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      Norman Collins, born in 1907 in Beaconsfield, Buckinghamshire, was always a working writer. While producing early novels such
         as Penang Appointment (1934), The Three Friends (1935) and Trinity Town (1936) he was also deputy chairman of the publishers Gollancz, the left‐wing imprint best known for George Orwell’s The Road to Wigan Pier and the Left Book Club series. By 1941 Collins could no longer tolerate owner Victor Gollancz’s inability to delegate and
         he left for the BBC. He joined at the lower levels as talks assistant but was promoted and by the end of the war was director
         of Overseas Service. From 1945–47, soon after London Belongs to Me was published, Collins was in charge of BBC radio’s Light Programme, during which time he created the first daily radio serial,
         Dick Barton, a private investigator and sometime special agent who appeared in 711 episodes between 1946 and 1951.
      

      
      In November 1947, Collins took over as controller of television. At that time the new medium was still in the shadow of radio
         and there were only 31,000 licences in the country. Yet at the end of his stint three years later there were 656,000. After
         Collins left in October 1950 he helped form a rival group, the Independent Television Authority, which later that decade broke
         the BBC’s monopoly. Collins became deputy chairman of the new independent authority, Associated Television (ATV), and in the
         1960s was a director of the news network ITN.
      

      
      In all, Norman Collins wrote sixteen novels and two plays. The Dictionary of National Biography described him as ‘sociable… on the political committee of the Carlton [rather than the South London Parliament].’
      

      
      Ed Glinert read Classical Hebrew at Manchester University and in 1983 founded the city’s listings magazine, City Life, which he edited until 1989. The following decade he was local government correspondent for Private Eye magazine. He has since written a variety of books, including The London Compendium and East End Chronicles, both for Penguin, as well as editing the Sherlock Holmes stories and the Gilbert & Sullivan libretti for Penguin Classics.
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      Introduction

      
      New readers should be aware that the Introduction makes some details of the plot explicit.
      

      London Belongs to Me is the capital’s great vernacular novel. Populist and proletarian, a generation before Sillitoe and Barstow, it is a work
         born from the living, beating heart of one of the world’s most‐used literary settings. Here is a novel packed with memorable
         period detail, a world of séances, bizarre political societies, smoky Mayfair nightclubs awaiting the next police raid, Nazi
         spies and stifling petty bourgeois gentility.
      

      London Belongs to Me is not a complex novel. It features no struggle with fundamental human truths, no attempt to grapple with vital social or
         political questions. It is simply entertainment, a joyous romp through a slice of London life, unashamedly romantic and unforgettably
         humorous, written as if it had appeared in instalments like a Dickens epic. (Where Our Mutual Friend, written a hundred years earlier, begins with a body being fished out of the river, London Belongs to Me ends in similar fashion.)
      

      Norman Collins does not rank as one of the great literary figures of the period. He is no rival to Graham Greene or Evelyn
         Waugh. It would not be disrespectful to call him a popular novelist, a pulp novelist, concerned more with entertainment than
         enlightenment. Before London Belongs to Me Collins was enjoying growing popularity with titles like Penang Appointment (1934), The Three Friends (1935) and Trinity Town (1936) but London Belongs to Me (1945) was his tour de force and it sold 884,000 copies.
      

      How Collins found time to write so lengthy a book remains a mystery, for while working on London Belongs to Me he was also the BBC’s Director of Overseas Service. He had previously been literary editor of the Daily News, the paper Charles Dickens edited, and deputy chairman of the left‐wing publishers Gollancz around the same time that George Orwell was providing the Covent Garden‐based outfit with Down and Out in Paris and London and The Road to Wigan Pier.
      

      Early in the war, Collins joined the BBC as talks assistant, a role about as lowly and unmemorable as that of Orwell (who
         spent that period broadcasting propaganda from a basement office near Oxford Circus to an audience in the Far East that may
         have reached single figures). Unlike Orwell, Collins soon began to show a flair for corporation life – the endless memos and
         mindless meetings, the stifling censorship, the canteen serving Victory Stew washed down with Victory Coffee; the farce, frustrations
         and fastidiousness that came from working in so formidable an institution. Collins rose through the hierarchy at Broadcasting
         House to take charge of the Light Programme and, from November 1947, television, at a time when radio was considerably more
         important. (Interestingly, there is hardly any mention of the new medium in the novel.)
      

      Collins animates London Belongs to Me with deft deadpan wit, often through the briefest strokes, the action veering between the local and metropolitan, the intimate
         and the public, through a series of barely connected, enticing vignettes. ‘What le Carré did for spies,’ claimed Adrian Maddox
         in Classic Cafes, a glossy 2002 homage to the vanishing world of working‐class, twentieth‐century London, ‘Collins does for shopgirls and
         nightwatchmen, accountants and publicans: real Londoners who sleep the night in London as well as work the day there. Real
         Londoners – some in love – some in debt, some committing murders, some adultery, some looking forward to a pension, some getting
         drunk, some trying to get on in the world.’
      

      That world is the cusp of the Phoney Peace and the Phoney War, for the action begins on 23 December 1938 at exactly 4.30 p.m.,
         as Collins makes clear, although there is no obvious political or social significance to that moment or date. The capital
         will soon crumble in the onslaught of the Blitz, and evil things are happening across Germany where Hitler has annexed the
         Sudetenland, the Nazis have trashed Jewish property on Kristallnacht, and slave labourers are constructing the Neuengamme
         concentration camp near Hamburg. Collins’s depiction of the soon to be ravaged landscape is far removed from George Orwell’s
         brutal version of impending war in the contemporaneous Coming Up for Air. Here there is no stoical resignation to man’s inalterable, impending doom but simply an examination of how a group of mostly working‐class Londoners deal with their everyday existence, the ephemeral and the
         enlarged, the important and the inconsequential, amid the incoming gloom.
      

      The setting for London Belongs to Me is No. 10 Dulcimer Street, Kennington, a lodging house broken up into apartments in what was then a mildly respectable inner
         London suburb, situated on the southeast bank of the river a mile in distance but a universe away in status from the seat
         of British power. Within are a broad range of loveable characters. There is Mr Josser, a ‘small, elderly man with a wisp of
         white hair that stood straight up like egrets’ feathers’. He is a clerk, one of the many thousands of derided but ultimately
         vital tiny cogs that kept the City’s wheels turning in those bureaucracy‐heavy days, a member of that most unromantic and
         menial of white‐collar workers whose very insipidity so inspired the Grossmiths’ The Diary of a Nobody. Or rather he was a clerk, for the book begins with his retirement from the office of Battlebury & Sons, Power Specialists in the City of London,
         and he is now staggering home with his gift for forty‐two years’ service – a clock, inevitably. Free of the burdens of work,
         he is now at a loss. He will miss the mundane and monotonous, the waiting in the rain for a tram, the daily grind, but also
         the reassurance of a warm undemanding workplace. He knows that life will now be easier but, despite a kindly wife, purposeless.
      

