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  A city freeze




  Get on your knees




  Pray for warmth and green paper




  A city drought, you’re down and out




  See your trousers don’t taper




  Saddle up




  Kick your feet




  Ride the range of a London street




  Travel to a local plane




  Turn around and come back again




  And at the chime of a city clock




  Put up your road block




  Hang onto your crown




  For a stone in a tin can




  Is wealth to a city man




  Who leaves his armour down.
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  CALEDONIAN ROAD




  

    

      

        

          Wanted: smart lad (18–20) for clerical duties in fur trade, EC2. Good refs essential. £2.10s p.w. & prospects. Apply: Mr Berkmann, Gant &

          Rosenthal, 17b Finsbury Pavement.




          Holborn and Farringdon Gazette, 5 August 1931


        


      


    


  




  The dawn came up over the Caledonian Road at about six o’clock. At this point, the life of the street – the part of it near His Majesty’s Prison Pentonville

  – that had shown signs of lapsing over the past half-hour began to redouble its pace. The number of cars shuttling back and forth past the mouth of the underground slowly increased. A pair of

  heavy lorries went by, three-tonners bound for the meat market at Smithfield. A taxi came crawling around the corner of Brewery Road, carrying home a gang of white-faced tarts to furnished rooms in

  Maida Vale. As one kind of commerce came to an end, others were starting up. The door of a lock-up yard stuck between the sides of two grey-fronted houses opened a yard or so into the street and a

  costermonger edged into view dragging his empty barrow through the gap. A man in a dirty white apron began to take down the shutters of the cafe thirty yards further away, stacked the shutters in a

  neat pile next to the doorway and then brought out a chalked blackboard that read: Teas: 3d; tea and two slices: 6d; kipps: 6d. The sun, trapped for the last half-hour behind a giant

  gasometer that aggrandized over the skyline, came suddenly into view, drenching pavement, road, cars and lorries alike in a harsh orange light. It was about twenty past six.




  He woke just as the light began seeping through the space at the bottom of the blind. For some reason he hadn’t drawn it down properly the night before. Why was that, he

  wondered? The window looked out into the road and you always got the early sun. There had been a snatch of dance music playing in his head – Henry Hall? He couldn’t remember – and

  he lay there under the sheet for a moment trying to recapture it, until a little more light seeped in under the blind and the noise of one of the Smithfield lorries jerked him fully awake; this

  made him look round wildly and take stock of his surroundings. It was a small room, not more than nine feet square, with the bed jammed into the far corner. As well as the bed it contained a

  wash-hand stand, a cupboard, a wardrobe, a gas-ring and a chair. There was a picture on the wall of Carole Lombard in a bathing dress, which had been cut out of Film Fun. His belongings were

  piled up on the chair, together with his wallet – he had taken the precaution of hiding this under his jacket – his watch and a packet of Player’s Weights. Wondering if the girl

  was awake yet, he slid slowly out from between the covers, balanced himself on the balls of his feet – there was no carpet and he didn’t want a splinter in his toe – and began to

  put on his clothes. He’d got the shirt on – there was a collar tag saying ‘T. Harris’, rather than his own name, Leo Merman. But the trousers were only halfway up when she

  rolled over and lay on her side to stare at him.




  ‘What time is it?’




  His watch was caught up in the folds of his shirt. ‘It’s jest gone about half-past six.’




  ‘What’s the hurry then?’




  ‘Got an appointment,’ he said, a bit importantly, despite himself. ‘Down in the City. Got to see a feller.’




  He shot her a good steady look as he said this, just to show her that no woman was going to muck him about. Bending down again for his tie, he found that some of her clothes had got mixed up

  with his and started angrily to separate them. F––––g tarts’ clothes messing up his good suit! The idea.




  ‘Nice,’ she said. She’d found the packet of Player’s Weights and had one lit between her fingers. ‘’Aving a job to go to.’ She was about twenty-two,

  rather pale and dark, and barely covered up by the ochre-coloured sheet.




  ‘Who said anything about having a f––––g job?’




