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The untold want by life and land ne’er granted,


Now voyager sail thou forth to seek and find.


Walt Whitman
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February 1940


‘I can’t drive that.’ Annie Brookes stood hands on hips, an indignant look on her sweat-covered face. ‘Besides, we can’t afford such a thing.’ She glared at the two men. ‘If you’ll excuse me, I need to get back to work.’ She turned towards the side of the house and the path that led to the outhouse, no more than a corrugated-iron shack, where steam could be seen wafting from the open-ended building. She stopped by a tap attached to a wooden post, cupping her hands under the icy water and scooping it up, sighing as the sudden coldness soothed her hot face and neck. It might be February but where they worked was extremely hot. Retying the colourful scarf that kept her unruly blonde curls from her face, she entered the room where they earned their money as laundresses and joined her mother.


‘What did your Uncle Pete want?’ Violet Brookes asked as she continued to put her weight against the handle of a large iron mangle that stood next to one of four steaming coppers, and pushed it slowly round. Annie grabbed the end of a linen sheet that appeared from between the rollers, guiding it into a wicker basket that lay underneath the mangle. Once the heavy sheet had gone through the process, they put it through the wringers one more time then each took a basket handle and heaved it outside to where a row of washing lines stood at the edge of a small orchard.


‘He reckons we could improve the laundry business by having a van to deliver and collect the bag wash from our customers,’ Annie said as between them they pinned the large sheet to the line using wooden pegs kept in the pockets of their aprons.


Once they had put a long wooden prop under the washing line to hold it up, Violet wiped her hands, pursing her lips as she did so. ‘Does he now? I’ll be having a word with him as he has nothing to do with this business and I don’t want him poking his nose in,’ she huffed, picking up the empty laundry basket and heading back through the outhouse towards the path that wove its way around their cottage and onto the dirt track road beyond. This then led to the marshes and the farm from which Blossom Cottage took its name.


‘What’s this all about, Pete?’ she asked of the man who was still standing in the road talking to his and Violet’s father. ‘We haven’t got the money for your hairbrained schemes. We don’t see you from one month to the next and then you turn up telling our Annie she needs to be driving a van rather than using the horse and cart that’s been good enough for the business since I was a girl. And her not even nineteen yet.’ She turned and gave her father a waspish look. ‘I take it you’ve had a hand in this idea?’


Jasper James raised his hand to shield himself from his daughter’s eyes. ‘Don’t you go blaming me! I just came out here to say hello to our Pete. I’ll go back inside; I know when I’m not welcome,’ he said, shuffling back towards the house.


‘Check on Mum and see if she needs helping out of bed; her legs were playing her up yesterday. You could make her a brew and a slice of toast as well,’ Violet called after him before turning to her younger brother. ‘I thought you’d have signed up to fight for your country by now. It’s been months since war was declared and what have you done?’


Pete shrugged his shoulders. ‘They don’t want me ’cos of my dodgy lungs; it runs in the family,’ he said, glancing at the departing figure of their father. ‘That’s why he only fought for a little while in the first shout.’


‘Laziness runs in this family,’ Violet muttered as she looked at the van Pete was leaning against. ‘Where has this come from?’


Pete, sensing Violet’s interest, started to show her the vehicle. ‘It might not look much, but with a tidy up and a lick of paint it would suit you down to the ground. I could add your name to the side – it might bring in a bit more business. Think of the extra work it would mean with our Annie being able to travel further to collect the bag wash. It wouldn’t need much looking after, not like that old horse of yours that pulls the cart.’


‘How old is it?’ Violet asked as she walked slowly around the vehicle, poking her finger into a patch of rust and peering through the windows set in the rear doors.


Pete rushed forward and wrenched one of the doors open, ignoring the squeaks from the protesting hinges. ‘Look how spacious it is,’ he exclaimed with a sweep of his hand. ‘Your Annie could get the round done in half the time.’


Annie’s ears pricked up from where she’d been watching the scene unfold. Seeing her mother was holding court, she joined her, adding her two penn’orth. ‘You’re forgetting something, I can’t drive. And don’t we all need a licence to drive vehicles these days? Why doesn’t Grandad drive it?’ she asked in all seriousness as Jasper poked his nose out of the door not wishing to miss what was going on. She knew what the answer would be.


‘If I could, I would, but my old war wounds mean I can do little these days without being in pain,’ he sighed, holding his back for effect. ‘I could teach you, though . . .’


Annie walked to the front of the van. ‘It’s seen better days,’ she said.


‘It would give you the freedom you crave,’ her uncle said, nudging her arm and giving a wink before taking a handkerchief from his waistcoat pocket and wiping his brow. He gave her a knowing smile. ‘You’re like a small bird fluttering against a windowpane trying to spread its wings and fly.’


Annie vehemently shook her head. ‘Stop with your flowery words. I’m happy here with my family and working with Mum.’


‘I beg to differ. You’re too much like your dad. You have a wanderlust, just as his family have . . .’


Annie looked over to where Violet was deep in conversation with her father, waving her arms and pointing into the van. ‘You’d best not mention Dad’s name here or Mum will go berserk. As much as I love him, he has a wayward soul,’ she replied, thinking of her father and how he disappeared to be with his family’s travelling fairground whenever the urge took him, even though he was needed here at home, especially now that war had been declared. ‘We need all the help we can get to keep the laundry afloat,’ she said, feeling selfish as she thought of her red-haired dad with a twinkle in his eye, who was always ready to share a tale or two with her and her younger brother, Albie – when he was home at least. That was until Mum had found out he’d been overfriendly with a woman he’d met down The Corner Pin. He’d soon scarpered with his tail between his legs and Violet’s harsh words following close behind.


‘The fair’s going to be travelling once Easter’s here; they’re wintering over in Belvedere. If you could drive the van, you could go and see him. I’ll keep your secret . . .’


