come to wet himself, but with some kind of pus rather than piss. Perhaps he was ill. Supposing it was a cancer or his bones were turning into liquid or something! He dreaded hearing the door of the dorm being opened by whichever prefect was on the rota. Hemmingway, Lake, or, God forbid, the sadistic Lascelles who would revel in his misfortune.

Inevitably, the door opened, and his dorm-mates leaped from their beds and scampered away, toilet bags swinging, towels under arms. Malcolm stayed in bed as though his shameful emissions had glued him there.

“What the hell is up with you, Trevelyan? Get a move on! Showers! Chop-chop!” barked Lake, who, through a small mercy, was the duty prefect. He set about hurrying the other stragglers up until they were the only two left in the dorm.

“I say! Whatever’s the matter?” he asked not unkindly.

Malcolm sobbed, although he was trying desperately not to make the situation even worse by being an appalling cry-baby in front of Lake.

“Come on, old boy! It can’t be as bad as all that can it?”

“I—I think I’ve wet the bed.”

“Oh, dear. Never mind. Better show me.”

Malcolm pulled back his sheets to reveal his shame, with a discernible bleachy smell that Lake must have caught a whiff of completing his humiliation. He could barely look at the older boy for fear of seeing the revulsion and disgust that must surely register on his face. But to his surprise, after recoiling slightly with a wince, Lake smiled and ruffled Malcolm’s hair.

“It’s all right, Trevelyan, you haven’t wet yourself per se,” he said kindly. “That’s spunk, old chap. You’ve had a wet dream.”

Malcolm must have looked bewildered because Lake flushed and gave a small, embarrassed cough.

“It’s all part of growing up. It’s nothing to be ashamed of. Happens to us all. It’s to do with…with sex.” He ran his fingers through his blond hair, obviously uncomfortable. “Look, hasn’t your old man told you anything at all about this sort of thing?”

Malcolm quickly and emphatically said he hadn’t, mortified by the thought of discussing anything like this with his father, of all people.

“Have I to take my sheets and pyjamas to Matron, please, Lake?” he asked wretchedly.

“Ha! I shouldn’t. Make your bed up and it will dry in no time. It’ll be a bit crusty, but nowhere near as crusty as Matron. It will be relatively inoffensive once it’s dry. Putting up with it for a few nights will be far better than having to discuss the sordid little episode with her.”

Malcolm felt like blubbing again but this time from sheer relief and because of Lake’s kindness.

“Run along and get washed, Trevelyan, or you’ll be late for breakfast.”

*

DURING SUMMER TERM in the fifth form, Malcolm looked forward to entering the Lower Sixth in the autumn term and becoming a house prefect, where perhaps he could offer the same kindness Lake had afforded him to some other poor wretch. Lake had become a mentor, but in three years Malcolm hadn’t made any close friends. Then Freddie Latimer was catapulted into his life.

Freddie came to the school mid-term due to a family crisis, and their House Master Mr Mannion asked Malcolm to help the new boy to acclimatise. His solitary nature made him reluctant at first, but as soon as he set eyes on the utterly forlorn looking newcomer, he agreed. By this time, he knew he was queer, but had he needed any affirmation, the impact that Freddie’s fresh handsome face, auburn hair, and hazel eyes had on his senses was conclusive. Like Malcolm, Freddie had grown up alone, having spent the last few years on a tea plantation in British Kenya, and the boys hit it off right from the start.

Freddie was a keen cricketer and an excellent spin bowler which meant he would soon make other friends. He became more popular in three weeks than Malcolm had managed in three years. Malcolm feared being dropped altogether, but despite his burgeoning popularity, his new friend remained obstinately loyal. Their walks in the grounds continued, and he got to share the contents of lavish hampers from Fortnum & Mason that Freddie received each month. Although it liked to pretend it was a public school, Wendells was not accustomed to such luxuries, and when Malcolm commented on their opulence Freddie dismissed it as a symptom of his mother’s guilty conscience.

One precious moment after a cricket match held such romantic promise. Freddie was ebullient after starring in an overwhelming success against a bigger more highbrow school. That glorious evening, breathing in the sweet scent of newly mown grass, Malcolm listened to an over-by-over account of the match and was touched that even in all the excitement, without any sign of reluctance, Freddie had stuck to their plan to go for a walk. He had been tactile and affectionate, and his eyes danced with possibilities.

Malcolm had been badgered for sex by a few boys, particularly a pest named Parnaby, but he hadn’t been tempted because they weren’t a patch on Lake. But this new friendship promised to engage the loins and the heart. Malcolm hoped so, for his head was full of Freddie and he could hardly wait for their next tryst.

But that tryst would never come.