      Mr Josser is at the centre of the micro‐London that permeates the novel. Solid, stolid, unambitious, reliable, he is the embodiment
         of the self‐possession and sobriety that Churchill turned to in the lean years of the war. He is not central to the action,
         because he doesn’t appear enough, but he is central to the novel’s raison d’être, which runs from his retirement, or ultimate lack of it, through to his inevitable and long‐expected departure to the countryside,
         where London no longer belongs to him.
      

      Mr Josser’s return home to Kennington from his City workplace provides our introduction to 10 Dulcimer Street, and soon we
         are taking in a panorama of the other residents. Mr Puddy is about to tackle the first of several dreadful meals that dominate
         his existence. Connie, the failed actress and ageing nightclub cloakroom attendant, is sinking into the first of several lakes
         of mawkish tears as she contemplates her miserable, friendless existence. Kind‐hearted but desperate, she lives a small life
         of ersatz glamour through a tedious job in a glamorous setting. Elsewhere in 10 Dulcimer Street the delinquent young Percy Boon
         is absentmindedly stubbing out his cigarette in the butter dish. A simple youth, as fixed on secondhand thrills as Connie,
         in his case the fast cars/fast women American template, Percy soon descends into serious crime, committed as casually and
         unemotionally as in a US gangster film, which contrasts with the pre‐war English gentility that drives so much of the novel.
         Percy Boon’s crime provides London Belongs to Me with its main axis: the build‐up to the deed committed in a godless world of decaying, disappearing morals – a micro version
         of the mass inhuman nihilism emanating from Germany; the aftermath of the crime during which time Boon, still driven by hopelessly
         romantic dreams, appears impregnable; the inevitable arrest and arraignment; all these give London Belongs to Me a focus which Collins can return to at any time to allow his characters more dimensions.
      

      In charge of 10 Dulcimer Street is the snobbish, widowed landlady, Mrs Vizzard, caught between the humiliation of letting
         rooms out to her social inferiors and her love of the rent they bring in. An ice maiden with strains of Miss Havisham, she
         thaws when she falls in love with the mysterious, romantic new tenant, Mr Squales, aka Enrico Qualito, soi‐disant professor of spiritualism. Is he really a brooding Italianate hero who has stepped out of the pages of a Giovanni Verga risorgimento novel, as he would like everyone to believe, or a phoney who would be more at home in a Gilbert and Sullivan operetta? Collins
         places Squales in a series of superb comic scenes, particularly at an all‐Red Indian evening at Finsbury Park where as ‘Mocking
         Bear’ he is asked a series of vital questions by a ‘pale clergyman’, to each of which he returns what turns out to be the
         wrong answer.
      



      ‘Is there going to be war?’…

      ‘Naw.’

      ‘Will Hitler invade Poland?’

      ‘Naw.’…

      ‘Will Hitler die a violent death?’…

      ‘Yuh’…



      When ‘Mocking Bear’ is forced into a corner about the date of Hitler’s impending doom he commits himself to 3 October 1940,
         a prediction that also turns out to be wrong. Pressed by his guests, Squales then descends into hopeless hyperbole. ‘Mocking Bear says
         peace in Pale Face Country… War clouds vanish like summer snow. Papooses play and squaws happy. Braves put away scalping‐knives
         and repair wigwam. Much pipe‐smoking. Bad eagle fly away with arrow in his breast.’
      

      The book’s greatest force, however, is the underused Mr Puddy, a comic creation as cleverly outlined as a P. G. Wodehouse
         creation in a Psmith caper. Mr Puddy has ‘known better days’. He still dresses respectably but is hopelessly drifting from
         one dead‐end job to another, inevitably with less responsibility and a smaller pay packet. He inhabits a one‐dimensional universe
         where his sole concern is the content of his next unappetising meal. No gourmet and with no wish to sup with sophistication,
         Puddy takes a barely believable delight in his junk diet; anything as long as it’s tinned and cheap, which reaches its climax
         when he comes to stocking up in expectation of war. On the back of a postcard he makes his list:
      



            	6 tins condensed milk. 


	8 lbs. sugar.

            	3 packets Quaker Oats. 


	2 marmalade.

            	2 jam.

            	2 Bovril.

            	6 tins Salmon. 


	2 pineapple. 


	2 peaches.

            	3 lbs. rice.

            	1 tongue (Lazenby).





      It would probably last him a week.

      Puddy’s comic worth comes from his appalling adenoidal difficulties. Nasal sounds – the ‘m’ and the ‘n’ – are beyond him and
         instantly converted into plosives, so that ‘cannon fodder’ becomes ‘caddod fodder’ and a more complicated construction like
         ‘Nothing coming in’ is rendered ‘Dothing cubbing id’. When a slapstick scene in his flat results in Squales slipping on one
         of his beloved tins, Puddy is full of incomprehensible remorse and apology that helps create a scene of slapstick genius:
      



      ‘What the hell happened to me?’ he asked.

      Mr Josser glanced at Mr Puddy.

      Mr Puddy coughed.

      ‘You drod on a sabbod,’ he said.

      ‘On a what?’ Mr Squales exclaimed.

      ‘On a sabbod. A Sailor Slice.’…




      Indeed, food, or rather a debased mid‐twentieth‐century and very English version of it, is one of the novel’s many themes.
         The cartoon diet that so many Londoners followed until they were saved by paninis (sic) and chicken tikka masala, a diet dominated by locust beans and cod‐liver oil (with a dollop of Scott’s Emulsion), reoccurs
         with welcome regularity. ‘A cup of tea sweetened with glucose… the worst she’d ever had brought to her’, a ‘“Home‐Made Farm
         House Pork Pie” that should have been labelled “poison”’, bridge rolls and cress for the train, and, before a séance, an admission
         that the medium has not yet arrived followed by the vital query to a hungry punter: ‘Fish‐paste or sandwich‐spread?’
      

      Here one important London Belongs to Me theme slips into another: spiritualism. Fascination for the afterlife was one of the great middle‐class fads of the early
         twentieth century, the pre‐war equivalent of house prices and global warming. Even the most sophisticated and intellectually
         advanced members of society succumbed. For instance Arthur Conan Doyle, towards the end of his life, devoted more time to
         the ‘Other Side’ than he did to Sherlock Holmes. In July 1930, six days after his death, the great author supposedly appeared at his own memorial service in front of 6,000 people at the Royal Albert
         Hall. Many said they saw him – well, a version of him – sent from beyond and sat in the chair provided, but there was no earthly
         proof that the late writer made it.
      

      The dead permeate London Belongs to Me, but not tragically so. The spectres of the late husbands of the rich widows Mr Squales seduces shadow over the smooth philanderer;
         there is the ‘Blonde’ whose unfortunate demise takes Percy Boon out of his trashy world of snide looks and stolen cars; there is the passing of Uncle Henry, to the ultimate benefit of the Jossers; there is even, very briefly,
         a Mrs Puddy who must be looking down aghast at her husband’s refuelling, and there are all the phantoms who steadfastly refuse
         to come to life at the many séances. But let us not forget those who are alive; the extraordinarily memorable minor characters
         with their expertly contrived names: Veesey Blaize, the inconsequential lawyer; Otto Hapfel, the hapless Nazi later reincarnated
         televisually in the form of Herr Flick in the occasionally funny TV sitcom ’Allo ’Allo; Uncle Henry, the manic socialist greengrocer; Doreen, the selfish flatmate; the tarty Blonde as doomed as any Hitchcock
         heroine.
      