Annie sighed as her eyes strayed to the van. It could certainly help her spread her wings. ‘All right, but I’d rather you taught me to drive than Grandad as he’s not the best of teachers. Besides, he’s supposed to be keeping an eye on Nan while she’s poorly. Mum can’t do everything around here. You know you could drop by and help more than you do,’ she said, wagging a finger at her wayward uncle. ‘You’re always off doing something or other.’


‘It’s called ducking and diving,’ he chuckled, throwing an arm around Annie’s shoulders and giving her a gentle squeeze. ‘I promise to be here more to help out just so you can have some more fun.’


There’s a fat chance of that, she thought to herself as she went to prepare to take out the horse and cart for the first of that day’s collections and deliveries.
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September 1940


Annie sucked in her breath as the van juddered once again. She must take more care when manoeuvring around corners, she thought. It was her first time out on her own visiting customers, and, on Violet’s suggestion, seeking out new ones. It had been a long day and she still had to drop off two bags of towels at the outdoor swimming pool in Erith before heading up to Northumberland Heath and a private guest house where the owner was waiting for clean bedding. She’d been up until the early hours ironing and could hardly think straight, let alone watch the road ahead. It would have been so much easier with the horse and cart as Old Ned knew the roads almost blindfold. Perhaps she should have waited another day before trying out the van, but she had an ulterior motive for wanting to drive: Uncle Pete had tipped her the wink that Brookes Fair was up at Blackheath, and she longed to see her dad.


‘Hello, Annie, what’s all this?’ Dora at the swimming pool asked when she came out to give her a hand.


Annie grinned at the young woman, who only ever wore a robe belted over her swimsuit along with a rubber cap with the sides rolled up so she could hear when not in the pool. ‘We’re going upmarket,’ she joshed. ‘Uncle Pete found the van and did it up for us. What do you think?’ she asked as Dora walked around the vehicle, giving a nod of approval at the family name painted in bright letters on the side.


‘Don’t let them work you too hard; you never seem to get any time to yourself as it is. I’ve not seen you in the pool all this summer. Why not come in and have a dip now? We’re still open. I can lend you a swimsuit . . .’


Annie was sorely tempted, but with her mind firmly set on seeking out her dad she had to refuse. ‘I can’t today, but I’ll put my costume in the van and see you on my next visit later this week. Speaking of which, is there anything for me to take?’


‘Hang on a tick, I’ve got one bag tied up ready to go. I’ll fetch it for you,’ Dora said, hurrying through the doors to the pool.


Annie leant against the side of the van, feeling the warmth of the sun on the body of the vehicle. Not far from where she was workers were going about their day by the side of the River Thames. This part of the river was always busy and even in wartime there were ships and smaller boats heading up towards the East End of London and the docks while others headed down towards the estuary. She dreamt of what it would be like to sail away down the river and feel free of her family responsibilities. Perhaps if the Kentish Queen paddle steamer was still running off Erith Pier, she could talk her mum into having a day trip to Margate. She sighed. There was more than a little of her father’s wanderlust in her blood. As she stood dreaming, the dreaded sound of an air-raid siren cut through the air and people started to run for cover.


Dora, who was halfway out of the door hauling a white linen sack over one shoulder, dropped it to the ground and called out to Annie, ‘Quick, come with me! It’s definitely a raid rather than a false alarm.’ She pointed to where dark specks could be seen in the sky further downriver. As Annie watched, the flecks became larger and were joined by many more. In the seconds she stood paralysed, the drone of the planes’ engines grew louder and louder.


‘For heaven’s sake, Annie, get your backside into gear!’ Dora screamed.


Annie grabbed her bag and gas mask and followed Dora down an alley that ran beside the swimming pool building to where an Anderson shelter stood. ‘Will there be room for me?’ she asked, seeing two other staff members rush down the steps ahead of them.


‘There are only four of us on duty today and all the customers have gone home so there’s more than enough room for you. Hurry yourself,’ Dora said, grabbing Annie’s arm and pulling her to safety down the steps as the roar of planes could be heard overhead.


‘I’ve never seen anything like it,’ an older man said as he followed them into the shelter. ‘There are hundreds of the buggers up there. London doesn’t stand a chance.’


They all fell silent until the sound of ack-ack guns made them jump.


‘Come on, boys,’ the older man shouted, raising his fist in the air. ‘Let’s blow them out of the sky!’


Annie shuddered, thinking of her beloved country and the hell it had become. How many people would perish today? ‘There go my plans for the day. I wonder how long we’ll be down here. I was hoping to see my dad; he’s setting up the fair at Blackheath. Gosh, what if the fair gets bombed?’


Dora, who knew the family well, put an arm around Annie’s shoulders. ‘Don’t worry, your dad knows how to take care of himself. There are public shelters all over the place,’ she sympathized.


Annie shuddered again, thinking of what could happen to everybody. ‘I hope so.’


‘Your mum would have heard the sirens and will probably be down your shelter. I take it you’ve got one?’


Annie laughed with more than a little sarcasm. ‘It’s still a pile of corrugated iron and a half-dug hole as the men haven’t got round to finishing it, not that Mum will leave the hot water coppers while there’s a wash in them.’


‘They’ll be all right,’ Dora reassured her. ‘It must be safer out on the Crayford Marshes. Come and help me make a cuppa; we’ve got everything here to make our time down here as cosy as possible.’


Annie looked around the cramped confines of the shelter. There was a bunk bed along one side and crates covered in rugs opposite, with another that seemed to be used for teamaking holding a paraffin stove and a small tin kettle. She could see enamel mugs stored underneath, along with tins that must contain tea and biscuits. ‘What can I do to help?’ she asked, trying to pull herself together despite starting to feel claustrophobic, which she could do little about unless she wished to be outside while the enemy wreaked death and destruction. There was nothing she could do until the air raid was over apart from help make a cup of tea and wait . . .