  He was a bit disconcerted by the girl. Why didn’t she get up, like himself, and clear off? Women were always hanging around you, nagging away. If she thought she was coming down into the

  City with him, she could do the other thing. He had his suit on now. A bit frayed around the elbows maybe, but it would do. In any case, he’d only be there the day, wouldn’t he? The

  girl was still smoking the cigarette, one hand holding the sheet against her chest.




  ‘Ent you going to get me some breakfast?’




  He finished pushing the knot of his tie into place and jabbed his thumb towards the window. ‘F––––g caff over the road.’ Seeing the look on her face, he

  relented slightly. ‘Can have a cup of tea ’ere if you want. Why don’t you put your clothes on like a good girl and I’ll make you a nice cup of tea?’




  There was a sink outside in the hall, next to a cane-backed chair where someone had left a brown-paper parcel that smelt of cat meat. As he filled the kettle he whistled softly through his

  teeth. Get down to Finsbury Pavement by nine. See the feller. Do the business with the key to the Thompson and there you were. When he came back into the room the girl was sitting by the cupboard

  buttoning up her blouse. He’d met her in a pub in Hoxton where she’d been waiting for her sister to come back from a trip to the Hackney Empire to see Nervo & Knox with her young

  man. Somehow he didn’t believe in the sister or the sister’s young man.




  ‘Here y’are,’ he said with fake jollity, putting the kettle on the gas-ring. ‘Nice cup of ackamaracka in no time.’ He wondered if there was any milk. A brief search

  turned up half a bottle in the cupboard. He didn’t know how long it had been there, but it didn’t smell too bad.




  ‘This tea tastes funny,’ she said, when he had given her the cup. Here in the cold light of morning she seemed less self-possessed. She had a pathetic little cheap handbag –

  one of those things you could buy in Petticoat Lane for a florin – and he found himself sneering at it. A real cheap little piece, she was.




  ‘So what you doing with yourself this morning?’ he asked her. All the time he said it he was looking out of the window at the cars – she’d pulled up the blind while he

  was out filling the kettle – and considering his route down into the City.




  ‘I don’t know. I might go and see my friend in Kensington.’




  He wondered whether the friend in Kensington was a tart or one of those girls who couldn’t decide what they were. He’d known plenty of them. He drank another swallow of tea –

  it was vile stuff, the colour of burnt umber – and thought again about the route down to Finsbury Pavement. Get on to the Farringdon Road. Then left along Old Street. Take a right along the

  City Road, and there you were. All this time he’d barely registered the girl’s presence, but there she was staring at him again.




  ‘I’ll see you back here then, shall I?’ she said, almost shyly. ‘Later on.’




  ‘Can’t do that,’ he said, improvising rapidly. ‘This ain’t my place you see. Borrowed it off a mate. Tell you what,’ he went on, blinking furiously,

  ‘meet me at six. Liverpool Street. Under the clock. Know it?’




  ‘Course I know it.’




  ‘Right then. Six o’clock.’ Come six o’clock he’d be with the Bloke, getting his twenty quid. And he wouldn’t be coming back here. No sir. Looking at his watch

  he saw it was nearly 7 a.m.. The sun burned suddenly against the curtain-less window and he held up his hand to shield his face. Get the key to the Thompson, whip out the box of tricks and there

  you were. No trouble.




  ‘Seven o’clock,’ he said decisively. ‘Can’t hang around here drinking f––––g tea. You getting the bus down to your friend in

  Kensington?’




  ‘S’pose I might.’




  ‘You’ll be needing your fare then.’




  He saw by the look on her face that she’d counted on him giving her more than the bus fare. Half a quid maybe. Well, she could whistle for that. He could feel the frayed patches on his

  suit rubbing against his elbows. Christ! What if they found him out? ‘So long,’ he said, as they stood together on the steps of the house.




  ‘So long.’




