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Dorothy Scannell





Dolly’s War
A MEMOIR FROM THE HOME FRONT



On a narrow wooden armchair-bed was lying our hostess. Her nightdress was up round her neck. The organist, on his knees, in the nude, was deep in prayer, his face bent in reverence over his bride’s prostrate form.


Ever so slowly the organist raised his horrified eyes to ours. My sister, extremely slow to take in the delicacy of any situation, murmured, half to herself, ‘That’s funny, I could have sworn he was clean-shaven.’






Dolly Scannell, the author of East End classic memoir Mother Knew Best, has now established her home front, wife to the embattled Chas, and proud keeper of her own house. Life is still full of small but piquant joys, sorrows and bizarre happenstances – like Dolly’s need to take her household rubbish back to her mother for fear of her new landlord. Before long she’s a mum as well, but then comes the war and her cheerful wit and unquenchable spirit are needed more than ever.


Gas masks, ration books, GI’s (over-sexed, etc), a chaotic Jewish wedding, husband Chas in the Army, while Dolly takes on his insurance selling door-to-door, encounters a murderous landlady and spends time evacuated from her beloved London to Wales and Suffolk – before being restored to her beloved and enormous family, her mother still matriach of all. A treasure, recalled and retold by the author at her inimitable best!






‘The author of Mother Knew Best in hilarious vein’ Yorkshire Post


‘You have to laugh with Dolly Scannell. Somehow that Cockney flow of funny tales shakes you up into laughter’ Evening Standard







For my dear Chas —






in our fortieth year ‘at war’


 




Chapter 1


A Load of Old Rubbish


‘I haven’t patience with you, Dolly,’ said my mother. Her patience sorely tried because, visiting her a few weeks after my marriage, I had announced that I was bored, nothing exciting or interesting seemed to be happening. She knew she would have no solution for Dolly’s discontent so she issued a statement which was guaranteed to pull me together, once and for all. ‘Has you make your bed so you must lie on it.’ She said this in tones of drama. ‘It’s As you make your bed, Mum, not Has.’ ‘Yes,’ she agreed, ‘Has you make your bed.’ My father looked up from his book. ‘Cheer up, Dolly,’ he said. ‘The first forty years are the worst, so you’ve only got thirty-nine years and eleven months to go.’


I decided to bid my parents good-bye, for I was in a restless mood, and Mother, once having made her point, or having thought she had made her point with me, would soon be on the theme of ‘Think of poor... and her lot,’ some other unfortunate member of the family whose present plight Mother assumed would make me feel like Lady Rothschild.


I walked along East India Dock Road to Morant Street where my husband’s parents lived. Ethel, my mother-in-law, was always understanding. Any trouble of mine she would always insist was ‘that boy’s fault’, ‘that boy’ being my dear husband, Chas. This, of course, made me feel more loving towards him – think what a perfect mother-in-law she was. She, as always, was delighted to see me. I was just in time for supper, sausages and tomatoes. She told me, in her broad Suffolk brogue, of the time she was in service. The Mistress was one day discussing the lower classes, stressing that they were, in her opinion, dirty and unhygienic. This wounded my ma-in-law’s pride – ever a fastidious person – and the next morning, before taking up the breakfast sausages she licked each one all over thoroughly and watched, delightedly, while her employers ate them with relish. ‘Don’t tell Charlie bor, mor,’ she said. ‘He wouldn’t like to know I did anything like that.’ Then I told her about the aristocratic master, a man with an enormous stomach, who would send for his cook every morning to give her the day’s menus as he said it was his only opportunity for intercourse with her. She roared at this although it might have made my mother ‘tut’.


In some strange way, domestic servants employed by people of high birth, considered themselves superior to domestic servants working for employers in trade and the like even though their wages were the same or lower. The wealth and possessions of the employers seemed hardly to have any connection with this domestic class-consciousness.


My mother’s employers were not only high born, whereas Ma-in-law’s were in trade, but they treated Mother like the ‘lady and gentleman’ they were. They addressed her as ‘Leah’ and even spoke of her as ‘dear Leah’ when mentioning her name through a third person. They requested a service from her and did not demand it. Ethel’s mistress called her by her surname and then, according to Ethel, pronounced it wrongly purposely to impress on Ethel, her (the mistress’s) superiority of class. Ma-in-law’s surname was Cadge, but in a loud voice the mistress would call ‘Cage’. She ordered things to be done. Ethel did not respect her employer, often engaging in little rebellious acts down in the kitchen to retain her ‘independence’. My mother was proud of her employers. Therefore it went without saying, indeed it was never said, that my mother was more ‘genteel’ than Ma-in-law. Ma-in-law retained her Suffolk brogue while my mother had no trace of her Wiltshire tongue or indeed of the cockney style of speech.