*

EACH JUNE, THE fifth-formers were told what their Lower Sixth role would be at the beginning of the next school year, and Malcolm was not surprised or apprehensive when he was summoned to the Headmaster’s study. Mr Mannion intercepted him in the corridor, draped an arm loosely around his shoulders, and accompanied him, which should have alerted him that something unusual was afoot.

Mannion knocked on the door of Mr Pritchard’s study and they entered when prompted. A woman in black sat before the Head in the wood-smelling, book-lined room. It was Malcolm’s mother. Grace Trevelyan opened her arms, and her son permitted an embrace and a soft kiss on each cheek, thankful that none of his peers were there to see him doing something so wet.

“Hello, darling,” she said in a strained and unfamiliar voice.

“Mum! What on earth are you doing here?” He was bewildered. There were several weeks of term left, so she could hardly be there to collect him. His parents never did that anyway; it was always the trap and the train for him. “And where’s Dad?”

“Darling, I’m afraid I have some very distressing news for you. It’s difficult, so I’ll just come right out and say it.” Her voice trembled as she said, “Yesterday evening, your father passed away.”

Everything and everyone dissolved and became unreal. He was stunned, as though he’d taken a physical blow. So, they were “widow’s weeds”. He should have known, for black was not a colour he associated with her. The Head’s secretary brought in a cup of sugary tea and as he sipped it and tried to collect himself, the adults began a muted conversation, the sense of which he was oblivious to. He was a diffident boy, usually reluctant to interrupt adult conversation, but there were things he felt he must know.

“How? How did it happen?” he blurted out suddenly.

His mother hesitated. “Never mind that now, dear. All in good time.”

“I want to know how,” he insisted. When he broke the news to Freddie, he’d be sure to ask.

Grace exchanged an anguished look with the Head, who said, “Malcolm, it’s too soon for the authorities to be absolutely certain of what happened, and until they do…”

“The authorities? With respect, sir, what’s that supposed to mean? I take it that my father didn’t just drop dead then. Was he attacked? Was he…murdered?”

“No, dear, of course not. It wasn’t like that at all,” said his mother, narrowing her eyes at the Head’s indiscretion.

“Well, what was it like then? Surely you can tell me something?”

“Look, Malcolm, this is very difficult for your mother,” began the Headmaster, but she held up a black-gloved hand to stop him doing any further damage.

“It’s no use, Mr Pritchard. We can’t spare him this, I’m afraid.” She turned to her son and clasped his hand tightly. “Malcolm, it looks as though Daddy was cleaning his old service revolver and it went off. A horrible, horrible accident.”

Once again, he was stunned into silence for a moment as he tried to make sense of it. He found he couldn’t.

“I—I don’t believe it. He was a soldier, for goodness’ sake! He wouldn’t have tried to clean a loaded gun—and it can’t have gone off on its own. It isn’t as though it was some old antique or anything. It was only from the war!”

“He went upstairs to one of the spare rooms and the gun went off. He was alone so we can’t really know how it happened. I’m so sorry, darling.”

Malcolm sat shaking his head in bewilderment and denial. This was not the sort of thing that happened in Cranmer Avenue. It just wasn’t! They were a stupefyingly ordinary family. Perhaps they were even dull. And there was no way in the world his father would have tried to clean a loaded revolver, of that he was quite sure.

“He did it on purpose, didn’t he?” he said quietly.

“No, of course not, darling,” his mother protested shrilly. “We can’t know that.”

“Well, of course he did. Dad was in the army for years. He wouldn’t clean a loaded gun. He just wouldn’t.”

No one seemed able to find any words that would challenge his hypothesis, which convinced him he was right. His father had ended his own life, and he had no idea how he should feel about it. Would they expect him to collapse? To cry? He had no desire to do either of those things. After all, his father had been a remote figure for the last eight years, practically half of Malcolm’s life. Major William Trevelyan had spent five years away because of the war and Malcolm had been packed off to boarding school soon after his return.

No, he wouldn’t cry.

Nor, for his mother’s sake, would he let on how little he found he cared about this as the initial shock of the news wore off. It wasn’t that he didn’t care at all, he just didn’t care as much as he felt he ought to. But she must have loved him, he supposed, and he would share the grief with her.

Having concluded that his father’s death had been no accident, as awful as this was, he began to accept it. This was far worse for his mother, and he must always bear that in mind. For the first time in his life, he must behave as an adult, for her sake. He pretended to accept that it might have been a tragic accident, even offering spurious reasoning about a faulty safety catch to support a theory that would make it all a little less sordid. He was comforting her now.

He knew his time at Wendells was over. His friendship with Freddie was over too, before it had properly begun, as surely as though Freddie himself had been shot dead. This was the loss he would mourn. He found it hard to forgive his father for that, but he already had quite a list of grudges against the man. He was determined not take it out on his mother.

