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Praise for Tolkien’s Gown

‘This is essential reading for any booklover, but it is also a supreme example of a natural and skilled storyteller at work. It is wonderfully paced and full of rich and fascinating detail’ Colm Tóibín

‘Dealer Rick Gekoski’s account of some of the rare books that have passed through his hands is packed with tantalising trivia, laced with great humour and full of detailed descriptions that will have any bibliophile slavering’ Independent on Sunday

‘Hugely entertaining account of the great books and their worth as literature – and as first editions – by the fabulously infectious American bibliophile. Think Bill Bryson, only on books’ Tatler

‘Rick Gekoski’s Tolkien’s Gown is an irresistible mix of droll humour, shrewd literary criticism and fascinating anecdote, by a dealer in the fetishistic world of modern first editions. The perfect bedside book for bibliophiles’ David Lodge, Sunday Telegraph

‘Page after page of delight … a worthy enough counterpart to the essays of Charles Lamb’ Sunday Times

‘Rick Gekoski, a modern-first dealer who has dragged many a huge beast of a book back from the jungle and brought it blinking in the spotlight like a 40ft ape … Gekoski likes to be around a better class of book than the rest of us (Ted Hughes’ copy of Sylvia Plath’s Colossus; Sons and Lovers in transcendentally rare dustwrapper); and by skill, luck and chutzpah has managed to’ Guardian
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‘Every treasure is guarded by dragons.

That’s how you can tell it’s valuable.’

Saul Bellow, Herzog






Foreword

I have been buying and selling rare books and manuscripts for over fifty years, and am now of an age when most people have long retired, and at which booksellers write their memoirs. When I began making my first tentative purchases of first editions, in the middle 1960s, the English rare book trade was stuffy, hidebound and unsophisticated. Catalogues were cyclostyled on to cheap paper. Orders could be made by post, telegram, or even telephone. Customers, largely male, thought of themselves as gentlemen, and occasionally were. Librarians bought books avidly.

It was a very long time ago, longer than the number fifty suggests. In May of 1966, The Times, in a brilliant bit of journalistic innovation, decided to put news on its front page. Homosexuality and abortion were still illegal. The Pill came, jumbo jets went. Children were still children. Adults wrote things with pens, on paper.

In comparison, the changes in the rare book world, while obvious, were modest. Trade has widened, democratised, and become newsworthy. Courses, both academic and extramural, have sprouted internationally, with attendant symposia and conferences. Many students who go to such rare book seminars may think of themselves as receiving a training to become a dealer. They are not, it’s the wrong place and the wrong goal. There are only two things a rare book dealer must know: at what price is a book buyable and at what higher price one might sell it. You learn that best by working in a bookshop, a good one, handling and cataloguing and thinking about thousands of books over many years: serving an apprenticeship before starting on your own. You will find such a background in most of the leading dealers. I don’t have it myself, and many of my failings as a bookseller come from this lack of an immersive background: I entered the rare book world as an academic and a collector, with some knowledge and taste, but without the necessary experience.

In those days, the rare book world was cloistered, like some kind of private club. Nowadays, regular and surprisingly popular slots on television and radio are given over to the subject of rare books, the discoveries and occasional villainies. Contemporary catalogues of even mid-market booksellers are finely printed in colour on good-quality paper, as if issued by an upscale department store. They look expensive, sometimes even chic. I have mixed feelings about this slickness, but my instincts, like those of Groucho Marx, are against it. It feels less authentic, a world apart from its subject, crassly assimilated to unbookish paradigms of marketing and branding. The increasing importance of the condition of a rare book, whether it has a dust wrapper in unblemished state, is surely a sign of this inappropriate commodification.

I shouldn’t be so sniffy, for I had a role in this modernising trend, when in 1982 I issued my first catalogue, which included pictures of many of the items, and had a textual levity, which I liked to think of as wit, which rather shocked the established members of the trade. Since that time, I have occasionally been asked to speak on topics relating to the rare book world, and written about the subject quite a bit.