Sometimes Chas’s younger brother would be home when I visited his mother. I liked that, for he was great fun, a real character. He called his mum, ‘Old Lady’ or ‘Missus’. There were, of course, no bathrooms in the little Poplar houses and Philip would stand by the kitchen sink stripped to the waist, but before commencing his ablutions he would don a hat, a straw boater in summer and a bowler-hat in winter. At one time he worked on the grocery counter of a large store. He was especially kind to old ladies and loved to make them laugh. If they were not sure which fish paste to choose he would suggest the latest which had just arrived, ‘Winkle and Whale’. If they wanted something special he would say, ‘Oh, just a moment, madam, I’ll go down in my private lift to the basement.’ He would then press an invisible push-button on his side of the counter, bend his knees and slowly ‘descend’, then after a little while ‘up’ he would rise with the required article which had been just under the counter.


‘Coo,’ remarked my elegant sister Amy when Mother told her of my less than ecstatic acceptance of married life, ‘I wish I had my first married months over again, I had a fine time.’ She would, of course; that went without saying. Her self-contained second-floor flat was, thanks to her adoring husband James, newly decorated, her furniture and equipment the best obtainable. It all looked so new and shining Amy never thought any housework need be done. She would rise after James had left for the office and have a leisurely style breakfast while reading the paper, clad in her honeymoon negligee. Then she would bath and make herself all elegant in one of her honeymoon suits and visit friends, go shopping, have a late lunch, then saunter home to get the evening meal. She was brought up sharply from this life of luxury by the woman in the flat below, a fanatically house-proud creature. She was probably jealous of Amy’s way of life and one day stopped her and enquired, ‘Don’t you ever do any housework?’ Amy said to me, really it hadn’t occurred to her, but from then on, to give her her due, she changed her ways.


Although Amy and I were often, as Mother said, ‘at logger-heads’ with one another, yet we were never bored in each other’s company, which was a compliment to me in one way, for Amy could not bear to be bored and would not suffer fools gladly. She often said she had to be dominant because she was the middle one of the family and therefore the only one without status. Since I was the ninth child out of ten I couldn’t think what status I possessed but I envied her the doing of things ‘her way’ and was always mystified that the men in her life came back for more, never leaving her, as I felt they would be justified in doing by her treatment of them. James played football for a Millwall team and also the Stepney Templars before they were married. Amy used to watch but was never one hundred per cent pleased by spectatorship.


One Saturday the team travelled to Orpington in Kent for a match. Amy said they played the inmates of a mental-home! She was bored to tears and after the match Jim said, to placate her, ‘Let’s take a walk round the lovely Kent countryside.’ Amy, knowing this would lead to courtship love-making, was too bored and now too bad-tempered for this, and while Jim was in the dressing-room changing she made her way to the station and returned home to Poplar. Dusk was falling when an agitated James arrived at our house in Grove Villas. He had been searching worriedly for Amy and was nearly frantic. He went up the main steps of the house and knocked. Amy appeared from the basement, and Jim, in his frantic state of mind and the gathering darkness, mistook her for my youngest sister Marjorie. ‘Is Amy home yet, Marjorie?’ he enquired. ‘No,’ said Amy in Marjorie’s voice. ‘Oh, God,’ said a nearly crazy Jim, and tore off, much to Amy’s satisfaction. I told Mother, who was in the scullery, and I was dispatched immediately after Jim. ‘Poor chap,’ said Mother. When they met it was Jim who was profuse with apologies. Small wonder that I envied my Jezebel of a sister.


Life, therefore, could not be peaceful with Amy, and one Christmas through her ‘equality’ with men something terrible happened in our house. My mother had been busy all day with the Christmas preparations. She was tired out and Amy was assisting her. I was in the corner of the kitchen, my head stuck in a book. My father was very late home and Mother, having cooked his tea, sirloin steak, had placed it in the oven beside the kitchen fire. Finally a tottery father appeared having celebrated the holy eve with his men friends. He sat down to this dried up looking steak, took one mouthful and throwing it on the fire said, ‘What do you mean, Mother, by offering me tough steak, I could sole my bloody boots with it.’