*

ANY HOPES GRACE Trevelyan had harboured that the shooting had been accidental were extinguished by the coroner’s verdict that her husband had taken his own life “while the balance of his mind was disturbed”. She could see what the war had done to poor William, but her grief was tainted by fury. How on earth could he have acted with so little thought for her—and for their son’s future? He had made provision for his family—but there was no money available to allow Malcolm to stay on at boarding school, nor to go on to university. He would have to find work if they weren’t to scrimp and save.

Fortunately, the British Atlantic Trading Company, where William had worked either side of the Great War, held him in high enough esteem for them to offer his son a position as an imports clerk. The British Atlantic arranged for the import and export of goods through the Port of London. Malcolm had no other thoughts of what to do and was aware that his mother needed him to become established as soon as possible, so he took the job and would do his best to make a success of it.

During his first week, he was plunged into a building full of strangers, all of whom knew each other, leaving him feeling an outsider once more. Tristan House, an Edwardian edifice on Eastcheap, not far from the Monument, with five floors containing a maze of offices full of wooden desks and filing cabinets, was a scene of frantic activity as its army of clerks went about their work. He found it easy enough to rub along with people and he was the new boy for only eight days. Under great pressure to succeed, he listened attentively and absorbed as much knowledge as he could, as rapidly as possible.

He was assigned to a branch headed by a fussy and unpopular little man named Arnold Cuthbert. By observing and respecting all his foibles and making sure he never made the same mistake twice, Malcolm learned to indulge the whims of a man who was notoriously hard to please. The branch arranged warehouse space and transport to disperse imports from South America, much of it frozen meat passing through the refrigerated warehouses at the Royal Albert Dock. It wasn’t a complex task, but nor was it as simple as putting some furniture or a crate of books into storage. The different cargoes coming through the port could not all be managed in the same way. London’s five dock systems made it the largest port in the world, with thirty-five miles of quays and thousands of bonded warehouses. The British Atlantic also worked with the older wharves and quays along the river. It was dull work, not the kind of thing to get a schoolboy’s pulse racing, but had Malcolm craved excitement, he would have joined the army.


Chapter Two

The “Bolshevik” on the Board

Tuesday, 4 May 1926

 

IN THE FOUR years since leaving school, Malcolm had worked hard to make his mother proud of him. She would regularly visit her sister Hannah in Folkestone and she helped the church ladies with flowers and fetes, but her life was mainly dedicated to looking after her son. He was well-fed, his wardrobe was well-stocked, and his clothes immaculately laundered. She tried to be a friend to him by walking with him, listening to the same wireless programmes, sharing books, and taking tea together, for she was concerned about his solitary nature.

He became the British Atlantic’s best import clerk, and his prospects were excellent—but in the May of 1926, he put all this in jeopardy. The Trades Union Congress called a General Strike, and it had a dramatic impact on everyday lives, particularly for those who lived in London. On the first day of the strike, all transport stopped, and he was unable to get to his office on Eastcheap. He would need to find a way on subsequent days, because his employers might see his continued absence as support for the strike, which would have led to his dismissal. If he had to rise at five and walk all the way, then so be it.

Fortunately, many City workers lived in Highgate, and he was offered lifts with a neighbour who worked at the Stock Exchange. It wasn’t a comfortable arrangement because the man sounded like a broadcast edition of the British Gazette, the emergency paper printed to put the government side to the people. He was terribly gung-ho about overcoming the TUC’s “treachery” and Malcolm resented the assumption that he might agree with this bumptious fellow—but he was grateful for the lift.

The Port of London was paralysed. The export of goods ceased, and although imported goods continued to arrive, the cargo remained on the docked freighters with no one willing to handle it. The British Atlantic management worried about goods they had already arranged warehousing for, about mountains of perishables being left to rot in ships’ holds and about warehouses being looted as food supplies ran out.

Many members of staff became volunteers, intent on helping break the strike. Malcolm supposed he was a Conservative as his father had been, but he sympathised with the coal miners whose plight had sparked the emergency. He could think of nothing worse than spending the long day in darkness a mile underground and doing such hard and dangerous work. A lot of the miners’ spare time was spent trying to scrub every trace of coal dust from their bodies, while being aware they couldn’t scrub it from their lungs—which was often to be the death of them. It upset him that men had to work in those conditions, and he believed those who did so should be well rewarded, because the country and the Empire relied on the filthy stuff. The railways that connected the nation, the industries that forged its wealth, the ships that helped Britannia “rule the waves” would all come to a halt without coal. When times were hard, somebody needed to tighten their belts, but it should not be these people. Yet it always was.