      Indeed, any analysis of London Belongs to Me soon leads to screen comparisons, not just because of the all‐star cast that filled Sidney Gilliat’s 1948 film version (too
         much was needlessly changed and there wasn’t enough time to bring out the ambition of the novel despite the presence of Richard
         Attenborough and Alastair Sim), but because of the related Ealing comedies, particularly The Ladykillers, in which Alec Guinness’s ‘Professor’ Marcus is Mr Squales come to life, arriving at Mrs Wilberforce’s door with a menacing
         ‘You have rooms to let’ straight out of Mr Squales’ opening gambit to Mrs Vizzard in London Belongs To Me: ‘You have a room to let?’
      

      Just as film historians now explain that the five gang members in The Ladykillers were meant to represent different strains of the labour movement and different members of Clement Attlee’s 1940s government,
         so No. 10 Dulcimer Street is surely a populist No. 10 Downing Street, its Palace of Westminster the South London Parliament,
         a powerless people’s debating forum with its full panoply of elevated ministers as ineffectual in the face of the impending
         hostilities as the real life House of Commons a mile north‐west was initially, its residents embodying certain strains of
         the British psyche at its most vulnerable and threatened, and certain characteristics of those in positions of power and influence
         at the time. Mrs Vizzard, superficially in charge but hapless in the face of the imminent drama, is prime minister Neville
         Chamberlain; Mr Josser, bumbling, kindly but ineffectual, superannuated, but with a surprising spark, is Sir Samuel Hoare,
         1930s foreign secretary, whom Churchill sent far from London in 1940 at around the same time that the Jossers leave Kennington
         for the countryside; Uncle Henry, treasurer of the South London Parliament, exudes a chilly manner reminiscent of the then
         Chancellor, Sir John Simon; and Mr Squales, the strange outsider who assumes control, often exhibits many Churchillian tendencies.
         (Churchill was the guest of honour at the film premiere at the Leicester Square Theatre in 1948.) And then there are the more
         philosophical comparisons. Mrs Vizzard is the embodiment of unbridled capitalism, replete with all its vices: lust, greed,
         conceit, paranoia; Uncle Henry is the standard bearer of socialism with all its vagaries and inconsistencies, and Percy Boon
         with his lack of moral boundaries and flippant, remorseless, murderous tendencies, fits in perfectly as a metaphor for fascism.
      

      Perhaps Norman Collins should have waited until the end of the war before starting work on London Belongs to Me. He could then have provided us with an even more sprawling work not only covering the entire period of hostilities, but
         covering more of London. Strangely this is a London in which the Tube barely registers – journeys are made mostly on bus and
         tram – in which the characters exhibit only the slightest interest in things that would have occupied most Londoners’ minds
         and time: football, cricket, the greyhounds, the music hall.
      

      Today London Belongs to Me is mostly forgotten, a cult classic, rather than a staple on the must‐read list of well‐thumbed London books, although it
         was introduced to a new generation by retro chic pop group St Etienne with their 1991 track of the same title. London Belongs to Me is a B‐novel, epic but undemanding. It cannot be ranked alongside Of Human Bondage or 1984 as a complex, sophisticated novel of the capital, but it does take its place near the top of a league of London lite: warm,
         rich, metropolitan mini‐masterpieces like Alexander Baron’s King Dido and Gerald Kersh’s Night and the City. London Belongs to Me offers no overriding philosophy or message. There is no slick ending gathering all the loose strands together. It exists
         simply as soap opera, allowing us to watch its many characters move through two years of their lives, from the dismal days
         leading to war through to the blacked‐out dark days of the Blitz. No one really learns how their place in life works. No one
         gains much wisdom or wealth. Except the reader.
      

      Ed Glinert, 2008

   
      
      
      PREFACE

      
      
      
      Getting to Know the Place

      
      

      There may be other cities that are older.1 But not many. And there may be one across the Atlantic that is larger. But not much.
      

      
      In fact, no matter how you look at it, London comes pretty high in the respectable upper order of things. It’s got a past
         as well as a present; and it knows it. And this is odd. Because considering its age it’s had a remarkably quiet history, London.
         Nothing very spectacular. Nothing exceptionally heroic. Not until 1940, that is. Except for the Great Fire and the Black Death
         and the execution of a King not very much has ever happened there. It has just gone on prosperously and independently through
         the centuries – wattle one century, timber the next, then brick, then stone, then brick again, then concrete. Building new
         foundations on old ruins. And sprawling out across the fields when there haven’t been enough ruins to go round.
      

      
      In the result it’s been growing‐up as well as growing. And it must be about mature by now. Even a bit past its prime, perhaps.
         Beginning to go back on itself, as it were. May be. But to see the people, you wouldn’t think so.
      

      
      Every city has its something. Rome has St Peter’s. Peking has its Summer Palace. Moscow has the Kremlin. In Madrid there’s
         the Prado. In New York there’s the Empire State. Constantinople has St Sophia. Cairo has Shepheard’s. Paris has got the Eiffel
         Tower. Sydney has a bridge. Naples is content with its bay. Cape Town has Table Mountain. Benares is famous for its burning
         ghats. Pisa has a Leaning Tower. Toledo has a bull‐ring. Stockholm has a Town Hall. Vancouver has a view. But London… London
        … What is it that London’s got?
      

      
      Well, there’s St Paul’s Cathedral. But St Peter’s could put it into its pocket. There’s Westminster Abbey. But there are Abbeys
         everywhere; they’re dotted all over Europe. There’s the Tower. Admittedly, the dungeons are convincing, but as a castle it’s nothing. Not beside Edinburgh or Caernarvon. Even Tower Hill isn’t really a
         hill: it’s only an incline. Then there are the Houses of Parliament and the Law Courts. But they’re merely so much Victorian
         Gothic – all turrets and arches and railings and things. There’s Buckingham Palace. But that’s too new; it hasn’t toned in
         yet. It’s just been planted there – a big flat‐fronted palace with a made road leading up to it. No, it’s the smaller, older
         palace of St James’s, just round the corner, with its grimy red brick and low windows and little open courtyards that is nearer
         the real thing. Is the real thing in fact. It’s a positively shabby little palace, St James’s. And it’s got London written
         all over it. And St James’s Palace – brick and soot and age – is written all over London.
      

      
      Yes, that’s London. Mile upon mile of little houses, most of them as shabby as St James’s. If you start walking westwards
         in the early morning from somewhere down in Wapping or the Isle of Dogs by evening you will still be on the march, still in
         the midst of shabby little houses – only somewhere over by Hammersmith by then.
      

