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Sally saw her Tea Dress reflected from a sunny window, and swiftly swivelled from the old Printing Works to face it on the other side of Commercial Road. It had a flattering scoop neck with pink and grey candy stripes and a full swing skirt, very smart for summer 1958. The wooden model wearing it, though headless, nevertheless seemed to be beckoning her over. Young Sally had always taken Mother’s advice about impulse buying, it was after all only four years since the end of Rationing, but it had been so long since she’d had anything really nice, and this was cool, straight from the fridge! She crossed Commercial Road and buried herself in Barsley’s shadowy but mesmerising maze of merged domains. 
Like the equally iconic Noakes of Tunbridge Wells, which became Wickes 'bathroom and kitchen concept store' in 2011, Barsley’s of Paddock Wood (founded 1891) was the old kind of quaint family-owned emporium that was commonplace then, though a rare treat to still find now. It stocked everything from Stationery to Furniture, engaged in Bespoke Tailoring and Fancy Goods, proudly supplied Nylons, Corsetry and Gloves to Ladies of Quality; while (literally) another assistant might have installed the kitchen sink to her home (complete with complimentary bar of carbolic).
Sally had tried the dress on, which like her existing tweed costume was a perfect fit, especially over her Axfords waist-nipper. “Oh, it does suit Modom so”, oiled the junior assistant, already breaking out the brown paper and string, for Barsleys did not worship at the modern shrine of Amazon Gift-Wrap for only £3.05. “That one is 11 guineas1. Or we have very reasonable hire purchase terms, just 7s 6d down then 24 easy payments each week of 11 shillings2. Would the lady require it delivered at no extra charge?”
Sally did not have a cheque book. Her father had left her money on his death, a nest egg in the Post Office Savings Bank. The dress cost far more than she had realised, but she signed the papers, and extracted from the reluctant clasp of her old brown purse three florins, a shilling and a sixpence. She annexed the parcel at once and made to leave for home. 
“You really should have your husband or male relative to sign the agreement as well just in case of course”,3 this smooth young Mrs. Slocombe purred on.
“Of course! I’ll speak to him”, responded Sally, her heart sinking, as she was unmarried and had stupidly not thought of that. She hadn’t even had a boyfriend.
At 21 Sally was still required to help out (and live with) Grace, her mother. Many women still did not think it right ‘to ape men’ by working outside the home, much less so if she were married and thus expected to maintain her husband’s dignity as head of the household4. Indeed women’s pay averaged around 55% of men’s, so you might say it wasn’t worth it! You were always (potentially or actually) someone’s wife, not a person yourself. But the dress was for her  pleasure alone, not  for her first date’s benefit tonight, she reassured herself. No more ‘making do and mending’. She couldn’t wait to show her best friend Beryl!
Beryl was appropriately impressed, even by telephone, and wished she was going dancing too. But her boyfriend was already taking her to the flicks to see “Violent Playground”, which sounded incredibly avant-garde for the Tunbridge Wells Essoldo. “James is awesome, so neat, but I’ll be wearing old sackcloth compared to you dear. How did you afford it? We’ll get a coffee tomorrow and we can tell each other all about it.”
Harry put down his pool cue and rubbed his stubbly chin. He would be meeting girls soon and had better shape himself up. He left the High Brooms Working Men’s Club and sauntered down the street to his pride and joy, his (hired for the day) red 1955 MG Midget TF 1500. If this didn’t pull the birds nothing would!
Harry worked in his regulation brown coat as a linotype operator at the Printing Works. He felt he had some status, but mechanisation had made the work repetitive. So, he was looking forward to this Saturday evening, though if it turned out to be only a drink with the lads it didn’t bother him. He would get there early, then he could get some in!
A woman could not join Harry’s WM club (even as an Associate) as she was ‘only’ a female, but there were occasional dances open to the public where (accompanied) Ladies were tolerated. Sally arrived at 8.30 with her beefy brother Charlie, feeling far from secure in the smoky semi-darkness, aware lecherous eyes were constantly scanning the room. 