A moderator at a conference recently asked me what lessons I had learnt, and what advice – he called it ‘wisdom’ – I might impart to young collectors and dealers.

‘None,’ I said.

‘Can you explain?’

‘How do you define a horse?’ I responded.

He looked puzzled.

The reference was to Hard Times, in which the strictly utilitarian schoolmaster, Mr Gradgrind, who cares only about facts, seeks a definition of a horse. First he asks Girl Number 20, Sissy Jupe, who (though her father works at the circus) is dumbfounded and tongue-tied. The question is then offered to the teacher’s pet, Bitzer, who gives the required definition: ‘Quadruped. Graminivorous. Forty teeth, namely twenty-four grinders, four eye-teeth, and twelve incisive. Sheds coat in the spring; in marshy countries, sheds hoofs, too. Hoofs hard, but requiring to be shod … Age known by marks in mouth.’

Edit this cunningly and you might almost apply the definition to book dealers.

Sissy Jupe knows what a horse is: her (ostensive) definition would involve a walk to a paddock and a lot of pointing, after which her interlocutor would be able to point one out, too. Bitzer’s definition is generic, and it is hard to imagine who might find it helpful, for it fails to generate a memorable image. Which is exactly how I feel about most courses, symposia and conferences about the rare book trade. I like to think of myself as its Sissy Jupe, and am as thoroughly convinced as the next girl that, if you want to learn about something, you need to know how and where to point, to be particular and specific. Don’t ask me to generalise and to produce formulae. I could but I won’t, it’s boring and done half-to-death elsewhere. It is the job of the young to learn things, and of the old to forget them.

In the words of William Blake: ‘To generalise is to be an idiot.’ I’ve read and listened to many biblio-idiots (and been one myself) and the irony is that most of them/us are extremely interesting, not from a lecturer’s podium, but sitting round a dinner table after a few drinks, telling stories.

Many of the major topics, themes, and books on my subject only come to life when they light upon particular deals, books, and episodes. On what the late Texas dealer John Jenkins called ‘capers’, a nicely chosen word with a suggestion of dangerous naughtiness. By way of contrast, most works for and by bibliophiles are, well, unexciting: I skim such tomes like the teenagers of my generation used to flip through the pages of novels, looking for the sexy bits.

The following chapters are an attempt to avoid answering the question ‘What have you learnt?’ by substituting the more pertinent ‘What have you experienced?’ Because, when the moderators have turned off their microphones, the audience closed their notebooks, and sessions of the conference end, we participants repair to bar and table where the real fun begins, tales of commerce, frustrated or rewarded, that amuse, tease and stick in the memory. Such stories run to type, being based on the archetype of the treasure hunt: as Saul Bellow so wryly observed, there’s something enticing and valuable out there, the intrepid hunter-dealer seeks it out, but it is guarded by a jealous owner-dragon, and other hunters are circling.

The treasure being pursued is often the accumulation of a lifetime, and though the reasons for disposing of it may be pressing, they are often painful. That is why dragons sit at the front of their caves, their gleaming goodies behind them. In my experience, some are fiercer than others, but all require careful handling, and I do not possess what UA Fanthorpe calls ‘diplomas in dragon management’. I get on well with some, others leave scorch marks. All leave stories.

For me – you may say, alas, I sometimes do, too – writing non-fiction is always a form of memoir, and my own role in the history and future of literary treasures I have handled is my recurrent subject. And, no, I will not begin with some definition of ‘treasure’, which would miss the point and spoil the fun. In the following chapters I will try to give each object its just placement in the literary context that it inhabits, but these descriptions are narrated as part of an adventure in the world of important objects: seeking the most exciting things, encountering unusual people and unforeseen dangers.

So, as dear Sissy Jupe knew what to point to, may I offer the following stories, which are roughly chronological, starting at almost the beginning and ending at not quite the end. Though they occasionally overlap, they can be read independently. I hope they will entertain, and if you feel you might also learn from them, well … that’s up to you.

