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To my fellow ‘boomers’, born December 1953. Happy seventieth birthday x
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Sunday, 6 September 1953


Maisie stretched her long, sun-kissed legs and sighed as she relaxed in the red and white striped deckchair in her back garden. ‘It’s good to have a day off once in a while and be able to enjoy the sun on my body.’


‘You’ve got enough of it on show,’ Claudette laughed. It was true as the yellow seersucker sunsuit barely covered Maisie’s legs and left little to the imagination further up. Even though she was well into her thirties, she looked as youthful as Bessie and Claudette and as glamorous as she had the day she walked into the Woolworths store in 1938, her blonde locks just as stylish and not a worry line on her face. 


‘As you well know, this was one of our best-selling summer lines. It far outsold what the pair of you are wearing,’ she snorted, while still admiring the seersucker frocks with matching boleros her two stepdaughters were wearing. ‘I think I’ll start taking more days off now we have this garden to enjoy, before the autumn arrives and then winter,’ she groaned.


‘Then it will be Christmas,’ Bessie said, ‘and I can’t wait. It will be wonderful celebrating it here in our new home. However, today is Sunday; you should start taking at least one day off each week. It’s not right working on the sabbath.’ She was sitting on the lawn next to Maisie, watching her young daughter run around in the long grass. ‘Mind you, this all needs mowing and the flower borders are out of control.’


‘Blimey, have you caught a dose of religion?’ Maisie mocked the girl before looking serious. ‘But you are right, we do need to make time for family and friends and with the business being closed on a Sunday, it’s the ideal time. In fact, I’m one step ahead of you as I’ve invited Sarah, Freda and the gang over for tea this afternoon. It’s about time we showed the place off.’


Claudette jumped to her feet. ‘I’ll make a cake. I take it Nanny Ruby and Bob are also invited? I want to show her a recipe I found in The People’s Friend.’


‘We’ve got enough food in the pantry to feed an army, but if you want to make a cake, I’ll not argue. What doesn’t get eaten I can give to the team tomorrow when they come over to work in my bridal studio; I’m looking forward to seeing ladies working on the gowns in the room I’ve designed especially for them.’


‘That sounds a bit posh. We’ve never had a studio before,’ Bessie chuckled. ‘Next we’ll be having an orangery like next door,’ she went on, overemphasizing the word as Claudette joined in with the laughter, pointing out that their neighbour’s orangery was nothing more than a lean-to with a glass window and a few pot plants.


‘Shh, stop it, we may be overheard,’ Maisie hissed, although she was finding it hard not to join in with the laughter. ‘I read how all the best dress shops have bridal studios and thought how nice it would be to have one for Maisie’s Modes. It will attract the right kind of clients if we plan to go upmarket and they can come here to try on their gowns.’


Bessie nodded her head although she looked serious. ‘Don’t forget your roots, Mum, as the people of Erith supported you when you started out.’ 


‘I’ll never do that, my love. In fact, I have a few more plans,’ Maisie replied as she pulled her straw sun hat over her face and leant back in the deckchair. ‘I’ll just have a little snooze then pop in and see how lunch is doing . . .’


Claudette nodded to Bessie and the two sisters crept away, leaving Maisie to rest.


Bessie lifted her daughter, Jenny, perching her on one hip as the two sisters walked towards the house. ‘I still find it hard to believe we live here,’ she said, shading her eyes with one hand as they looked up at the four-storey house.


‘And we have a servant,’ Claudette giggled. ‘I’ll never get used to that.’


‘I don’t think Mrs Ince can be classed as a servant. She told me she prefers to be called a “woman what does” as she does anything she is called upon to do. I think she’s a marvel and Mum loves having her about the place. Do you know she offered to clean my rooms and do Jenny’s ironing? Of course, I refused, but for a moment I waivered . . .’


‘She’s a diamond, as Nanny Ruby would say. I know I’m aware when she’s working about the house and keep my own room clean. I’d be embarrassed to have her tidy up after me.’


‘And that is why we will always be working class and proud of it,’ Bessie laughed as she opened the door to the ground-floor rooms where she lived with Jenny. ‘Posh folk would have Mrs Ince running after them and never even give a thank you. I reckon her next door would be like that. She’s so stuck up; she caught me the other day as I was taking Jenny to the park and casually mentioned that she hasn’t seen my husband about.’


‘What a cheek,’ Claudette fumed. ‘Whatever did you say to her?’


‘I put on a sad face and said how he was lost to me,’ Bessie giggled. ‘I’m pretty sure she thought my imaginary husband had passed away. Thank goodness I kept wearing this ring from Woolies.’


‘Even if it turns your finger green. Perhaps it’s time you found someone to put a proper one on your finger?’


‘Why, Claudette Carlisle, I’m surprised at you,’ Bessie said, half in jest. ‘I would never seek someone to marry just to be respectable, especially for nosy old biddies like her next door. I made a mistake, but look at what I have now,’ she said, gazing lovingly at her daughter who was now sitting on a colourful rag rug brushing her dolly’s hair.


‘Perhaps one day you will find your prince charming,’ Claudette said as she started to dance around the room, causing Jenny to giggle.


‘Not everything in life is like your pantomime, Cinders,’ Bessie said, referring to the role her sister had just been cast in for the Erith amateur dramatics group’s proposed Christmas extravaganza. She couldn’t help thinking how well suited Claudette would be to the star part of Cinderella; she had started to slim down, losing her childhood puppy fat, and although Claudette would never agree, she was beginning to look like a beautiful young woman. ‘Here, look at this,’ Bessie said as she peered from behind the blue floral curtains.


Claudette hurried over and looked towards what her sister was pointing at. ‘Why, the nosy old—’ Bessie nudged her before she finished her sentence.


‘Little ears,’ she whispered, looking past Claudette to where Jenny was oblivious to her mother and aunt and in a world of her own.


‘But they are spying on Mum,’ Claudette hissed as they watched their neighbour, along with another woman, peering through a hedge that bordered their property. Maisie, who was still sunbathing with her sun hat over her face, was unaware she was being watched, let alone being talked about.


Bessie frowned as she observed the women. She was tempted to tap on the window to show them they had been noticed, but felt it wasn’t enough. Putting a finger to her lips to stop her sister commenting, she crept from the room and went outside once more, to where a hosepipe lay close to the back of the house. Taking one end, she aimed it towards the women and nodded to Claudette to turn on the tap.