Annie stretched her limbs and yawned as the all-clear sounded. ‘I thought we’d be down here until tomorrow,’ she said as Dora pulled back the sacking cover over the entrance of the shelter, letting in the daylight. She climbed three steps out into the open air. ‘Oh, my goodness,’ she exclaimed as the others joined her. ‘I’ve never seen anything like it.’


The group stood in awe looking upriver to the port of London, before making their way to the front of the swimming pool building to get a clearer view.


Dora dashed tears from her eyes before swearing out loud. ‘It’s as if London has sunk into the bowels of hell.’ She raised her fist skywards to a lone enemy plane that was heading away from the capital, followed by the sound of ack-ack guns.


‘He won’t get away! Our lads are after him!’ one of her fellow workers exclaimed excitedly.


‘But how many Londoners have perished? And think of the damage to the docks,’ Annie said, unable to take her eyes from where smoke rose a mere few miles from where they stood. ‘I hate this war. What can be done to stop it?’


‘We all do, love.’ Dora patted her on the arm. ‘And a fine bunch we are with not one of us serving our country. I’ve been thinking of going to work in munitions up the Arsenal,’ she said with a determined look in her eye. ‘I just need someone to look after my old man and the kids. Mind you, I’m sending them off to live with my sister down in the Kent countryside; it’ll be safer than it is here. Mark my words, it’s going to get a lot worse.’


‘Perhaps I should be doing some war work? I feel rather helpless watching this and knowing I’m not doing my bit,’ Annie said, chewing her lip thoughtfully.


‘Darling, you more than do your bit, working at your family’s laundry. Don’t you supply the local council? And I heard tell your uncle has offered your services at the cottage hospital.’


Annie frowned. What was Uncle Pete up to? Why, he didn’t even work for the business and only seemed to turn up when he was after some beer money from Mum. ‘That’s interesting,’ was all she could think to say. It was best she kept family matters to herself as Uncle Pete must be up to something. He called it ducking and diving, but they all knew he sailed close to the wind with his goings-on. ‘I wonder if it’s safe to be on my way?’ she said, peering at the sky, black with smoke from the London docks. ‘I still have work to finish before I can head home . . .’


Dora’s colleague pulled a cloth from his pocket and went over to Annie’s van, where he started to clean the windscreen. ‘If you keep away from the river and listen out for air-raid warnings, you should be fine.’


Dora agreed. ‘He’s right, but can I add that you’re to look out for public shelters and if you hear as much as a squeak from a siren, you stop the van and dash to safety. I don’t trust the buggers not to come back. Now hurry,’ she said, giving Annie a hug.


‘But what about collecting the rest of your bag wash?’


‘It can wait until next time. Come on, hurry.’


Annie did as she was told and after loading the one sack into the back of the van, she climbed into the driver’s seat, picking up a sheet of paper with her delivery and collection route. It had been her idea to make a detailed daily worksheet along with the time she should be with each client. Today’s timetable was now completely messed up, but she was sure customers would understand. There were four more stops on her route between Erith and Bexleyheath, meaning she would be home late and wouldn’t have time to track down and speak to her father. Part of her wished she knew if he was safe, but then word would get to the family if he’d been injured – or worse. If only he didn’t have a wanderlust and stayed at home with her mum. ‘That’s what comes of marrying a showman and not wishing to follow the fairs,’ her mum had once told her when she questioned why Dad was always missing from home. ‘It is what it is,’ Violet had said with a touch of sadness in her eyes.


‘If you were home now, at least I’d know you were safe,’ Annie muttered out loud as she drove slowly through the town of Erith, carefully avoiding the many people standing out in the roads looking towards London. Fear was etched on their faces. This war would not be over any time soon.


She headed towards Northumberland Heath, making deliveries to two private houses. It used to irk her that she’d have to go to the service entrance of the grand properties, but these days it didn’t worry her as it was all work and added money to the family’s coffers. At one drop-off she was given a large bag of linen bedsheets along with an envelope. Handing back a receipt for the items being taken away, she pocketed the envelope knowing it would be payment for last month’s washing. Humping the bag onto her back, she carried it to the van, grateful that she wasn’t using the horse and cart. Old Ned would not have liked the sounds of the bombs and would likely have bolted if left outside the Anderson shelter.


Next, she pointed the vehicle towards Bexleyheath. It was the affluent end of the long Broadway, where her mum had told her to drop off the neatly written letters at the larger properties in the hope of drumming up more trade, now they had transport more suitable for a growing laundry business. Stopping to allow a mother to push her pram over the road, she ran her fingers through her hair. ‘I must look a sight,’ she said out loud before pulling over to the kerb. It wouldn’t do to represent the family business looking like a down-and-out. She reached for the handbag she kept in the seat well, along with her gas mask.


‘Drat,’ she muttered, tipping the contents of the bag onto the seat beside her and rummaging through the items for a comb. It was at that moment she recalled using it before she left home; it must still be on the kitchen table where she’d stopped to talk to Albie. Opening a powder compact that had been a gift for her birthday, she peered into the mirror. ‘I look a right state, and not even a scarf to tie around my hair to make me more presentable.’ She dabbed her nose with the powder before wrinkling her face, knowing it didn’t improve her appearance. ‘I need to purchase a new comb; it’s about time as mine is missing a few teeth,’ she announced to the thin air before setting off towards the Broadway. ‘I know the very place.’


Parking the van, she dashed across the road into a branch of Woolworths. Never having been into the store before, she stopped and looked about her. She’d shopped in the Erith branch a few times and always admired the smartly dressed assistants, the high counters and shining wooden floors; in another lifetime she could easily have worked there.


‘May I help you?’ a blonde assistant asked from where she stood behind a counter containing haberdashery items. ‘You look lost,’ she said with a smile.


Annie grinned. ‘If you could direct me to where I could purchase a comb, I’d be so grateful. I have an appointment to keep and look and feel a frightful mess.’


