

		

			[image: 9781409158431_FC.jpg]

		


	

		

			[image: Title%20lettering%5b1%5d.tif]


			Part Two


			Chapters 6–11


			


	

		

			Dedication


			Hilda Kemp
29th July 1921 – 18th February 2003


		


	

		

			[image: Title%20lettering%5b1%5d.tif]


			Love, Hardship and Laughter
in a South-East London Fish-and-Chip Shop


			Part Two: Chapters 6–11


			HILDA KEMP AND CATHRYN KEMP


			[image: Orion-logo-NEW-black.tif]


		


	

		

			Contents


			Cover


			Half Title


			Dedication


			Title Page


			Acknowledgements


			


			Chapter 6


			Chapter 7


			Chapter 8


			Chapter 9


			Chapter 10


			Chapter 11


			


			Author Biography


			Also by Cathryn Kemp


			Copyright


			

		


	

		

			Acknowledgements


			I am indebted to my father, Albert Kemp, for his encouragement, anecdotes, and for driving me to and from Bermondsey to relive his past and research our family’s background.


			My gratitude also goes to Val Johnson, Hilda’s sister from Ted’s second marriage, as a source of family stories and legend, and for her unswerving support.


			Ron Johnson, Hilda’s youngest brother, added his memories and stories, many of which were painful, but told with his persistent good humour. Dad, Val and Ron, you are all so like Hilda! Thank you all so much for your many kindnesses.


			Lee Ricketts lent me a precious photograph of Hilda with her mother Emily in Spa Road, and Val shared her photographs as well.


			I want to thank the Imperial War Museum and the London Docklands Museum for invaluable background information.


			I wish to thank my agent Jane Graham Maw at Graham Maw Christie Literary Agency and Publishing Director Anna Valentine at Orion.


			I reserve the final thank you for Hilda herself. She was a great lady, and it has been a strange pleasure inhabiting her world and her heart for this, the first book of her memoirs. I love you, Nan.


		


	

		

			CHAPTER 6


			Shocking News


			October 1949–1950


			The fat sizzled as I surrendered the long, battered fillet gently down into its fizzing, golden depths. I held my breath for a moment. I could never quite trust that my fingers would remain unharmed by their proximity to the molten oil. I knew the coating of the thick batter protected me from burns, but there was always a moment when I gazed down at the slippery, oily lava and hesitated for a brief second, gathering my courage.


			‘Don’t you worry, ’ilda, you won’t come to any ’arm with me ’ere to see you’re doin’ it right.’ Wally beamed. He was standing with his back to the counter, leaning against the blue Formica, and grinning his friendly smile. There was a queue of customers, mostly women from the nearby estates, gossiping and cackling as they waited.


			‘Come on, dearie, my old man’ll ’ave me guts for garters if I don’t get ’im ’is dinner!’ laughed Queenie from the back of the queue, which reached the shop doorway. Queenie was one of Wally’s regulars, and a force of nature if ever I’d known one. She had an indomitable East London spirit. She’d raised seven children, and lost three of them as infants. She and her husband Jack lived in the back of a bombed-out tenement in Bermondsey. Jack worked doing odd jobs, finding work wherever he could, which of course meant that money was in short supply. Neither of them ever complained about their lives, though they must have lived in terrible squalor. Often Jack would pop in, have a laugh with Wally and Betty on his way to laying the tar blocks on the roads or to clear out some of the slum properties destroyed during the war. Both Queenie and Jack, and their four surviving children, were always grubby-looking – we always knew when Queenie was in the shop without having to look around because of the smell of unwashed clothing that followed her around. She had black teeth with gaps at the front, and a wicked temper, but was always ready with a wink and a smile. I couldn’t help but warm to her.


			‘All right, luvvie, it’s comin’! I really can’t force it to fry any faster!’ I shouted straight back at her. I was equal to any of the jibes and jokes that came my way many times a day.