Mother would probably have poured oil on troubled waters, but Amy, knowing how Mother had worked to the point of exhaustion for us all, said to my father, ‘You ought to be ashamed of yourself, Dad, coming home and complaining when Mother has been slaving away for you all day.’ Whether it was the word ‘you’, whether it was a daughter’s criticism, whether in his befuddled mind he couldn’t face the fact that what Amy had said was true, I don’t know, but he got up from the table and approaching Amy in a menacing manner, he hissed, ‘You cheeky little cat,’ at the same time stretching out his hands as though to place them round her neck. Mother all this time was standing by the floured pastry-board smiling gently in an embarrassed way. Amy, now Sarah Bernhardt in her glory, threw up her head and seemed to place her neck into Father’s outstretched hands. ‘Go on then,’ she said in deep dramatic tones. ‘Murder me, murder me.’ My father suddenly lowered his hands and said disgustedly, ‘Pff, you silly little cake.’ As he lowered his hands, Amy, reluctant to abandon the dramatic scene, pushed her face forward and my father’s thumb caught her eye. Mother now advanced round the table and said, ‘Walter, I am ashamed of you, your own daughter. How can I live with a man like that?’ Again my father’s befuddled pride rose strong in him. ‘If you wish to go, then go,’ he shouted at my mother. She had done it now, the ball was in her court, for the sake of her pride she had to go (and of course she didn’t want to). ‘Come, Marjorie,’ she said, and she, Amy and Marjorie swept from the room.


Still paralysed in my chair by the fire I heard the upstairs front door close. My mother and sisters had not glanced at me, no invitation had been forthcoming to join them and I was left with this strange father. I could have gone with them without an invitation I knew, but to do so I would have had to pass my father and I was too frightened to do that. He turned to me and gazing hard at me said, ‘And what do you intend to do, Dolly?’ Discretion being the better part of valour (I was glad Amy couldn’t hear me), I said, ‘I’ll stay with you, Dad,’ feeling all the time a cowardly hypocrite. My declaration of loyal daughterly love did not seem to make him weep with fatherly tenderness or remorse, or perhaps it was because of my promise to stay that he said, ‘Well, I’m now going out to drown myself!’ He left by the basement door. Before I could collect my thoughts the door opened again, ‘In drink,’ added my father and slammed the door.


I was now alone in the house. There was no one to help me. None of my brothers and sisters was at home. David was at sea as also were Cecil and Charlie. Winifred was in Australia and Agnes, Arthur and Leonard were all married and away. I felt very lonely and very frightened. Suddenly to add to my fears I thought about the oncoming night. Suppose my father did not come back (suddenly I wished that he would), and a burglar broke in. Just as I was torturing myself with awful thoughts the kitchen door began to open slowly. ‘Oh, dear,’ I thought, a burglar must have been lying in wait. Perhaps he had followed my tottery father home and heard all that went on. Suddenly round the door came three faces, Mother’s, Marjorie’s and Amy’s. All beaming, except that Amy’s eye was very inflamed, all happy again. There was a knock on the door. It was Amy’s James. Sarah Bernhardt once more, Amy flung herself into Jim’s arms. This unusually warm welcome seemed to please him mightily. ‘Oh, Jim,’ she said, ‘my father has tried to murder me,’ copious sobs from Amy. Jim, pleased for any excuse to be close to his darling, hugged her tight. Glancing at us three and seeing our happy smiles he knew that all was well really.


My mother seemed to have enjoyed the evening in some strange fashion and slept in our room that night to let my father think she had gone. The next morning Christmas dinner was well on the way when a father with a hangover appeared downstairs. We all assumed that the demon drink would have given him an attack of amnesia, or at least remorse, but when he saw my mother wearing a paper hat and happily preparing the meal he said, ‘I understood you had left me.’ ‘Well,’ said my mother sheepishly, ‘I’ve come back.’ With a hint of dignity my father said, ‘I’ll allow it this time, but on any future occasion if you decide to leave let it be understood I shall expect you to be gone for good.’


I was glad Amy wasn’t there for she would not like to have seen my father the moral victor. When at family gatherings over the years Amy says, ‘Do you remember that Christmas when Dad tried to murder me?’ the whole family, the rest of them having heard our story, clamp down on Amy. To make matters worse for her, James always had a soft spot for and admired my father greatly, so short of being a corpse Amy has not a leg to stand on. 


