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			CHAPTER 12


			The Tallyman


			1954


			‘Oi, ’ilda, watch what yer doin’! You’ll set the place alight!’ guffawed Wally, reaching over to take the searing hot pan of oil from me. I’d kept it too long in the hot pan and it looked close to catching alight. ‘What’s got into you, girl? You ain’t sloppy usually!’


			‘Oh, Gawd, Wally! I’m sorry, I don’t know where me ’ead is today! I’m alright, I promise. I’ll take more care next time,’ I replied, trying to smooth over my mistake with chatter. I knew I wasn’t very convincing though, and I gave him a falsely jaunty smile hoping to cover my tracks still further.


			Wally stopped what he was doing and looked at me. His gaze was sharp and knowing. I averted my eyes, hoping he’d leave it at that.


			Several of my regulars had commented that I didn’t seem myself. I was trying to be ‘Hooray Hilda’ as Wally kept calling me, but my heart just wasn’t in it.


			The hop-picking holiday still weighed on my mind. We had only been back a few days and I still couldn’t get over that feeling of fear that I’d lost my daughter, and the fallout with Bert. On top of that were the rekindled memories of my ma and me hopping when I was a girl. Suddenly the grief felt just as fresh again as it had when I received the letter from Pa telling me she’d passed away. Ma had gone quietly, with no fuss one afternoon, sitting by the fire. It was Ron who spotted she’d gone, and it was he who was sent by Pa to fetch the woman who washed and laid out the bodies in Braunston.


			Every night now I would trace her outline on the photograph I had of me and her in the fields near the cottage where we stayed in Braunston. That photograph sits on my bedside table and it is the last thing I look at in the evening, and the first thing I see every morning. When Ma died I was living at Bert’s parents’ home in Bow, East London, while he was away fighting. When I got Pa’s letter, I took a train up to Coventry and Pa met me at the station and took me to Ma’s funeral in the village church. She was so modest, so worried about the cost of things, that she had insisted before she died that she was to lie in an unmarked grave. I laid flowers there to remember her. The place was peaceful and I remember feeling grateful she was out of Pa’s clutches and could suffer no more brutality at his hands. I missed her terribly though, and the time spent hopping had brought back so many memories of her that I felt bereft, as if she’d died only a week ago.


			‘Come on, ’ilda – yer mopin’ again. I need six cod and three ’addock filleted and battered an’ up ’ere for fryin’.’ Wally’s voice was jovial, but I knew he was getting cross with me and I couldn’t blame him. He prided himself on giving his customers the best service in town, which is why people flocked to Wally’s Fish and Chip Shop from as far north as Rotherhithe and as far west as Brixton. Wally’s was famous in south-east London, and he wasn’t going to let a dopey assistant like me stop his customers getting their dinner.


			‘Alright, Wally, I’m comin’. So that’s three cod an’ six ’addock on its way,’ I replied, my face falling at the sight of Wally shaking his head.


			‘Betty’ll do it, don’t worry. Why don’t you pack some chips up for Mrs Collins ’ere? She’s got two ’ungry boys an’ an ’usband all waitin’ for their dinner, so get yer skids on!’ Wally said, before proceeding to holler down the stairs to Betty for the correct fish.


			‘’ow are you, Mrs Collins?’ I managed to ask, as I shook the excess oil from the golden chips before tipping them onto the news pages.


			‘All right, dearie,’ she replied. ‘Nothing to complain about – well, nothing more than usual, eh?’ Pat Collins was known as being a bit of a gossip so I knew I had to keep my guard up around her. She had a hard life, though, with two growing boys and a husband who worked on the roads, repairing bomb damage. They ate her out of house and home, and she often said that she only had one pair of underpants between the boys which they had to wear on alternate days, they were so poor. Whether it was true or not, I didn’t know, but life wasn’t easy for most people round our way – Pat’s worn shoes and ripped apron was enough of a sign to know that new clothes of any description were a rarity for her family. ‘Did you ’ear about Mrs ’arris’s problem with ’er legs?’ Pat started on her favourite topic: other peoples’ health problems. I couldn’t see why they were any of her concern, but I humoured her anyway, nodding and smiling intermittently while throwing a sly wink to Mavis who was next in the queue. I had to make it up to Wally for being clumsy earlier.


			Just as Mrs Collins was about to leave I told her to wait, and threw an extra scoop of chips into some paper, wrapping it deftly and pushing it into her hands. Her look of shock was replaced by gratitude. I glanced over at Wally. He’d seen what I’d done, and even though he shook his head he was smiling. He knew I couldn’t bear to see people go hungry, and I knew the comforting power of a good, old-fashioned plate of chips to ease hunger and restore faith in the world.