      
      That’s not to say that there aren’t plenty of fine big houses as well. Take Mayfair. But even Mayfair is distinctly Londonish
         too, when you come to look at it. The mansions are all squeezed up there side by side, and in consequence they are rather
         poky little mansions, most of them; though the sheer marvel of the address – Mayfair W. 1. – excuses any overcrowding. Not
         that Mayfair is all mansions or anything like it. It’s Shepherd’s Market, that hamlet of dark shops and crooked alleyways,
         rather than Bruton Street or Grosvenor Square, that makes Mayfair.
      

      
      And what’s more it’s Covent Garden Market and Smithfield Market and Billingsgate Fish Market and the Caledonian Market and
         Peckham Market rather than Shepherd’s Market – which isn’t a real market anyway – that makes London. They are a part of the
         people, these markets. And London is the people’s city. That is why Petticoat Lane is more London than Park Lane. And that
         is why London is the Mile End Road and the Walworth Road and the Lambeth Road and the Elephant and Castle. Strange, isn’t
         it, how much of the real London still lies south of the river,
         2 just as it did in Shakespeare’s day, and in Chaucer’s day before him? It is as though across the Thames – in London’s Deep
         South – times and manners haven’t changed so much as in the Parliamentary North.
      

      
      
      But London is more than a collection of streets and markets. It’s Wren Churches and A.B.C. tea‐shops. It’s Burlington Arcade
         and the Temple. It’s the Athenæum and the Adelphi Arches. It’s Kennington gasometer and the Zoo. It’s the iron bridge at Charing
         Cross and the statue of Eros at Piccadilly Circus. It’s the Serpentine and Moss Bros. It’s Paddington Recreation Ground, and
         the Nelson Column. It’s Big Ben and the Horse Guards. It’s the National Gallery and Pimm’s. It’s the Victoria Palace and Ludgate
         Hill. It’s the second‐hand shops and the undertakers and the cinemas and the obscure back‐street chapels. It’s the Waif‐and‐Stray
         Societies and the fortune‐tellers and the pub on the corner and the trams. That’s London.
      

      
      And the people. They’re London, too. They’re the same Londoners that they have always been, except that from time to time
         the proportion of refugees has altered a little. At one moment the doubtful‐looking newcomers are the Huguenots. At another
         the Jews and it is the Huguenots who are the Londoners wondering whatever London is coming to. They’re all Londoners – the
         French and the Italians in Soho, the Chinese in Limehouse, the Scotsmen in Muswell Hill and the Irish round the Docks. And
         the only way in which modern Londoners differ from the Londoners who have lived there before them is that all the Londoners
         don’t live in London any more. They simply work there. By 8 p.m. the City is a desert. Round about six o’clock the trouble
         starts: the deserters leave. Everyone begins shoving and pushing to get out of the metropolis into the estates and suburbs
         and garden cities. There they sleep, these demi‐Londoners, in their little Tudor dolls’ houses until next morning when they
         emerge, refreshed ready to play at being real Londoners again.
      

      
      Perhaps it is simply the size of London that makes its inhabitants seem somehow smaller. Dolls’ houses appear to be the right
         dwelling places for these thousands, these tens of thousands, these hundreds of thousands, these half‐urban hordes. Stand
         on the bridge at Liverpool Street Station at a quarter‐to‐nine in the morning and you see the model trains drawing in beneath
         you one after another, and swarms of toy‐passengers emptying themselves on to the platform to go stumping up to the barrier
         – toy‐directors, toy‐clerks, toy‐typists, all jerking along to spend the day in toy‐town, earning paper‐money to keep their
         dolls’ houses going.
      

      
      Of course, there are still plenty of the other kind, too. Real Londoners who sleep the night in London as well as work the
         day there. Real Londoners – some in love, some in debt, some committing murders, some adultery, some trying to get on in the world, some looking
         forward to a pension, some getting drunk, some losing their jobs, some dying, and some holding up the new baby.
      

      
      This book is about a few of them.

      
   

      BOOK ONE

      
      An Old‐Fashioned Christmas

      
      
      
      
      Chapter I

      
      
      
      
      1

      
      
      It was four‐thirty p.m. Four‐thirty on Friday, the 23rd of December, 1938.

      
      They hadn’t done very much work in the office that afternoon because in their various ways they had all been getting ready
         to celebrate. Bethlehem now brooded encouragingly over London. And Mr Battlebury in his enormous greatcoat which looked as
         though it were lined with bearskin at least, had gone off importantly in a taxi at ten minutes to one, and had not got back
         until after three. In the interval he had visited Fortnum’s in Piccadilly where he had bought a large box of crystallised
         fruit not because he, or anyone else in his family, particularly liked crystallised fruit but because it had been there on
         the counter and he was in the mood for buying things. After that he had visited the Goldsmiths’ and Silversmiths’ Company
         in Regent Street where he had bought Mrs Battlebury a pair of small diamond clips to go with the crystallised fruit. And making
         his way through the crowds towards Oxford Circus – it seemed, as it always did on Christmas Eve, that the whole idea of Christmas
         had taken most people entirely by surprise, and they were now shopping frantically in an effort to catch up with it, he had
         gone into Hamleys to buy a drawing‐room conjuring‐set that was to convert Robert Battlebury, Junior, into an astonishingly
         adept but rather boring amateur Maskelyne for a few weeks – after which the magic egg‐cups and disappearing handkerchiefs
         would be put away for ever, and forgotten.
      

      
      Finally, Mr Battlebury had dropped into Scott’s for a dozen six‐andsixpenny oysters and had ordered a bottle of Hock to go
         with them – which is why he arrived back in Creek Lane, E.C.2., carrying his gaily tied‐up parcels, a lot later and a good deal more genial than he generally arrived.
      

      
      Mr Battlebury’s staff had not gone so far afield. The typists had rushed off to the neighbouring Lyonses and Express Dairies
         and Kardomahs and Cosee Cafés (two flights up and mind the old oak beam), and had stuffed themselves with slices of rich dark
         pudding or hot flaky mince pies. The male staff, of course, had made for the pubs. There, under festoons of paper flowers
         and silver bells cut out of cardboard, they had eaten even larger slices of pudding, with a mince pie on the side as well,
         and had washed it all down with sixpenny beer and even, because it was Christmas, eightpenny whiskies‐and‐sodas and glasses
         of ninepenny sherry and sevenpenny port.
      

      
      By the time they got back to their desks they were most of them comfortably mellowed and a little sleepy as well. And even
         then, they didn’t honestly sit down to work off the effects as they would have done if Mr Battlebury hadn’t still been out
         of the office. Someone had been given a bottle of Happy Days, a ready‐mixed, emerald coloured cocktail in a fancy frosted
         bottle. The stuff was unstoppered with much giggling and they all – from young Harold, who stamped the letters, to the elderly
         Miss Unsett, who checked the pro‐formas – had a sip out of their office cups.
      