Rick Gekoski, April 2021
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On Sabbatical with DH Lawrence

First class! At the Pan Am check-in desk, we were greeted deferentially, directed to a fancy lounge, and soon boarded the flight to New York, well ahead of the econo-masses. A stewardess escorted us up the aisle to the front bulkhead, plumped up everything, seated Barbara, and helped put baby Anna in a hanging bassinette in front of us. Both of them beamed. As I sat down, the woman across the aisle leant across, had a good look at Anna, and said some appropriate goo-goo things, before leaning back in her seat awaiting her glass of champagne.

I settled down happily in my unaccustomed comfort zone, the upgrade a treat from my father as our little family flew to New York, where I would be spending the next months. Following my postgraduate years at Oxford, I’d been appointed to a Lectureship in English at the University of Warwick in 1971. The first, heady years of teaching were absorbing, as I read and thought and articulated with a passion that rather surprised me, and I soon found that I was already eligible for sabbatical leave. This was a matter of statutory entitlement rather than merit, for I was already manifesting that scholarly mediocrity that was to characterise my academic career. I love talking and listening, the give and take of the seminar and tutorial system, but have neither the taste nor the ability to do sustained academic research.

I’d finished my Oxford DPhil on Joseph Conrad, and wangled a contract with Methuen for a critical book on DH Lawrence, on which I was making scant progress. It bored me. Embarking on the research for this volume, I began to collect first editions of Lawrence, which was of much greater interest, igniting a passion that was to last for the next decade.

The sabbatical couldn’t have come at a better, or a worse, time, as my mother was dying of cancer at her home on Long Island. So when I was granted leave for the first term of 1975, we could get to her bedside while she still had a few weeks to live. I was dreading it: we were already exhausted by new parenthood, and my mother’s imminent death was certain to be harrowing. She was only fifty-six, and had still not recovered from her divorce five years earlier. ‘I got a royal screwing!’ she would announce, insisting that my sister and I adopt the same description of her plight. In good health she’d been an angry woman, in her decline she was furious and inconsolable.

On the plane, after we finished our glasses of champagne and prepared to take off, Barbara leant across to me.

‘Do you know who that is?’ she whispered.

‘No idea. Somebody?’

‘Petula Clark!’ she said. ‘Isn’t she lovely?’

Anna and Petula slept for most of the flight, while Barbara and I enjoyed ourselves, drinking and watching films. When my father met us at JFK we were profuse in our thanks, and he offered his usual benign smile, as we carried the luggage to the car, ready for the hour-long drive to Huntington, on the north shore of Long Island. He dropped us in front of my mother’s house, but did not come in, which he would have been required to do on bended knee. Entering the house – she could still get out of bed for a few hours – we exchanged sad perfunctory embraces, and soon began to set ourselves up in a small, economy-class bedroom that was hardly comfortable for an exhausted young family. Over the following weeks my mother was retracted, clenched and unreconciled to God or her children. She died on 8 December 1974.

We left her house a few weeks later, and found an apartment in Park Slope, in Brooklyn. It was a thoroughly miserable time. In the early mornings, I would take our sleepless, grizzly baby off to the local deli for breakfast. This gave her mother a chance for some desperately needed sleep, and me a recurring opportunity to eat lox and eggs, and pickles from the overflowing free pickles bowl. Anna would drink her bottle of milk, and renew her grizzling. Teething, colic, lack of sleep? Any or all of the above, and more. One morning, anxious to shut her mouth, I stuck a pickle in it.

She looked bemused. Put her little hands up to take it by both sides as if it were a bottle of milk, sucked on it, and made a pucker face.

‘That’ll stop your kvetching!’ I said, reaching to take it out.

