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To my dear friend





There is a devil ever bending,  
To whisper in my ear  
Things I do not want to know  
But try so hard to hear.


 




I think he talks of huge delights,  
And says my days are few.  
He tells me that my summer suns  
Could have more shimmering hue.


 




He seems to say there is no Hell,  
And Heaven’s a man made dream;  
That he himself is but a myth.  
I feel this is his theme.


 




But if he is a myth, then who  
Is whispering in my ear  
These things I do not want to know  
Yet try so hard to hear?


 



B.T.




Author’s Note

In this narrative, I have sought to convey in authentic detail the public and private lives of Soho’s prostitutes and the people and atmosphere surrounding them. I have adhered strictly to the truth – for otherwise the whole exercise would be pointless – though in the endeavour I have found that nothing could be more apt than Oscar Wilde’s observation that ‘Truth is rarely pure, and never simple.’ The only deviation I have made from accuracy is that, for obvious reasons, I have had to alter the names of most of the people described, and be vague about some of the locations.




 One
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My affair with Soho started at seven thirty one winter’s morning, just as I was about to have breakfast: an odd time for a romance to begin, but that is how it was. I was seventeen years old.

My youngest uncle – then about twenty-five and trying hard to be a man-about-town – had recently bought his first made-to-measure suit. This seemed to have automatically invested him with the knowledge of which wine should be drunk with what and a desire for foreign travel, all of which I found very impressive. He came down to breakfast on that particular morning and announced with an air of self-conscious nonchalance that on the previous evening he had dined ‘at a rather interesting little restaurant in Soho’.

My grandmother, who was frying eggs at the time, swung round in horror – fish slice poised and dripping fat all over the quarry-tiled floor. Her face was a picture of outraged shock.

‘Henry!’ she bellowed.

I gazed from one to the other, fascinated. My first thought was a selfish one: perhaps the interruption might result in a well-cooked egg instead of the usual ‘healthily’ raw one my grandmother always insisted on dishing up. My overriding amazement, though, was caused by the fact  that Henry – her favourite child, who usually managed to get away with all sorts of minor wrongdoings – was about to be scolded.

‘Henry!’ she bellowed again.

She fixed him with the gaze that all of us – including my grandfather – dreaded. Storm clouds first, and now the thunder.

‘How dare you go to such a place! Soho indeed. I haven’t brought you up to be a gentleman for you to start leading that sort of life. Anything could happen to you in a place like that. Don’t let me hear that you’ve gone there again, and don’t ever mention it again—especially in front of her!’

She jerked her head and flapped the fish slice in my direction. Then she hurled an egg on to each of our plates and marched out of the kitchen, slamming the door behind her. An inveterate door-slammer at such times, my grandmother always liked the whole household and half the street to know when she was angry. My uncle, now humbled and looking sheepish, ate his egg in silence. So did I, speculating all the time about Soho.

I should perhaps explain why it was that it had been left to my grandmother to defend me from wickedness. I was born in Uxbridge, west London. My father was a lorry-driver and a carpenter. I remember once lying curled up on the floor of his workshop, falling asleep among the golden wood-curls and the smell of pine. I remember too a journey in the cab of his lorry, with him saying delightedly, ‘Sheep hearts for supper tonight, Babs. Imagine!’ Most of my early memories, however, are not so happy. My father was a violent man, apt to vent his rages on whoever walked into his path, including on occasion me.

I recall one incident, when I must have done something to enrage him. He carried me up to an upstairs window,  strung a little noose of wire round my neck, and attached the other end to the top of the casement. I had to stand on tiptoe, because if I did not, the wire tightened round my throat and began to choke me. I don’t know exactly how long I was there, but it must have been some hours, because I recall the muffin man walking up and down the street with a basket of bread on his head, clanging his bell as he went. Then, much later, the street traders gave way to the lamplighter, making his way up the street, lighting the gas lamps as he went. Night had properly fallen before my mother found me and rescued me. I was three years old at the time.

The rescue didn’t last for long. One day when I was about three and a half, my father announced to my mother and me that if we were still in the house when he arrived back from work, he would kill us both. We had reason to believe him, since he owned a gun and had once fired it into a bedroom door during one of his outbursts. We packed hurriedly and left the same day to stay with friends. Not long afterwards, my mother announced that I would have to stay with my grandmother for a day, because she needed to go off to Bristol for some reason.

Even as a little girl, I did not like my grandmother. Florence was a forbidding woman who ruled her household with steely determination and rarely a smile. Her family were all terrified of her and for a toddler, having to spend the day with her was not an attractive prospect. My mother, Doris, handed me over and left, promising to be back to collect me before nightfall.

Later that evening, my grandmother made up a bed for me out of two chairs pulled together.

‘But I can’t go to bed,’ I protested. ‘Mummy’s coming back for me.’

‘Oh, she can collect you in the morning,’ Grandmother  told me, and I climbed obediently into the makeshift bed.