His Head of Branch, Arnold Cuthbert, rose to the challenge of the strike and relished co-ordinating the common effort. He approached the clerks with a roster on a clipboard, bluffly assuming they would all be eager to help the nation in its hour of need. “That’s the spirit!” he brayed as the clerk at the next desk signed up for duty with an empty stab at enthusiasm. Cuthbert wasn’t so much co-ordinating as recruiting and Malcolm wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d carried a pocket full of white feathers to hand to anyone unwilling to participate. So far, no one had been brave enough to refuse him.

Until Malcolm himself did.

“I’m sorry, sir, but in all conscience I can’t. I shall continue to do everything in my power to get into work, of course, but I feel I can do no more than that.”

“Good God, man!” blustered Cuthbert. “Why ever not? Surely we must all do our bit. It’s a national emergency, don’t you know?”

“As I said, I’m sorry, sir, but my understanding is that thousands of miners who do vital, dangerous, and filthy work have been told they must have their wages cut by twenty-five per cent. I don’t mind telling you that if the British Atlantic tried a stunt like that with us, I’d be straight out of the door. If a General Strike is the only way to make Mr Baldwin listen, then I believe it’s justified.”

Cuthbert turned as pink as the British Empire on a map of the world. “Justified? How can it be justified?” he spluttered. Malcolm tried to ignore the unpleasant sensation of the man’s spittle spraying his face. “Holding the country to ransom like this! Look at all the disruption it’s causing ordinary decent people.”

“With respect, sir, there’d be little point in it if it didn’t,” he said calmly.

“Don’t be impertinent!” snapped Cuthbert. He waved a finger close to his young clerk’s face. “I knew your father, my lad, and I can tell you he would be ashamed of you today. D’you hear me? Ashamed!”

Malcolm swallowed hard but remained calm. “I can’t deny that any more than you can claim it, because he isn’t here to speak for himself, is he, sir?”

Cuthbert hissed, “Whatever the wage levels here, my lad, you may well be out of that door sooner than you think. I’ve always seen you as an upstart, but until today I didn’t have you down as a damned Bolshevik!”

For days, Malcolm was haunted by the spectre of dismissal, often thinking I should have kept my mouth shut or offered to drive a bloody bus or something. But his stock had risen with many of his peers because of the confrontation and that did a lot to assuage his concerns. Cuthbert was widely disliked and for standing up to him, Malcolm became respected as a young man of principle who would stick to his guns even when backed into a corner.

Just as he’d begun to hope the matter had blown over, Sir Lionel Haynes, another Head of Branch, passed Malcolm in the foyer and said, “Ah, Trevelyan, I hear you’re a Bolshevik agitator now.”

Malcolm’s face fell. “If you’re alluding to my exchange with Mr Cuthbert, sir, I just like to see fair play, that’s all. I hope I shan’t be punished for saying what I think.”

Sir Lionel smiled benignly. “Not at all, dear boy. I wish more people would do just that. I daresay old Cuthbert is still smarting, but not enough for him to sack one of his better men. Indeed, I wish he would give you the push. I’d take you on in a flash if he did.”

Buoyed by Sir Lionel’s words, Malcolm continued to thrive at Tristan House. A reorganisation of the company led him to work for Sir Lionel anyway, in Continental Imports, and when he moved, Cuthbert, far from being glad to see the back of the “young upstart”, was most unhappy with the arrangement. Malcolm had come a long way in a short period of time, and by 1928, at the age of twenty-two, he became the youngest ever Senior Clerk in the company.

*

Monday, 16 September 1929

 

ON THE FRANTIC floors of Tristan House, Malcolm Trevelyan was a serene presence. His calm, reasoned approach was appreciated in an area where even experienced staff could become flustered. Whether it was to be a good day or a bad one could depend on the tides, or the competence or otherwise of colleagues inside and outside the organisation. Malcolm couldn’t be ready for every eventuality, but he ensured he was as well prepared as he could be and that he learned from every experience, particularly the bad ones.

While he was still an import clerk, a cargo of Indian bauxite had become a headache for a colleague, Cyril Palmer. Something as mundane as importing bauxite could become a drama if you had nowhere to put it and no one to take it to wherever it was supposed to go. You couldn’t dump a cargo like that just anywhere. By no means all the many wharves and docks in the Port of London could accommodate mineral ore—and those that could were sought after by all importers of the stuff, not just British Atlantic.

“I don’t even know what bloody bauxite is,” lamented Palmer, as the accommodation he’d arranged for it fell through. “The ship carrying the blasted stuff from Bombay is due to dock tomorrow morning, and I have no idea what it is, let alone where to put it.”

“It’s an ore,” explained Malcolm. “They make aluminium out of it, I think.”