  If he had looked back, he would have seen her walk off not in the direction of the bus stop but away east towards Barnsbury. Only he didn’t look back. Instead he plunged south, past the

  lines of stationary cars and the cafe with its teas and two slices. F––––g teas and two slices, he told himself as he went by. He’d have a steak tonight, after this

  caper was over. He hurried on, thinking of the office in Finsbury Pavement, the twenty quid the Bloke was going to give him that night, and the man whose identity he was about to make his own.
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  RED HAIR, BLACK SWEATER




  

    

      

        

          Sound Advice for the Salesman: I. Initiative




          Remember! The salesman’s task is to sell himself as well as the product in his demonstration bag. When you have ‘made a sale’ to a satisfied

          customer, you may congratulate yourself that this individual has responded to your personality. Even the finest products cannot sell themselves! No, they need your enthusiasm, your

          recommendation, your reassurance. So use your initiative! Look closely at the situations in which you find yourself and make them work to your advantage. If the customer has a particular

          susceptibility, play on it! If the customer expresses a particular preference, try to match his request. And remember, the customer who refuses your product is also refusing you!




          Abraxas Salesman’s Handbook


        


      


    


  




  Fact is, Susie and me getting together was the queerest thing. It was all because of the Cep.




  That was what we used to call the demonstrations, seeing that ‘Customer Exposition Programme’ was a bit of a mouthful. Only someone who reckoned on making supervisor said that.

  Everyone else made do with ‘Cep’.




  It happened this way. By that stage of the summer I was pretty much on my uppers. I’d sold a couple of stories, but one of the magazines had stopped paying and the other wrote to say that

  they couldn’t fit it in until Christmas. It was the slump, everyone said. Plus I’d had a run-in with Mrs Fanshawe, the landlady at my digs. There was money owing, too, at the laundry

  and half-a-dozen other places. Anyhow, I got talking to this chap I met at the Labour round the back of Shaftesbury Avenue and he said there was a firm in Holborn looking for door-to-doors.

  ‘Commission job is it?’ I asked – I’d done door-to-doors before and got used to the tricks – but he said no, there was a basic of two quid a week. That bucked me up,

  because two quid went a long way, even at Mrs Fanshawe’s, and I was halfway to Holborn before I remembered that I hadn’t asked him what it was that I’d be selling.




  Turned out the firm had an office in Doughty Street – the last place you’d expect to find a door-to-door merchant – and pretty soon I was parked in one of those rooms that are

  full of tubular chairs and gunmetal filing cabinets, being interviewed by a red-nosed character named Roper, who clearly drank like a fish and had pretty obviously seen better days. ‘Got any

  experience of this kind of work?’ he asked, and I said yes, as it happened, I’d sold vacuum cleaners down on the south coast, Bognor way. ‘Well then,’ he said, ‘you

  shouldn’t have any trouble with this’, and he reached into a cupboard next to the desk and pulled out what looked like a double-sized milk bottle filled with some sort of pinkish

  liquid. ‘Carpet cleaning lotion,’ he said. ‘You spread it over the floor, wait a minute or two for it to dry and then clear it off with a brush and pan. You’d be surprised

  what comes up.’




  There were some old pieces of carpet on a side table and he told me to have a go, so I shook the bottle in what I hoped was a professional-looking manner – it was thick, runny stuff, like

  a milkshake – decanted it over the carpet and then brushed away like billy-oh. It seemed to do the trick, so Roper said he’d give me a fortnight’s trial: twenty-five bob a week

  basic – the chap at the Labour had been talking through his hat – and a thirty-three per cent commission. The stuff was seven-and-six a bottle, which worked out at half-a-crown a time.

  There was even a sub – five bob – to pay for bus fares to my beat, which was up Kensal Green way somewhere.




  ‘We never got subs down in Bognor,’ I said.




  ‘Salesman’s graveyard, that is,’ Roper told me. I couldn’t tell if his hand was shaking or not.




  So what with the job, and the five bob in hand, and the hot weather keeping up, I was in a pretty forgiving mood as I sailed up the Harrow Road on a bus with half-a-dozen bottles of the lotion

  clinking in the big canvas carry-bag Roper had given me. On the way I read the salesman’s handbook he’d shown me, which was all about calling the customer ‘madam’ and wiping

  your feet on the mat, along with some scientific stuff about what went into the lotion and what to do if it got on your skin by mistake. It was gone twelve by the time I arrived at Kensal Green and

  half of me was voting for a quick one and a cheese sandwich out of the five bob, but I’d been on the door-to-door before and I knew that the lunch hour is a good time for finding people

  in.