‘Gosh, these plants look as though they are wilting. Let’s give them a good soaking,’ she said loudly as Claudette agreed.


Maisie leapt to her feet, startled awake by the shrieks from the two elderly women as the jet of water hit them through the hedge, which they’d parted to gain a better view of their new neighbour. ‘What the bloody hell?’ she shouted as she shook droplets of water from the short skirt of her sunsuit. She waved a finger at the women, not noticing their bedraggled appearance. ‘Are you responsible for this?’


The woman Maisie recognized as her neighbour had turned red as her usually perfectly coiffed hair dripped around her face. ‘What? You think I did this to myself and my friend? Madam – and I use the term lightly – look to your offspring, as they are the miscreants. When two ladies are accosted by a hosepipe while spending a peaceful Sunday in the garden, one must question what kind of riff-raff has moved into this prestigious road.’


Maisie was dumbstruck. She had meant to visit her next-door neighbour and introduce herself properly, perhaps with a homemade cake, although that may have started relations off on the wrong foot as her baking wasn’t up to much. However, what with getting their home straight and the business taking over her life, her plans had run amok. 


Her hackles raised, she stepped closer to where the women stood looking through the gap in the hedge. ‘Riff-raff, you say? What right have you got to call my family such a thing? I’ll ’ave you know, madam, that me and my ’usband are respectable business owners and our kids are decent human beings.’ Even as she spoke, she could feel herself falling back to the Maisie of old with her dropped aitches and fiery temper.


‘Mum, it’s all right. We apologize,’ Bessie said as the two girls stood beside Maisie.


‘It’s just that they’ve had their beaks through the gap for ages watching and talking about you and as we started to water the garden . . .’ Claudette stopped speaking as she wasn’t one to tell lies.


‘We gave them a good dousing – they deserved it,’ Bessie said, not being one to hold back. ‘Nice neighbours don’t spy on people,’ she hissed, causing the women to take a step back as she started to raise the hosepipe.


Maisie took the hosepipe from Bessie knowing it wouldn’t help matters to soak the women for a second time. 


The friend of her neighbour looked down her beaky nose and spoke with some disdain. ‘Nice neighbours aren’t unmarried mothers,’ she sneered. ‘We know your type and you aren’t welcome around here.’


Bessie looked between the two women and, before Maisie could utter a word, she had run back towards the house sobbing her heart out.


‘Now, you look here, you nosy old cow. No one speaks to my girls like that,’ she said through gritted teeth as she stepped closer to the hedge. ‘You know nothing about me or my family and I’ll ask politely for you to apologize for your unkind words.’


Both women crossed their arms across their chests, making Maisie think they looked like a pair of fisherwives. They turned to walk away, with one saying out loud, ‘How someone who worked in Woolworths has gone downmarket working in a factory I don’t know – no doubt her money comes from illegal means. I mean, look at the way she’s dressed. No wonder her daughters have children out of wedlock.’


Maisie growled out loud as she leant through the gap in the hedge and aimed the hosepipe at the women’s backs. ‘Turn the tap on full power, Claudette,’ she said as she kept aiming at the squawking women. ‘Don’t you ever make assumptions about my children,’ she yelled as loud as she could. ‘Say what you like about me, but not my kids or you’ll have me to answer to . . .’ 


She turned to walk back towards the house, throwing the hosepipe to the ground as she did so, calling out to Claudette who stood with her hand on the tap. ‘Leave it running as who knows when we will need to use it urgently.’ She was rewarded with another small shriek from next door before they quickly hurried inside, slamming the door shut behind them. She laughed out loud until a cough from the back door announced her husband David was home and looking none too pleased.


*


‘I’ll leave you to it if there’s nothing else you need?’ Mrs Ince said as she looked with pride at the perfectly roasted leg of lamb she’d placed in the middle of the dining table. Next to it were bowls of roast potatoes and vegetables. ‘The apple pie’s in the oven keeping warm and the custard just needs heating,’ she added.


‘Mrs Ince, you are a marvel. My family would starve if it weren’t for you.’ Maisie reached into her pocket and pulled out an envelope. ‘There’s a little something extra in there for all the help you’ve been to me this week,’ she smiled, as the older woman blushed and the children clapped.


‘I’m just doing my job,’ she said as she looked around the table at the Carlisle family. ‘Enjoy your meal and I’ll see you in the morning. Don’t worry about the washing-up; leave it stacked in the sink. Oh, and I’ve made the sandwiches for your guests and put them in the pantry,’ she added before leaving them to their lunch.


‘She’s a goddess, a blooming goddess!’ Maisie declared before noticing David’s stern look as he started to carve the joint of meat. 


‘That keeps her safe from having a hosepipe turned on her,’ he said, glancing at his wife and eldest daughters, who didn’t help by starting to giggle.


‘Dad, the two women were asking for it snooping as they did on Mum, and it’s not the first time.’ Bessie tied a bib around Jenny’s neck and pulled her highchair closer. ‘I saw her the other day leaning so far between those bushes she was almost in our garden. Why are people like that and what have we done to deserve her looking down her nose at us?’


The tension David had felt since spotting his wife and eldest daughters showering their new neighbours dropped from his shoulders. He had a good family, and he knew it would take a while for them to fit in with the people living in Avenue Road, just as the neighbours would have to learn to accept his family. They were all hardworking and affable women so it shouldn’t take too long for those living either side of the house to understand that. 


‘Is Bob coming to tea this afternoon?’ he asked Maisie as she started to pass dinner plates to him while he continued to carve. ‘I thought I’d have a word with him on how to add to the hedging.’


Maisie tried not to grin at the older girls as she replied. ‘Yes, Sarah and Alan are picking Ruby and Bob up, so they don’t have to walk up the avenue; it’s rather warm for them to walk far. Now, our Ruby, can you be a good girl and eat properly or I will have to put you in a highchair and feed you with a spoon, just like your niece, Jenny.’


Maisie and David’s youngest two children started to laugh and nudged each other. ‘You tell her.’


‘No, you do it.’


A stern look crossed Maisie’s face as she looked between the twins. ‘Well, spit it out before our food gets cold. You know I don’t stand for bad manners at the dinner table.’