He didn’t think, he knew—but he also knew that no one liked a know-all. Palmer was some way older than him, but when the chap covered his eyes and slumped in his seat in despair, Malcolm added, “I think there may be a shed at the East India Docks that will take it. They took some iron ore for us last week and from what the man was saying, it sounded as though they had capacity there. Would you like me to give them a call for you?”

Palmer at once straightened up in his chair. “Would I? I should say so!”

Malcolm reached for the telephone stick, picked up the brass receiver, held it to his ear, and dialled. Palmer leaned towards him in his seat, the docket scrunched in his hand and his eyes fixed on Malcolm.

“Hello, Operator. May I have Stepney Green 472, please? Yes, the East India Docks… Hello, is that Mr Travis? It’s Malcolm Trevelyan from British Atlantic again… Yes, not so bad—and you…? Good, good. Look, you know you took that iron ore for us last week, well, could you handle some bauxite? I think it’s roughly the same tonnage… You can? That’s excellent. At the same rate…? Thank you, sir. You’re a gentleman.” He pulled the docket from Palmer’s eager hand and scanned the page. “All being well, it’s due in the London Docks tomorrow morning at around eleven, so it should be with you mid-afternoon—will that suit…? Thank you, sir. Good day to you.”

Palmer was left with the paperwork to do, but he didn’t care, as his bad day had been instantly transformed into a good one.

“You’re a ruddy marvel, Trevelyan,” he said gratefully. “You’ve just solved all my problems at a stroke—and not for the first time, I might add. Don’t think I haven’t noticed. I owe you a drink, old chap.”

Malcolm would never collect the promised drink as he always went straight home to his mother in Highgate at the end of each day, but the goodwill he had earned would serve him well.

*

A MONTH OR so later, Mr Cuthbert was forced to retire because of a heart complaint, scotching once and for all the rumour that he didn’t have one. Malcolm was summoned “upstairs” and despite his relative youth, he reckoned he’d been performing well enough for them to consider putting him temporarily in charge until a new man could be recruited. The process for filling senior positions was often notoriously protracted, so this could mean quite a few extra pounds landing in his pocket. He was saving up to buy a motor car in which he could take his mother for runs in the country, so the money would be most welcome.

By the time he was sitting outside Sir Lionel’s oak-panelled office, Malcolm feared he’d been getting ahead of himself. Even as a stopgap, they were sure to choose someone older, with longer service. He worried about the real reason he’d been summoned. He thought he was good at his job, but supposing the management didn’t agree. An unwelcome cold sweat began when it occurred to him that he might have been unconsciously indiscreet when “appreciating” a male member of staff.

In ten minutes, the dictograph buzzed and after lifting the receiver the secretary said, “Sir Lionel will see you now. Please go through.”

Sir Lionel Haynes sat behind the largest desk in the building. It was built of rich red-brown mahogany and had a maroon inlaid leather surface upon which his papers, inkwells, and the telephone and dictograph receivers were spread out. He couldn’t look anything less than very important sitting behind it. He rose as Malcolm entered and the warmth of his greeting suggested there would be no reprimand.

“Come in, come in, my boy. Take a seat, won’t you.”

“Thank you, sir.” He did as he was told, and Sir Lionel followed suit.

“Well, Trevelyan. Have you any idea why I’ve asked to see you?”

“No, sir. Well, not really. I’ve speculated, of course, but I came to no firm conclusions.”

“Quite. Quite. Well, I shan’t beat about the bush. I want to offer you the Head of Branch post vacated by Mr Cuthbert.”

First Malcolm felt a surge of relief, but when he realised a reaction was expected from him, he said, “Ah. That was one thing I’d considered but I thought I would be too… Still, for temporary cover while you find someone, yes, I…”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake stop blathering, man! You’re not being offered it on a temporary basis while we “find someone”! We’ve found someone. You!”

“Me, sir? Be Head of Branch? But…”

“Yes, of course. You’re far too young. I won’t lie to you; that has been said in some quarters. But after taking all options into consideration, Malcolm, the board has decided to take a risk on you. Now I’m Chairman, my only concern is that we do the work and do it well. I don’t give a fig for seniority and the idea that if you stay where you are for long enough, you’ll eventually get to the top. I’ll do what I think is best for the British Atlantic and I think you’re the right chap.”

“I—I don’t know what to say.”

“There’s only one sensible thing you can say, my boy. Say yes.”

“Well, thank you, sir. The answer is yes, of course! It will be an honour.”

“Excellent. And before you leave here—a word to the wise. You’ve risen so far so quickly, you must take some time to enjoy your success, otherwise what on earth is the point of it? I think you’d be well-advised to give more of your attention to other matters.”