  And that’s when the trouble started. I tried a dozen doors before one would even open, and another dozen before I could so much as get the lotion out of the case. One old lady did invite

  me into her parlour, but it turned out that this was because she wanted to tell someone about her Sealyham dying. Another one got the idea that I was a Jehovah’s Witness and started telling

  me about her aunt who was communicating with her from the Other Side, where she was the high priestess of a tribe of natives in the Amazonian rainforest. Finally I lugged the case up the path of

  what looked like a boarding house – there were six or seven bells on the door, and someone had left that morning’s Mirror on the mat – and pressed the bottom bell, thinking

  that if this one didn’t work I really would go and have a quick one and a cheese sandwich in the pub I could see across the way.




  ‘Yes?’




  She must have been in her mid twenties, red-haired and wearing a black jumper that was a size too small – several sizes if you asked me. A real looker, in other words, and not what you

  usually found in Kensal Green on a Tuesday lunchtime.




  ‘Good afternoon, madam. Wonderful late-summer weather we’re having.’




  ‘Yes, I suppose we are rather.’ Then she clammed up, leaving me desperately trying to remember what the book said you should do next.




  ‘Did you know, madam, that over the course of a year the average domestic carpet accumulates more than 3lbs of dirt?’




  ‘Gracious! That sounds a lot.’




  ‘Dirt that has a uniquely detrimental effect on the carpet’s fibres. In fact, scientific studies have shown that nearly half of all carpets are affected by a mould-carrying fungus

  caused by dirt.’




  I had her full attention now and time to appreciate that the red hair and the tight jumper weren’t a false card: she really was a looker and no mistake.




  ‘Is that what you’re selling? Carpets, I mean.’




  ‘No, madam. I represent the Abraxas Carpet Cleaning Company. Abraxas’, I extemporized cheerfully, ‘was the Greek god of cleanliness and hygiene. Our products are guaranteed to

  eliminate dirt in a fraction of the time demanded by conventional cleaning methods.’




  ‘You’d better come in,’ she said.




  The scheme, as set down by old Roper, or whoever had written the handbook, was that you gave them a trial out of the demonstration flask, the theory being that they’d be so impressed you

  could then sell them a full bottle on the spot. As she led me through a shadowy hallway in the direction of what looked like the parlour I thought a bit more science wouldn’t go amiss, so I

  said: ‘In addition to which they contain both physostocine and araldite, which chemists acknowledge offer the best means of maintaining carpet fibre in its optimal state.’




  Oddly enough, the parlour was like the old lady’s, which is to say that there were two or three photographs from the last century lying on top of a mahogany sideboard, a framed certificate

  stating that John Smith had been elected Primo Buffo in the Royal Antediluvian Order of Buffaloes and a view of a melancholy garden fenced off from the rest of civilization by three towering brick

  walls. Anyway, I’d got out the demonstration flask and was shaking it about – you weren’t supposed to use more than a couple of capfuls but I figured I ought to make a good

  impression – when she said:




  ‘Is this your regular job?’




  ‘No,’ I said, shaking away and giving the carpet a poke with a kind of wire toothbrush Roper had issued me with.




  ‘What do you really do then?’




  ‘I’m a writer,’ I said proudly. In my experience you have to be careful telling women you’re a writer, but this one seemed to like it because she instantly asked:




  ‘Who do you write for?’




  ‘Last month I had a story in the New English Review.’




  It was the truth, as well.




  ‘And what name do you write under?’




  ‘James Ross,’ I replied.




  And lo and behold if she didn’t shoot off out of the parlour with the contents of the tight jumper going everywhere, leaving me to grub up more of the dirt from the carpet. A precious lot

  there was of it, too. When she came back there was a copy of the New English Review under her arm and her face had gone crimson.




  ‘You’re James Ross,’ she said.




  ‘I told you I was.’




  ‘You wrote the story about the dying prostitute.’




  It was too good a chance to miss, so I put the demonstration bottle back in the bag and said: ‘If you like writers you ought to come to the Wheatsheaf in Rathbone Place on a Thursday

  night.’




  ‘Thank you,’ she said, looking like the girl in the toothpaste advert. ‘I’d like that.’




