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            I enter the room 
 Confident enough 
 For now I tread 
 A straight and narrow way 
 So I sleep soundly 
 A little blue in the face 
 Cut-out shapes 
 In secondhand daylight
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            PROLOGUE

         
   
         ‘To be perfectly honest, we don’t get many of your sort in here.’

         ‘My sort being?’

         ‘Well … people with some kind of education.’

         ‘Plenty of public schoolboys on the PAC, surely?’ I said. ‘Newspapers go on about nothing else.’ There was a still a blank-ish look on his face, so I breezed on: ‘When the gates of Eton College closed behind the Hon. Algy Clutterbuck, few could have predicted that the man they called “The Toast of Pont Street” would soon be pawning his top hat for the price of a night’s lodging.’
         

         ‘That’s as may be,’ the little bloke said, twiddling a pencil furiously between his fingers. ‘Only they don’t tend to come in here.’

         It was one of those dull mornings in early autumn, with the rain clattering against the window like so many tin tacks, and I was sitting in an interview room at the Labour Exchange round the back of Shaftesbury Avenue. Not that you could see the rain, of course – the interview room was one of those daylight-free boxes, painted up in a shade of yellowy brown that reminded me of the Old Lady’s cairn terriers – but the sound of it drummed all the way along the corridor. Quite what I was doing in the interview room I hadn’t yet twigged. They were easy-going at the Shaftesbury Avenue Labour and usually stamped your card like a tallyman presented with a ten-bob note, but on this particular morning one of the chaps had hauled me out of the line, taken me off to his cubby hole, found my name in a box file, offered me a cigarette – they were good cigarettes, too, Sahib Virginia Straight Cut at ninepence the packet – and suggested that we had a little chat. Now, I’ve been suspicious of little chats ever since Sergeant-Major Blatherwaite wanted to know what had become of the Mess Fund Subscription List, but he seemed a decent sort, and in any case it never pays to get on your high horse at the Labour.
         

         ‘Mind if I ask you a few questions, Mr Ross?’ He was a timid little black-haired chap, but with an odd look in his eye, like a Methodist elder up from Abertawe for the day walking past the ladies’ underwear displays in Bourne & Hollingsworth’s window.

         ‘Fire away.’

         ‘All right then. Age last birthday?’

         Well, that wasn’t a proposition from Euclid. ‘Thirty-three,’ I said. ‘Thirty-four this November.’

         ‘Any military experience?’

         ‘Postal clerk at Southern Command headquarters, March to November 1918.’ It had been censoring the Flanders mail, you’ll understand, while Corporal Bannister brewed endless cups of strong tea and stared hopelessly out of the grille-window at passing VADs.

         ‘Married man, are you?’

         Now there’d been one or two close shaves, at least with Netta before that time she’d thrown the ring at me in the theatre queue, but there was no need to let on about any of this.

         ‘Never had the pleasure,’ I said.

         ‘Last permanent address?’

         ‘Actually,’ I said, lifting my voice up a tone or two, ‘I’ve been staying at my mother’s residence in Kent.’ It’s my experience that ‘residence’ is a better word to use than ‘house’, and sure enough the little bloke’s eyes virtually gleamed. You could just see that he thought I’d been at some moated grange, rather than the Old Lady’s bungalow at Tenterden with the cairn terriers moulting all over the drugget and both bars on.
         

         ‘Any recent work experience?’

         The noise of the rain was diminishing now, and the smell of the Sahib Virginia Straight Cut rose invitingly on the air, but the interview room still looked like the kind of place where someone had recently hung himself. Over the past few years I’d ‘pursued a variety of occupations’, as the Old Lady invariably put it in letters to relatives – I’d taught fretwork in a boys’ school, sold carpet-cleaning lotion door-to-door and even officiated as secretary to the president of the Kensington Flat Earth Society – but somehow I knew none of these would cut much ice.
         

         ‘Actually,’ I said, ‘I’m a writer.’

         ‘Oh yes?’ I couldn’t work out if the little chap with the black hair didn’t believe me or was simply disapproving. ‘What sort of thing do you write?’

         ‘Poems. Short stories.’

         ‘Ever get anything published?’

         ‘Just last week,’ I said brightly, ‘I had a piece printed in the Blue Bugloss.’ The Blue Bugloss was super-refined, by the way, and had a list of words you weren’t supposed to use in case the subscribers complained. ‘Bugger’ was one of them, and possibly ‘balls’.
         

         ‘I’m more of a John O’London’s man myself,’ the black-haired chap said. ‘Never could get on with some of that poetry. John Drinkwater, now that’s my kind of poet. But the fact is a chap like you ought to be able to walk into a job, especially if he’s not fussy.’
         