David stopped carving and looked at his nine-year-olds, Toby and Mabel. ‘Come on, you heard your mother.’


Toby turned to his sister and nodded for her to speak. ‘Ruby doesn’t want to be called Ruby any more. She says it’s an old lady’s name.’


‘I reckon our Ruby can speak for herself,’ David said, looking at the child. She may have been older than the twins but she was overshadowed by her boisterous siblings. ‘Is this true?’


Ruby started to sniff as large tears ran down her face. She wouldn’t look up at her father but kept her gaze on her lap.


Maisie knew they’d get no sense from the shy child. ‘I tell you what, let’s get on with our meal and we can have a chat while we do the washing-up, eh?’


The twins started to protest. ‘Mrs Ince said to leave it,’ Mabel said.


‘That’s right, she did,’ Toby added, supporting his sister.


‘I don’t want our visitors seeing I have a messy kitchen, so wash up we will and you three are going to help me. Have you got that? Now, Ruby, why don’t you pass around the mint sauce? Is that right you helped Mrs Ince to pick the mint from the garden?’


Ruby nodded and opened her mouth to speak but she was too slow, and the twins spoke for her.


‘She did, but we had to stop her picking the nettles.’


Ruby sighed and looked back down at her lap.


Maisie was thoughtful as she helped David pass the plates around the table, encouraging the children to add vegetables to their plates. He gave her a concerned look. ‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’ he whispered.


‘Yes, I believe I am, but don’t worry, I’ll get to the bottom of it. Although God knows how.’


Maisie stroked her daughter’s golden hair as she passed behind her seat, and Ruby looked up at her with a timid smile. Maisie was struck by a memory as she smiled back, leaning over to kiss her cheek. ‘Now, eat up as we have a busy afternoon ahead of us.’


*


Maisie filled the large butler sink with hot water and dripped in a little Quix soap. ‘You know, Ruby, there was a time when I had to boil a kettle before I could do the washing-up and we would grate soap or use soap flakes in the water. You have no idea how my life is so much easier these days, especially as we have hot water that comes out of a tap. So many people aren’t as lucky as us.’ She started to wash the plates knowing she had her daughter’s attention. Through the window she could keep an eye on the twins who’d been sent out to tidy away toys and put cushions on seats before their guests arrived. Claudette was tidying the front room while Bessie put Jenny down for her nap. ‘I used to bath you in a sink smaller than this one.’


Ruby giggled as she leant against the wooden draining board. ‘How did you do the washing?’


‘Why, I took it down to the riverbank and bashed it with a big rock,’ she jested while dabbing soap on her daughter’s nose. 


‘Really?’


‘Blimey, kid, I’m not that old. We had a copper and a mangle, but it was back-breaking work. You should ask Nanny Ruby what it was like when she was a young woman, and her George and Pat were children.’ She knew she’d hit a raw nerve as a cloud fell over the girl’s face. ‘Do you know who you reminded me of?’


‘Nanny Ruby?’ the girl asked, looking miserable. 


‘No, not for one moment. After all, we aren’t blood-related to the Caseltons – that was Nanny Ruby’s first married name as Bob is her second husband. We all think of her as one of our family as she is such a wonderful person; that’s why I named you after her.’


‘It’s an old person’s name,’ Ruby said.


Ah, so that’s what is eating her up, Maisie thought as she turned away to reach for more crockery to dunk into the hot water. 


‘An honourable name all the same. No, you remind me of my little sister.’


‘I didn’t know you had a little sister. Why don’t you talk about your family?’


‘One day I’ll tell you, but for now let’s just say they caused me a lot of hurt when I was much younger than I am now. Sheila didn’t, and that’s why your second name is for me to remember her. She died when she was younger than you.’


‘That’s a shame,’ Ruby said, slipping her hand into Maisie’s. ‘Perhaps sometime you could tell me about her? It is such a pretty name. I wish it had been my first name. Ruby is nice but . . .’


‘But it’s an old lady’s name and you are growing up in the shadow of a woman everyone knows and loves who has the same name. I can see why it upsets you.’ They were both silent as Maisie washed and Ruby dried.


‘How would you like to be called Sheila? I’m sure Nanny Ruby would understand?’ Maisie asked, knowing the name spoken in everyday conversation would bring back memories she’d wished to bury, but for her daughter’s happiness she could cope with it. 


Ruby beamed. ‘I’d like that very much, but how can we tell everyone?’


‘Leave it with me, Miss Sheila Carlisle,’ she said, kneeling down and hugging the child. She would move heaven and earth to have her child happy even if she had failed to save her sister’s life. ‘Now, pop out and help your brother and sister. They seem to be fighting each other with the cushions rather than tidying up.’


Ruby hurried out of the room as Maisie went to the door and called for Claudette to join her. ‘There’s something I need you to do before our guests turn up.’


*


‘Thank you for showing me about,’ Ruby Jackson said as she followed Maisie into a long bay-fronted room that stretched from the front to the back of the house. ‘I must say, this is an extraordinary room,’ she exclaimed as Maisie led her to a velvet-covered chaise longue set at an angle to an ornate fireplace. 


‘This is going to be my workroom and where some of my ladies will also work on the more delicate fabrics. The cutting table is down at the far end and these cupboards will hold embroidery silks.’


‘You’ve really thought things out, haven’t you?’ Ruby said as she ran her hand over the deep red velvet. ‘I take it the children won’t be allowed in here?’


‘God forbid,’ Maisie chuckled. ‘Although our Claudette and Bessie can work here if they aren’t at the factory. Remind me to tell Bessie to show you her rooms at the bottom of the house. I almost commandeered them for myself just to escape everyone.’


‘That would be wonderful,’ Ruby chuckled. ‘I could do with my own room at times even though it’s just me and Bob living at number thirteen these days.’


Maisie looked at Ruby with fondness. In the fourteen years she’d known her she thought how little the older woman had changed. There might be a few more laughter lines but Ruby’s hair still had the golden threads from her younger days and her figure was as trim as it had been in 1938, although Ruby complained of her matronly figure and a few aches and pains. ‘You are welcome to come here whenever you like. Which reminds me,’ she said, going to a door set between shelves on the wall opposite the fireplace and pulling it open. ‘This is my office.’


Ruby looked around the small room holding an oak desk and matching chair with wooden filing cabinets along one wall. 