      
      The girls had most of them already exchanged Christmas cards. There was no obvious reason why they should have done so. They
         had spent the whole of the previous twelve months sharing the same office, and drinking tea together at eleven o’clock every
         morning and 3.30 every afternoon, and giving each other pieces of chocolate and aspirins. But for the past two or three days
         they had been behaving as though they had been parted for years. They had been distributing views of snow‐bound coaches and
         lighted taverns and children tobogganing, and robins and boys bearing holly and old bellmen crying ‘Oyez,’ as though Noel
         and the 18th century were the same thing, and life depended on celebrating both.
      

      
      The printed words inside the cards were as queer as the pictures. They all supposed a state of infatuation and a kind of agonised
         separation. There was a let‐us‐join‐hearts‐even‐if‐we‐can’t‐so‐much‐as‐touch‐hands note about the lot of them. And the less
         they cost, the more emphatic they became. For a penny you got a real heart‐cry, with a quite decent quality envelope thrown
         in. All these cards were now ranged along the tops of the filing‐cabinets and bookcases as tokens of popularity and good‐fellowship.
      

      
      Usually, everyone went off round about this time on Christmas Eve. But to‐night they were all stopping on for the presentation.
         It was due to take place in the Drawing Office at five o’clock. Mr Battlebury had said that he would be there; and that, of
         course, meant that everybody else had to be there as well.
      

      
      In any case, it was going to be quite a big do. The collection had been made during the previous week. They had got together
         four pounds fifteen shillings between the lot of them. And with it they had bought a handsome clock, a mammoth marble affair
         with an eight‐day movement. There was a pendulum that could be seen through a sunken glass peephole, and a striker that set
         up a low pulsating booong at the hours. It was an imposing substantial sort of clock, the kind of thing which looked as though it actually manufactured
         Time.
      

      
      Everything was ready, so at five to five all the girls – except for Miss Unsett who was still busy collating her pro‐formas like a scholar – trooped up to the Drawing Office. There was some pushing on the stairs and more giggling until they came
         to the frosted glass door marked Battlebury & Sons, Power Specialists, Private. Enquire Below and then they all sobered down
         a bit. The Drawing Office was a large bleak room with charts and diagrams on the walls, and it did not encourage conviviality.
         There were no Christmas cards there, not even a new calendar. The green‐shaded lights low down over the tables cast a dim
         aqueous glow as though the meeting were taking place at the bottom of an aquarium. The only concession to the season was a
         spray of rather faded mistletoe hanging from one of the beams. The Drawing Office humorist had put it there. But it was not
         very festive.
      

      
      The draughtsmen were mostly standing about smoking. They were in their shirt‐sleeves as draughtsmen always are – as a race
         of men they do not appear to have a full suit of clothes among the lot of them – and the only sign of jollity was the cigar
         that the chief draughtsman, Mr Bewley, had just lit. It was one of a box of fifty that Mr Battlebury had given to him. Every
         year it was the same. Mr Bewley industriously smoked a cigar a day until the box was used up. And then, sometime in early
         March, he went back to his pipe and felt better.
      

      
      The girls had all managed to find themselves a chair – there was an empty place carefully being kept for Miss Unsett right under the mistletoe – when the door at the end opened and the Counting
         House staff filed in. They were a different breed of heroes from the draughtsmen. It was not only the devil‐may‐care shirt‐sleeves
         that segregated the draughtsmen; there was something of the artist – the untidy collar, the puckered eye, the wisp of hair
         – about them as well. The book‐keepers, on the other hand, were all smooth, precise little men wearing stiff collars and horn‐rimmed
         spectacles and hair that was smoothed down like sleek fur. Unlike the draughtsmen, they didn’t take off their coats when they
         were working and, in consequence, the most of them had very shiny elbows and slightly frayed cuffs. On the whole the draughtsmen
         looked as if they might provide the livelier company.
      

      
      The young gentlemen from the Counting House perched themselves along the edge of the drawing‐tables. And Mr Veritter, the
         Secretary of the Company, a pale white‐haired man with the thin anxious face of a whippet, sat himself down under the mistletoe
         in the place that had been reserved for Miss Unsett. There was further giggling when he did so – a half‐suppressed, delighted
         chuckle, that ran right through the room – and Mr Veritter’s expression of anxiety increased. He had a vague unpleasant feeling
         that the laughter was somehow directed at him, though he couldn’t imagine why, and his eyebrows contracted into a fixed nervous
         frown. He looked as though at any moment he might break out into a shrill frightened yapping.
      

      
      Then Mr Battlebury arrived. Even without his overcoat he was still a big man. He had a broad fleshy face, with heavy dewlaps
         and a long protruding nose that started too high up his forehead. What remained of his hair was crisp and curly and he wore
         it cut short except for a little bunch of the stuff that sprang out over each ear. The dome of his head was entirely bald
         – prematurely bald that is – for Mr Battlebury was only forty‐three. Altogether his skull had a smooth glossy appearance as
         though it were regularly massaged, or even polished. Not that it seemed in the least out of place. Everything about Mr Battlebury
         was rather highly polished.
      

      
      ‘Well, well, well,’ he began, rubbing his hands together. ‘Are we all ready?’

      
      He surveyed the room with a gratifyingly pleased beam through his horn‐rimmed spectacles and then stopped himself abruptly.

      
      
      ‘But where’s Josser?’ he asked.

      
      There was just a trace of irritation in his voice as he put the question. Mr Battlebury, it was apparent, did not like to
         be kept waiting even on purely social occasions.
      

      
      He was not kept waiting for long, however. The door from the Counting House reopened and four large ledgers with a pair of
         striped trousers underneath them came into sight. The ledgers hesitated for a moment and then steered a swaying and erratic
         course toward the big steel safe on the opposite side of the room.
      

      
      A voice from behind the ledgers said: ‘Just coming, sir.’ Everybody gave a little titter. Then, as the walking ledgers passed
         the centre of the room, the owner of the voice came into sight. He was a small, elderly man with a wisp of white hair that
         stood straight up like egrets’ feathers. Under his black business coat, a blue knitted cardigan showed like an azure body‐band
         along the back and seemed to divide him into two portions. When he finally reached the safe he tilted forward, swung the steel
         doors together, locked them and took the bunch of keys over to Mr Veritter. There was something oddly mechanical about the
         whole operation. It was like that of an actor who has rehearsed a small part so thoroughly that he has forgotten what it is
         all about. It was obvious that Mr Josser could have carried it all through blindfolded.
      

      
      As soon as he had handed over the keys he began dusting his hands one against the other and addressed himself again to Mr
         Battlebury.
      

      
      ‘Sorry to keep you waiting, sir,’ he said.

      
      Two of the young ladies exchanged glances. They were Miss Heyland who hammered away for nearly eight hours a day at the invoicing
         machine and Miss Woodman who was Mr Veritter’s secretary.
      

      
      ‘Isn’t that just like old Josser?’ Miss Heyland observed. ‘Still working.’

      
      ‘He is rather a pet,’ Miss Woodman admitted.
      

      
      ‘Won’t he miss it – after all this time,’ Miss Heyland remarked sentimentally.

