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Jenny and Len and the War

Jenny and Len Page live in East Ham.  Len is in a reserved occupation as a bus driver, and is also an air raid warden.  Jenny sews shirts for a living, and is a firewatcher four nights a week.  Their children have been evacuated since the start of the war.

By spring 1941, Len’s mother, Emily, has lost her other three children.

In early June 1940, three months before the start of the Blitz, a telegram arrived.  Regret to inform… your son Thomas James Page…. On active service… during the evacuation of Dunkirk.  He was forty years old.

Six months later, during one of the daytime bombardments of the East End by German bombers, a high explosive bomb scores a direct hit on the shoe shop in East Ham High Street, scattering glass and shoes on to neighbouring roofs and nearby trees and killing everyone in the shop outright, including shop assistants Daisy and Ria Page, Len’s sisters.

Their mother, Emily, is insensible with grief.  Her husband, Jim Page, has long since lost his mind.  Sometime after the first war Jim collapsed and was dispatched to an insane asylum, where he now passes his days unable to recall his name.  

The old woman forgets to eat.  Within weeks she has halved in size and her face has shrunk to a skull.  For a while, the neighbours take to dropping in with little gifts – a jug of soup, a handful of currants.  After strangled attempts at conversation, they leave, awkward and embarrassed.  In a few months, they stop coming altogether.  For a while she moves in with Len and Jenny.  Though she has never made a secret of her disdain for her daughter-in-law, she needs her now.  Each night she sleeps in the bed with Jenny while Len camps out in the chair in the kitchen.  Her confused night-time perambulations drive Jenny and Len to distraction.  One time they find her in the Anderson shelter, another time in the downstairs cupboard, on a third occasion a neighbour calls to say she is wandering down the street.  Her days consist of bitter rantings – Jenny’s cooking turns her stomach, the house is cold and draughty, she wants to go home.

Back in the gloom of Kempton Road, she begins to imagine her children will return.  Each day she wanders down to what remains of the shoe shop and sits on the pavement outside, waiting for her girls to come tripping around the corner.  Knocking on her neighbour’s door she asks to listen to the wireless for news bulletins of her boy.  

In this atmosphere, it isn’t so surprising that Len Page chooses to keep his feelings about the deaths of his brother and two sisters to himself.  Watching him eating his breakfast, Jenny tries to imagine his suffering, but if there are turbulent seas in Len’s heart, he has built a pretty good wall to keep them in.

Two incidents give him away.  It is Saturday and he has just come off his bus shift.  They are eating pea flour soup but he has barely tasted his when, without any warning, he shoves the bowl violently across the table towards Jenny.  Without a word, he charges from the room.  Moments later she hears the door slam.

Later that night, returning from her firewatching duties, she hears an odd noise coming from the kitchen.  Since Emily’s stay, Len still sleeps on the chair in the kitchen, and she assumes the noises are his snores.  But when she reaches the kitchen door she realises the snores are the sound of Len’s sobs.  She can hear him softly calling Tommy, oh Christ, Tommy.  She thinks she will go in and comfort him, but all of a sudden the sobs cease.  She retreats to the front room, and falls into a thin sleep, woken every so often by the sound of Len calling for his brother, over and over, through the still hours of the night.  At dawn, she finds he has already gone.

A sudden feeling of emptiness sends her to the Coleman’s mustard tin on the second shelf.  Inside are two barley sugars and a couple of ancient aniseed twists, her emergency rations.  She puts the lid back on and pats the tin.

She goes back into the front room and sits on the bed.  She looks around for a distraction, and decides to finish a letter to her boy and girl.

Dear You Two,

I hope you are both keeping warm and being polite and grateful and you are not getting into trouble.  And don’t be giving them old ladies no lip because old ladies must be respected no matter what, and always take your syrup of figs but don’t be greedy or you will suffer terrible gut ache and I hope you remember London and your home.  There is no news here except your Aunt Daisy and your Aunt Ria have gone away but I am here still and so is your father.

Be good.

With love from your mum.

The following day Len comes in with brick dust in his hair and ears, his face the colour of the mudbank.  She wonders who he has pulled from the rubble, who he has rescued and who he has failed to save.  Poor Len, no kin left in the world except the old woman.  Ah, she thinks, Len, no man deserves that, not even a bleedn cuss like you.  

She clears her side of the table, lifts the machine on to it and begins to sew some collars.

‘Can’t you get off that machine?’  He slams his paper on the table.  ‘Morning, noon and bloody night.  The sound’s enough to drive a man round the twist’.

‘Well how do you expect us to pay our way?’ she says.  ‘It’s not like I see much of the money you’re making.’

Before the sentence is out of her mouth, he is round the table.  He begins to shake her like a pepper pot, so hard her head feels as though it might tumble to the ground.

‘You bleedn’… he struggles for the word.

‘I ain’t done nothing, it ain’t my fault,’ she sobs.

But he is reaching for her with all his anger now, each punch rolling like thunder in her bones.  He leaves her on the floor, with bruises blooming on her sallow skin.

The rest of the day she sews and sews.  By six her hands have swollen up.  She goes to bed wondering where and why she went so badly wrong.  She knows that some kind of rip has opened in Len’s heart, but he will never let her in to sew it up again.