  Something struck me and I asked: ‘What about the lotion?’




  ‘Oh, it’s not my house I’m afraid. You’d have to speak to Mrs Farrell. She’s out this afternoon, visiting her sister in Leyton.’




  ‘Never mind,’ I said. ‘Thursday night at the Wheatsheaf. About eight.’




  I was so bucked, what with the date and the New English Review, that I was halfway down the street before I realized that I didn’t even know her name.




  After that I calmed down a bit, had a sandwich in a Lite-A-Bite bar near Kensal Green tube and got down to some serious selling. The trick, I found – it had been the same

  with the vacuum cleaners – was to cough a bit and tap your chest while you did the Cep. Then, if anyone looked sympathetic, you murmured something about mustard gas. Luckily I was just old

  enough to make it look as though I’d fought in the war rather than steaming open envelopes in a hut on the downs at Southern Command. Anyhow, by four-thirty I’d sold three bottles of

  the stuff and I figured that was enough to be going on with. Besides, the smell, once you’d done five or six Ceps, was something fearful.




  By the time I got back to Holborn, Roper had disappeared. Instead there was a long, lugubrious article called Hastings, who smoked Gold Flake so ravenously that he lit the next one off the stub

  of the one before. He was leery of me at first, but brightened up no end when he heard I’d made a sale.




  ‘Twenty-two and six,’ he said. ‘Not bad for a first afternoon. Want me to take off the sub now?’




  I said no, I’d wait till the end of the week and see how I went, so he took a cash-box off the shelf and palmed me three half-crowns.




  ‘Have a fag?’




  ‘Don’t mind if I do.’




  They were Woodbines, of course, out of another packet he had in his desk drawer, but I didn’t care: I’d been in the game long enough to know that a fag’s a fag. Anyhow, he was

  friendly enough and took me down to a kind of canteen they had in the basement, where some of the other salesmen sat swilling tea out of chipped china mugs and eating stale rock-buns. There were

  about five of them, all on the wrong side of forty, with wives and kids hanging round their necks fit to drown them, but curiously one was a chap I knew from the vacuum cleaner lark. Ernie

  Callender, he was called, and he was famous for giving the eye to the supervisor’s wife.




  ‘So,’ he said, when he’d fixed me up with a cup of tea and another cig, ‘still on the selling game, I see. What beat did they give you?’




  ‘Kensal Green.’




  Callender whistled through the gaps in his teeth. He was one of those tall, thin characters who look as though they ought to be playing the gravedigger in Hamlet. ‘Regular

  undertaker’s parlour that is, boy. You ought to be down in Notting Hill with me. Eight, ten bottles a morning I’m saying goodbye to there. Look, that Hastings is a decent bloke. Let me

  see if I can fix it.’




  ‘Thanks very much,’ I said.




  He went off for a bit after that, leaving me in the basement with a couple of poor old dug-outs who talked about their livers and their wives’ mothers, and I thought about Susie, although

  I didn’t yet know her name, and wondered if my luck mightn’t be changing at last. What I should have remembered was that Callender, as well as carrying on with the supervisors’

  wives, had always been a great one for a fiddle. But you see, I’ve always been the trusting sort and I swear the thought never occurred to me.




  When I got back to my digs there was a letter from my old lady propped up against the door, so I took it inside and read it lying on the bed while the kettle boiled. The old

  lady didn’t write often, and when she did it was the same thing: the wretched Cairn terriers that fouled up the house, the people she played bridge with and the state of the drains. This time

  was no exception. Apparently, one of the dogs had died after overeating and one of the bridge partners had distinguished herself by revoking three times in the space of half-an-hour. I had some

  Basildon Bond notepaper that Netta had given to me when we were still speaking to each other, and after a bit I hauled it down from the shelf, unscrewed the top of the gold-nibbed fountain pen I

  used to write with, and wrote:




  

    

      Darling Mums,




      It was very good to hear from you: I was wondering how you were getting on. Life here is very quiet. I have given up the insurance job as I found that it was not suited to my tastes and

      capabilities. Also the people were not quite. Happily an opening has presented itself in the marine underwriting business, which I intend enthusiastically to pursue. I have been to several

      exhibitions and taken in one or two shows. The last Cochran was particularly good – perhaps you will have read about it in the Morning Post? I hope to write again soon with news of

      my engagement. She is called Hermione Kyslant – the shipping people, as you doubtless know.