      
      ‘Oh I don’t know,’ replied Miss Woodman. ‘Would you?’ Meanwhile, Mr Battlebury was smiling again, now that he discovered that
         he wasn’t to be kept waiting after all.
      

      
      ‘Ah Josser,’ he said. ‘Nothing like clearing up, is there?’

      
      
      ‘No, sir,’ Mr Josser replied dutifully.

      
      ‘Well,’ said Mr Battlebury. ‘We mustn’t take up too much time because everybody wants to be off home. I’m sure that I do,
         and I’m sure Mr Josser does. But I felt – we all felt – that we couldn’t let our old friend go without making some little
         presentation to him. That’s why we’re all here now.’
      

      
      Mr Battlebury paused and began rubbing his hands together again as though he were looking forward to Mr Josser’s departure
         and saw no point in concealing it.
      

      
      ‘How long is it you’ve been with us, Mr Josser?’ he asked in the easy, deceptive manner of a counsel trying to draw out an
         uncommunicative witness.
      

      
      ‘Forty‐two years, sir,’ Mr Josser answered.

      
      The answer came pat because those forty‐two years had been in his mind a great deal lately. Ever since his last illness Mr
         Josser had found himself steadily re‐living them. It was as though inside his brain someone were turning over the pages of
         an old photographic album with smudgy pictures of himself on every page.
      

      
      But Mr Battlebury had cheerfully taken up the thread of his address again.

      
      ‘Forty‐two,’ he remarked heartily. ‘Just about my age. Might almost be twins, Mr Josser?’

      
      He was smiling so broadly by now that Mr Josser could see that he was meant to smile as well. He did so obediently even though
         he didn’t feel in the least like smiling.
      

      
      ‘So now our old friend is going to have the rest he deserves,’ Mr Battlebury rattled on. ‘No more running for the early tram,
         eh Mr Josser? No more waiting about in the rain for the same old tram to take you home again. I’m bound to say I almost envy
         you.’ Here Mr Battlebury shook his head as though the greater part of his life was spent in the rain waiting about for trams.
         ‘But the rest of us,’ he went on, ‘have got to put in a few more years before we can retire – that’s so, isn’t it Miss Sweeting.’
      

      
      Miss Sweeting was eighteen and had just joined Battlebury’s straight from a Secretarial College. It seemed that the College
         had taught her everything about Pitman’s Shorthand and touch typewriting, but nothing at all about large hearty men like Mr
         Battlebury. She was a pretty fair‐haired girl and she blushed.
      

      
      
      ‘Definitely,’ she said, and tried to look older than she was.

      
      ‘And now the time has come to make our little presentation to Mr Josser,’ Mr Battlebury continued.

      
      He paused and Mr Josser shifted in his chair in embarrassment.

      
      ‘Thank you sir,’ he said awkwardly.

      
      ‘No, no,’ Mr Battlebury caught him up. ‘You don’t have to thank me. They only asked me to speak because I’ve known you longest.’

      
      Mr Battlebury turned abruptly towards the man on his right.

      
      ‘Got it there, Veritter?’ he demanded.

      
      ‘Here it is, sir,’ Mr Veritter answered, rising hurriedly.

      
      He went over to a table at the back of the room, and picked up the big marble clock tenderly, as though it were a large stony
         baby. Then he placed it openly on the drawing cabinet beside Mr Battlebury and stood back. Up to that moment he had been trying
         to keep the whole thing out of sight so that he could produce it as a surprise even though Mr Josser had been asked what he
         wanted and nearly everyone else had helped to choose it.
      

      
      ‘Well,’ said Mr Battlebury in a rising crescendo of heartiness, ‘this is the very handsome time‐piece for which your friends
         have subscribed. And every time you look at it you can just sit back and remember that the rest of your time’s your own.’
      

      
      ‘The rest of my time’s my own,’ Mr Josser found himself repeating silently.

      
      He had got up and come forward. Now that he was standing up beside the majestic form of Mr Battlebury everyone could see how
         small he was. How small and how shabby. Viewed from the front the effect of the blue woollen cardigan that Mrs Josser had
         knitted him was even more striking. It buttoned up almost to the throat and made Mr Josser look as though he’d dressed hurriedly
         and not put on anything underneath. The cuffs of the cardigan which were too long anyhow, had been rolled up and hung down
         outside the sleeves of the black jacket.
      

      
      But it was his face at which everyone was looking. Behind the pincenez glasses which lay aslant upon his nose – one of the
         springs was broken: it had been broken for years, seven or eight years at least, and Mr Josser had never had it mended – large
         tears were forming. At last, one of them detached itself and slithered down his cheek on to the ragged grey moustache.
      

      
      
      Mr Josser took out his handkerchief and mopped about with it.

      
      ‘Oh look,’ said Miss Woodman. ‘He’s crying.’

      
      ‘Sshh!’ Miss Heyland replied sharply. ‘He’ll hear you.’

      
      But Mr Battlebury had picked up the clock by now. Formally and with a little bow, he gave it to Mr Josser. It looked even
         bigger in Mr Josser’s arms than it had done in Mr Battlebury’s. Mr Josser sagged right down under the weight of it.
      

      
      ‘And now,’ said Mr Battlebury, feeling in his pocket, ‘here is my own little contribution. I told you that I didn’t have anything
         to do with the clock, that is entirely from the – er – staff.’
      

      
      He produced a flat white envelope as he spoke, and Mr Josser mechanically caught hold of it.

      
      Then Mr Battlebury held out his hand for a cordial last handshake. But Mr Josser could do nothing about it. The clock had
         just slipped alarmingly and he now had both arms gripped frantically round it. He seemed to be wrestling with himself. The
         envelope that Mr Battlebury had given him was crushed and crumpled in his right hand. The other hand was clutching the clock.
      

      
      And this was a pity: because in all those years of their association this was the first time that Mr Battlebury had ever tried
         to shake hands with Mr Josser.
      

      
      It was very quiet now in the counting‐house and only one of the lights was still on. The girls had left first, going off down
         the staircase in twos and threes, all chattering like a company of sparrows, and carrying their mysterious Christmas packages.
         The men had been rather slower about leaving. They had stood about first in groups, filling their pipes, and savouring the
         pleasant sensation of not actually doing anything. Then with a lot of cheery talk along familiar lines – ‘Have a good time,
         old man,’ ‘Don’t eat too much,’ and ‘Be good,’ and ‘Keep sober’ – they, too, had gone. Mr Josser was left standing there.
      

      
      He had shaken hands with all of them, one after another, until he was sick of shaking hands. He never wanted to see another
         hand again. And he had said ‘Happy Christmas’ thirty‐two times in all. But it was of neither of these that he was thinking
         now. He was thinking of the speech that he had just made. Ever since he had known that there was going to be a presentation
         he had been practising the little address – the few words – that he was going to give them. Among so many young people he suddenly felt like the ancient of the tribe, Old
         Wise Owl, and there was all manner of deep advice that he wanted to give them.
      