It was in fact more than five years later that I next saw – or rather, almost saw – my mother. I was eight or nine years old. I was in disgrace for some reason and had been sent to the corner. I was sitting alone, facing the wall, feeling sorry for myself, when there was a knock at the door. My grandmother went to answer it, and I heard her say, ‘Why, Doris, fancy seeing you here.’ As she walked back in she added, ‘But don’t speak to Babs; she’s been naughty.’ Sure enough, my mother ignored me and left again soon after without a word.

 



My grandmother’s was a household ruled by the iron phrase ‘What would people think?’ – that, and an overriding fear of vulgarity. On 8 May 1945, VE day, the day when six long years of war in Europe finally ended and families up and down the country tumbled out on to the streets to cheer, and flirt, and eat, my grandmother refused to alter her routine a single iota. We weren’t allowed outside, and in our house at least, Hitler’s fall went completely uncelebrated.

My mother’s distance towards me might perhaps be explained by her own experience of childhood, but I had also been born out of wedlock, and it had been her unwanted pregnancy that had forced her into what was seen as an inferior marriage to a violent and unstable man. She would remarry again in due course and have two further daughters. When they got married in a double ceremony years later, my mother turned to me and complained how hard it was ‘to lose both my daughters on the same day’.

This, however, is to lose my thread. In my grandmother’s house, I was a sucker for anything that suggested a spirit of love, beauty or community – in fact, almost anything  that seemed to promise a life different from the one I knew. The conversation I had just heard over breakfast seemed to offer a clue to where such a life might be found.

I had read about exotic places like Marseille and the Casbah and gathered from my grandmother’s reaction that Soho belonged to the same, notorious group. But whereas Marseille and the Casbah seemed to be on another planet entirely, in relation to the small suburb of Southall where we lived, Soho was apparently within easy reach – at least for my uncle Henry. I longed to ask him about it, but my grandmother’s word was law and she had said it must not be mentioned. I was never allowed to speak unless spoken to first, but I was determined to find out what this Soho was all about.

In spite of my lack of any real communication with anyone in the house, Uncle Henry – although taciturn almost to the point of neurosis – was my idol. He was completely different from the rest of the family. I would note the books he brought home from the library and, as soon as possible, read them myself. They were mostly philosophy and the classics, and at seventeen, I struggled hopelessly with Nietzsche and Jung. His other interests were equally challenging to my young self: symphony concerts, opera and the arts. I tried to understand all these things, at first to gain his approval but then, gradually, for the joy I found in them for their own sake. Of all these, it was painting that really captivated me, and I even seemed to have some aptitude for it. A couple of years earlier, encouraged by an art teacher at my school, I’d managed to win a scholarship to Ealing Art School, a few miles away on the west London fringe. Financially, it would have been impossible for me to take the offer up were it not for all sorts of grants made available to me to cover everything – right down to clothing and school meals.

On the morning of Uncle Henry’s revelation, I had about another year of my scholarship to run. All day Soho was uppermost in my mind, and between lessons I managed to find out more from my more worldly fellow pupils. Yes, Soho was in London, and no, nice people didn’t go there. Someone even showed me its location on a map. Satisfied at last, I filed away all this knowledge for further reference and applied myself to schoolwork once more.

 



When I was nearly eighteen, the headmaster sent for me and asked what my plans were. I told him I must somehow find a job. He seemed upset: he felt I should stay on long enough to get a teaching diploma. He even suggested it might help if he had a talk with my grandmother.

‘I would be able to explain to her,’ he said, ‘that there are various further grants available to students who I feel are sufficiently promising – private grants, you understand, ’ he added confidentially.

If there has been one burning, all-pervading ambition in my life that has never varied, never flagged, it is that before I die, I will paint the perfect picture. I was tempted by his offer, but I had the pride and longing for independence of those who have very little else. It was a difficult decision for me to make, but that pride won in the end.

‘You have been very kind,’ I said. ‘I’m more than grateful, but the thought of accepting any more charity makes me feel quite ill. I can’t do it.’

He was an understanding man; he realised how I felt and that was that.

And so, during my nineteenth year, I left art school. It had taught me so much. I knew the shape and disposition of every bone, muscle and vein of Homo sapiens and most other animals; I knew perspective in all its forms; I knew historic architecture; I was conversant with the lives and  works of the great artists and their techniques. But the war had just ended and I realised that, with continuing austerity, the last thing England needed at that moment was an aspiring artist with no knowledge of the world.

So, predictably, my first job had little to do with art. It was in the darkroom of a photographic firm, and I found the work repetitive and lonely. I tried again: this time at the National Film Library, which was, again, not for me. Then – about a year after the war had ended – people began to want pretty things around them once more. I took the opportunity to improve my lot, and found a job in a studio that had just started painting flowers, birds and such things on lampshades and other articles. They had begun in a very small way and I think I was only their second employee. It was still certainly a very far cry from my dreams of becoming a great painter, but using a brush for eight hours every day made it become almost a part of my body and taught me a dexterity and fluidity whose value I have since come to recognise.

So far, nothing had diminished the fascination Soho held for me. I had even contrived for all my jobs to be nearby, and I snatched every chance to get closer. Most of my wages went to my grandmother, so as a necessary economy, I always took sandwiches for lunch. This proved to be a happy arrangement, for it gave me plenty of time during my lunch hour to explore Soho’s perimeter. This delighted me, and the temptation to delve into Soho itself grew. Still, I did not dare to actually do so, as my grandmother seemed to have an uncanny ability to know everything I did – a sort of third eye that hovered over me wherever I went.