			For a second I thought back to a time during the Blitz when we’d survived yet another night of bombs crashing on the docklands, and Pa had gone out and found the only food not rationed: a supper of fish and chips. Oh, my giddy aunt, I could still recall the salve of that taste of hot crunchy chips and fluffy white fish with crackles of batter, coated in vinegar and salt. It had been like having a proper family that night, with all of us in accord, sitting round the kitchen table together, eating our simple but wonderful meal. I had longed for nights like that as a child, and if my extra portion of chips gave Mrs Collins and her boys something similar it was worth the risk to give it to her.


			When Mrs Collins left and Mavis stood in front of me, her lined face creasing into a smile, I smiled back, knowing I looked defeated by the effort. ‘You alright, dearie?’ she said, softly, touching my arm as she spoke.


			Well, I wasn’t used to such kindness. My eyes instantly stung with tears. I tried to bat them away but a couple slid down my face and I wiped them away with a sharp movement. ‘Don’t you go worryin’ about me, Mavis. You’ve got enough on yer plate,’ I said, and we shared a grim look.


			Mavis’s husband had lost his job of collecting offal from butchers’ shops due to the drink he put away each night. I knew times were hard again for her family.


			‘We’ve all got our troubles to bear,’ replied Mavis, patting my hand, ‘but yer allowed to ’ave them as well, ’ilda. You can’t always go about lookin’ after other people.’


			I shook my head. It had always been me looking out for my family and friends, wiping away their tears or soothing away their troubles. It was too late for me to change now. I had my Bert, so I shouldn’t have a care in the world. ‘I’m right as rain, Mavis. Now tell me about your Billy – ain’t ’e the most ’andsome boy you ever did see?’ and with that I diffused the moment of concern, not wanting to admit to myself that I sorely needed the kindness of my friend.


			Later, though, I managed to restore some of my usual good humour. Old Bill came in for his supper late that evening, and I joked with him that he’d been held up by his fancy woman … and, bless him, he blushed darker red than the tomato sauce. ‘I’m only teasin’ you, Bill! That’ll be five shillin’s, luvvie.’ I took his money and handed him his warm parcel of food. That’ll keep him going for another day, I thought with affection.


			‘You’re back on form, ’ooray ’ilda, thank goodness for that!’ said Wally with a laugh, as we cleaned up the counters and put the vinegar bottles back on the shelves at the end of the shift.


			‘Thanks, Wally. Sorry fer bein’ a bit slow earlier. I’ve ’ad a few things on me mind,’ I said as honestly as I could, without justifying my lack of industry.


			‘Anything you’d like to tell me about, ’ilda? I’ve always got time to listen to you, you know that. If there’s anything I can do to ’elp, you only ’ave to ask,’ he said, his kind face looking concerned.


			I sighed and put down the cloth I had been rubbing over the same place repeatedly. ‘To be truthful, it was the ’oliday. It set me to thinkin’ about me ma an’ it’s the anniversary of ’er passin’ away, so I’ve been a bit miserable. Sorry, Wally – you don’t deserve an old misery guts for an assistant!’ I chuckled, but I knew the smile didn’t quite reach my eyes.


			‘Oh, dearie, it’s ’ard losin’ yer mother. I know all about that. I lost me own ma twenty years ago, an’ I still miss ’er every day, God rest ’er soul. It never goes away, luvvie – the sooner you accept that, the better off you’ll be,’ Wally said, simply.


			I appreciated Wally being so open with me; he was more than just a boss, he was my friend, but it was more than the anniversary of Ma’s death. My faith in Bert had been shaken too.


			That night I scrubbed the floor and the counters with extra vigour. I wanted to make it up to Wally and Betty for my lack of attention. I knew I was also avoiding going home.


			It was past 10 p.m. when Wally poked his head round the door and said, ‘You still ’ere? Get off ’ome, ’ilda, we’ll see you tomorrow. Go on get back to yer kids, or they’ll forget who their mother is.’ He gave a quick wave then disappeared to the back of the shop. I heard the sound of his feet go up the stairs to the flat he and Betty shared. All of a sudden the footsteps turned around and Wally’s face reappeared in the doorway. ‘Tell yer ’usband yer all invited round to watch me new television on Sunday. It’s bein’ delivered ’ere on Saturday. It’ll be somethin’ to see, I tell you. All right? Cheerio then.’ Without waiting for an answer Wally vanished.