She wouldn’t let go, as a look of bliss crossed her features, unseen since she’d lost contact with her mother’s breasts a few months previously. For the rest of our stay in Brooklyn, she and I would be waiting in front of the deli when it opened at 7.00am, and made our way to our regular booth in the window. The elderly waitress, after a bit of tut-tutting, would bring me coffee, lox and eggs, and insert Anna’s pickle. A group of little old Jewish ladies were rapt, torn between amazement, disapproval, and delight at the unusual baby.

‘Look at him, already with the pickles!’ At first I thought they were referring to me, but they had universally decided that Anna was a boy, with that noble brow and receding hairline, puffy red cheeks, and indomitable will, which may have reminded them of the greatest of all Englishmen.

‘Aw!’ said the waitress on our first meeting, peering down intently at the baby. I could sense her rejecting the usual possibilities: ‘cutie’, ‘darling’, ‘sweetie pie’ … no chucking under the chin for this one.

‘What’s his name?’ she asked.

‘Winston,’ I said.

A proud father, I soon noticed that he/she had become something of a local celebrity, the tables next to ours filled quickly, and a small group would gather at the window to watch us. Anna played the crowd, and would sometimes take the pickle in her right hand, and wave it. The crowd was enchanted, and waved right back. Anna would grin at the discovery of this new power, as if a conductor with her orchestra. She then added to her sucking repertoire a determined gumming, which slowly reduced the top, then the middle of the pickle to mush. I’d put her yellow plastic bib on and it accumulated bits of slimy green goo. When the time came to leave, she refused to relinquish her treat, and gnawed at it in her pushchair as we made our way to the park, and I lit my first cigar of the day.

It’s a long way, is it, from a pickle-eating baby to first editions of DH Lawrence? Not at all, it was a five-minute walk. I had discovered through the Yellow Pages that just down the road was a second-hand bookseller named William Hauser, whose substantial stock was displayed on the ground floor of a brownstone.

I felt guilty, leaving Barbara with a de-pickled, discontented baby for most of the day, but of course, I was going out to read and do research on my book on DHL. That’s what sabbaticals are for. Instead of going directly to the library, though, I would stop at Bill Hauser’s to go through his surprisingly large offering of Lawrence first editions. Scholars need first editions, don’t they? It’s better to work from the original text than from some later iteration! I had my rationale ready to mouth in case Barbara ever found out my secret, but how could she? Unless, of course, I came home clutching my treasures. Best have the dealer post them back to the University to await my return.

I’ve just used the term ‘treasures’ loosely, and abashedly. There was nothing particularly rare on Bill Hauser’s shelves, though in those days it could be surprisingly difficult to locate even a common book. What made his Lawrences so enticing was not that they were rare, but that they were cheap. Not treasures, then, better than treasures: bargains! Bill was nearing retirement, and anxious to sell off his inventory, and he’d taken a shine to my naïve recurrent enthusiasm. Having compiled a handwritten list of his stock, I would buy a couple of books, cross them off, and think obsessively about which others I might be able to afford. I went back five times. His low prices got lower and lower.

Over the course of those weeks, Anna consumed pickles as regularly and with as much delight as I consumed Lawrences. More! More! Her habit was both more unusual and cheaper than mine; pickles at a Jewish deli are the ultimate bargain, though you cannot make a profit from them unless you’re a pickle dealer. But you can make a significant loss. I discovered this only a couple of years later, when my sister Ruthie gave birth to her first child, Matthew. During one of my visits to her on Long Island, observing that the baby was a bit fretful, and by now much the same age as Anna had been when I introduced her to her (life-long) habit and delight, I approached Matthew’s pushchair and popped a pickle in his mouth. He sucked on it, much as Anna had.

Two minutes later, he was crying and had abandoned his pickle; five minutes later, his face turned red; ten minutes later it had swollen to twice its size. Twenty minutes later, he was in the Emergency Room at Huntington Hospital.

Ruthie explained to the doctor what had happened.

‘A pickle! What sort of idiot would feed a pickle to a six-month-old baby?’

Ruthie pointed me out, standing somewhat to the side.