I knew Soho’s border formed a rectangle and that walking right round it, you covered about two miles. On the northern edge was Oxford Street, on the west, Regent Street; the southern side consisted of Piccadilly Circus,  Coventry Street, Leicester Square and Cranbourn Street and the eastern boundary was formed by the Charing Cross Road.

For me, the wonders of this two-mile circuit never palled. Oxford Street, with its glamorous department stores on one side, and on the other, the small but still glamorous shops that backed on to Soho itself. These were mainly ground-floor shops with the upper floors occupied by a miscellany of small firms, and the entranceways were dotted with a profusion of interesting name boards. As well as the usual solicitors, architects and import agents, there were entertainment and detective agencies, and more bizarre professions like ‘Madam Zaz – Palmist’, and a few doors further along, ‘Mustapha ben Ali – Astrologer’ or ‘Offenbach – Trance Medium’. These were usually high up in the buildings, where rents were cheaper.

Along the grandly curving Regent Street, the shops became more expensive and precious, and I found it hard to believe that anyone was rich enough to buy things there. On reaching Piccadilly Circus, I’d pause at the statue of Eros, newly freed from its wartime wrappings, surrounded by people sitting gazing at the milling life around them. It is said that if you sit near Eros long enough, everyone you’ve ever known will eventually pass by.

Not keen to be reunited with anyone from my past, I’d head on to Coventry Street, which in those days held the most amazing Lyons Corner House. It consisted of floor upon floor of different restaurants, and I feel sad for people who are too young to have known it. Despite its magnificent interior and service, it was not at all expensive to eat there. On the ground floor was a huge patisserie-cum-delicatessen-cum-everything. There was a vast array of edible things to buy and take away in boxes tied with coloured braid. Opening off this were the many tearooms  and snack bars, each with their own distinctive decor. On the floors above were all sorts of restaurants catering for different pockets and tastes. The Salad Bowl on the top floor was my particular joy when I could afford it. Here, it was self-service, with counters filled with rows and rows and rows of containers brimming with every kind of salad the mind could dream up. There were great baskets full of crispy rolls, piles of butter, and tables groaning with enormous shivering jellies, trifles, blancmanges and tremendous squashy gateaux. For the sum of two-and-sixpence you could eat your fill. Oh, a truly wonderful place! But Mr Lyons, in his wisdom, had foreseen that certain people might have limitless time to do this. So at intervals during the day, this department was emptied of customers and closed.

Slightly further along, and opening out from Coventry Street, was the fabulous Leicester Square, surrounded by all the great cinemas – the Ritz, Empire, Warner, Odeon and Leicester Square theatres, where premieres were regularly held. The great stars arrived in limousines while the excited, surging crowds were restrained by lines of policemen. In those days, television sets were still incredibly rare, and so the cinema was the land of dreams and its stars were held in near-godlike regard.

Outside these cinemas on ordinary days there were always long queues of people waiting to go in, and it was, I should think, about the most lucrative place in London for buskers. Musicians, escapologists and all sorts of novelty acts performed in the middle of the busy road, and the traffic had to skirt them carefully. In the midst of all this was the central square, like an oasis, full of trees. When dusk fell, starlings from all over London came to roost.

At the junction with Charing Cross Road, opposite Wyndham’s Theatre, Soho’s final boundary was reached,  and this road was a real delight to me. There were book-shops on either side, nearly all of them with trestle tables outside stacked with second-hand books, and you had to almost fight for a place to look at them. In those days, the greatest of these were Zwemmer’s and Foyles. The latter also had the most enormous second-hand department inside – almost a whole floor. It was here that I most loved to browse whilst surreptitiously eating my sandwiches.

Shaftesbury Avenue cut this stretch of the road at Cambridge Circus, which was alive with its flotilla of fruit and shellfish stalls and hot chestnut braziers. Further along were the Tatler News Theatre, the Phoenix Theatre and the Astoria Cinema and Ballroom – always emblazoned with colourful hand-painted posters. The busy St Giles’ Circus at the top of Charing Cross Road marked my reunion with Oxford Street and my wandering would be over for another day.

Those lunch hours were the happiest part of my day, but I worked hard at my painting job, getting little pay rises here and there, though these left me no better off, as they always went straight to my grandmother. Not that that mattered to me very much, as I’d never had the opportunity to develop a desire for clothes or cosmetics (I was not allowed to wear make-up of any kind – even face powder – and my face had that permanent shine that I’m sure only Sunlight soap can give), though I would have liked to have bought some paints.

 



The next two years passed slowly. I was given more and more responsibility at work and gained a slight degree of self-assurance. My life at home, though, had become increasingly impossible and my grandmother more and more demanding. She had reached the conclusion that the only way in which I could repay all her charity was by  becoming her support in her old age. Had she been a kind, loving person, I would have naturally and willingly fallen into that role; but as it was, I felt nervous and caged. I was only allowed out one evening a week – Friday – on the express understanding that I went to the pictures and nowhere else.