‘This is mine alone and I will keep it locked,’ Maisie said with a grin. ‘As much as I love my family and my staff, I need somewhere to be alone to think. I thought it would happen in the factory, but no such luck. I’ve given our Claudette the room at the factory where she can design to her heart’s content.’


‘She’s a clever girl. Do you think the younger ones will follow in her footsteps?’


‘The twins aren’t interested, but Ruby has a talent for drawing, so who knows?’


Ruby nodded approvingly as she looked around the room.


‘Actually, there’s something I wanted to tell you about our Ruby . . .’


Ruby placed her hand to her chest. ‘She’s not ill, is she?’ 


‘No, she’s fighting fit, but I wanted to run this by you as it affects you in a way. She is going to change her name to Sheila, and I wanted to tell you in case you thought it was personal. Sheila is her second name.’


‘After your little sister, isn’t it?’


Maisie walked to her desk and picked up a small gilt frame, handing it to Ruby. ‘Yes. There’s quite a likeness and I only noticed recently.’


‘Sheila does suit her, and Ruby is quite an old-fashioned name. I’m honoured you named her after me, but I’d not want to saddle the girl with a name her granny should have. Sheila Ruby Carlisle sounds just as good, if not better.’


‘Thank you so much for being so understanding. We are going to announce it later while we are having tea.’


‘Just don’t let nosy Mrs Bennett overhear as she may make more of it than what there is. You’ve no need to look so surprised, the twins told me all about her before I’d taken my coat off. Now, let’s go and join the others, and perhaps you’d point out where that hosepipe is as I’ll be the first one to use it if she appears.’


‘You are a bad influence on my children.’ Maisie snorted with laughter as she took Ruby’s arm, and they headed out into the garden.


*


‘What I’m thinking is to plant more hedging to strengthen what is already there,’ David Carlisle said to Bob Jackson as they strolled down the long length of garden with Alan Gilbert following to get out of the hearing range of the youngsters. ‘The problem is, I have no idea about gardening and wouldn’t know a weed from a rose.’


Alan, sandy-haired and serious-looking, was thoughtful as he stepped closer to the hedge and peered through the gaps before ducking back quickly as he spotted the troublesome neighbour. ‘What I’d do is build a bloody great wall the length of the garden. That would save all problems in the future. What are the neighbours like on the other side?’


‘We haven’t got to know them yet, but they seem nice; we’d hardly moved in before the husband and wife knocked on the door to welcome us to the street with a cake and bags of sweets for the kiddies. Maisie recognized her as one of her customers at the Dartford shop from when Maisie advised the elder daughter on a wedding gown.’


‘So, you’d not be interested in putting a wall up both sides?’ Alan asked.


‘A wall would be worth doing,’ Bob said as he sat down on an old bench set under an apple tree. His breathing was still laboured since his spell in hospital and a convalescence home several months ago. ‘If you plan to live here for a few years, it would be money well spent and save you having to maintain a hedge.’


David rubbed his chin thoughtfully as he observed Bob. His illness had taken a lot out of him and he’d still not regained the weight he’d lost while in hospital. Consequently, his suit looked a little large, making him appear to be a shadow of what he’d been. He thought about what Bob and Alan had said. ‘I’ll have a word with Maisie. I reckon she’d agree, although we’d only need a wall along this side. It’s Mr and Mrs Arndt’s boundary fence; that showed up in the land deeds when we bought the house. Mind you, if they’d like a wall, I’d not mind paying so we have it match both sides. But first I need to speak to the boss to see what she has to say about it. There is one problem: I heard that there is still a shortage of bricks due to the post-war housebuilding. I would think houses would come before garden walls.’


‘Not if you use reclaimed bricks. There’s a yard down the lane towards the marshes where they sell them. The owner came into my shop last week to purchase a television set and we got chatting like you do,’ Alan said, pulling a small black notebook from his back pocket. ‘Here’s his phone number, I’ll write it down for you before we go home.’


‘I know a couple of retired brickies who do the odd job for cash in hand,’ Bob added. ‘This could all be done in a week or so if you get everything organized and find yourself a decent builder. A wall built properly will last as long as the house. Now, what about the garden? It’s starting to look the worse for wear. I could sort it out for you if you like?’


‘Oh no,’ both David and Alan said at the same time.


‘It’s very good of you, Bob, but Ruby will have my guts for garters if she finds out. I thought I’d ask around for a young man just setting up in a gardening business who might like to take it on. There must be a fair few around who’ve not long been demobbed.’


‘You could put an advert in the Erith Observer,’ Alan suggested as they were interrupted by a loud voice from the other side of the hedge.


‘That’s him, Gordon. That’s the man who was spying on me through the hedge.’


Alan groaned. It was foolhardy of him to look so far through the hedge as he had been spotted. He apologized to David before the three men went to where the woman could be seen alongside a pompous-looking man.


‘I’m sorry, I was checking the hedging,’ he started to explain before being talked over by the man.


‘Now, look here, my good chap, you cannot go frightening ladies in the privacy of their own homes. I could have you arrested as a peeping tom.’


‘I believe you will find your wife has done more than peep through a hole in the hedge,’ David started to say, at the same time trying not to lose his temper, not wishing to cause problems for his friends.


There was a short silence as the man sized up David Carlisle. ‘You must be the husband of the woman who attacked my wife this afternoon. I plan to report her as well,’ he said, looking down his nose at the three men. 


Bob pushed David aside. ‘Now, look here, you have no grounds to be reporting people to the police as it is a blatant waste of their time.’


‘What would you know?’ he sniffed at Bob before pushing the branches of the hedge together. ‘Come along, Daphne, we will go inside away from this riff-raff. I don’t know what the area is coming to.’


Bob opened his mouth to inform the man he knew the law being a retired copper, but David held him back. ‘Don’t waste your breath, Bob. I’ll be getting that wall built as soon as I possibly can.’


‘What’s that about a wall?’ Maisie asked from where she was sitting in a deckchair chatting with Sarah Gilbert and Ruby, who were on garden seats padded with colourful cushions Claudette had made from offcuts of cotton fabrics, which were being much admired.


David knelt close to Maisie, and in a low voice explained what had just happened, along with Alan and Bob’s suggestion that they should have a brick wall. He also put his finger to his lips and nodded towards the Bennetts’ garden, making it clear they could be listening.