There was a single wooden wagon wheel hanging precariously from a side wall, and there were Stars and Stripes on the tickets. The Bill Smith Combo performed plodding popular music. It was mainly instrumental and not exactly the Louisiana Hayride, let alone R&R from Bill Haley whom she really liked, but Sally was determined to enjoy herself. Yet she couldn’t dance till asked, of course, and sipping Coca-Cola all night wasn’t very wig-lifting5. Not that she had a wig to lift, so she twirled her fawn flick-ups and prepared her bait6 in her compact mirror, instead.
Harry detached himself from propping up the hard Southborough Boys wall at the end of the room. He re-tied his Ladd’s brothel creepers, tugged his Edwardian style jacket down and collar up, straightened his Slim Jim tie, re-combed his short Brylcreemed black quiff and strutted over to Sally’s table.
“Like to cut the rug with me, doll?”

He had not really noticed Charlie sitting next to her. Did he have a death wish? If Big Charlie had been Sally’s boyfriend there’d have been bother for sure.
Blushing like a Commie flag, she replied primly, “I don’t mind if I do, thank you for asking”, offering him a drooping hand.

“Super. I mean, top gear, dad!” he offered by way of asking back-number7 Charlie his permission. Charlie gestured vaguely with his fourth pint to the dance floor, and Harry towed his trailer prize there.
After a couple of easy strolls, a bathetic8 bop and some less than frenetic flings (which nevertheless thrilled Sally), Harry suggested, “It’s hot in here. Let’s get some air, roundheels9.”

This cheesey old line notwithstanding, Sally followed Harry outside. It was still light.

“See my motor there?” Harry boasted. “Great  headlamps! Get in !”
Sally did. She strongly suspected he was making a risque comment about her short-sleeved stretchy sweater, worn over equally tight pedal pushers, but let it go and was secretly flattered. She hadn’t dared wear her pencil skirt to the club, let alone the dress, which (despite its heavenly perfection) might, she now felt, have better suited a Royal garden party for debutantes. The dusty dive made the wooden Church Hall she often frequented for dances look like a palace; perhaps she would wear it there next time? If  there was one, of course.
The two of them stayed for some time in the car just talking. There seemed to be so much to say! So many things in common! Well, so it seemed at the time. Harry told her about his job and the girls who collected the advertising copy for the titles at the print works. Sally though was doing most of the speaking, and occasionally touching his arm in the gathering gloom. The more she spoke, the more she unconsciously turned her knees inward more to him. Harry placed a firm hand on one of them, and leant in for a single kiss. “One hundred and eighty!” he thought.

After what seemed like hours, dance forgotten, Harry drove Sally to her home. Outside Grace’s house Sally was unable to contain herself any longer. She told him she had done something special for that evening, but that it hadn’t quite worked out. So Sally told him the story of her beautiful dress, and how she couldn’t actually afford it and would have to take it back. To her surprise, he looked interested.
“Your roof is leaking10, doll! Tell you what, I’m on good money, I’ll pay for it for you”, said Harry, proudly and not a little rashly. He was going to show her off to his mates, and not let them think he couldn’t afford to treat a girl properly!
Sally, delighted, kissed his cheek. “Thank you so much, you’re my Treasure”, she breathed into his ear. Harry gathered her into his arms preparatory to the statutory Goodnight Kiss on the lips; no more was allowed and he didn’t want to blow it. But a stentorian voice from the upstairs window was already calling, “Sally! Get in here!” So with a gasped “Goodnight!” she detached her Chrysanthemum Cerise lips and fled indoors.
Yes, she opined optimistically in bed alone that night, it was looking as she had found The One!  Maybe she would marry Harry! Marriage wasn’t so bad? She’d have a photo taken in that dress with Harry, that way she’d never forget. She would never be bored just knitting and cooking and cleaning for Harry! She’d get a dog for company while her husband was at work. And she’d call him Brucie... Maybe there’d be a whole line of happy, smiling children to watch growing up, and several soppy brown-eyed Brucies?
w
Forty years later… 
She reached across to pick up the remote control for the television and felt a cold draught from the slightly open window behind her. The button bringing the TV out of standby had been hesitant: its batteries, like Sally, seemed as tired and old as Brucie, though she watched with dull eyes the glamorous contestants swirl and sway through ‘Strictly Come Dancing’. Now Sally turned off the TV, banished the world beyond the casement, and a heavy silence fell. Yes, the romance was over.