“Like what, sir?”

“Well, after the flush of this current triumph has passed, it’s sure to dawn on you that you could one day be sitting behind this very desk, Malcolm. No guarantees, of course, but you’ve suited British Atlantic so admirably thus far that you’re sure to be a contender. But don’t forget, ability alone won’t get you here. In order to be in contention, you need to be exemplary.”

“I’ll do my level best, sir.”

“I don’t doubt it, but as I say, it isn’t all down to ability. Not to put too fine a point on it, you’d do well to look around for a suitable wife. A good marriage will prove essential if you’re to get to the pinnacle. You’re young, so there’s no need for you to rush. But keep an eye out for the right one. And whatever you do, don’t go ruining everything by falling in love with a showgirl or an actress!”

“Don’t worry, sir, I shan’t. I can promise you that much.”

The elation didn’t hit him until he’d closed the door to Sir Lionel’s office behind him. To have become a Branch Head so soon was beyond his wildest dreams. His father had never risen that high. He knew he would soon fret about his ability to do the job, not to mention Sir Lionel’s advice to find a wife, but for now he meant to enjoy the thrill of this unexpected success. Most of all, he looked forward to telling his mother about it.

*

THE SURPRISE CHOICE to be Cuthbert’s successor didn’t go down well with everyone. At the age of just twenty-three, he was responsible for a large staff—and at the British Atlantic this was unheard of. But whenever someone grumbled about Malcolm being promoted into management ahead of so many more senior colleagues, Cyril Palmer, and others to whom he had been helpful, spoke up for him. Even though they were among those overlooked, they accepted that he was simply the best man for the job. He wasn’t “pushy”, but he had the knack of getting others to work with him without them even realising they were being organised.

He was given Cuthbert’s office—a room big enough for him to play tennis in—and he quickly became better acquainted with the wood-panelled corridors, the plush carpets, and mahogany furniture of the executive floor. Rather dauntingly, he was also given Cuthbert’s secretary, the terrifying Miss Hassell.

On his first day in the new position, Miss Hassell said, “I daresay it will seem a bit strange, Mr Trevelyan, but don’t worry, I’ll show you the ropes.”

“I’d be obliged, Miss Hassell,” he replied. “But once I know them, don’t be surprised if I move them.”

She smiled. He might be young, but she thought he’d do very nicely. After seven years of Cuthbert, Malcolm Trevelyan might prove a breath of fresh air.


Chapter Three

Imported Meat

Tuesday, 11 March 1930

 

MALCOLM WAS PERCEIVED by many at work to be an odd sort of fellow who kept himself to himself. He wore dark suits with starched wing-tipped collars which gave him a dour Edwardian appearance but his approach to the work was progressive and modern.

Not everybody settled as easily as he did into the cut and thrust of the import world. Peter Burkett, who started in Henry Bellamy’s office, was a fresh-faced young man with cornflower-blue eyes and golden hair. The younger secretaries chattered excitedly about him, and he caught Malcolm’s eye too. Sadly, it was soon talk of his apparent ineptitude that dominated the company tea rooms. It was said his days were numbered, and Malcolm was sad to hear it, but in an office full of young men it was easy for him to brush thoughts of Peter aside. One evening, however, having stayed late to complete a return for the board, Malcolm was approached by Miss Hassell who’d already put on her coat and hat, ready to leave.

“Mr Trevelyan, I’m a bit worried about that young clerk of Mr Bellamy’s. They seem to have left him rather in the lurch and he’s in an awful funk. Could you have a word perhaps—just to see if he’s all right?”

Malcolm sighed. As if he didn’t have enough on his plate. Still, he was tickled to see that the formidable Miss Hassell had a compassionate side.

“I’m nearly done here,” he told her. “I’ll look in on my way past if he’s still there.”

Burkett was still there all right. Malcolm found him sitting alone under a solitary lamp in Henry’s dark empty office, slumped at his desk, one hand covering his eyes. There was no sign of activity.

Malcolm hesitated at the door. “I say, Burkett, are you all right?”

Peter turned and looked at him. His face was drawn, no longer handsome for the moment, his usually vivid blue eyes dulled and desperate.

“I was meant to find warehouses for all of these”—Peter swiped a hand at a daunting pile of dockets—“but I put them aside and forgot about them. I haven’t got anywhere, for any of it.” His voice was uneven, and Malcolm suspected he didn’t trust himself not to cry.

“Well, there’s absolutely no point in you carrying on at this hour, Peter. All the people you’re trying to phone will have gone home long ago.”

“Then I’m done for,” Peter choked. “Mr Bellamy said I needed to clear these today or I’m finished here.”