‘It seems to be for the best, but aren’t there rules about how high a wall can be built? Perhaps George can find out from the council?’ Ruby suggested. 


Bob walked over to the hedge and turned to wink at the group of friends. ‘A nice ten-foot wall along here will be just the ticket,’ he said in a loud voice before returning to them with a broad grin on his face. ‘That’ll teach her a lesson for snooping; I spotted the woman peering through that gap while you were talking in a low voice.’


Ruby scolded her husband. ‘Bob, you shouldn’t stir the pot. Maisie and David have enough on their hands with the miserable woman without you adding to it,’ before speaking in a loud voice herself. ‘Maisie, I’d be tempted to add some more bolts on your doors as there’s something not quite right with a woman who snoops like that. I reckon she’s not all there and may break in and murder you all in your beds,’ she said seriously before passing her empty cup to Claudette. ‘Any chance of another cuppa, love?’


Sarah looked at Maisie and they both fell into a fit of giggles while the youngsters watched open-mouthed. It was always the same when their mum got together with her friends. They looked as alike as chalk and cheese with Maisie being tall and blonde, Sarah slightly shorter with chestnut wavy hair and Freda, who was yet to arrive, shorter still with darker hair cut short. 


Claudette shook her head at her sister Bessie. ‘Honestly, the old folk tell us how to behave, and just listen to them! You couldn’t make it up,’ she added, imitating Ruby. 


‘I still say that girl should be on the stage,’ Ruby said good-naturedly as she waved her furled umbrella at Claudette.


‘I’ll never allow her to leave Maisie’s Modes, even if it means chaining her to her desk; she’s an asset to the business,’ Maisie said as she watched the girl walk slowly over the uneven grass holding a laden tea tray. ‘She still works the odd day at Woolworths as well, as she reckons she’d miss her mates too much if she gave up working there.’


‘She is also an asset to Woolies,’ Sarah said as she wriggled to get comfortable. ‘I’ll be glad when my little asset is born – roll on Christmas.’


‘When do you pack up work? It can’t be long now,’ Maisie asked as the men wandered away, not wanting to listen to baby talk. 


‘I’ll stay as long as I possibly can. Betty is only allowing me to sit at my desk and says she will give me the sack if she finds me working on the shop floor.’


‘And I hope you’ve given up working at Alan’s shop?’ Maisie said in a loud voice so Alan could hear from across the garden.


‘Don’t worry, he’s banned me from entering the premises, which is a shame as now he sells more household goods I’m happy to be there.’ Sarah grinned. ‘He brings the books home for me to go over and point out his mistakes. However, I love working at home now we rent your old house.’


‘And I can keep an eye on her as she’s just up the road,’ Ruby chipped in as she unfurled her umbrella and gave it to her granddaughter to shade her from the sun.


‘Just like I walk down to check on you, and pop over the road to see Freda,’ Sarah said, adding, ‘It’s lovely that we all live so close to each other. Speaking of which, shouldn’t Freda be here by now?’


‘She’s probably been held up getting those kiddies ready. I still can’t believe our Freda is a mum with three little ones,’ Maisie said. ‘It doesn’t seem that long since she was a young scrap of a thing without a bean to her name.’


‘We were all rather naive and a lot younger back then,’ Sarah reminded her. ‘Although you never looked it. That is, I still remember you walking into Woolworths dressed up to the nines and asking for a job. I thought you were a Hollywood film star.’


‘I too didn’t have a bean to my name, but I hid it well. Living with Joe’s mum was hell. She was a right pain in the neck. I’d have worked in an abattoir to stay away from her house.’


They fell silent thinking of Maisie’s first husband, who had died during the early days of the war. 


‘Here they are,’ Ruby called out, glad to be able to break the silence. 


‘The twins are here,’ Maisie’s twins called out in unison, racing over to help Freda with the double pram while her husband, Tony, followed behind with their older brother, William, in his arms.


‘It has taken us an hour to get here,’ Freda declared as she kissed and hugged her friends. ‘We changed four lots of nappies before it was safe to leave the house. It is never-ending!’


‘Oh, I should have stopped by and helped you, only our Buster fell over and grazed his knees, and I was fussing over him and stopping the tears. Although he wouldn’t thank me to tell you that, not now he’s a prize boxer,’ Sarah said, glowing with pride, her son having recently won a medal at his boxing club. ‘As much as I’m looking forward to the arrival of this little one, I’m not so sure about all those dirty nappies,’ she said as she placed a hand on her stomach protectively.


‘It’ll be a doddle for you this time round. Not only will you have Georgina and Buster to help you, but you have that super-duper twin tub for your washing.’


‘I am lucky to have the twin tub; perhaps you should ask Tony to buy you one? You certainly need help with three little ones under two years of age.’


Freda looked over her shoulder to where her Tony had joined the other men. ‘I’m working on it.’ She winked. 


‘I’ll make sure Alan plays his part in encouraging Tony to agree,’ Sarah laughed. ‘In the meantime, please do bring the nappies up to me and we can have a cup of tea and a natter while they wash.’


Freda thought of the back-breaking work filling the copper each time she wanted to do a wash and nodded her head enthusiastically. ‘I’ll take you up on that, thank you. Oh, what’s happening?’ she asked as Claudette walked from the house carrying a large tray while the twins danced around her excitedly.


‘We have a special surprise for everyone, but especially our darling daughter . . . Sheila!’ Maisie announced, removing a napkin that was covering a beautifully iced cake.


‘Who is Sheila?’ Freda whispered to Sarah, who shrugged her shoulders and looked around her to see where this new daughter could be. At the same time Ruby Senior got to her feet and hugged her namesake, whose cheeks had turned pink.


‘You’d best explain,’ she urged the child.


‘From now on I am to be called by my second name, which is Sheila. This is to remember Mum’s young sister who died when she was a little girl, but also because there is only room in this family for one Ruby.’ She grinned before kissing Ruby’s cheek and moving to stand by her mum. ‘Thanks for the cake,’ she whispered.


‘Thank Claudette. She’s a dab hand with an icing bag and we already had the cake made for our tea.’


‘It’s like a birthday,’ Georgina piped up before everyone started to sing ‘Happy birthday, dear Sheila’ at the top of their voices. 


