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Ezra Fridman was an Ashkenazi Jew with a shop that stood facing the Wapping dock, situated on the banks of Liverpool’s Mersey. 

The year was 1911 and, having recently gone beyond the milestone of two-score-and-ten years after spending over thirty-seven of them in living-quarters above the family pawnbrokers below, he was known in the area as a man of frail build but good looks who was clear-eyed enough never to ever allow a sob-story or a tale of hardship to influence a decision when it came to his business. 

Experience had, after all, long shown him that most people had a heartrending tale of the kind to tell when in need of money and it was best to be consistent with all of them.

No matter how seemingly sincere many of the narrators seemed or how angry they became with him for what he was often told was his cold-heart.

On this particular October evening, the cobbles beyond his window glistening with the drizzle that had started in the afternoon and continued to fall, he stood in the shop’s covered doorway to take in some air and watch for customers. Passing trade with either goods to pawn or those whose eye had been taken by the unredeemed pledges of all kinds giving his shop-window beneath the symbol of the three balls above it, what he believed at least, a varied and intriguing aspect. Pledges that varied from time-pieces to boots for both men and women alongside trinkets of jewellery, books, clothing, ornaments and cigars.
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Each of these unredeemed pledges marked-down to easily affordable prices while still providing Ezra Fridman a healthy profit.

Which was, after all, rather the point of being a pawnbroker in the first place.

The health of that profit ensured by the almost pitiful sum he had been willing to hand over to the owner parting with their belongings – gainfully acquired or otherwise - and the usurious figure he insisted upon for their redemption.

Ezra Fridman would have lost count – had he ever bothered to begin such a fruitless exercise – of the needy souls he had seen enter his shop with hopes running high; only to leave with a, let us say, more realistic expression plastered across their thwarted and disappointed faces.

For it was well-known to the locals and likeminded underdogs in the surrounding areas that Fridman's methods of business, while polite and un-histrionic on the surface, were underpinned by a core as hard and impregnable as the bars and walls of the lowest dungeon in the castle belonging to a robber Baron.

So it was, on a cheerless and drizzly October evening that this unmarried man who none could imagine having a life beyond his livelihood, stood under the cover of his shop’s entrance that he might take in at least a little of the day’s air. 

Air, damp as it was, that was an improvement upon the musty interior of the shop itself. 

Even if that outside air was tainted somewhat by the ever-present soot and the many odours – some exotic some not – that always seemed to permeate at dockside and seemed, somehow, indistinguishable from the odours of the day preceding it and the day before that.

An unending cycle in Fridman’s mind, serving accurately as a description of the homogeneity of existence.

Or at least his own. 

So it was, as he was about to return back inside the shop, that Fridman’s attention was drawn to a large man moving in front of a horse-drawn omnibus to cross from the dockside to the pavement beyond. 

He saw immediately that the man’s eyes were fixed upon the lighted pawnbroker’s window and it was instantly obvious to the trader that the man was about to become a customer.

And, the pawnbroker and student of human-kind told himself, no ordinary one either. There was, Fridman told himself, a certain air of... solvency ...and confidence about the approaching man that marked him out as something more than the ordinary seaman the untrained eye might take him to be. And after years at his profession, “untrained” was not an observation that could be aimed at the ageing shopkeeper.

Before the man could reach him - experience telling him this was not a man who would respond favourably to a hard-sell – the pawnbroker returned inside, placed himself behind his counter, and waited; though he knew it would not be for long.

Forewarned, Fridman’s usual non-committal smile was ready in place for the man as he entered and swiftly closed the door to halt the irritating jangling of the bell heralding his entrance. 

Having heard it all before – and many, many times over – throughout his tenure at the shop, the words coming from the newcomer’s lips, and in an accent Fridman knew instantly placed the man as a Londoner, were something of a surprise:

“Before you start in with your usual spiel,” he began with unmistakeable irritation that bore out the pawnbroker’s thoughts on a ‘hard-sell’, “there is nothing I need or want from your shop. I will be buying nothing and I won’t be pawning anything either.” 

Fridman, who was not without sarcastic humour, instantly retorted:

“And you are making what is obviously a social-call upon a complete stranger for what reason may I ask?”

The seaman, a striking looking individual with clear aquiline features who seemed even larger and more formidable at closer quarters, was unperturbed at the gentle taking to task of him:

“I’m not buying and I’m not pawning,” offered the man with the ocean-beaten skin,” But I do have some business you might be interested in and I’ll be more than agreeable if you’d like to make the transaction a bit more social over a beverage of some kind.”
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Fridman hesitated for only a second. 

He was certainly not against doing business of – what he sensed was about to unfold - an illicit nature. 