			A television was a rare luxury: Wally must have saved up for months, if not years, for one. I didn’t know anyone else with a television except for a burly docker, Jimmy, who lived on our estate. He was a foreman at Greenland Docks and was known locally as being very well-to-do. We’d never been invited in to see his set, even though Little Albie played with his son, John.


			I headed home with Wally’s strange invite making me chuckle.


			


			On Sunday, I dressed Little Albie, Brenda and Christine in their best clothes. We all had one set of best, and one set we wore daily – I counted myself rich at having the choice of two dresses to wear! It was more than I’d ever owned in my life.


			The children were told to be on their best behaviour, and given an extra scrub down in the tin bath the night before. It was rare that we got invited anywhere these days, what with Bert working all hours at the delivery depot and me working at the chippy and raising the children as best we could. It was a rare, and rather anxiety-provoking treat to take the children to Wally’s flat.


			We arrived at the chippy and Betty let us in. Little Albie handed her a teacake I’d made especially for the occasion. ‘You shouldn’t ’ave,’ she smiled. ‘Now, who’s goin’ to be the first to get a slice?’ The children were instantly at their ease and we all followed Betty’s plump waddle up the stairs.


			I was shy at entering her and Wally’s home, and worried that the children might knock something over, or break something, even if they were under strict instructions to behave. The flat was small and neat with a lounge, a kitchen, an inside lavvy and a bedroom at the back which, of course, we didn’t see.


			The lounge was a place of wonder. Standing in prime position between the fire place and the settee was the television set. It was a thing of beauty. It was encased in a rich brown cabinet with four legs which held it upright. There was an oval-shaped screen and several buttons. I’d never seen a television before, though I’d glanced at pictures of them for sale in newspapers. It seemed huge, though that might’ve been because of the size of Wally’s flat.


			‘Don’t touch, whatever you do, do not touch that set,’ I whispered to my three children through gritted teeth.


			Little Albie was instantly captivated, though it wasn’t even switched on. ‘’ow does it work?’ he shouted excitedly, making Bert and Wally laugh.


			The men were already huddled round the set, Wally’s voice proudly telling Bert, Little Albie and Brenda about the television’s features: ‘Well, it’s a Motorola. Top spec. Absolutely the best television on the market.’


			Betty and I exchanged a look. ‘We’ll get the kettle on, shall we?’ She laughed, and I followed her into her tidy kitchen with three-year-old Christine pattering along behind me. ‘Men, eh? They’ll be fine-tunin’ that thing fer hours!’ said Betty, and we both chuckled at that.


			I sat at the kitchen table while Betty bustled around her kitchen, pulling out a tin of biscuits and arranging them on a plate with a doily on it. She’s so posh! That’s the proper way of doin’ things, with a doily, I thought to myself and smiled up at her.


			Betty fussed with the custard creams and the garibaldis for a little longer. I recognised them from my days working at the Peek Frean biscuit factory in Bermondsey. ‘Let’s go an’ see if anyone’s ’ungry, shall we?’ said Betty, beaming, and she led us back into the lounge where, lo and behold, the television set was working.


			‘Gawd, it’s a miracle!’ was all I could stutter. The screen glowed and a picture of a little girl appeared before our eyes. Little Albie could barely contain his excitement – he was sitting inches away from the screen, bouncing up and down on the pouffe he was perched on.


			‘Well, I never!’ exclaimed Bert. ‘Ain’t it a marvel what they can do these days!’


			‘Who’s that little girl? She’s very pretty,’ lisped Brenda shyly.


			We all peered at the girl with long grey hair holding a piece of white chalk against a blackboard. The television picture was in black and white but it might as well have been drawn in moon dust for the excitement it gave us.


			‘An’ there’s a clown!’ said Little Albie, pointing at the picture.


			‘It’s amazin’, ain’t it? ’ow do they do that?’ Betty added, shaking her head in awe.


			Wally and Bert were still fiddling with the television dials. The picture grew lighter and darker. Betty and I sat sipping our tea, nibbling delicately on our biscuits. I kept a beady eye out for crumbs. The children were so enthralled they barely noticed the food. They were spellbound. Time ticked on. The set crackled and whined occasionally, as Bert and Wally made further adjustments. The children had settled down to gaze at the unchanging picture, utterly transfixed at the sight coming from a wooden box, as if by magic. Every now and then, Wally would ask Bert with a sense of urgency if he had seen the picture change? Did it go lighter with that turn of the dial, or darker?