Bessie started to bring out plates of sandwiches followed by David with plates and napkins. ‘Time for tea,’ she announced.


The friends and family settled down to enjoy the spread with Maisie, Sarah and Freda going to and fro topping up three teapots with fresh tea and making squash for the youngsters. After demolishing the cake, they all sat back in the garden chairs and on blankets spread on the grass, too full to say very much at all until Ruby spoke out.


‘I meant to ask you, Claudette, how are the rehearsals going for the next show with your amateur dramatics group? Don’t forget Bob and I will want tickets.’


‘I won’t forget,’ Claudette said as she brushed cake crumbs from the front of her dress. ‘It is getting busy as not only will The Student Prince be performed in a couple of weeks, but we are already in rehearsals for the Christmas pantomime. It’s to be Cinderella this year.’


‘Claudette has the starring role,’ Maisie said proudly.


‘And Alan is going to be Buttons.’ Sarah grinned as the men started to josh their friend.


‘He has the best singing voice,’ Claudette scolded them. 


‘Sing us something, Alan,’ Ruby said. ‘What’s that song about drinking?’


Alan didn’t need any bidding and stood in the middle of the group to sing to Ruby.


‘Drink, drink, drink, to eyes that are bright as stars when they’re shining on me . . .’


Ruby pretended to fan her face as everyone clapped loudly at the end and Alan took a bow. ‘Oh my, that was wonderful. What about another? Claudette, why don’t you sing with Alan? Give us a song from the pantomime.’


Claudette whispered in Alan’s ear, and they broke into a rendition of ‘If You Were the Only Girl In the World’.


‘I know this one,’ Ruby said as she joined in and encouraged everyone to sing along, with them all cheering loudly at the end. 


They never noticed the face peering from behind the hedge before she rushed back indoors.


*


Sergeant Mike Jackson walked up the imposing drive towards the detached Victorian house. It crossed his mind that his friends, the Carlisle family, had moved to the same road; he and Gwyneth should pay them a visit. He ran his finger under the band of his policeman’s helmet; it was too warm a day to be in uniform. There would usually have been a constable undertaking this duty, but with no one available at Erith police station he’d offered to visit the householder himself on his way home at the end of his shift. He’d been lucky to receive a lift by one of the police drivers and could easily walk home after chatting with the homeowner. Checking the name on a slip of paper, he raised the brass knocker and let it drop before repeating the process, sending a reverberating echo through the large house. He nervously cleared his throat as footsteps approached and wouldn’t have been surprised if a butler had answered the door. As it was, it was a slim elderly woman who did so, pointedly checking her watch. 


‘I expected you before now,’ she sniffed as she held the door open for him to enter. ‘I reported the noise over an hour ago. At one point I could hear singing, and so many children you wouldn’t believe . . .’


‘I’m sorry, Mrs Bennett, it is a Sunday, we are short staffed,’ he said, giving her a charming smile that would normally melt the hearts of many elderly ladies, resulting in the offer of a cup of tea and a slice of cake. Mrs Bennett sniffed again and led him through to her back garden. 


‘It seems to have fallen quiet, but I can assure you the people who live in the house are quite uncouth and not the kind of people we usually encourage in Avenue Road. We are professional people with some standing in the community. Raucous parties are unacceptable.’


Mike tried to bring to mind a polite reply, thinking how grateful he was not to have a neighbour like Mrs Bennett. Most people in Alexandra Road where he lived were the salt of the earth. ‘I’m afraid there is little we can do. Perhaps if it was late at night we could knock on their door and ask them to be quiet, but a get-together on a Sunday afternoon in the garden is not the same thing at all.’


She frowned for a moment and gradually her face screwed up until she resembled a shrew. ‘Young man, I’ll have you know I socialize with your chief inspector, and I’m most certain he would not approve of you failing in your duty to protect a vulnerable lady.’


Mike gulped. Here he was thinking he was making a simple courtesy call to a worried neighbour before he could head home to where his wife, Gwyneth, would have his Sunday roast dinner keeping warm. His mind wandered for a moment as he thought about Gwyneth’s fluffy Yorkshire puddings. For a Welsh woman, hers were the fluffiest he’d ever tasted. 


‘Are you listening to me?’


‘I’m sorry, I was thinking . . .’ he blustered. ‘I would advise that you keep a diary of anything untoward that happens and notify us if the situation doesn’t improve. However, there must be some give and take as you must learn to live with your neighbours and you don’t want to encourage a hostile situation because of a concern about noise.’


Mrs Bennett’s eyes opened wide at his words. ‘Do you not consider the woman and her daughter attacking me a cause for concern?’ 


Mike frowned. This was a different kettle of fish, he thought as he opened his official notebook. ‘Please tell me more.’


Mrs Bennett went into graphic detail about the drenching both she and her friend had received, conveniently forgetting to say how they’d been poking their heads through the gap in the hedging.


‘This does show the incident in another light. However, if you and your friend were not hurt, I would still advise you to keep a diary and put through a telephone call to the station if things start to progress. I will leave you to enjoy what is left of your Sunday,’ he said, snapping closed his pocket-sized notebook and bidding her farewell.


Mrs Bennett pursed her lips as she watched him walk down the tree-lined drive and disappear onto the avenue. She would not wait for anything else to happen, she thought. It was time she progressed matters herself. It was time these new neighbours toed the line and learnt that there were standards to achieve if they wished to continue living here. If not, God save them from her vengeance.
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Wednesday, 25 November 1953


Betty Billington looked across her desk at the young woman sitting opposite. Even though her reference letters were impeccable, and the application form and test put her in the top ten per cent of her staff, she couldn’t help but feel worried. There was something about her that didn’t ring true. ‘As I explained to you, our personnel manager, Mrs Gilbert, is not on duty today otherwise you would have been interviewed by her.’


‘I’ve not got to come back again, have I?’ the woman said, frowning, before Betty could finish speaking.


She counted to ten and smiled. ‘I can assure you, Gloria, I have the experience to interview staff,’ she said, taking a quick glance at the brass name plate on her desk that declared her to be the store manager.


The woman thought for a moment before looking apologetic. ‘I’m sorry, it’s just that I’m keen to start work as soon as possible. Things haven’t been easy lately since . . . since my husband’s illness,’ she added, lowering her face towards her lap and giving a delicate sniff. ‘I find it hard to talk about it.’