The girl chuckled. ‘You don’t look that bad, but I shouldn’t turn away a sale or I’ll get the sack. If you go to the far end of this counter, you’ll find a selection of brushes and combs along with kirby grips and hairnets.’


‘Did I hear you have an appointment?’ An older woman walked over from where she’d been standing just inside the door holding a clipboard and a pencil. ‘May I have your name?’


‘I’m Annie Brookes, but you won’t find my name on your list unless you’d like me to collect your washing,’ she replied, hoping she didn’t sound facetious.


‘My apologies. I thought you were here for an interview to be a sales assistant.’ The woman sighed. ‘I’m still short of three interviewees.’


‘I wish,’ Annie said, as she’d been hankering after earning a proper living which didn’t rely on her family. At the end of the long counter the blonde assistant was now serving someone with a length of ribbon. Annie was busy choosing a comb and admiring other items when the woman with the clipboard walked over to her.


‘If you change your mind about working here, please fill this in and drop it in to the staff supervisor’s office,’ she said, handing over a folded sheet of paper. ‘There’s an interview and a test, but you look the kind of girl who can add up and be polite to customers.’


‘Oh, Muriel, you sound desperate,’ the blonde girl said after bidding good day to her customer. ‘Not that you wouldn’t fit the bill to work for Woolies,’ she quickly assured Annie.


‘I am rather desperate. We’ve had a few women leave to work in munitions, and I’d really like to fill the vacancies before even more leave,’ the older woman admitted.


Annie watched the exchange, thinking these people would be fun to work with. Pocketing the folded form and picking up a black comb, she handed it over to the sales assistant and then gave her a couple of coins. ‘I’ll think about it,’ she said to the older woman, knowing in her heart of hearts she would adore to be a Woolworths girl. But what would happen if she was to disappoint her family?
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‘Put me down,’ Annie squealed as Paddy Brookes lifted her in his strong arms and spun her around until she felt dizzy. She’d raced through her deliveries and decided to head to find her dad. After all, who knew what was around the corner?


‘I’m so pleased you’re here to see me and fighting fit. I’ve been that worried you were caught up in the bombing on the river a couple of days back,’ he said, hugging her one more time before releasing her and keeping his hands on her shoulders until she was steady.


Annie bit her tongue against reminding him that if he came home more, he would know how the family were keeping. She could never be angry with her dad; no one including her mum could be annoyed with him for long. Paddy Brookes was a bear of a man. With his broad, strong body, he could carry a carousel galloper on one shoulder without breaking out in a sweat. Everyone who met him would smile at his sunny disposition. It was his wanderlust that was the bane of Violet Brookes’ life. As she explained to Annie, she loved him enough to let him spread his wings when the fairground called and then welcome him back when he was in need of home comforts. He stood out a mile, not just for his build, but also because of his head of auburn red hair. Annie was pleased to have inherited his colouring. Although her hair was blonde, in the right light and if you looked closely enough, several auburn strands shone through. Like Paddy, she also had a scattering of freckles across her face and arms that came out when the sun shone.


‘I see you’ve come up in the world,’ he said, eyeing the van parked nearby.


Annie huffed. ‘It’s not as comfortable as the cart, and more temperamental than Old Ned. Uncle Pete reckons he can get us the petrol as we are a business offering a service that people and the government need, but I’m not so sure,’ she said worriedly.


Paddy was thoughtful as he walked over to the vehicle, circling round it as he kicked the tyres and tapped on the bodywork. He opened the back doors and peered inside, checking their hinges then going to sit in the driver’s seat and turning on the engine to listen before turning it off once more.


‘What do you think?’ Annie asked, wondering if he’d found a fault.


Paddy didn’t speak as he climbed back out of the vehicle and then lifted the bonnet. At that point he was joined by a couple of other showmen, who muttered and peered closely at the engine before going on their way. Paddy wiped his greasy hands down his overall and stretched his back.


Annie grew impatient. ‘Well?’


‘As you know, I’ve not got much time for your mother’s brother, but he seems to have found you a decent enough vehicle. There’s a bit of wear and tear, which is to be expected, but all in all it’ll suit you well for your work.’


Annie sighed and leant against the van. ‘I was hoping you’d say to get rid of it; I’m not cut out for all this driving about. I already miss not being able to gaze around and dream while Old Ned pulls the cart.’


Paddy joined her and put an arm around her shoulders. ‘You’re too much like me: a dreamer who is always looking towards the horizon.’


She stiffened at his words. ‘I always pull my weight in the family business; no one can say I don’t,’ she threw back at him. ‘I don’t run away from my responsibilities.’ Her hand went to her pocket for her handkerchief as she felt tears start to prick her eyes. It was always the same when she saw her dad as she wanted him home and for everyone to be happy. Her hand found the application for the Woolworths position, still there from her visit to the store. She pulled it out and waved it at her dad. ‘I have dreams, but I know I can’t follow them,’ she sniffed as she watched him read the form. ‘Family has to come first.’


Paddy frowned as he scanned the application form. ‘It doesn’t say what the job is. What are you going after?’


‘Going after? I thought it was to be a counter assistant and wear a burgundy-coloured uniform,’ she replied, thinking how it would suit her hair colouring.


‘They could be advertising for cleaners, or stockroom staff,’ he suggested, watching her reaction.


‘Everyone’s got to start somewhere, and it will be my goal to get behind a counter even if it isn’t something glamorous.’


Paddy guffawed in evident surprise. ‘I’ve never thought Woolworths was glamorous work. If you want glamour, come and work here at the fair. There’ll be plenty of lads hanging around the stalls, even if you’re on the roll a penny, or fishing for ducks,’ he continued.


Annie blushed. Fancy her dad encouraging her to chase after the lads. ‘There’s plenty of time for courting when I’m older. I want to have a job and earn my own money – and before I get called to do war work in a factory. There’s rumours of it happening.’