Resisting the urge to put a comforting arm around his shoulders, Malcolm sat down beside him and leafed through the paperwork that was proving such a burden. He couldn’t help but think that no one should have been sunk by such a straightforward task, but it would have further demoralised Peter to have said so.

Instead, he swiftly reordered the dockets and said, “Dates, oranges, olives, and tomatoes—all fruit. I’m sure you can find a wharf that would take the lot. That’s assuming the dates are fresh rather than dried, of course. You’ll need to check that because it isn’t clear on the docket. Bananas can stay in the West India. And these spices—turmeric, molasses, cinnamon, and nutmeg—they can probably all go in the West India too. It’s only three warehouses you need, you know. Four at most. Were you looking for nine?”

“Well, yes. I’m a bloody fool! But it’s too late now.”

Malcolm paused for thought. “Not necessarily. Transport might be tricky this late in the game but… Look, we can’t do anything about it tonight, but Henry doesn’t usually get in until nine, does he? Most of the wharfingers and warehousemen get in early so there’s a chance. If we could both get in for seven-ish, we’d have the best part of two hours to find homes for this stuff and I could call in a favour regarding the transport. Can you be here that early?”

Hope flickered in Peter’s cornflower-blue eyes. “Well, yes, of course.”

“Right-oh. Let’s do that then, shall we? I can even send a message asking Henry to come and see me at nine-fifteen about something or other, which will give you a little more time to sort out any loose ends.”

His face transformed by sheer relief, Peter was once again the handsome boy who had first caught Malcolm’s eye. “Oh, Mr Trevelyan, thank you so much! But—well, why ever should you go out of your way to help me like this?”

Malcolm didn’t wish to dwell on his ignoble motivation. “We all work for the same firm, Peter. Maybe one day you’ll be able to help me with something, eh?” It was difficult to picture what that might be, because handsome though he undoubtedly was, Peter appeared to be a bit of a clot.

Turning to go, he saw that Miss Hassell had been loitering in the doorway all along. A faint smile played on her lips, and she winked at him before heading for the lift and her delayed journey home.

*

OVER THE FOLLOWING months, Peter’s struggles continued. Henry Bellamy prided himself on having the most dynamic clerks in the building. When his boys phoned a warehouse, they would not allow the call to end until their goods had been accommodated. They were encouraged to bully. A lot of their threats were empty, but because they were delivered with such emphasis, most of the time they worked.

Peter shrank away from them from his first day. It was “dog eat dog” and Bellamy saw no future for this timid pup as he floundered for five more months until late August. The Branch Head was from the old school, an ex-army officer. If the board had decided that Peter should be put out of his misery, he would happily have shot him. After the weekly meeting of Branch Heads, he called the boy into his office with a terse flick of his head. It was Friday, the traditional day for giving people the push, and the other clerks smirked knowingly at each other.

“Come in, Peter. Shut the door behind you, there’s a good chap.”

Bellamy sat behind his desk but did not indicate that Peter should be seated too.

“Well, I shan’t drag it out. You’re just not cutting it here, I’m afraid. We can’t carry you any longer.”

“I’m sorry, sir.” Peter seemed resigned to his fate. There are few things as demoralising as persisting with something that you’re no good at, so he wasn’t inclined to plead. The experience of the last months had practically emasculated him as it was.

“Yes, yes, I daresay you are, but it’s no use, is it?” said Bellamy dismissively.

“No, sir.”

Even Bellamy wasn’t unmoved by his bleak demeanour. “Don’t take it too hard, old man. Not everyone is cut out for this work. And it could be worse, you know.”

“Could it, sir?” Peter asked dejectedly. “What could be worse than this? How am I to tell my old man that I’ve got the sack?”

Bellamy leaned back in his seat. “The sack? Oh, but you haven’t. Look, I’m honestly convinced that this isn’t the job for you, Peter, but for some reason Trevelyan appears to think otherwise. He argued long and hard to keep you, so you’re being transferred to his office and Alan Miles is moving here—from Monday morning. I’m sorry if I led you to believe… Well, just do your best to take the second chance that’s being offered you. That’s all. Off you go.”

*

ON PETER’S FIRST morning in his branch, Malcolm welcomed him into his office for an introductory chat. He was ashamed that his interest in Peter’s welfare had been prompted by the fellow’s good looks, but Peter would have no reason to suspect his motives and he resolved to try to get the best out of the lad. He delivered all the platitudes and clichés involved in office welcomes, but his new clerk looked uncomfortable and lost.

Malcolm stopped and asked, “All right, Peter? What’s on your mind?”

Peter sighed. “I’m grateful to you for fighting for me, sir, truly I am. You’ve been so wonderful towards me that I shall remember it always. But perhaps Mr Bellamy is right, and I’m just not cut out for this. I only went for it in the first place because jobs are so scarce at the moment. But here, I’m the proverbial square peg in a round hole.”