I had returned from my own honeymoon just a few days before my return visit to my mother and as my old friend Edna’s new house at Blackheath was a short bus-ride away from our new flat at Greenwich, on the spur of the moment I had decided to pop in to see her. Edna, possibly wanting to hear all about my honeymoon, had insisted at my wedding that she and Bill, her husband, would always be delighted to see my Chas and me. She and I were friends from my church-going days and I understood her husband had been a member of a Blackheath church choir. She was a sweet, simple, sentimental sort of creature and lived in an Elinor Glyn type of fantasy world. She was an avid reader of the daily primrose thoughts of certain newspaper ladies. Half of her tripped the light fantastic amongst the fragrant printed nothings she devoured daily, the other half of her romantic self clothed in satin, lay in imaginary abandonment on a leopard-skin rug. She had confided in me, in whispered tones, details of her honeymoon, and had just reached the exciting part where she was lying virginally on the pillows, clad in an exotic peach negligee. ‘Bill came into the room,’ went on Edna, eyes dreamily half-closed, re-living what had obviously been for her a heavenly experience. ‘And when he saw me in my beautiful nightdress, he fell on his knees by the side of the bed and began to pray.’ I was so surprised at this religious turn of events in what had promised to be a story of purple passion, that I was about to ask, ‘What on earth could he have prayed for?’ when a frantic male voice from above suddenly screamed, ‘What have you done with my bloody vest?’ ‘Oh dear,’ sighed Edna. ‘He’s probably slinging everything all over the bedroom. Before we were married,’ she continued, ‘I never dreamt Bill had this impatient streak in him.’ The door of the small sitting-room burst open and a tousled red-faced man burst in, stopping short at the sight of me. ‘I might as well go and sit in the car,’ he said. ‘There’s more room in that.’


It wasn’t difficult for me to see that Bill’s reception of me was a little on the cool side and I kissed Edna good-bye, promising to come again to hear the next instalment of her night to remember when Bill was at work. Outside the house I waved to Bill who was sitting in a tiny car reading the evening paper. It was the sort of car which one could jokingly have said ‘buttoned up at the back’, but it was a car, it was Bill’s, he was buying his house, all enormous achievements. He struggled to open the door of his car and called out politely (no doubt happy that I was departing), ‘And how is dear Chas?’ ‘Oh, fine, just fine,’ I replied. This made him glower and he wriggled back into his limousine.


Waiting at the bus-stop I pondered on the honeymoons of us working lasses. So many of us were shy of landladies, of hotel guests, and of each other, yet the romantic lady novelists of that day led us to believe that the first coming together was an effortless heavenly union, rapture with a capital R. On cloud nine all the heroes and heroines ascended, without fail, to paradise.


My sister Amy went to a hotel where the lavatory lock was faulty and on her wedding night she was trapped for a long time. Extrovert though she was she was still too shy to bang on the door or shout, while her husband, because of his bride’s enforced captivity, thus reversed the normal bride and groom procedure, and arrived first in the nuptial chamber. He was too shy himself (and anyway he was not dressed for it) to go downstairs and enquire ‘What kept you?’ The second night of their honeymoon was wet and cold and they spent the evening in the lounge. James rose to go to bed but Amy missed the cue and he went up without her. ‘Oh,’ said the other guests, ‘he’s gone up without you tonight, my dear,’ and the coy laughter made Amy so embarrassed that she sat casually in the lounge for an extra long time. Poor James must have thought he had married a bad timekeeper.


Another friend of mine who insisted that she had enjoyed a rapturous honeymoon, wept solidly through the whole of the first night. She said she had no idea why she cried but once having commenced couldn’t stop and the next morning at breakfast her eyes were swollen, red and puffy and the other guests cast strange glances at her bridegroom, a charming gentle fellow. He said he felt a beast, a real Mr Hyde.


*


Our own flat comprised a large bay-windowed sitting-room, which looked out on to an attractive wide road of identical villas and a large bedroom overlooking the back garden; this garden went down in wide steppes to a valley. Just beyond the valley the electric trains whizzed by and because the sound of trains had been with me all my life it wasn’t long before I felt the flat was ‘like home’. The kitchen, bay-windowed too, overlooked the back garden and on the landing midway between kitchen and sitting-room was ‘our own’ bathroom and lavatory.


Being so high up I used to feel very Swiss and would not have been surprised to hear a yodeller, although I knew the performers of such two-toned singing would not be either my landlord or his wife for they were very serious people not given to intoning of any description. They were both very tall and slim. He reminded me of Mephistopheles or Punch, for he had that kind of shaped face, rather cruel-looking, and I was pleased, on the rare occasions that I saw him that he wasn’t a conversationalist. His wife, who was quite pleasant, possessed a strange gait; she seemed to fall forward as though her feet were powerless.


My unmarried friends thought me very lucky in obtaining such an attractive flat so that I could be married. Indeed I felt I was lucky too, for at that time the underlying fear of maidens was the worry of being ‘left on the shelf’. When a girl became engaged (and later married) there was really no need for two gloves, for these girls would wear a glove on the right hand only and carry the other glove, the left hand which bore the carats of the chosen being casually displayed on buses and trains.