‘Don’t listen to gossip. It’s probably the Germans trying to frighten us.’


‘I’m not so sure about that, but don’t think I’m against war work. It’s just that first I want to taste life and see the world,’ she sighed.


‘Bexleyheath Woolworths is not seeing the world,’ he said, taking her hand and giving it a squeeze. He realized Annie was serious and now wasn’t the time to jest. ‘Why don’t I help you fill out this form and we can wait and see what happens?’


‘Thanks, Dad. You wouldn’t come home with me while I tell Mum what I intend to do?’


Paddy raised his hands in shock. ‘That’s a step too far, but if she kicks you out, I’ll find you a berth here,’ he said before taking a pencil from his pocket and licking the stub end. ‘Now, get writing while I find us a mug of tea.’


‘Cheers, Dad,’ she called after him before straightening the single piece of paper flat on the van’s warm bonnet, running her fingers over the creases. There were questions about her previous employment, which were easy as she’d only ever worked for the family laundry, and she spelt that out with care. Her education came next and details about her numeracy and spelling. Annie felt confident she was adept at these skills and sped through the other questions quickly so that by the time Paddy appeared with two large white china mugs of steaming tea she’d completed her task and was folding the page into a neat square.


‘How’s it going?’ he asked, putting her mug down on the grass beside her.


‘That part was easy, but I need to post it to the personnel manager and hope I’m called for an interview. I’ll send it first thing tomorrow,’ she said. Already feeling like she’d accomplished something, she reached for her tea and took a sip. ‘Crikey, how much sugar is in this? Don’t they know about rationing?’ she spluttered.


Paddy gave a wink. ‘Not if you know the right people.’


‘Oh, Dad, you’ve got to be careful. It might have been all right to do the odd dodgy deal before the war, but not any more. Promise me you’ll behave.’


‘Who’s the parent around here?’ he laughed at her stern face.


‘It’s not a joke, you have to be careful,’ she hissed, looking around to see if anyone was watching. All around the fair was taking shape, although due to the blackout they couldn’t light up the amusements, which as a rule were linked to the mighty steam engine, named Goliath, which generated power for the lighting and rides, along with the fairground organ which entertained the crowds. At that moment the organ struck up a familiar melody. Annie stopped berating her dad to listen to Tchaikovsky’s ‘Waltz of the Flowers’; it had always been her favourite of the many regular tunes and as a child she had been allowed to help feed the perforated paper roll through the organ that produced each one. ‘Is there something wrong as it doesn’t sound as loud?’ she asked.


‘It’s to do with the blackout. We’ve been issued with a list of regulations and must comply, or we could be shut down. Already some of the smaller travelling fairs have closed for the duration due to staff being called up, and it’s going to get even harder.’


Annie felt like saying he should come home to the family if there wouldn’t be so many travelling fairs but bit her tongue. ‘In what way?’


‘We must keep the noise down, so air-raid warnings are heard. We’ve sorted out a system where we have several people on the outskirts of the fairground listening out for the sirens and they ring handbells to alert stallholders and people running the rides who then direct the public to shelters. Oh, and we’ve closed the coconut shies as we can’t get the coconuts any more and the punters don’t want to win wooden coconuts.’


Annie was surprised. ‘Gosh, I had no idea.’


‘Then we need to close earlier to observe the blackout regulations, that’s if we have somewhere to set up the fair. So many parks and open areas are already being turned over to growing vegetables.’


‘Mum’s trying to expand our veggie patch, but there’s never enough hours in the day to get it done.’


‘Let her know I’ll be down next weekend to dig it over for her, but don’t tell your Uncle Pete or you won’t see him for dust. I’ve never known such a work-shy bugger,’ he muttered, causing Annie to giggle at his words. Never had truer words been said.


‘I’d best be on my way. Mum will be getting worried,’ she sighed.


‘Hang on a minute, you can make use of this,’ he said, pulling a crumpled envelope from his pocket. ‘Now you can deliver your application to the Woolworths store on your way home.’


Annie took the envelope and did her best to straighten it out before placing her application inside. ‘Thanks,’ she said as excitement gripped her. This could be the start of her new life, as long as her mum agreed.
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Three days later, Annie was washing down the van when she spotted the postman cycling down the long dirt track road that led to their cottage. She’d wiped the paintwork with an old rag and was polishing the windscreen before he arrived, perspiring heavily. He climbed from his bike and mopped his brow with a large white handkerchief.


Calling out to her brother, Albie, to fetch the postman a cool drink, she walked over to greet him. ‘It’s good of you to deliver our post, but I could have collected it from the post office on Monday morning when I go into Erith.’


He downed the enamel mug of freshly drawn cold water before answering. ‘My, that hit the spot. Thank you, young Albie,’ he said as he reached into the canvas bag sitting in a basket at the front of his bike. ‘I was over this way, and as these looked official, I thought as how you’d like them sooner rather than later.’ He handed over three envelopes after looking at the names on each one. ‘I take it this is still Paddy’s abode?’ he asked, raising his eyebrows. ‘And this is for your uncle . . .’


‘Dad will be here later today, I’ll give this to him then,’ she said with a bright smile. Her mum didn’t like nosy people poking into their business and the postman, as pleasant as he was, was prone to sharing tidbits of gossip as he went about his round. She pushed the envelopes into the pocket of the brown overall she was wearing and picked up her cleaning materials. ‘No peace for the wicked,’ she said, hoping he would be on his way for the third envelope bore the emblem of F. W. Woolworths and Co. Ltd and she prayed it was good news.


He was soon cycling away after refusing another drink from Albie.


‘Who are the letters for?’ Albie asked.


‘None of your business and don’t go saying anything to Mum, you know how she worries about bad news.’


He cuffed his nose and shrugged his shoulders. ‘No one tells me anything,’ he huffed before going back to the stable to finish his chores.