So it was that the day after I reached the longed-for age of twenty-one – the day I legally became an adult – I made all my possessions up into two parcels and, with my grandmother’s curses following me, left her house, completely alone in the world.
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I made my way up stairs covered with cracked and brittle linoleum to the room I had rented several days earlier in west London and let myself in with the key that had been hanging like a talisman around my neck. It was June, and I’d worn my thick winter coat to save packing it, so I felt hot and sick. I dumped everything on the narrow iron bed and gazed around me with pleasure.

Anyone who could have gazed with pleasure at that particular room must have been in a pretty parlous state. It was filthy and barely functional. Apart from the bed, it contained an ancient chest of drawers, a mirror hanging from a nail above it, a small battered table and two wooden chairs. A wardrobe had been achieved by curtaining off a corner of the room in the same fabric that covered the windows – blackout material that was grey with dust. There was also an enormous, ancient gas fire, a single ring for cooking and an ominous-looking meter. That was all, except for what stood on the table: a thick china cup and saucer, two plates, a battered kettle, a large ewer of chipped white enamel and a few assorted items of cheap metal cutlery.

I was overjoyed. For the first time in my life I had a home that I had a right to be in. I had paid the rent; I had the key. For me, those four drab, dun-coloured walls spelt  peace and independence. I had had to ask for an advance on my wages to pay the two weeks’ rent. This left me with exactly three pounds in my purse to last me for the next ten days. Even this fact was not allowed to dampen my spirits.

I tried the top drawer of the chest. One of its white china knobs fell off, but the drawer opened in a lopsided sort of way. It contained a slice of toasted cheese, resting bleakly in the centre. That might come in handy, I thought, if I was living on bread and water until the next payday. The other drawers revealed nothing but crumbs and, in the bottom one, a mousetrap.

I thought about freshening up but there was no running water, hence the enamel jug. To get water, I had to go downstairs and out into the back yard, then in through another door and into a small scullery, where there was a tap. The toilet was thereabouts too. No time for all that now, I thought. It was eight thirty a.m. and I was due at work by nine. I ran a comb through my hair in front of the filthy mirror, then ripped open one of my parcels and found a cardigan. I grabbed my handbag and, carefully locking the door behind me, shot off to work.

The firm had expanded a lot, and now, instead of the original two, there were twenty-eight girl painters, of whom I was head. Meantime, the original owners had sold out to a man who did nothing but wander around tapping his teeth with a pencil and asking silly questions. He called me his ‘kingpin’ – and it was no exaggeration. I supervised all the other girls, sorted out the orders and kept an eye on the packers; I mixed the paints and worked out the wages; I did my share of the painting; I created new designs and I did a hundred and one other things. For this I was paid five pounds – a pound a week more than the other girls – and I had the doubtful privilege of hiring and firing.

During that first day of freedom, although to all appearances I was my usual composed self, inside I was dancing with joy. I had never in my life been so happy, and was making all sorts of plans for that crummy little room. At lunchtime, daringly, I spent some of my three pounds on soap, disinfectant, a scrubbing brush and a bowl.

In the afternoon, I asked my boss if I could have a few of the plentiful supply of rags we kept for cleaning our brushes. He told me to help myself and, with a twinkle in his eye that I was too naïve to interpret, said that he would have to come up sometime to take a look at this famous room of mine.

The following week, my boss decided that an evening’s stocktaking should take place. While we were engaged in this, the merry twinkle in his eye turned verbal, and he intimated that a little more than coffee and a chat wouldn’t come amiss at the end of the evening. To explain, perhaps I should say that in those days, 1948-ish, it was very unusual for a girl to leave home before marriage. To do so for any other reason, I found, meant that people assumed you were fast, and out for a bit of fun. Anyway, that’s the way my boss chose to see it, and though I naturally took up the time-honoured stag-at-bay stance, he was undaunted and even turned up at my bed-sitter the following Saturday to ask if I’d thought it over.

I got rid of him as pleasantly as possible, but inside I was raging. There I was, practically running his business for him, and on top of that, he wanted me as his . . . the word ‘doxy’ sprang to my mind (I was reading Georgian literature at the time). On the heels of my anger came the fear that I might lose my job if I kept saying no to him, and then where would I be? After not too much thought, I realised I needed an evening job. I had already worked out that on my wages I was going to be able to do little  more than scrape by, and that to save up to prettify the room or to buy my own paints would take years. If I could get a second job, I would be able to buy things for the flat as well as the art materials I wanted, and best of all, it would be a backup if I got sacked.

A few days later, during my lunch break, I saw a news-agent pinning new advertisement cards in his glass-fronted display case. Almost instantly, my eye lighted on one that read:

Bright girl needed for evening work in small club.  
No previous experience necessary.






This was followed by a phone number. It seemed the very thing: I reckoned I was fairly bright, and I certainly had no previous experience. I copied the telephone number and rushed to the nearest underground station, where there was a phone box. I dialled and a man’s voice answered. I explained what I had rung about.

‘When can you come and see me?’ the voice asked.

‘Well, I finish work at five.’ I told him where I worked.