         ‘Well, I’m not fussy,’ I said. It was the truth as well. No one who’s tried selling carpet-cleaning lotion door-to-door in Kensal Green on a wet Friday afternoon could ever be accused of being over-fastidious.

         ‘How about this then?’ he said, flicking a jellygraphed sheet of paper over the desk, where, I couldn’t help noticing, someone had carved the words ‘GRETA GARBO’ with a penknife. There wasn’t much more than a paragraph, saying that Mr Harold Samuelson of Dean Street W1 wanted a reliable, honest and hard-working young man of superior education to assist him in certain commercial undertakings on a part-time basis, remuneration and prospects excellent, accommodation thrown in.
         

         ‘Sounds all right to me,’ I said. ‘What are “certain commercial undertakings”?’
         

         ‘Rent collecting, isn’t it?’ the bloke said. ‘Don’t ask me why, but it’s a tricky one to fill. We’ve sent half-a-dozen chaps down there since Christmas and none of them have suited. Make a go of this and you’ll be doing me no end of a favour, I can tell you.’

         ‘Don’t mind trying,’ I said. That’s the thing about me: I’ve never minded trying.

         ‘Who’s this Mr Samuelson when he’s at home?’

         ‘Owns some sort of nightclub in Dean Street. Jewish, I’m afraid.’

         ‘Oh well,’ I said, getting up from my chair, and noticing that the sole of one of my shoes was about to part company with the upper. ‘Beggars can’t be choosers.’

         ‘Well, good luck then.’

         ‘Thanks’ I said.

         
             

         

         Outside the rain had all but stopped, and there were smeary streaks running down the corridor windows. There was a square of mirror on the wall next to a notice about men being wanted to build a municipal park bandstand up in Colindale and for some reason I stopped and took a squint. Half an inch under six feet, not bad-looking, with one of those honest, open faces that women think they can confide things to. A few too many things on occasion. And Sir Edward Marsh, —— him, had once said that a poem I’d had published in Public School Verse had showed ‘enormous promise’. No doubt about it, I ought to have been able to stroll into any job worth the taking. Back in the main hall three serpentine queues of blokes in mackintoshes and flat caps with Mirrors under their arms trailed back from the grilles, and a man in a tam o’shanter and trousers that ended halfway down his calves was being quietly sick into a waste-paper basket. The little bloke with the black hair had been bang right: they didn’t get many of my sort at the Shaftesbury Avenue Labour. 
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            WARDOUR STREET

         
 
         
            Soho girls in Wardour Street 
 Don’t have time to chat 
 Late at night go home to Ealing,  
 Mothers, and the cat. 
            
 
            James Ross, Soho Eclogues
            

         
 
         The sign on the wall just inside the door read marital aids, but in fact there were none of these on display. Instead the shop sold secondhand copies of Marie Stopes’s Married Love and Professor Silas Hergesheimer’s Man the Sexual Being. There were also some packets of postcards and a cork-board on which artists’ models offered their services at ten shillings an hour. Outside it was raining and there was a strong smell of tar. Mr Slattery, the establishment’s proprietor, sat on a high stool by the cash register addressing one of his customers. Choosing his words with a certain amount of deliberation, he said:
         
 
         ‘It’s a good old life. You’d be surprised. I sometimes think I ought to give it up, take one of those cottages down on the coast everyone always talks about, Winchelsea way or Rye, but then I ask myself: what would I do there? If you’re bound to a trade, you don’t want to leave it. It stands to reason.’
 
         There was no one else in the shop, which had a high, cavernous roof with a lime-green stain at its epicentre that informed judges sometimes said reminded them of the map of Greece. The smell of the tar, which came from some repairs to the pavement that had been completed earlier that morning, blended with the smoke from Mr Slattery’s Camel cigarette and a surprisingly sinister reek of damp. Some of the artists’ models came as cheap as eight shillings. Mr Slattery said:
         
 
         ‘You get all sorts. I don’t know a trade that doesn’t. I’ve got customers who don’t come in here from one month to the next, but they know where to find me when they do. People tell me I ought to advertise more, make a show of it, but that’s not the way. Start making a song and dance and you only get a lot of riff-raff through the door. That’s what I always say.’
 
         The repairs to the pavement had not been extensive, but a small area of the newly gleaming tarmacadam had been closed off and a series of ropes strung between trestles. From the top of the near-most trestle a workman’s lamp winked intermittently. Towards the back of the shop the goods were more miscellaneous, almost extending to bric-a-brac. Here there were such items as antique Coronation mugs, a jigsaw of HMS Hood in dry dock and a cuckoo clock with a defective spring. Mr Slattery said:
         
 
         ‘Of course the police come by now and again. I don’t mind. They’ve got a job to do just like anyone else. Besides, they’re very friendly. It’s not like the old days. Why, when Lord Byng was commissioner they’d be in here every day to look at the books. There was one constable read a copy of The Plumed Serpent from cover to cover. I had to make him a cup of tea while he did it. We used to make a joke of it. It’s not like that now.’
         