Annie looked up as another vehicle came down the lane at such a speed that a cloud of dust and gravel made it indistinguishable until the driver honked the horn.


‘It’s Dad,’ Albie shouted as he raced down the lane to meet the oncoming truck.


‘Be careful, we don’t want you knocked down and ending up in the cottage hospital,’ she shouted after him.


As Paddy slowed down for his son to jump onto the running board Violet came out from the kitchen wiping her hands on a tea towel. ‘I had a feeling you’d turn up today, so I’m making a larger steak and kidney pudding,’ she said, having known full well he was coming as Annie had mentioned he’d be there to help with their vegetable plot.


Paddy rubbed his hands together. ‘That’ll do me nicely. I’ll start on the garden now and perhaps Annie and Albie can join me when they’ve completed their chores. I take it the gardening equipment is still in the shed?’ he asked, looking towards his son.


‘Yes, Dad, and I’ve cleaned everything off like you taught me. I’ll just finish off in the stable then I’ll be with you,’ he called over his shoulder as he raced back to his work.


‘I’m finished here so I’ll come with you now,’ Annie said, wanting to show her dad his letter and read her own before Albie arrived and started asking questions.


They crossed the lane and pushed through a small gap in the hawthorn hedging. Before them was a roughly dug plot and a wooden shed that tilted to one side.


Paddy stood rubbing the red whiskers on his chin as he surveyed the plot. ‘I should have come back before now; the shed is about to collapse, and no one has done much work here,’ he said, kicking the sun-dried earth with his steel-toed work boots. He’d noticed Annie grimace at his mention of not being by for a while and averted his eye; he knew she was right, but the lure of the fairground was hard to fight. It was best to get stuck in straight away. Tugging at the padlock, it fell apart in his hand. ‘I’ll get a better lock than this once I’ve patched up the shed and given it a lick of paint,’ he said before pulling open the door and passing out two forks and a spade to Annie. ‘Your brother’s made a good job of looking after the tools,’ he continued, admiring the shining equipment.


Annie shoved one of the forks into the dry ground, showing her anger at her dad’s words. ‘Albie thinks the world of you, and he misses you. Can’t you see that by doing things that would please you, he’s hoping you’ll appreciate him and want to see him?’ she exclaimed before sinking to her knees and sobbing as the fork clattered to the ground beside her. ‘Don’t you realize we want you home with us, not just to keep you safe, but to have you care for us in these scary times? Mum will never say anything, but she misses you so much. Why don’t you understand what you’re doing to this family?’


Paddy went over to Annie and helped her to her feet before enfolding her in his strong arms and whispering soft words in her hair until she calmed down. ‘I don’t deserve any of you. I’ve been a waster and a wanderer all my life and that’s not going to change any time soon. You may even see less of me than you do now,’ he added as an afterthought.


Annie wiped her eyes on the sleeve of her overall and reached into the pocket. ‘Would this letter have anything to do with you leaving us?’ she asked as she handed him the envelope. Across the top was the name of a Kent regiment, just the same as the letter for her uncle.


She couldn’t hate him any more than she did at present, even if she tried, she thought, as she watched him sit on an upturned box and rip open the envelope. She was about to ask what the letter was about when she saw his face crumple as he bowed his head into his hands; the letter fell onto the bare earth at his feet. Was he crying? she wondered as she stepped closer and heard a stifled angry growl of anguish. Perhaps he had been called up to serve his country, even though he was beyond the age group, she thought to herself. That’ll curb your wanderlust, she almost blurted out loud as she bent to pick up the letter. His hand reached out and snatched it back.


‘That’s private.’ He tucked it away in his jacket pocket. ‘Let’s get on with our work.’ He kept his back to her as he started to dig the plot, putting his weight behind the fork each time he plunged it into the hard ground. She watched him for a few minutes. Something wasn’t right. Her anger started to dissipate as she wondered about the contents of his letter. He’d often spoken of his time fighting in the closing year of the last war and she’d thought he’d enjoyed that even though he’d been injured. Why then was he upset at being called up again?


She tugged on his sleeve to gain his attention. ‘Dad, speak to me. Why are you so upset?’


He threw down the fork and passed her the letter. ‘They don’t want me . . .’


Puzzled, Annie read the few lines. ‘You mean, you applied to join up?’


He nodded his head. ‘I thought I could make a difference and help bring the war to a close so my kids could sleep safe in their beds.’


‘Oh, Dad.’ She hugged him close, burying her head in his chest. ‘That was a brave thing to do considering your injury. Perhaps you can do as much at home? You have a lot to give . . .’


‘You mean march about with those old fools pretending to defend our shores with pitchforks and broom handles?’ he scoffed.


‘They would listen to you; you could teach them so much. After all, you were in the trenches in the last war, and you survived.’


‘I’m damaged goods,’ he said, reaching to touch an ugly scar on his stomach where he’d tackled an enemy soldier who was wielding a bayonet.


‘Think about it, please . . .’ she begged.


‘I’ll think about it, if only for you.’ He smiled, holding her by the shoulders and looking into her sad eyes.


‘Do it for Mum too,’ she said, standing on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. As she did so, the other two envelopes rustled in her pocket. She pulled them out. ‘I wonder if Uncle Pete has been rejected as well?’ She showed Paddy the envelope which made a smile cross his face and she gave a sigh of relief.


‘Make sure I’m here when you give him the letter,’ he laughed. ‘I don’t think for one minute he’s been rejected; he is the right age to be called up, although he likes to pretend he’s got dodgy lungs. This will give the skiver the shock of his life.’


Annie had to agree that her Uncle Pete wouldn’t be happy, but then a thought crossed her mind. ‘Not that he’s a great help, but it will mean one less person to lend a hand in the laundry.’ She started to open her own letter, not sure if she would be disappointed if she hadn’t been called for an interview, or relieved as her mum would need her help more than ever.