Betty’s heart melted. No wonder the woman wasn’t relaxed or able to talk properly – and there was her thinking the worst. She felt terrible; after all, anyone could have to seek work while caring for an ailing husband. She silently thanked God her Douglas was well and in work. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t spot any mention of your husband on your application form.’


‘Like I said, it’s not something I like to talk about as it upsets me so.’


Betty nodded her head, choosing not to ask another question. ‘As I explained earlier, the position I’m hoping to fill is in the staff canteen under Mrs Maureen Caselton. She has overseen the cooking and feeding of our staff for many years, but I am reorganizing the staff in that department and the position I have to offer is of assistant to Maureen. There is another young lady who does odd jobs as well as cleaning and washing-up. I see from your application that you worked as a shop supervisor. We are a smaller store and don’t have any supervisor openings as we usually promote in store; that is why I would like to offer you the position in the staff canteen. That’s if you don’t mind working behind the scenes? Many of our ladies prefer working on the counters.’


‘I’m happy to be behind the scenes as you put it,’ Gloria replied quickly, causing Betty to raise her eyebrows. 


Gloria noticed and added, ‘It’s my first job since my Eric took poorly and, to be honest, I’d rather keep myself to myself and just work to bring home a pay packet. Perhaps later I’d be up to working in the public eye – that’s if you wouldn’t mind?’


‘My staff are always invited to apply for different positions if they become available; you will see cards pinned to the noticeboard in the staff room. Now, let me take you through to meet Maureen and Dora, and if you are agreeable, you could start tomorrow morning.’


As Betty led Gloria from the office she stopped for a moment and placed her hand on the woman’s arm. ‘There is one thing about your husband . . .’


Gloria spun round, her auburn hair shaking around her shoulders. ‘What about him?’


‘Oh, it’s nothing to worry about. I was simply wondering who would care for him while you were at work. I’d hate to think of him alone at home on his own.’


Gloria smiled and shrugged her shoulders. ‘There’s no need to worry about him as there are many people to keep an eye on him.’


Betty directed her towards the canteen. ‘Family and friends can be such a help at times like this. It must be a relief to you?’


Gloria looked away while giving a small smile. ‘You could say that.’


*


‘What do you think of our set-up in here?’ Maureen asked as she carefully lowered herself into a seat to join Gloria and Dora. It had been a long day, and her leg was aching. It had been damaged at the end of the war when she’d been a victim of the V2 rocket disaster at the New Cross branch of Woolworths.


‘I can see a few changes that need to be made, but all in all it looks good,’ Gloria said as she stirred her tea. ‘I’d have thought you’d have retired before now?’


Cheeky mare, Maureen thought to herself but she held back her comments. She was grateful to at long last have a second assistant. Dora was a good girl but in a world of her own most of the time, and only good for pushing a broom, wiping down tables and washing up. ‘What would you change?’ Maureen asked as she slid a plate of biscuits across the table. ‘These were homemade this morning.’


Gloria examined a biscuit before biting into it. ‘For one thing I’d stop making biscuits when you can get them for nothing from downstairs. Broken ones are good enough for staff. Then there are the tables and chairs; they’ve seen better days,’ she added, picking at the cracked Formica top of the table where they sat.


‘I like the tables. They remind me of home,’ Dora said as she helped herself to another biscuit.


‘God knows what kind of home you live in if you like these,’ Gloria sniffed before slapping Dora on the back of her hand as she reached for a third biscuit. ‘You’ll never get rid of those spots if you keep eating biscuits. So, when are you retiring?’ she asked, turning to Maureen, whose mouth had dropped open at the way Gloria had treated Dora. She’d have to keep an eye on that one!


‘Who said I was retiring? I just need more help now we have more staff working downstairs. I’m in charge so don’t you forget it,’ she said, getting to her feet after collecting their cups. ‘Ouch!’ she exclaimed as she stumbled over Gloria’s foot.


‘Mind yourself or you’ll have two gammy legs,’ Gloria laughed. Dora joined in although she had little idea what she was laughing at. 


‘Get on with the washing-up, Dora, or you’ll be late getting home,’ she snapped at the younger mousey-haired girl. ‘I’ll see you at seven thirty sharp,’ she said to Gloria.


‘That’s a bit early. No one told me there’d be early shifts.’


‘There’s plenty to do; we have meals to prepare for lunchtime and cakes and biscuits to bake and sandwiches and rolls to fill for tea breaks. Oh, and get that muck off your fingernails before tomorrow morning,’ she added, nodding to Gloria’s red fingernails. ‘I’ll find a cap for you to wear, so that hair doesn’t get into people’s food,’ she sniffed.


Dora giggled then gave a yelp as Gloria pinched her arm. A glare from the new woman stopped her from saying anything. Dora knew people laughed at her and poked fun; she’d long ago stopped answering back. 


‘I’ll see you both bright and early,’ Gloria said, giving the young girl a wink as she left the canteen with a spring in her step.


Maureen watched her go. She was in no doubt Gloria would be a hard worker; she had seen that in the couple of hours she’d been here and had told Betty as much when the manageress had popped into the staff room for a confidential word and to sound out Maureen’s opinion on the new employee. However, she’d have to watch Gloria. There was something about her . . .


*


Councillor George Caselton sat down in the worn but comfortable armchair. When he’d first become a local town councillor and found residents wanted to speak to him about their problems, he knew he had to be not only accessible to the people of Erith, but also not sit behind a desk looking pompous like some of the others who worked for Erith Urban Council. After speaking to the vicar of Christ Church about this, he was offered a small room off the church hall. They came to an understanding whereby George furnished the room, and the reverend Cedric Jewell was able to use it if his parishioners needed privacy to chat about their spiritual needs.


He had just settled down and taken a sip of his tea when an irate woman pushed her way through the door. George took a second look at his list as the first appointment should have been with a man who wanted help with a persistent blocked drain problem.


‘I’m so sorry,’ Mrs Jewell, the vicar’s wife, said, her head bobbing over the shoulder of the woman. ‘I did try to explain there was a list of names . . .’


George gave her a gentle smile. It had been so good of her to act as his receptionist until such time as he got himself organized. She also supplied tea, biscuits and the occasional sandwich when he’d left home without packing up what Maureen had left out for him, which was most welcome. ‘Yes, we do have a list, but I’m sure we can give you five minutes, Mrs . . .?’