 
         Outside the rain had become to come down harder. A hearse went by, drawn by horses whose manes had been dyed so many times they seemed almost purple. Mr Slattery took an orange out of the till, where it lurked between a couple of five-pound notes and a roll of elastic bands, and began desultorily to peel it. He said:
         
 
         ‘I’m not saying Soho doesn’t need to have an eye kept on it. No indeed. There’s some people think we’re all libertines and demireps. It’s not true. Why, when I heard Mrs Meyrick was dead I said to Dulcie that does for me: “If people knew the harm that woman had done they wouldn’t be so sentimental about her and saying she was taken before her time.”’
         
 
         It was a very pungent orange, and Mr Slattery was careful to hold it away from his face as he peeled it. The hearse had gone by now, although the sound of the horses’ hoofs could still be heard further down the street. In its wake trailed a small collection of mourners: girls with shawls over their heads; ancient women, their faces apparently lined with the dust of centuries, in dark costumes; squat, mustachioed men with olive-eyed children riding on their arms. Mr Slattery looked suddenly lugubrious, ground down, as if he wanted to rush out into the street, throw himself at the mourners’ feet and rend the air with his cries. But the mood passed. He said:
 
         ‘Those Italians always make a fuss of their funerals. I can’t say I understand why. Whenever I’ve buried anyone I always wanted to get it over as quick as possible. The fondest farewells are the briefest. That’s what I’ve always said.’
         
 
         Mr Slattery looked up. The shop was empty and the orange was gone. He rolled the fragments of peel into a little ball and swept them into the waste-paper basket with the flat of his hand. Queer how often that happened. But it couldn’t be helped. There was a copy of Priestley’s Angel Pavement lying in the alcove at the back, next to the balls of darning wool and the John McCormack Songbook. He could read a couple of chapters before he went and got his lunch. Outside the rain was easing and the funeral procession had turned the corner into Noel Street. Mr Slattery, who had once in his youth been on some unimaginable journey to the countryside beyond Turin, had a sudden memory of olive groves, a basket piled high with corks, prosciutto lying curled up on a plate.
         
 
         There was a snick as the door of the shop sprang open and a customer came in: a little man in a trilby with the corner of his coat pulled up to his face. Mr Slattery took no notice of him. Instead he said, ‘Good morning. Please feel free to browse. All the magazines are for sale. Specialist items towards to the back.’ The boom of his voice – he had sung tenor in a Methodist church choir as a young man – echoed off the cavernous ceiling and he fell silent. The little man ignored this invitation, but picked out a copy of The Young Man’s Guide to Marriage and started leafing through it. Mr Slattery liked customers who looked you in the eye and returned a greeting. Civility, in fact. He had the copy of Angel Pavement open next to the till now, so that one or two fragments of orange pulp threatened to despoil its royal blue covers.
         
 
         Miss Matfield had gone to Hays Wharf to take down some letters for Mr Golspie as he sat in the saloon of the Lemmala, awaiting transfer to the Baltic. London was really marvellous, and the wonder of it rushed up in her mind and burst there like a rocket, scattering a multi-coloured host of vague but rich associations, a glittering jumble of history and nonsense and poetry, Dick Whittington and galleons, Muscovy and Cathay, East Indiamen, the doldrums far away, and the Pool of London, lapping here only a stone’s throw from the shops and offices and buses. Good old London, thought Mr Slattery, who was fifty-seven, with a bottle nose and two chins, and as unromantic a figure as it was possible to conceive; now there was a subject. There was another snick at the door and a second man came into the shop: taller than the first, and not so seedy-looking, but apparently having some connection with him as the two of them went and conferred over the display copies of Beauty, Health and Nature which the police had taken such an interest in on their last visit.
         
 
         Olive groves basking in the sun. J. B. Priestley. The Pool of London. Beauty, Health and Nature. Mr Slattery thought that he needed cheering up. Worse, the gramophone shop next door was having one of its demonstrations, and he could hear music coming through the wall.
         
 
         
            
               Tonight I’m alone, broken-hearted 
               
 
               To mother I’ve murmured ‘Goodbye-ee’
               
 
               From the home of my youth I’ve departed
               
 
               With a tear in my bonny blue eye.
               