      Best love,




      James




      P.S. Work is exceedingly busy, but I hope to motor down and visit you soon.


    


  




  I always wrote to the old lady like this, not because it was true but because it was the kind of thing she liked to hear. As for motoring down and visiting her soon, well I didn’t have a

  car and I hadn’t set eyes on her in two years.




  After I’d nipped out to catch the last post and turned over five bob out of the seven-and-six to Mrs Fanshawe, who was cooking a haddock down in her basement, I lay on the bed again with

  my hands round the back of my neck and read an old copy of Police News that I found pressed between the mattress and the wall, but it was a year old and most of the murders had been solved.

  Then I thought about Susie and whether or not she’d mind being brought back here, and what she’d look like minus the jumper. That was the kind of thing I used to think about in those

  days, along with God, and whether or not he existed, and if he did whether he liked me, which I always thought improbable.
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  FINSBURY PAVEMENT




  

    

      

        

          The wayfarer wending his path southward to the City’s dark, enraptured heart will chance upon many a locale that not the most barnacled advocate of the

          pleasures of ‘Old London’ could consider picturesque. We have lingered long in Clerkenwell. We have taken our pleasures in Hoxton. We have heard good reports even of Somers

          Town. But Finsbury Pavement, alas, holds scant attraction for a traveller in metropolitan romance, being noisy, modern, polyglot, furious and clerical . . .




          H.V. Morton, City Haunts and Homes (1931)


        


      


    


  




  On the far side of Finsbury Pavement, jammed between a row of shops and the City Gas and Coke Company, there were a pair of houses that some enterprising landlord had divided

  up into offices. Seeing that one of the polished brass plates said Gant & Rosenthal: Furriers, he crossed over the road and went and smoked a cigarette under an awning. Only 8.30 a.m.:

  plenty of time to take a look-see. That was the idea. The girl, who had vanished completely from his consciousness during the last ninety minutes, had now wandered back into it and, as he lounged

  under the awning with the smoke rising in a little cloud over his head, he considered her points. Now he came to think about it, he hadn’t had a bad time. For a moment he saw her legs again,

  moving under his in the bed. Perhaps he ought to go and meet her under the clock at Liverpool Street at six. But that would mean missing the Bloke and risking the twenty quid. Women!




  The first group of office workers was streaming down the pavement, disgorged from buses or come from the tube at Moorgate, and he stared at them keenly, trying to work out which among them might

  be employed by Gant & Rosenthal, the furriers. That meant skins, didn’t it, fur coats and such? Perhaps, if the going got good, he’d help himself to a fur coat. A borassic’d

  do anything for a fur coat. A tall girl in a cloche hat turned into the doorway of the building where the Gant & Rosenthal plate hung and he hoped that she worked there. After all, he’d

  need something to look at while he was biding his time, wouldn’t he? In this way another five minutes passed. A wind blew up across the pavement and sent the old newspapers and the bits of

  rubbish at his feet into a little whirling tornado. He looked at it sombrely. There were clouds coming in from the north: if he stayed here much longer he’d catch it. To his surprise he found

  his courage had deserted him. Easy as pie the Bloke had said. Chap who did the hiring’s gone on holiday. Bloke he gave the job to’s been warned off. So you’re him. Easy

  as pie. But what if it wasn’t? What if the chap who did the hiring had decided not to go on holiday after all? It was two minutes to nine now. Anyway, if it came to it he could just say

  there was some mistake, or even leg it. He’d done that before. Throwing down the cigarette stub, he crossed back over the road to the doorway.




  Gant & Rosenthal were on the first floor. You could smell the fur halfway up the stairs. A kind of heavy, musty scent, like those old Bradys on the tubes. On the landing he met a fat,

  balding man in a serge suit who was flipping through a pile of letters with plump fingers like saveloy sausages.




  ‘Help you son?’