‘If you took a taxi, you could be here in five minutes,’ he said. He gave me the name and address of the club, which I jotted down. ‘When you get here, ask for Jim. See you!’ and he put the phone down.

I was in a fever of nerves all afternoon. At five o’clock, I tentatively applied the powder and pale lipstick that so far I’d only had the nerve to experiment with in the privacy of my little room.

It was the first taxi I had ever been in, and once I’d given the address, I sat perched uneasily on the edge of the seat, hoping very much that something would come of the interview. We were travelling along Oxford Street when the cab suddenly turned. I hadn’t had a chance to find out exactly where the club was, but I realised I was actually  being driven into Soho. I was paralysed. The taxi made a few tortuous turns through those mysterious streets and finally stopped. When I got out and paid the driver, I found that my knees were shaking.

I’m what you would call a ‘brave coward’, so when the cab had driven away, I firmly told my knees to behave and reread the bit of paper with the address and name of the club on it. Sure enough, painted on a small board just where I was standing were the words The Mousehole. Beyond stretched a long, narrow passage, lit by one heavily shaded bulb. At the end, I found a staircase leading down, above which was another board – also reading The Mousehole – this time with an arrow pointing downwards. I giggled nervously: there was nowhere else you could go but down.

I went through a bamboo curtain at the bottom and was immediately in a pleasant, very dimly lit room. There was a bar at one end and a man in a white jacket moving around behind it against a glitter of glasses and bottles. Except for this, and two men who were sitting at a table near the middle, the room was empty. The men’s conversation was interrupted by the clicking noise the curtain made as I pushed it aside, and the barman gave me an enquiring look.

‘I was told to ask for Jim,’ I said.

‘That’s him, over there,’ he answered laconically, nodding in the direction of the two men.

I thanked him and went towards them. I got a similar enquiring look from one, so I guessed he must be Jim. I said that I had phoned about the job at lunchtime.

‘Wages fifteen bob a night and your cab fare home – that’s if you don’t live too far off.’

‘No, not far,’ I assured him.

‘What’s your name?’

‘Barbara.’

‘That’s a nice name. You ready to start?’

‘What, now?’ I gasped.

‘As good a time as any!’

I turned, feeling slightly dazed by the speed of it all. He broke into a grin.

‘Ronnie there’ – he motioned towards the barman – ‘will fix you up with an apron. Oh, and by the way,’ he added, ‘no need to come till six after tonight.’

Never again would I have such a quick interview. I murmured my thanks and went to the bar. Without seeming to be bothered whether I heard or not, the man sitting with Jim remarked, ‘Bit different from your usual type, isn’t she?’

I heard Jim reply, ‘Might be a change to have a bit of class.’

That surprised me too; I’d never thought of myself as having what could be termed ‘class’. I began to feel a bit more confident.

Ronnie gave me a friendly smile and handed me an apron. He was a dapper little man with a thin, bird-like face and could have been any age between forty and sixty.

‘Ever done this work before?’ he asked.

‘No,’ I replied nervously. I didn’t dare tell him that I’d never even been inside a pub before, and that my grandmother considered anything stronger than cider shandy to be devil’s brew.

‘Not to worry, ducks,’ he said kindly, as I tied on the apron. ‘It’s mostly just collecting glasses and ashtrays and things like that, and washing them – and being friendly with people. You’ll be all right. When I get a minute here and there, I’ll show you what to do about drinks.’ He paused and studied my face as I watched him gravely. ‘Cheer up, love, it may never happen!’

I laughed and, all at once, felt much more at ease.

‘S’better,’ he said approvingly. ‘Now cop hold of this cloth and get cracking with them glasses.’

Later on, the club became crowded and noisy, and we were all kept busy. I could quite see why they needed someone to deal with the glasses. I passed the evening in a sort of dream, now and again recalling with amazement that at last I was actually in Soho. It seemed incredible. After everything I’d been told, I was surprised to find that everyone here seemed warm and friendly and I didn’t feel wicked at all: just happy.

Jim had asked a cab driver who’d been in for a drink to come and pick me up at the end of the evening. He arrived soon after the final customer had left. I hurriedly washed a few last things and took off my apron.

Jim complimented me with what appeared to be genuine satisfaction.

‘You’ve done very well, love. See you tomorrow then?’

‘Thanks,’ I replied, and calling good night to Ronnie, I followed the driver up the stairs.

At the front doorway, with the security of the club left behind me, I took a quick glance up and down the dark street. There was no doubt Soho could be a frightening place – although for no reason I could actually specify. There was a slight breeze that carried pieces of litter before it. Here and there I saw solitary, aimless figures in the dim lamplight. It was very quiet – not the quietness of peace, but rather that of waiting and listening. I would never have had the courage to find my way out of here on foot, and was more than glad that only a few paces away was the faintly glowing refuge of the taxi.

‘All aboard the Skylark!’ came the cheery voice of the cabby, and I hurried across to get in.

Soho is not a large place, and it wasn’t long before we  reached the brightly lit streets I was familiar with. All the same, I couldn’t dispel my impression that the place we’d left behind was brooding and sinister, and that anything could happen there at any time. And what were those human-looking bundles huddled in some of the doorways we’d flashed past?