            

         
 
         There was another smell leaching into the air to add to the compound of tar, damp, orange peel and cigarette. Mr Slattery thought it was burning and wondered where it was coming from. The two men had their heads bent together at the corner of the display in such a way that it partly obscured the rest of their bodies, and Mr Slattery thought he ought to go and see what they were doing. It was definitely the smell of burning, he thought. Nellie Wallace’s voice – high, cracked, confiding – continued to buzz through the wall:
 
         
            
               Forget all my troubles I can’t, tho’ I’ve tried
               
 
               There’s only one thing left for me – sui-ci-hi-hide 
               
 
               I don’t like my mother’s pie-crust 
               
 
               Eat it? No! I’d sooner die fust!
               

            

         
 
         A part of him was still with Miss Matfield as she got out of the taxi in Tooley Street, negotiated the labyrinth of winding lanes and came at last to the ship, sequestered and romantic, on which Mr Golspie sat hatching his ineffable schemes. ‘May I help you, gentlemen?’ he heard himself asking vaguely. He discovered that the charring smell came from some copies of the Naturists’ Gazette to which the taller of the two men was calmly holding his cigarette lighter. Fascinated despite himself, Mr Slattery watched them burn. The little man in the trilby hat, he noticed – and somehow the noticing was an effort, much less interesting than the smouldering pages of the Naturists’ Gazette – was making his way to the till. Nellie Wallace’s voice seemed to be coming from a long way off, like the voice of an Arctic explorer cut off by the sudden, pulverizing descent of snow:
         
 
         
            
               I’ve tied it round me neck, and tomorrow I shall be –
               
 
               Down at the bottom of the deep blue sea.
               

            

         
 
         ‘Hi there!’ Mr Slattery said. ‘You can’t …’ But the other man had reached out and sent a shelf-full of books bustling into movement. Like a row of dominoes they rippled back on top of each other and then tumbled, one after another, onto the threadbare carpet. There was beauty in it, Mr Slattery thought distractedly, strong, terrible beauty. When the little man’s hand went into the till, his first thought was for the other orange he had hidden there next to the elastic bands, and the hank of cotton wool for whenever his ear ached. Somewhere – a long way off, it seemed – a window broke. Mr Slattery lay on the carpet, where it was cooler and the smell of burning – a whole case of magazines was on fire now – seemed less oppressive. Nellie Wallace had fallen silent. They left the shop laughing, passers-by scattering in their wake, feet careening through the fresh tar.
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            THE GIRL IN THE SECOND FLOOR BACK

         
 
         
            Sergeant Snooks on Meard Street corner 
 Soho’s particular dragon 
 Pockets are full of ten-bob watches 
Nabbed from drunks in the wagon
            
 
            James Ross, Soho Eclogues
            

         
 
         Fact is, I always remember the time it all started – Gladys, and the club being smashed up and the night in the cells in West End Central – seeing that it was the day the letters came. I’d just come down the stairs from my digs and was standing on the doorstep looking out into Rathbone Place and wondering if the packet of Woodbines in the lining of my mac was empty or not when a postman came barging over from the other side of the street and stuck a couple of envelopes into my hand. It was one of those damp, cold mornings you get at the end of October, with the Post Office lorries headed for the depot in Rathbone Street spraying last night’s rain over the pavement as they barrelled by, and what with the letters, and badly wanting to sit down again and smoke the fag I was pretty sure was left in the packet, I decided I’d let work hang for the next twenty minutes or so and go and have breakfast in Lew Levy’s caff.
 
         As it turned out I was wrong about the fag, but by the time I’d collected my coffee and two slices and picked up a Sketch that someone had left under one of the chairs the rain had come on again and I reckoned I was better off where I was. There were a couple of tarts moving beyond the plate-glass window, and I watched them clatter over the pavement to the awning above the butcher’s shop, showing more leg than was decent, tried a sip of Lew Levy’s coffee – which wasn’t too bad, for all it was made of chicory essence – and then took a squint at what Captain Tanqueray, who’d been my boss in the army, would have called my ‘matutinal correspondence’.
         
 
         The first letter, which was from Jimmy Carstairs, I’d been half expecting. It was a circular, jellygraphed onto hard, expensive paper that practically crackled under your fingers, and announced that Mr J. B. Carstairs was relinquishing his post as editor of the Blue Bugloss with immediate effect, to be replaced by Mr Harold Festing-Jones, author of Attic Sojourns and In My Window Box. At the bottom, Jimmy had written: Dear James, Sorry to leave you in the s—t. Come and look me up next time you’re in Teddington. I’ll put in a word with Harold. So that was another connection gone west. As for Harold printing any of my stuff, a virgin had more chance of preserving her honour in the harem of Haroun El-Rashid.
         