‘That one!’

‘Babies like pickles …’ I began.

In the course of my visits to Bill Hauser, I bought first editions of the Lawrence novels The White Peacock, Sons and Lovers, The Rainbow, Women in Love, The Lost Girl, and Kangaroo; and of his other books: Love among the Haystacks, The Widowing of Mrs Holroyd, Assorted Articles, Amores, Psychoanalysis and the Unconscious, and Maestro Don Gesualdo. But with the delight of acquiring the books came an unexpected conundrum. The books were so cheap (I paid the equivalent of £41 for the lot) that they could clearly be sold in the UK at a profit. Were they keepers, or sellers? Was I a collector, or a dealer, or some sort of can’t-make-up-his-mind hybrid? Over the next few years I sold most of them, for a total of £333. A dealer then? But I spent the profits on more Lawrences, in better condition. A collector?

In 1975, books were cheap, but also hard to find, which was why the Hauser DHLs were such a treat. Those days, when one called a book ‘rare’, it was indeed rare, unlike today when even most desirable and scarcest first editions are common, though still expensive. I couldn’t even purchase – I tried for years – a copy of the standard Bibliography of DH Lawrence, by Warren Roberts. Eventually I gave up, photocopied the example in our University Library, and had it bound up with some extra blank pages on which to record the history of my Lawrence acquisitions and sales.

In general, I am not a note-taker, nor am I in the least well organised. I cannot fill a filing cabinet with carefully sorted papers, am incapable of sustained research, lose and fail to pay bills, do not pay my taxes on time unless someone does it with – by which I mean for – me. So when I recently returned to my handmade copy of Roberts, I was astounded by the meticulous efficiency of my 1970s annotations. Thus I know which books I bought from Bill Hauser, and to whom I sold them, and how I used that money to replace them with copies in better condition, which I then sold. Collectors call this compulsive desire to find an even better copy, ‘upgrading’.

By way of example? Sons and Lovers. I bought my first copy for $10 from Hauser in 1975, sold it in 1978 to Blackwell’s in Oxford for £42, and soon bought a better copy from London’s William Forster for £75. Which I then sold for £100 the next year, because in 1979 I bought the ultimate copy, from Blackwell’s. It was from the library of Dennis Wheatley, a fine copy in a dust wrapper missing two small pieces from the front cover, but otherwise clean and white. It was the only copy they, or I, had ever seen on the market, and it still is. I was lucky enough to pop into Blackwell’s the very day they were sending the catalogue out, and I snapped it up – think turtle, and jaws – for £350.

Unlike work on the putative critical book, which was glacially slow and unenthusiastic over these years, my collecting was focused, passionate and highly organised. I entered handwritten lists in my handmade copy of Roberts, not only of every DHL book I had owned and disowned, but all those sold at auction and at all major dealers. I probably knew more about DHL prices than, well, anybody. It was manic, obsessional, and out of character.

By the start of the 1980s, I had a pretty good DHL collection, for someone of my limited means, but had made scant headway on my book on Lawrence, which, though promised for early arrival at the publishers, never got beyond Chapter 3. My line of thought, to give it a grand name, was that Lawrence had a radical new epistemology, in which ‘knowledge’ is garnered not through the mind, but through the viscera: the heart, the stomach and, particularly, if rather oddly, the bowels. I gave a seminar paper on this topic to my fellow members of the English Department, who found it an uncongenial description of how they knew things.

I was still young enough, just, to regard myself as promising. But looked at with a strict eye, this only meant that I kept making promises, and then breaking them. Within a couple of years, I had reneged on the contract for the Lawrence book without putting anything substantial in its place. This effort at an academic treatise having fallen flat, I contemplated instead – a better idea! – writing a novel about an academic who is trying to write a book about Lawrence, and whose situation and marriage mirror those of Lawrence and Frieda. This was a genuinely promising idea, but I never managed to write more than a few pages. In 1997 Geoff Dyer wrote a book on a very similar theme – Out of Sheer Rage – much better than I could have.