Now that we were covering ground that I recognised, I discovered just how weary I really was, and settled back on to the comfortable seat. At the same time, I realised I was absolutely ravenous and I couldn’t wait to get home.

Suddenly I recalled the memory of Uncle Henry’s dining in Soho and smiled to myself. Dining indeed ! I was working there!
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At the end of a month at The Mousehole, I had benefited in several ways. My money worries were over, my room was much more comfortable and I’d lost about a stone in weight from all the running around.

My fears about losing my position at the studio had not materialised, but my boss had become curt and sometimes downright unpleasant. I longed to find a way of leaving. Ronnie suggested I should chuck the daytime job, go on the dole and take things a bit easier. But having been brought up to regard receiving dole as tantamount to ‘going on the parish’, I refused his advice. My early reluctance to accept charity had not lessened with the passing years.

Life was exhausting. My alarm would rouse me from my few hours of sleep at seven thirty, when I had to get ready to rush to work. We painted without pause, even during our tea break. I would only have time for a sandwich at the end of the day before dashing off to the club. I was never home before midnight, by which time I barely had the energy to wind the alarm. By midnight on Fridays, my energy was beginning to flag somewhat. Fortunately the studio was closed at weekends, giving me the chance to keep my little room spick and span, but the club stayed open, so work still beckoned in the evening.

I often wished I liked alcohol, as it certainly seemed to  have an invigorating effect on the customers at the club. I was often treated to a drink, and changed my choice each time in my hunt for one that did not taste like medicine. I ran the gamut without success, and eventually reverted to lemonade, but in a small glass, trusting that to an onlooker it would pass for gin and tonic.

I was soon quite enjoying my evening work. As more faces became familiar, I could join in with the quips and jokes. The women were brilliantly blonde, wore ankle-strapped shoes, loose bracelets and pretended to be dumb, which was very much the in thing at the time. Their men were the pencil-moustachioed, two-tone-shoed, chalk-stripe-suited sort, with cheap rings and cufflinks. These ‘wide boys’ or ‘spivs’ comprised most of our membership. Their conversation was always about racing, betting systems and where scarce commodities could be obtained on the black market. They were all showy, noisy and self-assured – but they were kind.

One Saturday night, my shift had just begun and I was keeping my fingers crossed that the evening would be free of the scuffles that invariably happened at weekends. I was not to know that this particular evening was going to mark a change in my life I would never forget.

In the lull before the rush, Jim and Ronnie had gone over to Benito’s for a meal. From there they could keep an eye on who went into the club and judge when I would begin to need help. They’d worked all through the afternoon trade and had left a pile of glassware for me to wash, fresh ice to break for the lager bucket and four already settled customers to look after.

A burly, smiling man entered, wearing the look of slight desperation that I had come to recognise on all our male customers. He needed urgently to get within ordering distance of a bar. Whilst waiting, his anxious expression  remained firmly in place, as though he feared everything might be sold out at any moment. Only when I had taken his order could he relax and burst into bloom, acknowledging me with a ‘How’s tricks?’ This was Syd: a staunch regular, along with all his pals, fellow meat porters at Smithfield Market.

I turned back to the washing-up; I could see that, as usual, Syd was settling down for a chat, but I wanted to get the work done first or I’d never catch up. I’d been caught like that by him once before.

The jukebox was on automatic, as it always was when there were too few people in to feed it with coins. I surveyed the room while I polished glasses. It was strange to see how nice it could look with the lights dim, knowing how tatty it really was when the bright overhead lighting was switched on for cleaning.

The other four customers consisted of a young couple huddled over a table in a far corner of the room – who, under cover of the music, were engaged in deep and private conversation – and two women who were sitting together on stools at the end of the bar furthest from Syd. One of them was a young and spectacular blonde, while her companion was a stout, frowsy woman in her fifties. Neither spoke to the other, and although the blonde occasionally ordered gin and bitters for the other woman, she had barely touched her own. The stout woman grimaced whenever she caught my eye, communicating her silent dislike of her partner.

My chores done, I noticed Syd waving his glass again. As I refilled it, he gave a mock scowl.

‘Talk about a bluebottle!’ he complained, ‘You never stand still, do you?’

‘I’m standing still now,’ I said, plonking my elbows on the counter.

He started talking about work. Meat was still on ration after the war, and his work as a porter meant he was full of stories.

‘What an interesting job you’ve got,’ I remarked.

‘Not half as interesting as hers, I shouldn’t think,’ he said, lowering his voice and giving a sort of jerk of his head in the direction of the two women.

‘Which one, the young one?’

‘Naturally.’

‘Why, what does she do?’ I asked, getting interested.

‘She’s on the game!’

‘What game?’ I asked innocently.

Looking back, I find it hard to credit that I was ever so naïve. Syd obviously did as well, because he gazed at me incredulously for a while, clearly wondering if I was trying to tease him. Having decided that I wasn’t, he leaned forward with a slightly reddened face and whispered hoarsely, ‘She’s one of the ladies, and that’s her maid!’