 
         As for the second letter, which had been sent on from the Old Lady’s in Tenterden, well I’d been half expecting that too. It went:
 
         
            Dear James, 
            
 
            
                

            
 
            There is no point in your telephoning me as you did last Sunday, because on the next occasion that you do so I shall certainly refuse to speak to you. I repeat that no earthly good can ever come of our seeing each other again, and that I was a fool to listen to the things you said. You may keep the Somerset Maugham book as I doubt that, in the circumstances, I could ever bear to look at it again. 
            
 
            I am sending this from my aunt’s house in Scotland, where I have gone to recover from what has been a very trying experience. I strongly advise you not to attempt to contact me there – or anywhere else. 
            
 
            
                

            
 
            Netta 
            

         
 
         What do you do on these occasions? I’d had run-ins with Netta before, of course, but this looked as if it really was the order of the bowler hat. For a moment I wondered about taking the express up to Auchtermuchty or wherever it was she was staying and turning up out of the blue on the aunt’s doorstep, but then I remembered that I’d left the address at the Old Lady’s. Besides, I wouldn’t get paid until Friday and there was eighteen bob owing at the laundry. No, I’d just have to cut my losses.
 
         Curiously enough, I didn’t feel so bad after that. Outside it was still raining – the tarts were hunkered down under the butcher’s awning comparing the ladders in their stockings – so I finished my coffee, ate the two slices and read a story in the Sketch about a man who’d been swallowed by a whale somewhere in the Middle East and then spat out two days later still alive but bleached white by its gastric juices. Then I thought about Jimmy again, and why on earth he’d wanted to give up the Blue Bugloss, with its comfy chairs and its Roedean-accented secretaries for scripting quota-quickies down in Teddington. There are some of us, you see, who’re prepared to suffer for our art.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         What with the rain keeping up, and thinking about Netta and all the poems I wouldn’t be writing for the Blue Bugloss, it was twenty to eleven by the time I came out into Rathbone Street and I reckoned I’d best be hurrying on sharpish. It was only my third day in the job, you see, and I didn’t want word getting back to Sammy that I’d been swinging the lead. The rain had been replaced by a weak sun, the colour of a very pale fried egg, but there were still clouds away over the heath, which meant that some poor b——r in Hampstead who’d gone out minus his overcoat was properly getting it. I’d got the notebook in my hand by now, and as I trekked south across Oxford Street into Soho I took a dekko at the day’s beat, which was the Meard Street– Brewer Street, with a finish off in Glasshouse Street and, if I could manage it, a cut off the joint and two veg. at the Denmark Arms.
         
 
         Meard Street, where I fetched up five minutes later, nearly colliding with a sad-faced old chap with a sandwich board saying THE END OF THE WORLD IS NIGH, smelled of cats’ meat from the stall at the far end, and I leaned up against a lamp post while I tried to find the right place in the book. The first house wasn’t one of Sammy’s, as it turned out, but the second one went:
         
 
         
            FFF – Mrs Wisbeach 
            
 
            FFB – Mr Sibierski*
            
 
            SFF – Vacant 
            
 
            SFB – Miss Marlborough**
            

         
 
         The asterisks, as I’d already discovered, meant that there was more than a fortnight owing. Fact is, I’ve no self-consciousness about knocking on people’s doors and dunning them for rent, so once I got my bearings I fairly sprinted up the staircase and gave a rat-a-tat-tat on the door of the first floor front that was fit to raise the dead. After a long while, just as I was wondering whether I ought to repeat the knock, there was a kind of shuffling noise a long way off, and then, quite unexpectedly given how far away the shuffling seemed to be coming from, the door swung open.
         
 
         ‘Yes?’
         
 
         She was a little, thin, dried-up old lady with grey-to-brindling hair gathered up under a lace cap, and a fox terrier snapping at her ankles.
         
 
         ‘Mrs Wisbeach?’
 
         ‘That’s right.’ She gave me one of those vague looks which I remembered the Old Lady reserving for people who came round collecting subs for the Tenterden Trefoil Guild. ‘Are you the man from the baker’s?’
 
         ‘No, I’m Mr Ross. I’ve called about the rent.’
 
         ‘You’d better come in. Down Hercules!’ The latter was to the fox terrier, which was nosing excitably at my trouser bottoms. ‘He hasn’t been himself all morning,’ she went on. ‘It’s that pussy’s butcher.’
 
         ‘Pussy’s who?’
 
         ‘The cats’ meat stall at the end of the street. He gets the scent of it, you see, when I open the kitchen window. Would you like a cup of tea?’
 
         It’s always been my experience that old ladies like respectful heartiness, so I nodded my head and practically clicked my heels together. ‘It would be a pleasure, Mrs Wisbeach.’
         