			The truth was that I loved my job at the fish and chip shop. I’d been working six days a week now for several months, and I knew most of my regulars by name, and many of them by the stories they told about their lives. I knew the wives of wife-beaters, the wives of cheaters and scoundrels, I knew women who remained solidly loyal to their no-good men, I knew mothers of four, five and even six children. Oh, yes, I heard everything in here. There was little else to do except chat and wait to be served, and for many women it was the only real chance they had all day of some company and a sympathetic ear. Today was no different: Queenie was cackling to her neighbour in the queue, seeming not to notice that many of the customers had moved away from her because of her rank perfume. I could hear her voice, jolly and loud with a piercing laugh, as I worked.


			I smiled to myself – I’d never met so many characters in all my life as I had working in Wally’s Fish and Chip Shop. Yes, I loved my job, even though I worked long hours both at home and in the shop.


			Every day except Sunday, I’d be up at 4 a.m. to give Bert his breakfast before he left for work. I’d snatch a couple of hours’ sleep once he’d gone, then at 6.30 a.m. Little Albie would call from his cot. I’d give him his breakfast and spend the rest of the day doing my chores at home: sweeping, cooking, cleaning and shopping for that evening’s dinner. I’d prepare the dinner – normally a cheap cut of meat, and two veg – for Bert to eat when he got in. Then just after 3 p.m. I’d gather all of four-year-old Little Albie’s bits: his cuddly toy which was a little horse with one of its legs missing, his milk and his pyjamas, and take him next door to Vi’s. Then I’d be back to the flat, where I’d pull my coat and hat on, then half-run all the way to the shop. I’d be out of breath by the time I burst through the door, apologising for being in such a tizzy. I should’ve been exhausted, but the work made me feel more alive than ever I did at home all day, staring at my own four walls.


			When I arrived, Wally’s short, plump wife Betty would throw me my white coat – Wally liked us to look clean and smart for the customers – and I’d roll up my sleeves to begin my six-hour shift. Betty, who had dark hair like her husband and that same indefinable accent, would go ahead of me to put the kettle on downstairs in the basement, then I too would make my way down the back stairs to the lower ground floor. It was in sharp contrast to the clean, white–tiled shop: the walls were pitted and craggy, with chunks of masonry littering the stone floor. It stank of damp and decay as water seeped down the walls. There were two huge bins overflowing with discarded fish heads and potato peelings. I held my nose each time I went down there, just for a second, to acclimatise to the stench of rotting fish and the debris from the busy shop. I cleared it out each afternoon religiously, of course, but the smell lingered – it got into my hair and clothes, which was the only part of my job that Bert objected to!


			In the far corner was the chipper, a mechanical device that cut the potatoes into chips. Thank goodness I only had to peel the spuds, which were delivered in large sacks, and then feed them into the blades. They were then stored in vast vats of water until it was time to carry them up the stairs using smaller buckets, before being emptied into the fryers. There was also a crisp-maker that cut the potatoes into even thinner slices before deep frying them in beef dripping. The customers went mad for those crisps, and we nearly always ran out.


			The day passed in a blur of activity, and by the time I stepped over my doorstep, I was ready to drop. ‘It’s only me, luv. I’ll just get me coat off an’ I’ll be with you,’ I called cheerily into the flat. There was no sound from any of the rooms and the lights were off. Bert must have gone to bed already, I thought to myself, but the first niggles of unease registered in my mind. Bert never turned off the lights before I got in, as he knew I didn’t much like coming home in the dark, and he always sat up waiting for me in his chair, whether asleep or awake!


			I snapped on the light in the lounge. No one was there. I felt a tiny flicker of fear. ‘Where are you, luv? It ain’t like you to keep the lights off,’ I said, my voice slightly less sure than ten seconds ago, the possibility that something was wrong hovering just out of my mind’s eye.


			I opened the kitchen door, and drew in a sharp intake of breath. There was a dark figure hunched over the table. I stepped back, my hand fumbling for the door. Was this an intruder in my home?


			‘It’s me, ’ilda. No need to panic,’ came Bert’s voice. It was thin, low. The shape moved, rearranged itself on the chair. The contours of his face finally stared back at me as his head lifted up slowly.