      
      And what had actually happened? He had simply stood there facing the lot of them – even mere children like Miss Sweeting –
         and had remained silent, absolutely silent, for what must have been about thirty seconds. Then, in a thick unnatural voice
         that didn’t sound in the least like his own, he had said all in one gulp, ‘Thankyouallverymuch,’ and had sat down again. Just
         that. No more.
      

      
      The door behind him opened suddenly and Mr Veritter stood there. He had got nearly as far as Cannon Street before he had discovered
         that he had left his reading glasses behind him in his desk. He started when he saw Mr Josser.
      

      
      ‘Hullo, Josser,’ he said. ‘You still here?’

      
      Mr Josser dropped his eyes to avoid Mr Veritter’s.

      
      ‘Yes, I’m still here, sir,’ he answered lamely.

      
      ‘Have all the others gone?’

      
      ‘Yes sir, they’ve all gone.’

      
      Mr Veritter stood regarding him for a moment and then went through into his inner office. His glasses were there exactly where
         he had left them. Mr Veritter shut up his desk once more and came back again into the Counting House.
      

      
      Mr Josser had not moved and Mr Veritter became apprehensive for a moment – but not too apprehensive as he still meant to have
         a slap at catching the 5.45.
      

      
      ‘Feeling all right, aren’t you, Josser?’ he asked. ‘Chest’s not troubling you again?’

      
      Mr Josser drew himself up with a jerk.

      
      ‘I’m perfectly well, thank you sir,’ he replied. And, after a long pause, he added, ‘Perfectly well’ as though to settle the
         matter.
      

      
      Mr Veritter took one last glance at him and one glance at his watch.

      
      ‘Well, good‐bye Josser,’ Mr Veritter said hurriedly. ‘Happy Christmas. Come back and see us sometime.’

      
      ‘Thank you sir,’ Mr Josser answered. ‘Same to you; sir. I will.’

      
      Then, when Mr Veritter had left him, he went on standing there as before.

      
      
      It was the sound of St Mary‐Under‐Cannon3 striking the half‐hour that roused him. He went over to the hat stand and took down his alpaca office coat. It rolled into
         quite a small parcel, and he wrapped it up carefully in a copy of the Star that someone had left in the waste paper basket. Then he pulled open his drawer – the inside of the drawer that was the nearest
         that he had ever come to privacy in Battlebury and Son – and removed the things that belonged to him. There was a packet of
         pipe cleaners, several empty tobacco tins, a collar stud, the end of a pair of braces and a box of iodised pastilles. He threw
         the tobacco tins and the brace‐ends into the waste paper basket, and shovelled the rest into his pocket.
      

      
      Finally, with a feeling almost like relief, now that the moment had actually come, he put on his raincoat, wound the knitted
         muffler round his neck – it was blue, like the cardigan: off the same skein in fact – clapped his hat on his head, gathered
         up the clock that was now back in the wrapping in which the makers had supplied it, took up his umbrella from the corner,
         turned off the light – with difficulty, because his hands were full – and closed the door behind him.
      

      
      Mr Josser and the fullness of life had parted company.

      
      
      
      
      2

      
      
      It was about twenty‐past five when Mr Josser emerged into the icy coldness of Creek Lane and about twenty‐past seven when
         he came away from it.
      

      
      At first he had intended to go straight home. But when he saw the glowing windows of The Bunch of Grapes and heard the sound
         of voices inside, he realised with a sudden pang that unless he went in there now, he might never go there again. True, the
         others, like Mr Veritter, had all asked him to come back and look them up. But he knew in his heart that they didn’t mean
         it. If he came back now he’d simply be an interruption. And by to‐morrow the Grapes, so far as he was concerned, would be
         just something in the past.
      

      
      So he went inside for the last time – edging his way carefully so as not to upset the clock – to have a farewell mild‐and‐bitter.
         Only it didn’t work out that way. The saloon was crowded with old friends and familiar faces. Everyone had been celebrating a little already, and they seemed eager to include him in their celebration.
         They might have been waiting for him almost. Even the barmaid was pleased to see him. And, in the end, he had five half‐pints
         – not because he wanted them – but simply because he got invited in as fifth man in a group of four and had to observe the
         convention of the thing.
      

      
      When he finally managed to break away – Heaven itself, it seemed, could not have been more full of loved and dear ones than
         that bar – he found the swing doors more troublesome than ever. He was afraid of pushing with the marble corner of the clock
         for fear of breaking the glass. His umbrella was in the way. And his other parcel, his rolled‐up office coat, was of no use
         as a pusher: it simply folded back upon itself, like a sponge. In the end, he went out backwards, disappearing into the night
         with alarming suddenness over the edge of the hearthstoned step.
      

      
      He recovered himself on the pavement and began the walk towards New Bridge Street. The doors of the offices were now all closed,
         and no lights were showing. The black brick precipices, where the firms huddled together by day like cave dwellers were empty,
         and their piled‐up populations had departed. Julius F. Greenbaum (Stock and Share Brokers), F. Macreagh (Stirling) Oil Fuel
         Engineers, Wigginson, Wigginson & Cheap, Solicitors and Commissioners for Oaths had all gone away already, leaving the City
         to its cats and caretakers.
      

      
      Every moment the clock seemed to grow heavier. It had been all right in The Bunch of Grapes. He had been able to rest it on
         a windowsill alongside a lot of palms in bright brass pots. But now that he had to bear the whole weight of it himself, it
         seemed more massive and marble than ever. And the office coat didn’t help. On going out through the swing door, he had caught
         the string on the knob of the handle and the knot had been loosened. As though encouraged by this fleeting grip, the office
         coat was now feverishly struggling to undo itself. One despairing arm had succeeded in forcing its way out of the end of the
         parcel, and it waved imploringly at passers‐by.
      

      
      By rights Mr Josser should have had his umbrella up. But that was impossible. Unless he had been given as many hands as a
         Hindu goddess he couldn’t manage everything. There was nothing for it, but to trudge on, swaying slightly under the uneven
         weight of his load while the fine snow, or sleet, or whatever it was, came sifting down out of the dark sky and covered him. Under the street lamps the pavements
         gleamed and glittered.
      

      
      When he reached New Bridge Street he crossed the Embankment to get his tram. And, as he stood there waiting for it, he suddenly
         found himself remembering Mr Battelbury’s words about no more waiting in the rain. He resented them. Why shouldn’t he wait
         about in the rain for trams if he wanted to? Waiting for trams in the rain suddenly seemed entirely delightful and proper.
         It was part of the old order of things that he had wanted it to go on for ever.
      

      
      He got a place on top, right in front on the curved seat above the driver. It had not been easy getting up. The steep half‐spiral
         staircase had beaten him at the first two attempts, and only the conductor’s hand in the small of his back had finally got
         him there. Then the long narrow gangway in the centre had been just as difficult. It seemed to be exclusively fat people who
         were taking a Kennington tram that evening. They bulged. In their heavy overcoats they were as shapeless as rows of walruses
         sitting there. But extremely sensitive walruses. The edge of Mr Josser’s marble clock roused them and broad whiskery faces
         turned menacingly towards him as he passed. When he reached his seat and sank down gratefully, easing the clock carefully
         on to his knees, he could still hear the distant growlings.
      