Noticing the Woolworths logo on the envelope, Paddy watched Annie’s face. ‘They must be keen to get back this quickly.’


‘Or they’ve dismissed my application as soon as they looked at what I’d written.’


‘We won’t know unless you read it,’ he replied impatiently.


She passed it to Paddy. ‘I can’t read it. You’ll have to tell me what they’ve said.’ She turned away and closed her eyes. Her thoughts were so mixed she couldn’t think straight. She could hear Paddy take a deep breath before clearing his throat.


‘They want you to attend an interview on Tuesday at three in the afternoon. I reckon they’ll take you on, my girl,’ he grinned.


Annie was suddenly full of doubt. ‘How can I leave Mum in the lurch, especially if Uncle Pete is to be called up? She’ll be so angry. No, I’ll tell them I’ve changed my mind. I was a fool to think I could follow my dream of doing something with my life.’


Paddy took her hand. ‘Take a few deep breaths, calm yourself down and listen to me.’


Annie did as she was told as he led her to where they could sit down on a patch of grass. She drew in several deep breaths before giving him a weak smile. ‘I’m listening. What have you got to tell me?’


‘I know I’ve been a selfish man. Going off and working with the fair isn’t what sensible fathers do, just as believing I could sign up to fight the Germans wasn’t realistic either. The time has come when I must knuckle down and take on responsibility for my family. You will go for this interview, and if you’re offered a job, you will accept it. Don’t worry about the business, or your mum, let me do the worrying. It’s time for you to spread your wings and fly. Promise me you’ll attend the interview and I promise you I will play my part in our family.’


Annie knew Paddy was giving up a lot to do this for her. Never for one moment did she think he’d do such a thing and she was grateful for his sacrifice. He would find it hard to tie himself down to working in the family business alongside her mum and living in one place rather than travelling with the fair.


She flung her arms around him. ‘I promise I’ll do my best and make you proud of me, Dad.’


He hugged her tightly. ‘I’ve always been proud of you, my love.’
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Annie had never felt so nervous. Thankfully she’d been shown to a row of seats in an upstairs corridor to wait to be called by the personnel supervisor as her legs felt like jelly and she was sure she’d have crumpled to the floor. There was one other young woman sitting a few seats away who seemed to be calm and poised as she sat with a smart handbag on her lap. Annie grinned when the girl looked her way and was rewarded with a smile. ‘I’m Annie Brookes,’ she ventured.


‘Emily Davenport,’ the girl replied. ‘Have you worked for Woolworths before?’


‘No. In fact, it would be my first proper job,’ she answered as she moved to sit next to her and shook her hand at the same time, thinking they must be about the same age. ‘My family have a laundry business and I’ve worked for them for as long as I can remember. Now I’m ready to spread my wings,’ she added, thinking of her dad’s words as he dropped her off in front of the store in Bexleyheath before setting off to do the deliveries. He’d been as good as his word since his promise to show more interest in the business and had already started to help out.


Emily looked interested. ‘My mother is against me working as she thinks I’ll meet some ne’er-do-well who will lead me astray rather than up the aisle,’ she giggled. ‘I pray I get this position just to prove her wrong. She only agreed to me applying when I mentioned I could be called up to work as a Land Girl or go into a factory to work in munitions.’


Annie laughed, thinking how alike they were with their arguments with their parents, even though Emily spoke with no trace of a local accent. A question crossed her mind. ‘Do you know how many vacancies there are? I’d hate to think we were both after the same job.’


‘The sign I spotted in the shop window made it appear they were looking for a few staff members,’ Emily said. ‘Gosh, it would be awful to think they would choose only one of us.’


‘Perhaps we will both fail,’ Annie said. She thought how friendly the dark-haired girl was; it would be nice to work alongside her as she’d worried about not knowing anyone.


‘I’d not considered that,’ Emily said seriously before they started to giggle at the thought of them both being unsuitable as Woolworths girls.


It was at that point the door to the office opened and a middle-aged woman looked out. ‘Oh good, you are both here. Would you like to come in together as you seem to know each other?’


Annie opened her mouth to explain, until Emily nudged her to stay quiet. It would be less worrying to be interviewed alongside this affable girl. She followed Emily, thinking how smart the girl looked in a navy-blue two-piece suit and matching felt hat. Annie felt uncomfortably shabby in a floral frock and a jacket she’d borrowed from her mum. It was clean and tidy, but she still felt like the poor cousin beside Emily. If the personnel supervisor was going to choose her staff based on how they looked, then she may as well turn round and go home right now. With her thoughts all over the place they were ushered into a large office that held two desks along with a row of old wooden seats and filing cupboards against every wall. She thought how a lot of work must take place in this room. A file on the desk labelled applicants caught her eye; were there many people after these jobs? she wondered.


‘Now, ladies, I am Mrs Armitage, the personnel supervisor for the Bexleyheath store. I am looking for extra counter staff and if you get through this interview and pass the arithmetic test, then you will soon be wearing the overall of a counter assistant.’ She nodded to where a smart burgundy uniform was hanging behind the closed door.


Annie felt a thrill of excitement run through her as Mrs Armitage explained about the shifts and what was expected of them.


‘Do you have any questions?’ she asked, looking between the two girls. Emily raised her hand.


‘I wondered when we’ll know which counters we will work on?’


‘We have a little way to go before I make that decision,’ Mrs Armitage smiled. ‘Let’s have you complete the arithmetic test first and then I’ll have a little chat with each of you alone. Now, Annie, will you sit at the other desk and take this with you?’ She passed her a pencil and a sheet of paper. ‘Emily, you can sit at the end of my desk while I get on with some paperwork. You have half an hour. Please don’t worry,’ she added, noticing Annie chew the edge of her lip. ‘The arithmetic is straightforward and remember, I wouldn’t have invited you for an interview if I hadn’t seen potential in your application form.’