Nonetheless, his brief hesitancy was based upon a well-developed sense of his own self-preservation and prompted what he said next:

“Before I lock the door and we speak,” he told the man, “allow me to explain that, while there is cash on the premises, it is kept in a safe beneath the counter to which only I have access. You should also know that it is a Victor Safe with a dial-only door and a combination of which, again, only I am familiar. It is very heavy and you would require at least another three or four helpers in order to move it. If such were your intent.”

He gave the seaman a small smile to ensure no offence was intended and waited for his response.

A response, as he had suspected, that was one of affront.

“And you obviously take me for the kind of man who would try, I take it?”

Fridman shrugged unapologetically:

“I am alone here and you are a stranger,” he reminded the man. “You are both younger and larger than me. Is my concern such a surprise to you?”

A brief snort of laughter met his observation.

“I suppose not,” the stranger conceded before going on. “Anyhow, if I was the thief you take me to be and the money in the safe as out of my reach as you say it is, it’s plain there’s nothing else here for me except the junk in your window – if I was desperate enough to be interested that is. So let’s get to business.”

Ignoring the jibe aimed at the quality of his merchandise, Fridman kept his expression bland and nodded, prior to moving to the door and switching its open sign to closed before bolting it.

“And exactly what kind of business will we be getting to?” he asked as he turned back into the interior.

“We’ll talk about that when you’ve poured me a...”

He broke off as a young man in his early-twenties stepped into the shop from the back before giving Fridman a look of accusation.

“I thought you said we were alone?”

“We were at the time I said it,” the pawnbroker told him drily before addressing the young man who was obviously his assistant.

“We will be closing the shop when my visitor leaves, Aaron” he told him. “You may pull down the window shutters and lock the counter displays while myself and the gentleman speak in the parlour.

“Yes, sir, Mr Fridman,” the youngster addressed as Aaron acknowledged and immediately moved to the door that he might open it again and go outside. Doing so that he might lock the shutters that would guard the window’s ‘junk’, as the visitor described it, overnight.

“Follow me,” said the pawnbroker to that same visitor after raising the flap of the counter to lead the way to a room at the back of the shop. 

Fridman motioned the man to the second of two leather armchairs he knew to be deceptively comfortable before retrieving a bottle of dark-rum from a cupboard above a sink besides which crockery lay drying; seconds later, both were sat opposite each other with a glass to hand.

Fridman being surprised once again when his visitor stared at the glass with unmissable longing before passing it back to his host.

“I’ll have tea, if it’s the same to you,” came the request.

“You...? You don’t like rum?” the older man asked, the refusal of a sailor to take rum something of a phenomenon to him.” 

“I like rum fine,” came the answer. “Always have. Unfortunately, it...”

He caught himself before rephrasing:

“Tea will do nicely.”

Finally taking his meaning, Fridman placed his own glass down and rose to set about providing his visitor the requested beverage, though only after making sure sugar was not on his proscribed list also and receiving an affirmative.
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It was, the pawnbroker thought once the task was complete and he was again opposite his guest, a rather strange and amusing tableau they presented as they sat.

One with his rum, the other with his more domestic brew. 

The gaunt and middle-aged Jewish trader, and the powerfully-built seaman with his striking features sitting as if they had known each other for years. 

The one knowing virtually nothing of the other.

Amused thoughts aside, however, as his visitor sipped at his tea in silence, Fridman felt himself grow restless; anxious to get to whatever business the man had for him. 

Until, just as his patience was about to desert him and emboldened by the rum warming his stomach:

“Tell me, pawnbroker,” said the sailor suddenly, leaning forward with an intensity Fridman found alarming, “what would you say if a man came to you and...”

He broke off suddenly and looked to the passage that led back to the shop, expression suspicious.

Fridman held up a hand to forestall him:

“You can speak freely,” he assured the man. “My assistant will be busy securing the shop that he might have a rare early departure and, anyway, he is used to my having such... confidential ...discussions.”

It was a few seconds later, after having given it some thought, that the seamen nodded and continued where he had left off:

“So tell me, if a man came to you and asked you to give over Seven-hundred-pounds for something worth far in excess of that sum, would you have it handy or be able to lay your hands upon it without too much of a gap between the asking?”

Having such a large sum requested of him was not exactly a new experience for the ageing pawnbroker but...

Well, it was a large sum just the same and...

“Don’t worry,” the unmistakable London accent cut into the thoughts he appeared to have read, “it will be worth at least ten-times what you cough up for it – so long as you have the money.”

They stared at each other in silence for a few moments.

Then:

“Well? D’you have it or not?” 

“Perhaps,” said the pawnbroker suspiciously. 

“You either do or you don’t,” he was upbraided. 