‘Those who go a-borrowing go a-sorrowing’ had so been drummed into us by our elders that Chas and I had saved hard and gone without pleasures, indeed necessities, to purchase our home for cash. We possessed a ‘walnut’ bedroom suite with a ‘his’ and a ‘her’ wardrobe. The ‘her’ was an immense bow-fronted affair smelling permanently of varnish; my clothes seemed sadly lost and dangled limp and lonely in its vast cavernous interior. The ‘his’ was smaller, possessing less hanging space because it was shelved. My husband’s clothes filled it to capacity so that many garments creased immediately after being carefully ironed. But it never occurred to me to let him share my enormous wasted space and it was definitely sex segregation of garments in our love-nest.


The dining-room suite of light oak had four beige leather-seated chairs and the sideboard had little squiggles on each corner (ersatz carvings really). The sideboard contained half a tea service, half a dozen cut-glass tumblers and a canteen of cutlery. This canteen, marked ‘stainless’ had looked lovely when it was presented to me by the staff of the London Transport office where I worked and the Superintendent had made a pretty speech saying that my fiancé’s gain was the London Transport’s loss. He had waved a spoon in the air and hoped we would always have time for loving, then he did the same with a fork and a knife but I could never remember what he had said about them. Sadly, however, the cutlery soon became discoloured and began to peel. Two leather armchairs and a rug from Chiesman’s of Lewisham (where the gentry used to shop according to my mother) completed our home, plus of course the imitation parquet lino and the regency striped curtains. I thought the curtains lovely, setting off the high ceilinged bay-windowed room, but Chas always detested curtains and dragged them as far back from the windows as he possibly could after I had arranged them in neat folds.


I was like a new broom in my intentions to keep our home sparkling and I worked to the point of exhaustion obtaining a bright polish on the ‘parquet’ floor and furniture. It wasn’t long before I became utterly bored with my luxurious home and my married-woman status. I suppose I was lonely, for our friends and relations lived ‘over the water’ in Poplar and Chas, a waiter, seemed to be permanently away working and permanently tired during the short time he spent at home. I once had a daytime visitor and I was thrilled at hearing two rings on the bell that indicated it was for me. By then my brother-in-law Philip had become a salesman and because my dear ma-in-law knew I was lonely she had asked him to call on me when he was in the district. I was delighted at the thought of a social occasion.


Philip arrived in a van which coughed hot water and spluttered steam from an overheated radiator so I helped him lug pails of water up and down stairs to quench the thirst of his chariot. He then enquired for the daily paper with which he disappeared into the bathroom. I thought I would busy myself with preparing a nice meal for him and he would then report to ma-in-law what a wonderful cook I was and what a lucky fellow his brother was. He might also rave about the shine on floor and furniture. I knew that would please my husband’s mother for she always kept a bandbox house and her cooking was superb. But the time went by and no Phil emerged from the bathroom. I kept creeping to the bathroom door and listening. From the sounds within he was having a bath! Finally he emerged, slipped on the floor, remarked, ‘You want to be careful, Dorothy, polished floors can be dangerous and cause nasty accidents.’ He then gulped down half a cup of tea, knocked over the jug of milk, said, ‘I must dash now, I’m behind already,’ and tumbled down the stairs. He shouted from the doorway, ‘The Old Lady said you were lonely so I’ll pop in again when I am round this way.’


As he drove away in clouds of blue smoke from his exhaust I went slowly back to survey the chaos in bathroom and kitchen. My landlady appeared at the bottom of the stairs and gave me such an odd look that I stammered, ‘That was my brother-in-law.’ ‘Oh,’ she said. ‘I thought he was a strange man because his hair was soaking wet.’ ‘That happened in the bathroom,’ I stuttered and she returned slowly to her quarters, ready, I was sure, to report to Mephistopheles that I was not the innocent young bride I appeared to be. To make matters worse my young brother-in-law had taken my newspaper with him and I had been looking forward to the highlight of the afternoon – filling in the crossword.


But there, although on the surface I appeared lonely and my relations might have thought I needed company, actually in my own home I really only wanted and felt at ease in the presence of my Charlie, and he seemed to return only to eat and sleep briefly. He had only one day off each week and the six working days were divided into short days and long days. On the long days he would leave home before ten a.m., returning home in the early hours after midnight, and on the ‘short’ days he would leave home at about noon and return again in those awful quiet, ghostly and unearthly hours when all good citizens were asleep in their beds. Sometimes he turned a short day into a long day in desperation at his life-style, thinking that the more money he could amass while he had his health and strength the better would be our future.