			‘My God, what is it, Bert? Tell me – you’re frightening me, what’s wrong?’ I was frozen to the spot. My eyes had become accustomed to the gloom. I could see Bert move his head back down into his hands in a position so wretched, my heart almost stopped. I moved round to him, trying not to startle him. I knelt next to his body and I could hear his muffled sobs. ‘Bert, what is it? Is Little Albie alright? Please tell me it ain’t my boy?’ Suddenly I was seized with a violent panic. My hands shook and I waited to hear what it was that had reduced my brave soldier husband into a man clearly in the pit of despair.


			‘It ain’t Little Albie. It’s my pa.’ Bert’s voice was flat. ‘Pop killed himself today.’


			


			‘Pop killed himself?’ His words didn’t register. It was hard to take in. ‘’e can’t ’ave done! Who’s been tellin’ you lies like that? ’e luvs you an’ ’is grandson – don’t believe that for a minute.’ I grasped Bert’s hands as I spoke but he turned to me.


			His face was twisted in pain, his eyes wet. ‘Sorry, luv, but it’s true. Ma came ’ere herself earlier. She’s with me brother Frank an’ sister Dorothy now. I couldn’t bear to go over there. I don’t think I can ever go ’ome again if Pop isn’t there.’


			I gasped in shock. It was real. This wasn’t some stupid tittle-tattle gone wrong. If Dolly had been here then Pop really had died. ‘What ’appened? Why? What did ’e do?’ I had to ask. I had a million questions now all fighting for space in my mind.


			‘’e ’ung ’imself with his belt at work. He left no note as far as I know, but ’e’s dead. My pa is dead, ’ilda. What am I going to do?’


			I stared back at Bert, the horror of the truth sinking in. I shook my head. There was nothing we could do. Nothing at all. He sunk his head into my arms, and we stayed like that for a long time.


			Later, when Bert finally let me walk him to bed, he told me about Pop’s father and grandfather. Pop’s pa, Richard Henry Kemp, had been a violent, unstable man who’d slashed his wife, the mother of his eight children, with a boot knife to the face. They’d been married 25 years the night he struck her, after she’d fled from their squalid tenement in fear of her life. He served five years’ penal servitude, dying in prison a broken man and leaving his wife to support their children, alone and penniless. But that wasn’t the worst of it. Pop’s grandfather, also named Richard Henry, had committed suicide at the age of 54. He’d left ten dependent children and a destitute, heartbroken wife. It seemed history was repeating itself. Pop lasted till he was 55, but the same depression and despondency that overcame his father and grandfather before him had settled on him too. There was no other obvious reason. He was a working man and had raised three children into adulthood, yet still he’d decided to take the same, tragic decision.


			The next morning I watched Bert as he left the flat to walk to work. ‘Don’t go, luv. Stay ’ere, you’re not up to it,’ I pleaded with him. He needed time to grieve properly. We’d had a wretched night – we’d hardly slept a wink, but he insisted on going to work. Bert said he couldn’t let people down; the subtext being, like his father had …


			I felt a lump in my throat as I watched him go.


			Pop might only have been my father-in-law but he was the closest thing to a ‘real’ father I’d ever known. I’d loved him with fierce pride. Him and his wife, Dolly, had loved me like a daughter. And now he was gone. Why did all the good ones die? Why didn’t the bad ones, like my pa, go first, when they deserved it the most?


			Pop had always been melancholy, apparently. Bert had explained that he’d sustained eye injuries from shrapnel during the First World War when he’d joined up as a soldier aged 19. He’d lost an eye and suffered from years of depression as a result. His working life had been limited due to his poor education, and the need to help support his mother and siblings, and so he’d been forced to take low-paid work as a delivery man at the local tallow (candle) works as soon as he was old enough.


			It was hard to believe he had gone. And to have done it himself. I couldn’t guess at the darkness he must have felt inside to be able to do such a terrible, terrible thing.


			The days and weeks following Pop’s death in October 1949 seemed weighted and slow. Pop was buried with little ceremony on a cold, wintry day. Dolly, who was once such a solid, dependable lady, seemed smaller than her bulky frame – shrunken somehow. Her face was drawn with grief, her eyes red from the tears she must have shed. It was such a sorrowful event. Stamping our feet on the cold ground, I wondered if any of us would feel warm again.