      
      He had to sit tight because they have a style of their own, trams; especially four‐wheeled ones. Their motion is a mixture
         of all known movements. On apparently straight stretches of level road they turn corners and mount hills. And the number EX
         lurched and vaulted along as though it were dodging things. Past Cleopatra’s Needle and the Sphinxes it went, heeling over
         as though it were at sea with a beam wind blowing, until it came sharp to rest under the shadow of Hungerford Bridge like
         a horse that has been reined in too abruptly. Then the driver gave the tram its head again and it rocked and bounced its way
         up to St Stephen’s Tower until the thing had to be curbed to take the corner that would lead it across Westminster Bridge.
      

      
      It was then that Mr Josser remembered the envelope that Mr Battlebury had given him. He had simply stuffed it away in his
         pocket and done nothing whatever about it. For a moment he thought that perhaps he had lost it, and with his free hand – the
         one that was holding only his office‐coat and his umbrella, that is – he began feverishly trying to get inside his overcoat and into the
         pocket of his jacket. At the third attempt when he was getting really frightened at not finding it, the man next to him complained
         and Mr Josser had to proceed more gently.
      

      
      Even when he had got hold of it – and the thing was apparently sticking straight up simply asking to be removed – he was not
         much better off. He had to put the envelope between his teeth and tear it open with his left hand in little snatches.
      

      
      He was still only picking at it when the conductor called out ‘Oval.’4 That roused him. Stuffing the frayed envelope back into his pocket he began desperately making for the stairs. The tram was
         just starting again when he reached them. And if the top hadn’t emptied considerably he would never have got as far as that.
         As it was, the conductor who had violently helped him up now had to prevent him from plunging with his parcels straight into
         the roadway. He was openly scornful about Mr Josser’s qualities as a passenger.
      

      
      By the time Mr Josser had recovered himself, the tram was on its way again, plunging onwards towards Camberwell and Brixton.
         The only thing that Mr Josser had against trams was that they left you standing right out in the middle of the traffic like
         a sand bin. He started to cross.
      

      
      It was a pleasantly rural spot where he had landed, a kind of woody oasis in the surrounding desert of cement and brick. The
         iron railings of Kennington Park ran beside him and the outline of the Prince Consort’s châlet showed through the trees. But
         it was the other side of the road that he wanted to get to, the side where the shops were. He was going to do a little late
         Christmas shopping.
      

      
      The first shop that he went into was a wine merchants and he bought a bottle of Fine Rich Ruby Connoisseur’s Port. He paid
         four shillings for it and stowed the bottle away in the pocket of his greatcoat. Then he went next door into a tobacconist’s
         and bought two eightpenny cigars – Pride of Perth (Havana) they were called. They were good robust‐looking cigars with scarlet‐and‐gilt
         bands round them, and they looked as though they could stand a lot of handling. Finally he went to a small shop a little further
         up the road and bought a box of floral crackers. His small grand‐daughter was coming to spend Christmas with them and he foresaw the afternoon passing off more agreeably if she had plenty to play with – gilt whistles to blow, and tooters,
         and little glass cats that could hang on a watch chain, and dice, and toy fire balloons and puzzles. Mrs Josser had already
         bought the child a fairy‐doll, and Mr Josser was really only being indulgent now.
      

      
      If he hadn’t bought the crackers he might not have dropped the clock. But the third parcel, and the big bulge in his pocket
         that the port bottle made, were too much for him. Almost as soon as he got out of the shop the trouble began. The office coat
         started slipping and Mr Josser gripped his arms into his sides like a Guardsman to hold it in place. Then his umbrella, still
         hung over his arm, came obstinately swinging round in between his legs, and tried to trip him up. And then everything happened
         at once.
      

      
      In trying to release the umbrella, the box of crackers got squeezed too tight and began to split open, and in seeking to protect
         the crackers he temporarily loosened his hold on the clock. The clock was far too heavy for anything but the firmest holding.
         For a single frantic moment Mr Josser played with the thing like a juggler. Only not a good one. The trick just went to pieces
         before his eyes. Before he could stop it, the clock hit the pavement with the awful crash of stone on stone, and a long hollow
         booong rolled up into the night.
      

      
      The clock itself was extraordinarily difficult to pick up – difficult that is for a man who is already carrying his office
         coat, an umbrella and a box of crackers. He would never have managed it, in fact, if a passer‐by hadn’t come along and offered
         to help him. With his aid, Mr Josser finally got the clock up – there were queer jangling noises inside it as he moved it
         – and then the stranger piled the box of crackers on top of everything else. Mr Josser was simply a pair of legs walking along
         under a large and awkward load. He was the man with the ledgers again.
      

      
      By the time he reached Dulcimer Street and turned in at the gateway to Number 10 he was sweating. Sweating on a night like
         this. And having reached Number 10 he was not much better off. There he was face to face with his own front door and he couldn’t
         do a thing about it. He was an Englishman locked out of his own castle. His key was on a ring at the end of a long nickel‐silver
         chain. And even if he hadn’t been all loaded up like a camel he would still have had to undress himself to get at it. As it was, he had to proceed very cautiously, first of all setting the clock down on
         the stone balustrade, then balancing the box of crackers on top of the clock and finally crowning the crackers with his office
         coat. What was more, as soon as he had opened the front door he had to gather the whole lot up again, and re‐close the front
         door with his heel. But there was nothing very difficult in that: he had done it that way for years.
      

      
      The door of the sitting‐room in front of him opened and Mrs Josser came out. She put her hand up to the chain hanging from
         the gas chandelier and the hall was filled with a warm yellow light. The light showed Mrs Josser as a small elderly woman
         with steel‐frame glasses and grey straying hair. At first glance, she was extraordinarily like her husband. It was as though
         the two of them had agreed to share everything, including a likeness.
      

      
      ‘Good gracious,’ she said. ‘I thought something had happened to you.’

      
      Mr Josser shook his head.

      
      ‘Just shopping,’ he said. ‘Just been doing a bit of shopping.’

      
      He bent forward and kissed her. It was a perfunctory, husbandly sort of kiss.

      
      ‘You with your chest, hanging about on a night like this,’ Mrs Josser went on.

      
      ‘Sorry I’m late,’ he began.

      
      Then he stopped short and gave a little laugh.

      
      ‘Seems funny that it matters,’ he said. ‘All my time’s my own now.’

      
      He paused because something else had come into his mind. And suddenly he went over to Mrs Josser and kissed her again. He
         kissed her once on the forehead, once on the side of her face, and once full on her lips. It was no longer Mr Frederick Josser,
         retired, who was standing there. It was the ghost of Mr Josser, junior, the courageous young clerk who was getting married on twenty‐five
         shillings a week and his prospects.
      

      
      But Mrs Josser did not realise that. She remained surprised, hungry and a trifle incredulous. Incredulous, but still flattered.
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