Not that she’d lacked for admirers you know, she was attractive enough to get married young. Admittedly, this had resulted in a necessary rejection of later (and possibly superior) competitors, but that was only right and proper. Sally had never had an actual job as all her time had been taken up with the children; you shouldn’t after all have them if you can’t give them all your love and attention, should you? Anyway, the girls inevitably now have their own youngsters to look after so one can’t expect to monopolise their time, especially when Tracie is driving all hours with her superior mobile hairdressing, and Sharon has to visit her boyfriend in Australia; then there’s her ex. and the charity prison visiting she does. It’s not often, but they visit when they can.

The washing and ironing don’t do themselves either. That is a “Pink” task and one can’t expect men really to be interested, men naturally stick to the “Blue” tasks in marriage with outdoorsy things like building sheds, football and (hopefully) putting the bins out. That is what husbands are for. If you want proper, understanding friendships then ask another woman, they are the loyal ones.

Sally forced herself to deal with her dinnertime debris for one, and to wrap Christmas presents for the grandchildren. It is important not to let the kids down, money is not everything but you know they expect to have it all these days, don’t they? And who can blame them when schools won’t instil a sense of responsibility instead of just harping on about kids’ rights! Walking Brucie the dog next; though despite thus obliging her he chose to disgrace himself on the living room carpet on their return. Sally had to clear up the mess, as she so often had done with them all, her being matriarch. Then there was still late night grocery shopping to do, though remember they do reduce things then, even booze! She was all very efficiently done and back by 11 p.m.

Before Sally could sit down, the familiar form of her husband Harry appeared in the glass front door like a Halloween spectre. He had stopped off at the pub on his way home from the betting shop, that was why he was late. A faint mark of lipstick was safely just below his collar. His kamikaze knocking revealed he had left his keys behind, somewhere probably expensive and best not investigated.

The ironing was all put away: Sally presented herself immaculately as ever, in the neat candy-striped fifties-style dress that she had owned for many years. Brucie, forgetting his earlier malfeasance, gave his enthusiastic welcome as Harry fell through the frame. Harry’s slippers were warming by the fire and his reheated dinner was on the table with a trio of lit candles. “Hello darling”, murmured Sally from habit. Without reply or noticing his wife’s fresh hairdo, Harry climbed obediently into his chair like a child, and began to eat.

Harry thinks he’ll keep her.

Notes

**It’s worth clicking on the links above for interesting sources, if you are reading electronic copy.**
1 Cash Prices: £11.55 then, £217.53 at 3 July 2013 prices
2 HP Prices: £13.58 then, £255.76 today
3 Before the Hire Purchase Bill, 1963 HP companies could repossess goods (even when payments had been on time) bought by wives without the husband’s consent
4 David Kynaston, “The Age Of Austerity” p.99-100
& Liz Hodgkinson, “Only A Mad Woman Would Call The 50s A Golden Age” extracted from Jessica Mann, “The Fifties Mystique”

(Mostly) Slang

5 Wig-lifting: Exciting

6 Prepared her bait: (Re-)applied makeup.

7 Back-number: Unfashionable

8 Bathetic: Producing an unintentional effect of anticlimax
9 Roundheels: Party girl (deriving from a supposed tendency to regularly fall over backwards).
10 Your Roof is Leaking: You're a bit crazy
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