 
         Pretty soon we were in a kind of sitting room, with an old horsehair sofa and a couple of armchairs, which looked as if Hazlitt had slept on them before he quit the place in 1817, and a mahogany mantelpiece dominated by a photograph of an old boy with a bald head and mutton-chop whiskers. The fox terrier was still nosing around at my turn-ups, but I gave it a tap with my instep that sent it sliding a foot or so over the carpet. As it turned out Mrs Wisbeach had lost interest in Hercules. She was staring at the photograph of the old boy on the mantelpiece.
 
         ‘My late husband,’ she said.
 
         ‘When did he die?’
 
         ‘Oh he didn’t die, Mr Ross.’
 
         ‘Didn’t he?’
 
         ‘No. That is not an expression which I care to use.’
         
 
         The fox terrier had got back on its legs now, and was regarding me a bit more warily.
 
         ‘Isn’t it?’
 
         ‘No. My husband passed on.’ There was a pause. ‘Into the majority.’
         
 
         ‘I see.’
 
         While she was in the kitchen I had another squint around the room. This contained, in addition to a phonograph which looked as if Noah had spent his time listening to it on the Ark, a jam jar stuffed with threepenny bits, a copy of John O’London’s Weekly and a glass-fronted bookcase full of books with titles like Spirit Hands Have Touched Me and Whispers From the Abyss. I’d taken one out and was staring at a picture of a chap’s hand suspended over what looked like a hank of butter muslin when Mrs Wisbeach came back with the tea.
         
 
         ‘Are you interested in spiritualism, Mr Ross?’
 
         It seemed a shame to disappoint the old girl, so I said, ‘Up to a point, Mrs Wisbeach.’
 
         ‘A fellow-voyager in the dear dead lands beyond recall?’
 
         ‘Naturally one wants to know about the people who’ve … passed on.’
 
         ‘And yet the membrane that separates us from them is so very permeable.’
 
         It was about half past eleven now, and I knew that if I didn’t hurry things along I wasn’t going to make the Denmark Arms. ‘About the rent, Mrs Wisbeach?’
 
         ‘Oh yes, the rent,’ she said. ‘How much is it?’
 
         ‘Twenty-eight shillings, Mrs Wisbeach.’
 
         ‘It does seem rather a lot.’
 
         I consulted the list Sammy had given me. ‘Twenty-eight shillings is what it says here.’
 
         ‘No, I mean considering the look of the place. Not to mention the fixtures. I’ve written to Mr Samuelson three times about it and never had a reply. I think it’s disgraceful.’ The fox terrier had slunk away and was playing – a touch disconsolately – with an elastic band. ‘Come and look at this.’
         
 
         We went into the kitchen and inspected a window–frame that had started to rot and an overflow pipe that Mrs Wisbeach said leaked. The larder door was open, and while we were doing this I counted the tins of beetroot she had in it. There were seventeen of them.
 
         ‘So you see,’ Mrs Wisbeach said. ‘Twenty-eight shillings and never a bit of consideration. I’d go and stay with my sister-in-law in Reigate, only the beds are never properly aired.’
 
         ‘It does seem rather bad. Perhaps I should speak to Mr Samuelson.’
 
         ‘You seem a nice young man. Not at all like some of the other people who’ve come collecting. Would you like another cup of tea?’
 
         ‘I really should be on my way, Mrs Wisbeach. Now, about the rent …’
 
         ‘I think I should only give you fifteen shillings this week, Mr Ross, seeing that you’re going to speak to Mr Samuelson.’
 
         The first rule of rent-collecting, according to Sammy, was that you should always aim to come away with something. Besides, the tea had been A1 – real Pekoe Points from the bottom of the pot. Anyhow, I was just tearing out a receipt from the book, and thinking that if Hercules came near me again he’d get it somewhere in the foreleg this time, when a thought seemed to strike her and she said, ‘If you would care to join us next Tuesday evening, Mr Ross, I’m sure you would find it to your advantage.’
 
         Was she getting up a bridge four? Showing her holiday snaps? There was no way of telling.
 
         ‘What for, exactly?’
 
         ‘There are a group of us – like-minded souls, you understand – who seek to penetrate … beyond the veil.’
         
 
         ‘You mean a seance?’
         
 
         ‘I would not put it so vulgarly. Let us say that there are ways in which the majority may be … approached.’
 
         Well, I knew Sammy wouldn’t want that thirteen bob standing over for very long, so I handed the receipt over with a flourish that would have done credit to a duke’s butler.
 
         ‘It sounds very interesting.’
 
         ‘You would like to come?’
 
         ‘Certainly.’
 
