
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


A Queer Trade

KJ Charles


“O, it’s a queer trade, but there’s many worse.”

– Of the Street-Buyers of Waste Paper

London Labour and the London Poor
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Chapter One
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Marleigh was dead: to begin with. 

Hepzibah Marleigh, gentleman of the parish of St. Alban the Martyr. Bent-backed, blue eyes bright in a face like crumpled parchment, teeth as brown as the meerschaum pipe they always clamped. He had lived in the cluttered house in Baldwin’s Gardens for so long that it seemed impossible he should not be there.

But he was dead. He had been hit by an omnibus in the street and died under its wheels while Crispin spent a month at home lying to his parents, and while he doubtless hadn’t been happy about that, it was Crispin who had to deal with the calamity he’d left behind. 

“You sold his papers?” Crispin said hoarsely, staring at the old man’s inheritors. “You sold the papers?”

“Well, and if we did? Nothing but a lot of old rubbish.”

“It was my rubbish!” Crispin yelped. “He left it to me!” To the individual serving as my apprentice at the time of my death, in a document dated thirty years previously. Mr. Marleigh had said he intended to make a new will when Crispin had been summoned urgently to his mother’s sickbed. He’d said they’d discuss it on his return.

Mrs. Burford swelled. “You may think we’ve nothing better to do than sit on top of piles of waste awaiting your convenience, Mr. Tredarloe. We’re clearing the house and if there were things you needed there, then you should have been here to say so. I’m sure it’s a pity if you wanted the old man’s leavings, but it was hardly valuable, now, was it?”

“He left you his books and documents,” Mr. Burford said firmly. “That’s what the will said, and that’s what we kept. Every book on the shelves and every paper in his desk or cabinet. You can’t argue with that.”

“He kept the most important papers on the floor.” Crispin tried to stop his voice from shaking. He could see the scorn in Mr. Burford’s eyes as it was. A big, foursquare man who would probably take great pride in telling the world how practical he was, and have nothing but contempt for a willowy, airy-fairy type. 

“Rubbish. Ha, that’s a good one, eh? If it’s left on the floor, it’s rubbish. You wouldn’t run a business with paper strewn over the floor, would you? I’m a practical man—”

Of course you are, you stupid, swaggering clod, Crispin thought savagely. And you don’t have the faintest idea what you’ve done, or what I’d like to do to you, or what I could. 

“Now, really,” Mrs. Burford said. “Don’t make such a parade of a little thing. What did these papers matter anyway?”

They might kill other people. They’ll probably kill me. 

Crispin bit that back and said, as politely as he could, “Can you tell me what you did with it all?”







***
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HE HEADED DOWN GRAPE Street, looking for the waste-man’s premises. 

The Burfords had given him the date of the sale, three days ago—three days! What might have happened in three days? They claimed to have forgotten the waste-man’s name. Crispin doubted that. Mrs. Burford was no lady of refinement who would leave such matters to a steward; he would wager she’d bargained with the man herself. They knew perfectly well they were in the wrong, and were taking out their guilt on their victim. 

He’d tried four waste-men already, with no success, but the last had considered the matter as if chewing a plug of tobacco, and at last given his opinion: “Baldwin’s Gardens? Try Neddy Hall. Grape Street, room behind the Rag and Bottle.”

Grape Street was a dank and noisome alley, on the edge of St. Giles. The houses on both sides leaned towards each other, and the cobbles were blackened with filth that stayed slimy no matter the summer heat. Ragged men and half-clad children stared as he passed. Crispin, in his lichen-green coat and pale gold waistcoat, would have been flash in any company; on this street, he looked like a butterfly among moths, except that the moths here had teeth.

There was no public house called the Rag and Bottle, or anything else. At length he asked a woman seated on the street, chewing the stem of the pipe she smoked as she twisted old newspaper round sprigs of wilting lavender and dropped them in her basket. 

“Rag an’ bottle?” she repeated, holding out her hand for the ha’penny Crispin offered. She gave a dry cackle. “Why, sir, it’s right behind you.”

He turned, and saw the shop front. It had seen better days but they had never been good: a little low place, its bull’s-eye windows thick with grime. The woman gave him a nod and he shrugged, and went in.