He never even had an afternoon off so I was quite excited when he told me one morning that he would be home at six-thirty p.m. We would have a rare evening meal together, just like other working people. There would be a good play on the radio, a lovely fire in the grate, and for once a mate not prostrate (with exhaustion). I went about the flat singing with joy. When it was shining to my satisfaction I went shopping. We would have a different meal, a celebration dinner. I bought an Ostend rabbit deciding to roast this with onions and mushrooms. I made asparagus soup with real asparagus. Chas was always talking about cranberries and I made a cranberry tart which looked just like the pictures in the magazines. I felt quite the county lady shopping at all the best shops; for once money was no object. We didn’t drink wine, that was still for people from another world from us, so the ginger-beer rather let the side down I thought, but that too was from a good store and labelled ‘home made’. I bought a jar of ginger and thick clotted cream, ever Chas’s weakness. The jar was so beautiful I was longing for it to be emptied.


At six o’clock all was organised. By the time he rang the doorbell at six-thirty everything would be done to a turn. So far disaster had not struck at my culinary or other preparations, although it was a near thing when I was making a final inspection of the golden brown rabbit with the delicious smell, for I had changed into a green and gold housecoat one of my brothers had brought home from the Orient. This being a bit long I had nearly tripped over and shot the rabbit up the wall when returning it to the oven after its final basting. I thought I must remember to hold up the hem when dashing down the stairs to let my darling in.


Six-thirty came and there was no sign of a returning husband. Seven o’clock, the rabbit now looked a bit dry and shrunken. By seven-fifteen my lovely feeling of excitement had gone and I knew he must have had to give up his afternoon for some reason and carry on working. I was nearly in tears when the bell rang. Warmth flooded through me again. I was always the eternal optimist. If he sat down within five minutes the meal could be salvaged.


I opened the door to a dirty, grey-looking man with clothes torn, face cut and smeared with dried blood and a hand wrapped around with several stained handkerchiefs. ‘You poor darling, I cried. ‘Was there a train crash?’ And this is where Charlie went wrong. Had the positions been reversed that question from him would have been the opening for me to come out with a dramatic excuse. But no, everlastingly honest he had to blurt out the whole story to me.


It had been his day off (since his days off were different each week I hadn’t been suspicious, in any case I would never have dreamt my husband could be so heinously deceptive), and he had been so eager to see a special football-match that he had queued up all the morning to get in. When nearing his goal and the ticket-office the crowd had rushed the gate, he was swept off his feet and his hand was thrust through a window. He bravely sat through the match (he said he wasn’t well enough to leave the ground at that stage!) and then on the stairs of the railway-station on the way home the crowd had surged forward again. Once more he was lifted off his feet and this time his clothes were torn and his head cut on a broken window. I listened stony-faced to his pitiful story. He was obviously expecting tea and sympathy from me, but my day had been ruined, all my efforts had been for nothing. He was telling me, in effect, that he preferred to spend his free time at a football-match rather than have a rare romantic interlude with me his loving bride. I was choking with fury, misery, self-pity and murderous intent, but pleased the story was told he continued more cheerfully, ‘Oh, what a marvellous smell and I see that dinner is ready,’ gazing at the beautiful table-cloth and flowers. ‘Could you get me some water to bathe my hands and face, perhaps you could put some disinfectant in it.’ I fetched the water, wondering why although I could cheerfully have stabbed him I still didn’t want his wounds to become septic!


The next night he arrived home with a sheaf of beautiful tea-roses. Now these were out of season and I knew they must have cost the earth. I was already regretting the expense of the previous day, and instead of placating me Chas’s extravagant gesture made me angrier still. ‘However much did they cost?’ I asked. This put him in a flaming mood. ‘What does it matter what they cost, they’re for you!’ he yelled. Already regretting my enquiry I said, ‘Well, if we want to save up it is stupid of you to waste money on expensive flowers.’ He snatched the lovely roses from me and saying, ‘I will never buy you flowers again,’ dashed to the bathroom. I followed him and there he was, bashing their heads up and down on the lavatory-seat. Some days later I learnt from the wife of another waiter that an American visitor had given the roses to Chas because he had always served him so well in the restaurant and they were for ‘his dear wife’. Perversely I was more furious than ever that Chas hadn’t spent the earth on the flowers for me!