         ‘Goodbye then, Mr Ross.’ We were back in the hallway by now, underneath a particularly grim representation of Lincoln Cathedral. ‘I can’t think what’s the matter with Hercules. He’s usually so boisterous.’
 
         Well, I could have told her. Thirty seconds later I was out on the landing again with a ten-bob note and two half-crowns in my trouser pocket, banging on the door of the first floor back. There was no reply, although I could hear a radio playing ‘A Wandering Minstrel I’, which spooked me a bit as it was something Netta had liked. While I stood there I wondered how I was going to get out of Mrs Wisbeach’s Tuesday night at-home. In any case, it was evens she’d realize I was only being polite, surely? The radio had been switched off by now and there was a noise of someone walking about. In cases like this you were supposed to hang about on the QT in the hope that they’d then open the door to see if you’d gone, but it was a quarter to twelve now and all I had to show for the morning so far was Mrs Wisbeach’s fifteen bob, so I hared up the staircase, ignored the second floor front, which was being redecorated and had its door propped open with a chamber pot, and thumped on the knocker of the second floor back.
         
 
         ‘Yes?’
 
         She must have been about twenty-six or twenty-seven, blonde and green-eyed, with her hair done up in papers and a dressing gown pulled tight over what looked like a pair of silk pyjamas, and you didn’t have to be a particularly astute observer of the female sex to work out that she was either just going to take a bath or had just finished taking it.
         
 
         ‘Good morning, madam. I’ve called about the rent.’
 
         ‘You don’t look like Leslie. What happened to him?’
 
         ‘He had to go away.’
 
         In fact, according to Sammy, no one had a clue where Leslie had gone. It takes all sorts, I suppose.
 
         ‘That’s a pity. I liked Leslie.’
 
         I was getting used to the green eyes now, which gave off a powerful stare. There was a clump of face powder on her chin which hadn’t come off in the wash. Over her shoulder pale yellow light showed a half-open door, and there was a dress laid out on an ironing board and a couple of beer bottles on a stool. All this flummoxed me somehow, and I had to take another squint at the book before I could remember her name.
 
         ‘Miss Marlborough?’
 
         ‘Call me Gladys. Most of the collectors do. You’d better come in.’
 
         In the space behind the door my foot collided with something soft and yielding. It turned out to be half a loaf of bread. Gladys picked it up and put it on a ledge by the door frame, next to a copy of Film Pictorial on whose cover Stanley Logan said how much he’d liked being in Havana Widows with Joan Blondell and a picture postcard of the Eiffel Tower. She said, ‘This place is awfully squalid.’
         
 
         ‘It’s not so bad.’
 
         ‘No, I mean the building. Did you know there’s bracket fungus growing out of the wall in the spare room? Not to mention the mice. You ought to do something about it.’
 
         ‘I’ll speak to Mr Samuelson.’
 
         We’d be reserving the smoking room at the Garrick for my next chat with Sammy, I thought, if this went on much longer. Meanwhile, I was still trying to get the hang of Gladys, who clearly enjoyed dining off cans of sardines – there was one half-open on the windowsill with a fork sticking out of it – but whose dressing gown couldn’t have cost less than ten guineas. Still, there’s no accounting for taste. I’d once seen Mrs Bence-Jones, back in the accountancy days at Hove, eat chicken à l’impératrice off a page torn out of the Morning Post.
         
 
         ‘Not much of a job,’ she said, as we came into the sitting room. ‘Collecting people’s rents, I mean.’
 
         ‘All I could get.’
 
         ‘What do you usually do?’
 
         ‘Stories, mostly. Poems. In the magazines.’
 
         ‘I met a writer once,’ she said.
 
         ‘Who was that then?’
 
         ‘Said his name was Squire. He came in the club one evening. I think Mr Rappaport threw him out.’
 
         ‘Is that where you work?’
 
         ‘What?’
 
         ‘In a nightclub?’
 
         ‘That’d be telling. Anyway, I thought you came about the rent. How much is it?’
 
         I consulted the oracle. ‘Three weeks at twenty-eight shillings. That’s four pounds four.’
         
 
         ‘You’d better sit down while I have a look.’
 
         Fact is, I’ve been in a fair few girls’ sitting rooms in my time, and this didn’t fit the type by a long chalk. There was a bunch of roses going brown on the sofa, together with a card from somebody called Dennis, and a pile of underwear stacked up on one of the chairs, beneath a photograph of Victor Maclagan inscribed ‘To Gladys with best love’. While I was getting my bearings, Gladys went round searching in odd drawers, grubbed up a copper or two off the carpet and then produced a couple of fur coats and began going through the pockets. There was a clattering noise above our heads and I jerked my eye up instinctively at the ceiling.
         