The interior of the shop was bewildering. Bottles and glass of all kinds lined the shelves, and surfaces, and floor. The atmosphere held the ghosts of long-gone contents, with hints of perfume and gin, turpentine and cordials and orange-flower water and oil. Barrels and crates were piled high with metal boxes, jars and tins. It was a heaping mound of discards, a dust-heap of a shop, and Crispin looked around him with horrified distaste, pulling his coat-tails to him for fear of the grime and dusty grease on every surface.

A dull-eyed man stood by a gimcrack chest of drawers, which he was filling with the contents of a battered sack. “Sir?”

“I’m looking for Mr. Hall. The waste-man.”

The rag-and-bottle man gave a disappointed grunt and jerked his head towards the back of the shop, where a small door stood slightly ajar. “Froo.”

Go through, Crispin interpreted that to mean, and so he went. 
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NED HALL, WASTE-MAN, was not enjoying his day. 

He was generally happy in his work. It wasn’t a job for the weak, heaving waste down narrow stairs and hauling the handcart over cobbled or rutted streets, and after a while you could never get the paper dust out of your skin, but he liked it. Liked dickering over ha’pennies, liked seeing the odds and sods that came up in the piles, and mostly liked being his own master, a very long way from the docks. 

It was a good life. A queer trade, to be sure, selling on psalters to wrap pork in, or dead men’s love letters to go round an ounce of baccy, but it suited him. So it was impossible to say just what was wrong now. 

Ned pulled at his ear, scratched inside it with a finger. He’d done that so often it was beginning to feel sore, but he couldn’t stop, because he couldn’t shift the feeling that he could almost, not quite, but maybe, if he could just turn his head the right way, hear something.

Except there was nothing there to hear, and it was driving him to Bedlam. 

He clapped both palms to his ears, gave them a rub so vigorous that he felt they might come clean off, and was engaged in that undignified act when a knock came from behind. 

“Mr. Neddy Hall?” 

Ned turned to look, and blinked. A gentleman, of sorts, stood in the doorway, in a tentative sort of way, like he was trying not to be there. A flash sort, dandyish clothes. Slim, no great height, or age either: about twenty, Ned reckoned. A narrow, nervy sort of face, and a head of hay-coloured hair, that yellow-brown shade. 

“That’s Ned, if you don’t mind. Something I can do for you, sir?” The ‘sir’ was for the clothes, mostly: there was something about the way the visitor stood, hip tilted and weight on one foot, that didn’t say authority. 

“Um, I’m trying to find some waste paper. Can you help me?”

Ned spread his arms wide, an invitation to look around that the young man took up, reddening as he grasped the silent point. The small room was paper from floor to ceiling, great piles and drifts of it, mounds of the stuff, white and yellow and browning, plain and printed and scrawled upon, a few bundles bound with string, most loose.

“You want waste, I’ve got it. How many hundredweight?”

“I mean, some specific paper,” the young man said, a little reproachfully, as if Ned should have known that. He had a trace of one of those country accents that sounded like a stage pirate talking, so you could hear the r in ‘paper’. “My ma— My, uh, teacher died and the house was cleared while I was away. They sold a lot of papers they shouldn’t have and they wouldn’t tell me where they sold them, and I have to find them. It’s terribly important.”

His eyes were wide and pleading, Ned observed, but the greater part of his brain was taken up with the observation that the toff talked like a molly. Not like the Cleveland Street boys, or anything. Just, a light voice that danced a bit and put a lot of stress on a few words, the sort of voice that made you think, I know your sort.

And the molly knew he knew, because the colour swept across his pale skin. “Can you help?” he asked, and there was an obvious effort to go a bit more manly there.

“What name?” Ned asked.

“Uh, Tredarloe. Crispin Tredarloe.” The young man did something Ned would never have predicted: he stepped forward and put out his hand. “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Hall.”

Ned extended his own hand, and Tredarloe’s fingers wrapped round his palm. Long, slim, clean, soft fingers. Lucky for some.

“Good to meet you too, Mr. Tredarloe, but I didn’t mean your name. I meant, who sold the stuff you’re after?”

“Oh! Oh, yes, of course you did. Burford was the name, and the house was in Baldwin’s Gardens, three days ago.”
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