  Not a gent, then. That was a relief. He had a feeling that a gent might see through him. A whole lot less chance of pulling the old amarakadiver with a gent. There were names crowding into his

  head. The bloke who was supposed to have hired him; the bloke who was the other bloke’s boss.




  ‘You Mr Rosenthal?’ he asked, with an effort.




  ‘That’s right.’




  ‘Well I’m glad of that,’ he said. ‘Only Mr Berkmann told me to ask for you.’ Now he was spinning the spiel, it didn’t sound so bad. ‘On account of

  I’m supposed to be working here. You see my name’s’ – he thought he was going to falter, but didn’t – ‘Stanley Dunn.’




  The fat man was still looking idly at the letters. A shonk too: always tell that from the size of their beaks. Probably had some borassic stashed away in one of those houses up in Golders Green.

  ‘Dunn?’ he said. ‘You’ll be the new clurk, then?’




  ‘That’s right, sir. Mr Berkmann told me to come here at nine o’clock this morning. Said he’d . . .’




  ‘Yuss, yuss, I know all about it.’ Mr Rosenthal was so transparently not a gent that it was comical to see. ‘Mr Berkmann’s gone off on holiday. Fortnight in Herne Bay.

  But that don’t make no difference. You better step in here. Come far this morning?’




  ‘Caledonian Road.’




  ‘That’s funny.’ Mr Rosenthal was pushing his way through a large, glass partition door. Beyond lay a workroom with a couple of stools and a long plasterboard table from which a

  vast pile of furs extended almost to the ceiling. ‘Could’ve sworn your letter said you lived in Walthamstow.’




  Christ! The Bloke hadn’t said anything about living in f––––g Walthamstow. ‘Bin staying at my uncle’s house,’ he said meekly. ‘On account of

  it being his birthday on Sunday and having all the family round.’ The smell of the furs was quite overpowering: enticing but sickly sweet.




  ‘Yuss, yuss,’ Mr Rosenthal muttered. ‘Well, just as long as you get here on time I don’t care if you’re coming from Buckingham Palace in a coach and pair. Now then,

  you sit down there’ – he pointed to a third stool, out of range of the plasterboard table – ‘and I daresay Miss Tozer will come and get you started. I b’lieve

  she’s powdering her nose just at the moment.’




  He went and sat on the stool, crossing one leg over the other so that the bottom of his trousers rode up slightly above the ankle. Christ! He’d only forgotten to put his socks on,

  hadn’t he? Sitting there with his arms folded and the furs banked up on either side of him – the sunlight coming through the window rippled off the glass surface in a myriad of tiny

  sheens – he had a queer sensation of being deep underground, down in some terrible cavern at the earth’s core. Mr Rosenthal had taken off his coat, which he hung on a rickety coat

  stand, and was proceeding into a glass-fronted cubicle at the back of the room. There was a noise of footsteps coming up the stairs. Outside a clock was chiming the hour.




  He was torn out of his reverie by the clock striking again. He listened attentively as the first stroke faded away, but there was nothing more. One o’clock, eh? That made

  four hours he’d been sitting here with his ankles carefully concealed by the folds of his trouser-legs so that no one should see he wasn’t wearing socks. In that time, he calculated,

  he’d left the stool twice – once to visit the lavatory, another time to see Mr Rosenthal in his office. Four hours! It was surprising how much you could find out about a place in that

  time. He knew, for example, that in addition to himself, Gant & Rosenthal had four employees: Mr Rosenthal himself, Miss Tozer, who typed Mr Rosenthal’s letters and made telephone calls

  to transport firms, Mr Berkmann, the office manager, who was on holiday in Herne Bay, and Gregory the office boy. There were also a couple of travelling representatives, but they were not often

  seen on the premises, Miss Tozer had said. The Thompson was in Mr Rosenthal’s office and the key to it – though he couldn’t be absolutely sure of this – was in the drawer of

  his desk. Well he’d have that, wouldn’t he? The question was: how? His mouth gaped a little and he settled himself again on the stool and tried to read some more of Gant &

  Rosenthal’s catalogue, which Mr Rosenthal had told him to get acquainted with sharpish. Chinchilla. Sealskin. Mink. There was a picture of a borassic wearing a fox fur that lay

  invitingly over her shoulders and he winked at it.
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