I stole a quick glance at them, but couldn’t quite picture the girl as someone with a title, and the maid looked more like a bodyguard. Syd seemed nearly floored when I looked at him blankly again. He scratched his head and seemed to be searching for words. Then, leaning forward once more and studying my face for signs of comprehension, he said, with suitable pauses:

‘She’s a business girl . . . One of the birds . . . A tart . . . A prostitute!’

It was only his last term that I understood. He leaned back with relief when I blushed and gasped, ‘Oh!’

I felt embarrassed. Syd was holding his glass out for another beer, and while I was filling it, I was relieved to see a couple of his friends arriving. I opened two more bottles, so all three glasses were lined up when they turned to the bar after greeting Syd.

I left them and wandered back along the bar. The dumpy woman was ready for another gin, and I was able to study the blonde at closer range.

I was utterly intrigued, but anxious not to make it obvious. I had never knowingly seen a prostitute before and I was filled with curiosity. Apart from her voice – which had a slight northern accent that she had clearly taken pains to disguise – the most noticeable thing about her was her hair, which was long and gleaming. In defiance of the upswept fashion of the time, it was a mass of loose waves and curls. She was pretty; but more than that, she was provocative and reckless-looking. She wore quite a lot of make-up, especially around her eyes, and I was struck by her resemblance to a bust I’d seen of an Egyptian queen, Nefertiti. Her sweater was simple but looked expensive: turquoise silk with a V-neck showing her cleavage. She had pushed the sleeves up to just below her elbows. As I watched, she swung her feet lightly to the floor and walked with easy assurance to the jukebox. Marilyn Monroe could have learned something from that walk. Her skirt was grey, tight and straight, with a slit at the hem; the waist was cinched tight with a wide black patent leather belt, and her extremely high-heeled shoes were of the same material. It was obvious that her flair lay not so much in the clothes she chose to wear as in the careless negligence with which she wore them. I somehow knew that she would look good even in a sack. She had all the qualities I lacked: glamour, boldness and an eye for fashion. In spite of all these assets, though, she was evidently unhappy.

Her companion caught my eye. She was dressed in a food-splattered red Moroccan frock and a black straw hat decorated with bunches of artificial cherries nestling amongst crumpled leaves. Somewhere at her feet was the disgusting matted fur wrap which I later found out was  the reason for her nickname. Fumbling in her handbag, she produced a compact and smirked at her own reflection for a while. Then, leering across at me with what she obviously believed to be a winsome smile, she spoke.

‘It comes to something, don’t it, when the maid’s better-looking than the mistress!’

I was saved from having to comment because Syd and his friends had run dry again.

A strange feeling came over me; everything seemed unreal. What on earth was I doing here amongst all these peculiar people, in this sleazy little basement club? I thought of my grandmother and blanched.

The blonde returned to her seat, and sat there looking stiff and aloof. I felt sorry for her. Then, to my horror, the maid lumbered down off her stool and came towards me with one elbow slithering along the counter. As she reached where I was standing, she treated me to another of her ghastly smiles and hissed in a stage whisper:

‘She’s muck – and she knows it!’

Then she pushed herself away from the bar to pass Syd and his friends and went through the archway that led to the toilets in the vaults below the pavement. I didn’t know whether the blonde had heard, but when I looked, she was staring hard into her drink.

Just then, the jukebox got stuck and I went over to give it a remedial kick. Returning, I saw the woman reappear from the vaults, wearing a triumphant expression. She walked purposefully to where she had been sitting, and after delivering a few seemingly strong words to the girl, picked up her handbag and stomped out of the club.

I had just got back from serving the pair at the corner table and was dropping the used glasses into the sink when I was suddenly electrified by the sound of the blonde’s voice, full of pent-up fury and exploding with venom.

Alarmed, I spun round, thinking for one awful moment that she was addressing me, but she was just sitting there with clenched hands, glaring belligerently into the remainder of her gin.

I watched her with growing sympathy as I swilled the dirty glasses in the sink. She looked up and caught my gaze, and a grin spread across her face as she realised I’d heard her. It was surprising how impishly different she looked when she smiled.

‘Sorry, love,’ she apologised. ‘But I’m so bloody mad I could burst!’

‘Well I hope you won’t,’ I replied, ‘’cos I have to mop up at the end of the evening.’ My remark actually produced something akin to a giggle, and she pushed the gin away from her with an expression of distaste.

‘I don’t think you like that stuff any more than I do,’ I said. ‘Feel like joining me in a lemonade?’

‘Yeah, let’s be devils!’

I poured us each a large glass and, not wanting to intrude too much, carried on working.

‘What a life!’ she sighed, making it obvious that she wanted someone to talk to. I moved towards her.

‘Had a bad day?’ I asked.

‘Actually . . .’ she said, lifting herself from the slump she had fallen into, ‘actually, I’ve had a bloody good day. It’s just that cow, Rabbits, who gets on my wick. That’s my maid: the one who just went out. I wish she’d just drop dead and do everyone a favour!’

She seemed to take it for granted that I knew what her trade was.

‘What’s Rabbits done, then?’ I asked, now full of curiosity.