In those days, you had a personal bank manager. Mine was called Robin, and he worked from a modest cubbyhole at Lloyds in Leamington Spa. If I wanted to talk with him, I could make an appointment, which was rather formal, or might just pop in on the off-chance to have a chat. It was soon clear to Robin that I was incapable of living within my means. Robin would occasionally point this out to me a trifle disapprovingly, but unthreateningly. Might it be possible, he asked mildly, for me to curb my spending?

No, I stood firm. ‘Listen, Robin, at the overdraft interest rates you’re charging, you ought to hold a party every time I come in …’

‘You know,’ he said in measured tones as if speaking to a child or a naïve colonial visitor, ‘we don’t think like that in England.’

‘I know,’ I said shaking my head sadly, ‘it’s no wonder the country is such a mess.’

There was a pregnant pause. ‘What can I do for you?’

‘I want to borrow a thousand pounds. You know … on my overdraft?’

Can pauses get pregnanter?

‘Ah … yes. A thousand pounds … Indeed. Do tell me why you need it, because …’

‘I want to buy a collection of DH Lawrence first editions …’

I wish he’d said something, but he just slurped some water and slumped into his chair.

‘… And I need it in cash.’

‘In cash?’

‘Yes, cash. And I need it in the next two days. I have to act fast!’

The previous day I’d received rather an odd phone call, from someone called Anthony (or perhaps it was Antonio) who described himself as an ‘antique dealer from Wales’. He’d had my name from a mutual acquaintance who dealt in secondhand books, and lived in North Wales.

‘I’m told you like the DH Lawrence books?’ he said. He had some sort of accent, not Welsh. Hard to place.

‘I do. What do you have?’

‘I just bought a big collection of his first editions from an old lady …’

Ah, the proverbial little old lady. Not a good sign.

‘What’s in it? Do you have a list?’

‘I’ll read it to you,’ he said.

I grabbed a notepad and pencil from my bedside table drawer. There was a substantial run of rarities: two of the signed first editions of Lady Chatterley, the scarcest signed issues of the poetry books, and most of the major novels. All, I was assured, ‘look real nice!’ Altogether there were twenty-odd books, many of which I did not have in my own collection, others of which might be sold at a profit if they were as good as he claimed. Perfect for me, both dealer and collector: buy books, keep some, sell some, buy more books.

‘I’m interested,’ I said, ‘but of course I’d need to see them. How much do you want?’

‘They’re only for sale as a collection. No cherry-picking. And the price it is not negotiable. A thousand pounds …’

‘Sounds a bit tight, but I’d like a look at them …’ I began.

‘… in cash!’ he said.

‘Well, that might take a little arranging,’ I replied, having minus £218 in my bank account, ‘but I might be able to swing it. What’s your phone number? I’ll get back to you.’

‘I’ll call you,’ he said, and hung up.

I immediately rang my friend in North Wales to check out this so-called antique dealer, but his phone number had been cut off. This was not uncommon with Welsh secondhand book dealers in those days, but it added to my growing unease.

In the time it’s taken me to recount this bit of back story, Robin was thoughtfully ruminating on my request for an extended overdraft. In cash.

‘One question …’ he said.

‘Of course.’

‘How do you know these books are worth a thousand pounds?’

I leant genially over his desk. ‘I wouldn’t buy them otherwise, would I? I’ll need to resell the best ones in order to pay you back.’

Twenty minutes later I exited Lloyds Bank, an envelope with twenty £50 notes tucked securely in my pocket, with my hand over it. I walked home carefully, looking both right and left as I made my way amongst the not necessarily innocent Leamingtonians.

A few days later the phone rang … too early in the morning.

‘Issat Rick?’ The accent sounded Italian.

‘Yes. Who’s that?’

‘Is Tony. You know, about the books.’

I know a lot of Tonys and a lot of books. It was 8.00am for Christ’s sake.