Before then I hadn’t been aware that I had married a man with a temper, but just after the battle of the roses I was to witness it again. It was the week of the coronation of King George VI so his restaurant would not only be extra busy but have special customers from abroad. It would be a week for rich tips and Chas wanted to look specially smart and immaculate. He wore stiff white shirts with special little slits for the studs and there was a monster at our laundry who was employed just to watch for these special slits and extend them further to the edge of the shirt so that the studs would fall out and the shirt pop open at inconvenient moments, perhaps just as Chas was bending solicitously over a customer. It was my job to inspect these shirts fresh from the laundry so that there would always be one undamaged and ready for Chas to wear. Every day he reminded me of the Coronation and every day I said, ‘Don’t worry, I wouldn’t dream of not checking your dress shirts,’ but during the week of the Coronation I collected some marvellous books from the library, and books have ever been to me what alcohol is to the addict.


So I lied when I said I had checked his shirts for the great occasion, thinking of course that I would check them before der Tag. I didn’t check them that fateful week and on that important morning the laundry slasher had really gone to town like a frustrated Jack the Ripper and every shirt was ruined. ‘You said you had looked at them,’ screamed my husband agitatedly pacing the room in his long johns. ‘You’ve got nothing to do all day and yet you are too lazy to do even one small thing for me.’ I could have cried with guilt but I still would not admit that I had forgotten about the shirts. ‘The ones I looked at are in your wardrobe,’ I said mysteriously thinking that surely in his wardrobe there would be a couple of non-slashed stiff shirts. He was then, I knew, very sorry that he had accused me falsely and he tore round the bedroom whilst I stood paralysed, praying for salvation. He re-appeared like a man berserk, his teeth clenched and trembling with rage, for the time was getting on and he would be given the worst part of the floor of the restaurant if he was late, a long walk from the kitchens, the part where customers were popping in and out all the time. There was not one shirt in the house which had not been mutilated by my unseen enemy. Chas threw them all in a pile on the rug. ‘Admit it, admit it, you are lying, you never looked at the shirts.’ ‘I must have looked at the wrong ones,’ I said stupidly.


Now, more furious that he had a non-admitting wife than that he had no shirt, in his temper, he began to jump up and down, up and down on them. Relieved that he wasn’t jumping up and down on me in his rage, the sight of this long-johned creature with a popping open stiff shirt and a bow tie drunkenly round his neck, started me laughing hysterically. I thought, this is why murder is committed but even though I thought each laugh would surely be my last I just couldn’t stop and suddenly Chas too realised the ridiculousness of the situation and collapsed with laughter. He put a muffler round his neck and dashed off to buy a new shirt in the Strand but as he left the house in hysterics he decided to come back and tell me he was still annoyed with me. I kissed him fondly good-bye. This seemed to annoy him and he said, ‘That’s enough of that.’


But I felt I had worse worries than slit shirts. There was the problem of my rubbish. In those days of modern sanitation and regular refuse collections, how could I possibly worry about this, yet sometimes I wished I had been living in good King Charles’s golden days where I could just have thrown everything out of the window. To get to my new silver dustbin I had to go through the kitchen of my landlord’s flat, which I hated. My demoniac-looking landlord was on shift-work, so that even had I waited until his wife was out shopping before passing through their kitchen-cum-living-room to the garden, HE might have been there.


I spent hours on the stairs with my little bucket waiting for them both to be out of the house at the same time. On Chas’s day off I would try to persuade him to empty the rubbish, making the excuse that I had hurt my wrist or foot. He always refused because he thought me crazy to be so inhibited and felt that the more journeys I made into the hinterland the more used I would become to entering the premises of comparative strangers. At last, as the rubbish piled up I decided I would take it down after midnight when all below would be sleeping. This was quite a job and a slow process for I had to feel my way inch by silent inch in the dark in stockinged feet. On a wet night I would have to retrace my steps and erase any muddy footprints with a dry cloth. However, all seemed to go well and I became a past master, or rather mistress, of the art of feeling my way around in the dark, but as so often happens I became over-confident.


I was on my way back from the dustbin run one night after a successful trip. I had only the passage to negotiate and then there was the blessed safety of the stairs when, with a blinding flash, on went all the lights. My heart leapt at the sudden and unexpected illumination. Facing me in the passage was an astonished Mephistopheles, clad only in a very, very short white shirt or shift-like garment. His daring apparel, on top of his unexpected appearance, paralysed my body for a moment yet my brain and pulses raced. For a moment he, too, was silently still. His nether portions were so white and so enormous he seemed to me like a half-veiled statue. I felt like a shocked lady mayoress who had pulled the cord on the unexpected. The statue came to life before the lady mayoress did and with a lightning movement Mephi’s hands grabbed the ends of his shirt turning it into a leotard. This caused him to shrink from a colossus to a hunchback, as he had to crouch to secure the leotard’s permanency.