			Eventually, I stifled a yawn. The girl in the box was impressive but we’d been in our seats watching her for more than an hour. I shifted slightly. Christine started to fidget, but the boys and Brenda were still engrossed. I started to watch the clock that sat over the fireplace. It was coming up to dinner time. We’d been in front of that same picture for two hours!


			It was at this point that I coughed and fidgeted in my seat, hoping Bert would pick up my cue it was time to go. Betty kept bringing biscuits and tea, and milk for the children, but anyone could see we’d be in danger of overstaying our welcome if we stayed much longer. ‘Bert, we’d better think about the children’s dinner,’ I said eventually, after my hints were ignored.


			‘Oh, right you are, Duchess. Sorry, luv, only it ain’t every day you get to see a real television set,’ answered Bert.


			I smiled at him, arching my brows. ‘Let’s leave Wally and Betty to their television, eh, an’ make a move. Otherwise the children will never eat their tea,’ I added. With effusive thank-yous, the children swooped out of the flat, chattering and laughing as they did.


			I watched them indulgently on the walk home. They really were darlings, each and every one of them. I was a very lucky woman.


			Back at home, however, they had nothing else to talk about except the television. They were completely star-struck, to the point I started getting irritable, especially when they started asking why we didn’t have one. ‘Yer father works long hours to feed an’ clothe you, so I don’t want to ’ear any whinin’ about gettin’ a set, d’you ’ear me?’ I admonished.


			They chorused a ‘Yesss’ in reluctant agreement before scampering off to bed, still giddy from the day’s excitement.


			The next day was Monday. I never worked on Mondays so I had a happy day with the littl’uns.


			When Bert got in from work and had eaten his dinner of boiled sausages and mash, he fiddled in his pocket and brought out a couple of shillings. ‘Last payment tonight,’ he announced, smiling.


			I smiled back. We’d been paying the Tallyman for months now to get us a brand new radiogram. It wasn’t as exciting as a new television, but it was what we’d always wanted. Bert and I had grown close over a love of big band music, and we’d longed for a radio to tune into the BBC. Every Monday night for months, the Tallyman had come to the door collecting small part-payments, or tallies, for the radiogram. We were finally ready to pay in full, and receive our long-awaited music player!


			We sat listening for the knock and when it came, we both jumped up and went to the door. Bert handed over the money, and the Tallyman recorded it in his little book. Like children ourselves, we looked at him eagerly.


			He was a pleasant-enough looking man in his late fifties. He had dark hair greased back in the fashion, wore a suit which looked more expensive than anything we’d ever worn on our backs, and he carried a leather satchel with his takings and notebook inside. He was smoking a cigarette out of the corner of his mouth which jiggled when he spoke. ‘You’re all done, Mr Kemp, Mrs Kemp.’


			And with that, two burly men appeared in the tenement passageway holding our brand-new player wrapped in a thin plastic material. They shuffled into the front room, put it down and left as quickly as they’d arrived.


			I shut the door and turned round to Bert, feeling like Christmas had come early. He lovingly unwrapped the large, wooden cabinet and we both gazed at it. The radio section was at the front with the built-in speaker below it. Bert lifted up the top and propped it up to reveal the record player inside.


			‘It’s beautiful,’ I breathed.


			Bert looked at me a minute. He looked like he was seeing me for the first time. ‘What, Bert, what are you lookin’ at?’ I asked.


			‘You, Duchess, you look lovely tonight. I don’t think I said a proper apology for shouting at Albie on ’oliday and, well, I’m sayin’ it now. I love you, ’ilda, an’ I promise I won’t shout at any of me kids like that again.’


			How did he know? How did he know I needed to hear that from him? That I’d doubted him and his love for us? My eyes filled with tears but I didn’t wipe them away – I let them fall.


			Bert moved over and put his arms around me and we stayed like that for a while. I breathed in the solid, male smell of him: his boot polish, his soap and Brylcreem. I thanked God for the millionth time that I was married to a man so unlike my pa.


			Bert broke off the embrace, and turned to the radiogram. I left him to figure out how it worked and went to clear up the dinner pots and plates, setting the kitchen to rights. I was washing down the floor when the sound of a brass instrument called me back to the lounge. The radiogram was working!


			‘Shush, or you’ll wake the children!’ I giggled.


			Bert turned the dial then grabbed my arms. ‘Can I ’ave this next dance?’ he said, formally.


			‘Of course you can, Bert. You can ’ave this dance, an’ every dance that follows until the day I die,’ I replied, dropping my head onto his chest and swaying in his arms as the music played.
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