			Bert and I both went to work, we did our jobs, and looked after Little Albie as best we could, and the cold winter months stretched on. There seemed little in our lives to give us any hope. Christmas came and went. We celebrated with a small capon and a stocking for Little Albie with an orange, some nuts, a few coins and a teddy bear inside it. We spent it alone, just the three of us. Bert couldn’t bear going over to Dolly’s, so I took Little Albie over there on Boxing Day. There was little in the way of Christmas cheer in Bow either, and I was grateful when the season was over and we could get on with living with some kind of normality.


			I popped in to see Dolly every Sunday from then onwards, taking Albie to try to bring some sunshine back into her life, and eventually Bert too, as I recognised she needed her children around her. She seemed to have aged ten years. Her eyes looked permanently red from lack of sleep but she bustled around much as she’d always done, keeping busy and making the best of things. All three of her children supported her with gifts of money and food: Frank, Dorothy and my Bert. They did what they could to ease the practicalities of her widowhood.


			I hid my feelings as I was too worried about Bert sinking under the weight of his own. There was no time for me to grieve: I had the baby to look after and my husband to feed and keep going, though God knows I spent many a night shedding silent tears into my pillow for that lovely man. I don’t suppose anyone at the chippy would’ve guessed at the grief I felt for Pop, and for my Bert’s loss. In a way I needed the escape from reality that working in the fish and chip shop gave me.


			


			‘That fish ready yet? I’m starvin’, ’ilda, don’t make me wait for it!’ joked Old Man Bill. His feeble voice cut through my musing. I was brooding about Pop again, though it had been a couple of months since he’d gone.


			Bill was a true East London character. He must have been in his eighties and he lived alone, but each evening at 5.15 p.m. sharp he’d arrive at the shop. Where he got his money from I’ll never know, but each day he ordered the same thing: a meat pie and chips with a pickled onion. Every evening I’d make a fuss of him, suspecting he was lonely and needed a warm welcome and a bit of companionship, however brief. Also, there was something about him that reminded me of Pop, his sweetness perhaps, his way of being modest.


			‘Don’t you worry, Bill, luvvie. I ain’t goin’ to deprive you of your dinner. I’m just makin’ sure it’s nice an’ ’ot for you. Now, ’ow d’you want it? Same as usual?’ I winked at him. He was a dear man. He wore the same large brown overcoat come rain or shine. I suspected that he probably hadn’t washed his shirt for weeks: he wore the same one every day, and I could see a rim of grime around the collar. He’d never told me anything about himself, except that he’d fought in the Boer War at the end of the last century. He’d been married but he never spoke about his wife and I presumed her long dead. He didn’t appear to have any children either, so the shop was a life-line for him.


			‘Same as usual. You are good to me, you know, ’ilda. Are you married? If not, I’ll ’ave you!’ He spoke with a tremble to his voice. It was gravelly and he got stuck on some words, so I waited patiently for him to finish this, his favourite joke of all: that he’d take me for his next wife.


			‘Sorry, Bill my luv, but I’m spoken for, and my Bert won’t take gladly to ’avin’ competition!’ I replied as I usually did, giving him a smile and wrapping his dinner in the previous day’s newspaper. I always made sure he got the sport section so he’d have something to read after he’d eaten. ‘Off you go, Bill. Don’t go getting’ into any trouble now!’ I called as he ambled out of the doorway, clutching his warm parcel of food.


			I sighed. A friendly smile and a warm dinner – it wasn’t much to send the man off with, but it was all I had to offer. With that, the next customer reeled off her order, and I had to jump to it. Couldn’t keep people waiting. Suddenly, I felt my stomach lurch. Gawd, I’m goin’ to be sick! As soon as the thought struck me, I dropped the vinegar bottle I’d used to coat Old Bill’s chips with and dived out the back. Taking the stairs two at a time, I raced out towards the lavvy in the filthy yard. Luckily no one was about so I banged the door open and emptied the contents of my stomach into the festering toilet bowl. Crikey, I must’ve eaten something strange … I couldn’t think what, though. Maybe the butter was off, but it didn’t taste odd. The thoughts vanished as I heaved yet again.
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