‘Books?’

‘Books! You know! DH Lawrence!’

Ah, those books. ‘Right.’

‘You got the cash?’

‘I have.’

‘OK, meet me under the big clock in the concourse at Birmingham New Street Station. Friday at 12.00.’

He didn’t ask if it was convenient. He knew I was keen, and may well have known that university lecturers have a lot of free time. To do research and to write books.

‘How will I recognise you?’

‘I’ll recognise you,’ he said.

‘But …’ He’d hung up. Are antique dealers always so peremptory? If he was one. But if he wasn’t, what was he? And what was he up to?

Lying beside me, Barbara had listened to the call. She’d been sceptical about this transaction from the beginning. Though she realised that book collectors and dealers are mad, she said this little caper ‘smelt fishy’.

‘I agree,’ I said. ‘But what can I do? It’s a really good opportunity …’

‘Too good! And there’s you off to meet a stranger with a thousand quid in your pocket!’

‘Yeah, but it’s in a railway station! What’s he going to do … gun me down?’

She thought about this for a moment and admitted it was unlikely.

‘If I were you,’ she said, ‘I’d take someone with me … if I were you.’

‘You mean, like a bodyguard?’

‘I mean like Malcolm.’

When I joined the English Faculty at Warwick in January of 1971, Malcolm was a first-year student in my Introduction to Modern Literature seminar. It was clear after only a few hours in his company that he had read as much as I, thought about it at least as carefully, and was a man of strong and considered opinion. One of the pleasures of my first year’s teaching was that my students were not all that much younger than me, and many of them became lifelong friends. Like me, Malcolm was twenty-six. Given that he was gregarious, extremely articulate and mad on sports, we fell right into each other’s friend-catchment-areas. He became a close friend in his Warwick time, and we kept in touch for many years afterwards.

None of these qualities, of course, would recommend him as a bodyguard. Nor was he physically prepossessing, but he was feisty, did not take any bullshit, and had a nose for an emerging problem. Fiercely loyal, Malcolm was a good man to have at your side, whatever the argument, unless you were having one with him. That happened, too, and was usually fun.

As we played snooker together one afternoon, I explained my situation, and need of his services.

He lined up his shot, missed – we both did a lot of that – and leant on his cue.

‘I don’t understand. Why do you need me to buy some books?’

‘Don’t you see? It’s some sort of set-up. Why this anonymous meeting? Why the insistence on cash?’

‘Seems OK to me. Dealers are like that, avoiding tax and all …’

‘Ah, but Malcolm, there’s one thing I haven’t told you yet!’

‘What’s that?’

‘I think he’s Italian.’

Being a (near) New Yorker, I knew a certain cross-section of Italians exactly for what they are, and what money laundering is. And they’re smart guys, the Mob, you can only live off extortion, drugs and prostitution for so long. You need to branch out.

Malcolm looked puzzled.

‘What he’s going to do, attack you with a pizza?’

By the time we finished the game, he had agreed to come, on the promise of a good lunch and a couple of beers. Though he had the grace not to say it, he had immediately diagnosed that I was more likely to experience a breakdown than a shakedown, and might well be in need of psychological, rather than pugilistic, support.

On Friday we arrived at New Street Railway Station a few minutes before 12.00pm, and walked round casing the joint.

‘What are we looking for?’ asked Malcolm. ‘A fleet of 1939 Packards with men in black suits and machine guns?’

‘Very funny,’ I said, keeping my eyes peeled for suspicious characters. It was a railway station. In Birmingham. Almost everyone was a suspicious character. Especially me.

At 11.59am, we stationed ourselves exactly beneath the giant clock on the wall 30ft above us. A minute later we were approached by a middle-aged man with a red face that had taken its fair share of drink, a dirty white shirt, blue tie at half mast, and a tweed suit by way of disguise.

He looked at me closely.

‘Rick, right?’

I allowed that I was, indeed.

‘I’m Tony.’ He
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