 
         ‘It’s the pigeons,’ she explained. ‘They get in through the slates.’
         
 
         ‘How do they get out again?’
 
         ‘I don’t know. Why should I care? I expect they just die there.’
 
         There was a pile of coins on the card table by this time, and she whipped through them like a croupier with a stack of roulette chips. I stared at the roses, which were from one of the posh shops in Regent Street, and wondered about Dennis and whether he’d got to sit on Gladys’s sofa next to the heap of smalls and the photo of Victor Maclagan. That’s the kind of thing I think about in situations like this, which just goes to show, I suppose.
 
         ‘Seventeen and eightpence,’ she said eventually. ‘It won’t do, will it?’
 
         ‘Couldn’t you borrow some more?’
 
         ‘Who from? The girls at the club are all saving up to get married. Or if they’re not saving up to get married, then they’re saving up to get divorced.’ There was a smell coming up from the floor below which could have been boiled haddock. ‘I say,’ she said, after another skim through the pile of coins on the card table, ‘the rent will have to stand. You couldn’t lend me a pound could you?’
         
 
         Could I? There was nine bob left to last me till Friday, and this was only Wednesday morning. Then I had a brainwave. If I took Mrs Wisbeach’s fifteen bob and put in five of my own, that would make it up to a quid. It would mean making some excuse about Mrs Wisbeach, but the way I looked at it there were two distinct advantages. I’d have her undying gratitude, and I could say that I had to have it back before the next rent day, which might mean I could get to see her somewhere other than Meard Street.
 
         ‘I could let you have a pound,’ I said. ‘But I’d want it back by Tuesday.’
 
         ‘You’re a sport.’ She’d taken a packet of fags off the table – De Reszke they were, none of your cheap brands – and stuck one in the corner of her mouth. ‘I get paid Friday night, you see, and there’s always tips over the weekend.’
         
 
         I thought I’d chance my arm a bit, so I said, ‘Do you know the Café Polska in Berwick Street?’
 
         She nodded, without looking too enthusiastic.
 
         ‘I could meet you there Tuesday afternoon,’ I said. ‘About two o’clock.’
 
         She was drawing on the cigarette in angry little ‘psts’. ‘All right then.’
 
         I flicked my hand in the direction of the bunch of roses. ‘Won’t Dennis mind?’
 
         ‘Dennis! As if he’d care.’
         
 
         ‘Two o’clock Tuesday then.’
 
         ‘All right.’
 
         Twenty seconds later I was out on the landing and nearly colliding with a mousetrap and a pile of News Chronicles that someone had left in a heap. There was the sound of a radio coming from the first floor back, but somehow I didn’t fancy knocking again – I had an idea that Sibierski, if that was who it was, was a dab hand at this particular game – so I breezed off down the staircase and back into Meard Street. Here the rain had come on again and there were rat-faced blokes with their shoulders hunched up inside their macs going in and out of the corner shops and vague women with umbrellas over their heads standing under street lamps – tarts, probably, but you can never tell.
         
 
         By rights I should have carried on down the street – Sammy owned numbers 3 and 4, not to mention the boot and shoe concern at number 6 – but somehow, what with the rain and the kick of getting a date with Gladys, I didn’t feel like it. And after lending her five bob I knew I wasn’t going to make lunch at the Devonshire Arms. As I saw it, the only place I’d get anything to eat was back at my digs in Rathbone Place, where I reckoned there might be half a loaf of bread and some cheese in the cupboard that the mice wouldn’t have found. The rain was coming down in torrents by now, with the taxis sending up gouts of water as they went past, so I nipped into a tobacconist, paid twopence for a packet of five Park Drive and smoked the first of them as I walked down Wardour Street, past the poster that said Mosley would be talking about the Bolshevik Menace at the Farringdon Memorial Hall and the old chap with the row of fake war medals selling matches that nobody ever bought.
         
 
         It hadn’t been a bad morning, I thought, despite the letters and the temporary loss of Mrs Wisbeach’s fifteen shillings. Someone had chucked a brick through the window of the dirty bookshop at the far end of Wardour Street and there was a policeman in the doorway taking down addresses, but I was so wrapped up in Gladys, and the silk pyjamas, and the bunch of roses, and two o’clock Tuesday at Café Polska, that I barely gave it a thought. Crossing over Oxford Street a moment or two later, though, I noticed something odd. This was that someone had clearly been in such a hurry to get wherever he was going that he’d stepped into a pile of tarmacadam along the way. You could see footprints made out of black tar and little fragments of stone all the way over the road and into Rathbone Street. Even odder was the fact that they seemed to stop right outside my digs. 
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