‘Nothing – as usual – and that’s the whole damn trouble! Absolutely bloody nothing! She sits on her fat arse all day,  and if I even want a cup of tea, I have to get it myself. She’s filthy dirty and never bothers to clean the place or do a bloody hand’s turn. It makes me sick!’

She sipped gloomily at her lemonade and went on:

‘I could just about put up with all that, but it doesn’t stop there. She thinks she’s the boss: always trying to order me about. Talks about me behind my back, too. She takes the piss and pulls all sorts of faces she doesn’t think I notice.’

She learned towards me, gradually getting angrier.

‘Do you know, she’s even stopped me having friends up to the flat because she reckons it wastes time – wants me to flog myself to death so she can get more tips. Tonight was the last straw, though; she’s gone a bit too far this time!’ She sat back, her eyes wrathful with the recollection.

‘What happened?’ I asked.

‘Well . . .’ she replied, settling herself more comfortably, with the air of one preparing to tell all. ‘It’s what she just said that really choked me, and I don’t think I can stand the sight of her much longer!’ She paused again, leaving me positively burning with curiosity.

‘What did she say?’ I asked breathlessly.

She took a deep breath and her nostrils flared slightly. ‘She only called my bed a meat stand!’ Her eyes filled with angry tears as she went on: ‘And I’m not taking that from anyone!’

‘Oh!’ I gasped, relieved to know, at last, the cause of the friction, although puzzled as to why its effect had been so devastating. Her annoyance was sufficiently infectious for me to add, with feeling, ‘She didn’t!’

‘She bloody did!’ she said vehemently, though her temper was abating now she had someone to share her anger with.

‘But why do you have to put up with all this?’ I asked.

She sighed. ‘In our business, love, maids sometimes go with the flat. I could find another place, but I’d have to find another lot of key money. Besides, I like the flat I’m in – it’s in a good spot – but that old sod’s driving me potty!’

She was chewing her lip with the frustration of it all, and I was searching around in my mind for some possible solution to her problem.

While the girl and I had been talking, I’d noticed two more of Syd’s friends come in. Syd was taking an interest in my conversation with the blonde. He told his friends he’d join them later, and ordered another beer. In doing so, he stationed himself on a stool much closer to us.

‘What about asking the agent or landlord if he could get Rabbits a job with someone else?’ I asked. ‘Tell him you can’t work with her properly and soon won’t be able to pay your rent. He can supply you with another maid and so he won’t be any worse off, will he?’

‘It’s an idea,’ she agreed. ‘It’s not as though the greedy cow’s grateful for anything. I get good tips for her and I’m never out long before I bring someone back. Some maids have to wait for hours! And do you know . . .’ she leaned closer to me across the bar, ‘I’ve been up and down those bloody stairs twenty-four times today already!’

‘Oh!’ I cried, caught between sympathy and surprise. ‘Oh, your poor feet!’

Her jaw dropped open in amazement and she stared at me for an instant, then threw back her head and let out peal after peal of helpless laughter.

‘My feet?’ she choked. She tried to prevent more laughter and to regain her breath. ‘Oh, you’ll be the death of me – look, you’ve made my mascara run!’

She dabbed at her eyes with a little lace handkerchief  she had snatched from her bag. ‘The funny part is that you meant it!’

Her amusement was contagious; even Syd was grinning and surreptitiously moving nearer. I was laughing too, although the full humour of what I’d said had escaped me. The laughter gradually died down and the girl’s face began to resume its former sombre lines. Then she gripped the clasp of her handbag with both hands, as though preparing to leave.

‘Well, I suppose I’d better be off. The old bag’ll be sitting up there waiting for me and getting into an even worse mood.’

It dawned on me that she was as frightened of her maid as I’d been of my grandmother.

‘I’d sooner stop here, though, and have a bit of a laugh,’ she said.

‘I wish you could,’ I replied, feeling a little sad. ‘But I suppose I ought to get on with some work too!’

‘What’s your name, love?’ she asked suddenly.

‘Barbara,’ I answered.

‘That’s Babs to me.’ She grinned. ‘And I’m Mae.’ She put her hand out to clasp mine and our eyes met in a smile. At that moment, I knew that she needed a friend as much as I did.

Not long afterwards there came a crashing of feet along the upstairs passage, followed by what sounded like an elephant plunging down the staircase. The bamboo curtain was swept aside with a mighty clash and Rabbits burst through. Her face was puce. For a moment she stood, hands on hips, surveying the scene and looking for all the world like Henry the Eighth’s twin sister – and then she exploded.

‘What the hell do you think you’re playing at? Here’s me, sitting up there like a bleeding lemon, and here’s you, down  here, getting bloody pissed. What do you think I am?’

All eyes in the club were riveted on the scene, while the jukebox carried on regardless with ‘Stardust’.

Mae did not reply. Indeed, she was speechless and her face was ashen. Nor did she make any attempt to stand up; she seemed frozen. The maid obviously expected her to jump up and leave immediately. Infuriated at the lack of response, she fairly screeched:

‘So that’s how you want it, is it? Well leave your bleeding boozy friends and come along the alleyway and we’ll have it out once and for fucking all. You’ve been asking for this for a bloody long time, you have. Now you’re going to get it!’
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