Malcolm smiled indulgently. “All we need to do is shave those corners off, Peter. Then you’ll fit into the round hole, won’t you?”

“No, I mean it, sir. I start every day feeling sick with worry. Every time one of those dockets hits my desk, I have to swallow back the panic. I look around at other people getting on with things, knowing what they’re about, laughing and joking with each other in between telephone calls and the panic in me gets worse. They probably look at me and think, what the devil does that idiot think he’s doing?” He added wretchedly, “I’m a misfit, sir. I don’t belong here. After all you’ve done for me, Mr Trevelyan, I’m terribly afraid of letting you down.”

Malcolm mulled over Peter’s words. It had been honest of him and brave too, to explain how he was feeling. Perhaps he wasn’t such a clot, after all.

Peter waited for help or dismissal, no longer caring which. Even his father’s disappointment could not make him more miserable than he had been in recent months, sick of the rising panic that virtually immobilised him every day.

“Peter—don’t worry about what the other clerks are doing and still less what they may or may not be thinking. At work, as in life, everyone tries to put a brave face on, even if they’re struggling. I can tell you categorically that you’re far from being the only man in Tristan House who’s finding it hard going. There are many people in this office who hadn’t ever thought of becoming import clerks before they came here. For heaven’s sake, no child ever said, ‘When I grow up, I want to be an import clerk.’ It isn’t really a vocation and as you say, jobs are scarce.”

“But I’m really bad at the actual work. You saw that for yourself the other week.”

“I saw the panic you’re talking about. Your planning and organisation could use some work. But I also heard you on the telephone and I thought you sounded good. You were polite and professional.”

Peter was dubious. “Any fool can speak on the telephone.”

“No, Peter, any fool can’t—not to my satisfaction at any rate. Look, would it surprise you to know that if you’d spoken to the wharfingers on the telephone in the manner adopted by the clerks Henry favours, then I wouldn’t have wanted you in my branch at any price?”

“Well, yes.”

“There you are then. The work of this branch is much the same as what you saw in Henry’s office, although you’ll be dealing with more imports from South America rather than the Colonies. The approach, however, is totally different. Henry tends to think that all those who work in the warehouses are somehow inferior to us and we’re doing them a favour by bestowing our bounty upon them. He served in India and boy, does it show! Don’t concern yourself with looking at his clerks and thinking they’re good at their jobs, because they aren’t.”

For the first time, a smile broke out on Peter’s handsome young face. It had been worth waiting for.

Malcolm went on, “We aren’t like that here. Henry would have it that we’re ‘bowing, scraping and begging’ for transport and warehousing, but he can call it whatever he likes. I think people react better if you treat them as equals and are civil with them. It should be the least they expect from us, don’t you agree?”

“Yes, as a matter of fact I do.”

“Good. Then you’re halfway there already. When you phone up the docks or wharves, I want you to forget everything you’ve heard in Henry’s office. I want you to be polite. I want you to be pleasant. I want you to sound as if you care about them and what kind of day they’ve had. In fact, assume they’ve had a bad day and treat them accordingly. And if they end up saying they can’t fix you up with what you need, thank them, tell them you quite understand, and politely wish them a good day. That way, they’ll remember you. They’ll remember that you weren’t too pushy, that you gave them no lip, no trouble at all, in fact. And believe you me, they will want to do business with you rather than someone more abrasive and rude from Henry’s office or from another firm.”

He looked Peter in the eye. “I’ve listened to you, don’t forget. I know you can do this well. The rest will come with experience and a little help. That is, if you decide to give it a go, of course. Come on, give yourself a chance, Peter. What d’you say?”

Peter smiled again, nodded, and said, “All right. I’d like that.”

“Good man! I’m going to sit you next to Archie Davies. He’s been doing this for years and he’s used to helping other people settle in. I still go to him for help myself sometimes even now.”

“I’m surprised you need to, sir. I mean, you’re a Branch Head at your age. You know everything.”

Malcolm smiled at the compliment. “Peter, no one knows so much that they never need to ask for help. It may also surprise you to learn that I’ve spent a large part of my career sick with worry as I travel in each morning.” He tapped the side of his head. “There’s a voice inside here that says, ‘Today might be the day they find you out, Malcolm’.”

Peter looked puzzled. “What could they find out?”

“That I’m actually no good at my job at all. I don’t really believe it, of course, but the tiny voice in my mind likes to taunt me with the idea. I think lots of people have that element of doubt in them. We just need to ignore it and get on with the day.”

But Malcolm had blushed while he spoke, conscious that there actually was something for them to find out.
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