‘Mrs Bennett. Mrs Gordon Bennett.’


The vicar’s wife backed out of the room with a hand over her mouth as she tried not to laugh. George felt his cheeks start to twitch and quickly took a mouthful of tea while waving at the other armchair for her to be seated. Such an unfortunate name, but it would have been quite unprofessional of him to show mirth. ‘Now, how can I help you?’ he asked, replacing his cup in the saucer and pulling the cap from his fountain pen.


‘It is my neighbours; they are most antisocial They are noisy, there are too many goings-on for my liking and a few weeks ago they attacked me with a hosepipe.’


‘Attacking you is more a case for the police. Tell me, were you injured?’


‘I was soaked to the skin, as was my dear friend who was visiting at the time. I pray she doesn’t tell anyone about this as I could be the laughing stock of the upper echelon of Erith.’


George, who had been brought up in Erith from the age of five, had never heard of an upper echelon of townsfolk. If it existed, he no doubt was blackballed. ‘Oh dear, we can’t have that now, can we?’ he sympathized. ‘Why would you like my help?’


‘To send them packing, of course! I doubt they can afford to live in such a grand house, not with all those children and her doing what she does, the brazen hussy. There’s even talk her daughter . . . well, her daughter is an unmarried mother.’


George raised his eyebrows at the picture painted by the woman. ‘To be honest, Mrs Bennett, there’s little I can do and if they have broken the law, then the police should be called. Can you at least try to get along with them?’ He did feel as though he was passing the buck, but feared if he didn’t nip Mrs Bennett and her complaints in the bud, she would be a regular visitor to his surgery, what with Avenue Road being only a street away from the church hall where he now sat.


‘I called the police, and the sergeant who visited couldn’t have cared less. He was only in my home for ten minutes and I doubt he even followed up on my complaint as I’ve not seen another policeman near nor by since then. I do wonder if this Sergeant Jackson was even a proper policeman,’ she sniffed as she tightly clasped her handbag in her lap. ‘I hope you intend to do more?’


George froze in his seat. Mike Jackson was a good friend, and also a relative with Mike’s father having married his mother at the end of the war, but he dared not say that to Mrs Bennett as it was almost a conflict of interest. ‘Let me take some notes,’ he said, checking his watch as she started to talk. He would have a word with Mike when he next saw him.


A tap on the door and the vicar’s wife looked in. ‘I’m sorry to bother you, but there’s quite a queue waiting outside,’ she said as Mrs Bennett tutted at being interrupted.


‘We’d best leave this here,’ George said as he turned over another page covered in notes. ‘If you think of anything else, please put it in a letter and I’ll add it to the file.’


‘There is something else,’ she said quickly as George got to his feet to see her to the door. ‘They are building a high wall between our properties and haven’t consulted me or my husband – I feel it is against building regulations.’


George sighed, hoping this wasn’t a proper grievance as she would see it as a victory and most likely make life hell for her neighbours. He felt sorry for the family, and he’d not even met them. ‘I’ll make a note and speak to the building regulation office. Can you give me their house number?’


‘The house is called Sunrise and the family name is Carlisle.’


George groaned out loud before covering it with a cough. This made things very sticky, but he didn’t believe Maisie and David Carlisle would have done half of what Mrs Bennett stated. At this precise moment he felt sorry for the Carlisles as this woman was like a terrier with a bone – she’d not let go.


The morning shot by as he talked to residents about a plethora of problems and left the small room just after midday with Reverend Jewell’s praise ringing in his ears for the help he’d given the parishioners. He stopped outside the church wondering whether to walk down to Alexandra Road to see his mum, Ruby, or to head home for a late lunch. Both were equal distances from where he stood, albeit it in different directions. Then he thought of Mrs Bennett and the Carlisle family, and without overthinking what he intended to do, he crossed the road to the street where they lived and strolled up the tree-lined avenue. There was a time when he was married to his first wife, Irene, the mother of his daughter, Sarah, that he had a hankering to move ‘up the avenue’, as locals called the posh street in Erith. The tall Victorian properties appealed to him, as did the large gardens. Irene had been keen as it would have moved them up the social ladder. He laughed to himself as he thought how well she’d have got on with Mrs Bennett. Maureen, his current wife and the love of his life, would have protested loudly to living there; she certainly kept his feet on the ground. He walked on past the bowls club and the entrance to the park, commonly known as ‘the rec’ by locals, and about ten houses up he spotted Maisie’s van she used for her work parked in the drive along with two others he didn’t recognize. As he knocked at the door, he spotted net curtains twitching from next door’s bay window and turned his back, pulling his hat down over his eyes in case Mrs Bennett recognized him. At that moment, he was thankful he didn’t stand out in a crowd, being of average age and build and wearing a dark suit.


‘We’re round the back,’ a familiar voice called out.


George followed a narrow path to the side of the house and met Maisie, who was coming the other way. She looked like her younger self, dressed in a siren suit she used to wear in the air-raid shelters during the war, with her blonde hair tied up in a bright red scarf.


‘Don’t you look a sight for sore eyes,’ he said as he hugged her close. 


‘Get away with you! I’ve been supervising the lads out the back garden, so they don’t put up our brick wall in the wrong place. It’s taken ages for the council to say we could build it as high as we want. Silly me thought when we decided to have a wall built back in September it would have been done and dusted by now, but it wasn’t as straightforward as we thought, finding a builder who was available, so now we are in a rush to get it finished before the bad weather really sets in. I’ve ended up stacking bricks myself,’ she said, checking her fingernails with a sigh. ‘I don’t know what my ladies are going to say.’


‘Ladies?’ George asked as he followed her to the garden to see a hive of activity as two young men were mixing cement ready to pour into a long trench that ran the length of the garden. From where he stood, he caught sight of Mrs Bennett watching the proceedings from her back door and turned his back. The woman terrified him; she must be spending her days dashing from the window at the front of her house to the back garden to keep up with the movements of the Carlisle family. At least he knew Maisie’s build complied with regulations and wouldn’t fall foul of Mrs Bennett. He would write her a letter to say all was in order. That was one item he could tick off the list of Mrs Bennett’s demands.
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