“And I told you, ‘perhaps’,” came the same non-committal response. “It remains to be seen if it’s worthwhile for me to produce it. Seven-hundred-pounds is quite a sum and is more than many earn in the whole of their lifetime. So far, I have heard nothing from you that persuades me it is worth my while to offer such an amount... Be it here or secure elsewhere.”

“That’s because I haven’t tried to persuade you. You can either take what I propose or turn it down. Your kind are not exactly rare, you know?”

“How so: ‘my kind?” asked an instantly irritated Fridman, having grown to maturity with the constant jibes aimed at his race but never having quite come to terms with turning the other cheek in the face of them.

“Pawnbrokers,” the man told him instantly, aware of his irritation and what had, wrongly, caused it. “Not Jews, if that’s what’s got you looking all hard-done-by. You could be a Buffalo worshipping Iroquois Indian with purple and pink polka-dots for all the difference it makes to me.”

Fridman nodded, feeling strangely mollified for hearing of the man’s universal rather than specific indifference.

“I take it,” he began with sarcasm of his own, “that you will be trying to persuade me soon. Rather than hoping I will offer the sum required simply to rid my shop of you.”

“That I will,” agreed the man as he toyed with his tea-cup. “Just as soon as you have convinced me I am in no danger of threat.”

“Threat?” asked a bemused Fridman. “You? From me?”
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A nod answered him.

“Suppose I say what you’ll get for your seven-hundred and you decide to offer me less and threaten to take your information to the police if I don't take it?”

The pawnbroker gave him a look intended to convey the unlikely possibility of such a thing happening. 

“I have conducted business on these premises, and my family before me, for over a century. And not once has such a thing happened. Which is not to say I will agree to take whatever it is you wish to sell me. But, whatever happens, you have my word and my bond there will be no police involvement.”

“And I'm relieved for your sake to hear it,” the seaman nodded with an accompanying expression the pawnbroker could only describe as intimidating. “Inviting the Rozzers in would be the worst decision you’d ever make if you had two lifetimes to live.”

Used to dealing with the worst mankind had to offer, Fridman was not as concerned by the somewhat overblown threat as the man thought he might be.

Which did not mean he was not concerned – though years of business dealings with such people allowed him to keep a bland and unreadable expression.

“You have made your point,” he told the man before adding: “A point, you may be sure, that is not exactly a revelation to me.”

He allowed a few seconds for it to sink in with the visitor that his menacing attitude was not working.

“Perhaps now you have had my assurance, you will be good enough to explain to me what it is I will be getting for my money.”

“And if I do – and regardless of whether you accept my price or leave it – will you allow me to leave as I came and say no more of it?”

Fridman allowed himself a resigned sigh, determined to show the man no sign of weakness he might feel he could exploit.

“I believe, my good man, that I have already conceded to the request,” he reminded him.

The seaman gave it some thought for a few moments then, his mind made up, rose and undid his topcoat before unfastening a thick canvas-belt from around his waist and whipping it free.

Hesitating then, as his eyes once again went to the passage in search of unwanted company and winning himself a sigh of frustration for his caution from his host.

Then, satisfied they remained alone still and opening a pocket in the belt, he retrieving from its interior something that appeared to be wrapped in what the pawnbroker, who was familiar enough about such things from his many dealings with sailors down the years, took to be a fragment from an old and discarded ship’s sail.

“Waste not want not,” the thought occurred to him.  

Unfastening the string binding it, his visitor lay placed the bundle on the table between his own emptied tea-cup and Fridman’s barely touched rum. Then, unrolling it with a kind of magician’s flourish he left a huge diamond upon the tablecloth covering the table’s surface. A diamond whose interior reflected the light from the gas-lamp in a way the pawnbroker found irresistible on the instant.

So irresistible, in fact, the excited and, it must be said, highly acquisitive shop-owner could not help but reach out to feel the stone in his grasp.

Only to be prevented by the outstretched left arm, palm raised towards him, of the gem’s owner.

“No touching it until I say,” the London accent warned. “You’re not dealing with some fishwife now and I’ll have no sleight of hand from you.”

Offended, but understanding the man’s caution, Fridman eased back into his chair and watched as his visitor began tipping his property from one side to the other and then back again.

Until:

“Hold out your hand and keep it very steady. No sudden movements,” came the order. “That is if you want to see it stay attached to your arm.” 
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Fridman instantly did as he was asked and, as if granting him a great honour, the sailor lay the stone on his open palm for a few seconds that he might feel its weight and substance before leaning in to assess its interior.

But only for a few seconds.

“Seven-hundred-pounds,” the pawnbroker was informed as the diamond was taken from him. “I ask no more but I will accept no less – even if the shortfall be a penny-piece.”

Returned to his business demeanour by the words, Ezra Fridman gave out with a well-used laugh – a laugh he employed solely for the purpose of business and the subterfuge necessary when haggling.
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