‘I hope I didn’t wake you up,’ I said brightly as I squeezed past him, scraping his bent knees on my swinging bucket. ‘I just popped out to the dustbin,’ and I sauntered casually up the stairs. Once inside my own quarters my nonchalance deserted me. I leant my banging head against the inside of my kitchen door. I heard voices. I just had to know what ‘HE’ was saying to his now wide awake wife. ‘There’s something bloody fishy about them two upstairs,’ he was saying angrily. ‘I don’t believe he is a waiter, and have you ever heard of anyone going to the dustbin in the dark after midnight?’ I wondered if he would challenge my Chas, due in at any moment, but a door closed and the downstairs lights went out. Recovering myself, I became indignant with my landlord. Surely he could not be a nice man to go to bed so scantily attired? Why my darling wouldn’t even get into bed unless the top button of his pyjamas was fastened high round his neck. I wished I had been quicker-brained. I could have pretended I was sleep-walking.


Finally I hit on a solution to my problem. When I visited Mother as I did two or three times a week I took a suitcase filled with refuse. My mother was mystified, but my father simply said, ‘Dolly’s always been afraid of her own shadow.’ I prayed that if ever I did bump into my landlord on the way out, the catches on my suitcase would not let me down.




Chapter 2


Smashing Holiday


Soon after, Chas and I went to our first wedding as married people. It was a Jewish wedding and I was very much looking forward to it. I always felt thoroughly at home and enjoyed myself with friends of that faith. I admired their energy, and was fascinated by their way of speaking, their arguments, their persuasiveness and their sense of humour. The bridegroom was a shy gentle young man called Sidney. I had met him at the Toynbee Hall drama group and Norma, another goy like me, and I, had kept in touch with Sidney and his friends from time to time. He had a friend Harry, a tall beautiful young man with a vivid and attractive personality. All the girls were crazy about him he was so magnetic. Harry was to be best man. Sidney worked with his father and uncles in a workshop where the naked light-bulbs shone down on the seamstresses seated at long wooden tables. He designed dresses and could also machine and sew with the best of the girls. I thought him fantastic for I had a long struggle even to thread a needle and couldn’t sew without stabbing my forefinger every time. He wore a tape-measure like a garter of honour. Harry, his handsome friend, was nicknamed ‘Harry the Horse’ by his compatriots and I thought he was probably a racing man interested in the turf.


Norma and I just loved the synagogue wedding, the bride so richly beautiful in a fabulous gown designed by Sidney. They dashed their wine-glasses to the floor and it was like a Hollywood movie. Norma, her husband John, and Chas and I were looking forward to the reception which we assumed would take place in a swanky hotel. Therefore it was four shocked Christians who alighted from the wedding car outside a shabby terraced house in a narrow street somewhere at the back of Spitalfields. All along the street women were sitting on wooden chairs to view the procession and I avoided Chas’s surprised eyes as we entered the ‘hotel’. Norma whispered to me that she needed to ‘go’ and I accompanied her through a passage, dingily decorated with brownish varnished wallpaper. We had to walk carefully as the floor was covered with rope mats, some square, some round, some oval, and our high heels caught in the mats proper and the edgings. We went out into a tiny back yard and were very glad we were together for round the walls of the yard were about twenty men, all wearing hats, all holding large tumblers of beer. The door of the yard lavatory had been removed and was resting against a wall in a dangerous position. Outside the lavatory, which was in full view of the ‘audience’, seated on a low stool was the fattest lady I had ever seen. She was surrounded by scraggy-looking chickens, all featherless and therefore dead,, but otherwise intact, and she had the task of cleaning and dressing these birds under a stream of running water.


Norma and I fled back into the house. ‘I shall burst,’ said Norma. ‘Perhaps when we’ve had a drink we’ll be braver,’ I suggested. ‘I know what,’ said Norma. ‘When they call us for the meal we’ll dash back quickly then.’ ‘But if that woman’s got to clean those chickens and then cook them it’ll be hours,’ I wailed. We swallowed several glasses of wine and both felt absolutely marvellous, so marvellous in fact that we brazenly followed two beautifully gowned, furred and jewelled matrons back to the yard. At the sight of these ladies the privy counsellors disappeared and crammed themselves into the passage leaving the yard to us four ladies. The fat lady had disappeared with her factory belt of chickens leaving only a few feathers and bloodstains on the concrete to remind us she had ever been in residence there, and from a small kitchen at the side of the lavatory came the delicious smell of cooking.
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