Much relieved, Annie went over to the other desk and read through the paper and checked the time on the large clock on the wall. She nodded to herself as she answered the first question, which asked how much change she should give a customer if they’d spent four shillings and thruppence and handed over a ten-shilling note. Annie found herself counting on her fingers until she was sure of the answer, which was five shillings and ninepence. Breathing a sigh of relief, she moved on to the next question, which required her to add up four sums of money. Knowing she would have to do this as part of her job working on a counter and having just a small notepad and pencil at her disposal, she took time to add up the money until she was confident she was right. The next question was how many half-crowns were there in ten shillings, followed by another adding-up question. By the time she had finished, there were five minutes left. She used the time to double-check her answers and was happy with her work when Mrs Armitage informed the girls their time was up.


‘I will take you through to our staff canteen and fetch you each a cup of tea while I mark your papers,’ she said, ushering them out of the room and leading them down the corridor to a large room where staff members were enjoying their afternoon break. A few of the women gave them sympathetic looks as they passed by on their way to a small table for two close to the counter where two women were serving.


‘Marge, would you send over two teas, please?’ Mrs Armitage called to the older of the women. ‘I’ll come back for you shortly,’ she said to Annie and Emily before returning to her office.


‘This is pleasant,’ Emily said as she gazed around at the rows of tables and chattering staff. The room was very light as the windows along one side were tall and wide. ‘It would be so nice to work here. I hope I did enough to pass the test; I’m not that great at adding up.’


‘I’m sure you did all right. You don’t seem the sort of person to get flustered. Being calm and collected helps a lot in these circumstances.’


‘It sounds as though you talk from experience,’ Emily said as she thanked the woman who brought over their tea.


Annie thought of the times she’d had to deliver to grumpy customers who complained deliveries were late, while checking the money they handed over was correct, or if they needed change to settle their bills. ‘I’ve had to think on my feet a few times when we’ve had unpleasant customers. It’s something I would think we’ll have to do here as well.’


‘Gosh, I never gave a thought to unpleasant customers. Everyone always looks so happy when I pop in to purchase things; I’m not sure I could cope with one of those. Perhaps I should tell Mrs Armitage I’m not cut out to be a sales assistant?’


Annie was about to advise Emily not to be so silly and that she would make a very good sales assistant when Marge came over carrying a plate.


‘Why the glum faces?’ she asked as she sat down and placed the plate in front of them. ‘Anyone would think you didn’t want to work for this wonderful company. These will cheer you up.’ She pushed the plate forward. ‘I made a batch of rock cakes earlier; it’s not often I have all the ingredients, but a supplier came by with some extras, so I decided to treat the staff.’


Annie’s mouth watered as she looked at the cakes. She’d missed her midday meal as she was too nervous to eat and now her stomach was starting to grumble. ‘This is so generous of you when we don’t even work here.’ She smiled as she took one of the cakes and bit into it. ‘This is delicious.’


‘There’s more where that came from once you work here; we like to look after our staff.’ The older woman winked. ‘Now, tell me why you both look unhappy?’


‘I was worried about unpleasant customers. I’m not sure I could cope with someone who isn’t very nice. I thought perhaps I wasn’t cut out for the job,’ Emily explained before taking a bite from her cake.


‘It’ll just be your nerves playing up. Why, when I worked on the counters, we never really had a nasty customer, but that is where the supervisors and floor walkers come in handy. They’re there to keep an eye on things and would quickly come to your rescue. Now, stop your worrying and eat up before Mrs Armitage comes back. You’ll have plenty of training before they let you loose on your own downstairs,’ she chuckled, going back to her duties.


‘She’s nice,’ Emily said as she licked her fingers and picked a few crumbs from the front of her jacket.


‘It just shows how a few words from the right person can put our minds at ease,’ Annie said.


They’d just finished their tea when Mrs Armitage appeared. ‘I was going to interview you separately, but as you have both passed the arithmetic test with flying colours, I’ve decided to speak to you together. Come, let’s go back to my office and I will explain what happens next. I’ll also sort out your uniforms and give you a contract and starting date.’


As the girls followed Mrs Armitage from the staff canteen, they spotted Marge giving them the thumbs up. Annie gave a discreet wave back and mouthed ‘thank you’.


‘Did everything go well?’ Paddy asked as he opened the door of the van for Annie to climb aboard.


‘More than well. Your daughter is officially a member of the Bexleyheath branch of Woolworths! I start work next week.’


‘If that smile on your face is anything to go by, you must have made a good impression,’ he observed as he pulled out onto the busy road and headed the van back the couple of miles to Erith.


‘How was your afternoon?’ Despite her joy of succeeding in her interview, she couldn’t help worrying that her dad had not enjoyed delivering the laundry and collecting fresh orders.


Paddy grimaced. ‘I won’t lie as I’d much prefer to be lifting gallopers and assembling the swinging boats, but needs must.’ Seeing Annie’s disappointed face, he quickly added, ‘I found us another customer today and dropped off more of those leaflets. We’re going to do just fine; you aren’t to worry. Your mum will come round in the end if we both show her our plans will work. Now, tell me about your interview; did you meet any of the counter staff?’


Annie spent the rest of the journey talking about Emily and how they both passed the arithmetic test. Mrs Armitage was going to place them both on the haberdashery counter once they’d learnt about the stock and how to work with the ration cards. ‘There’s so much to learn; you’d have enjoyed completing the test as it was about adding up money and giving the right change.’


Paddy laughed as he drove the van down the long lane on the marshes. ‘All my learning has been from the fairground and when I was a bookies’ runner. We have to be quick, or the punters think we’re diddling them.’


Annie shook her head. She was never surprised by what her dad told her. He was a good man, but the stories he came out with took her breath away at times. She wasn’t surprised her mum was so exasperated by him, but she knew there was love between the couple regardless of his wanderlust. She just prayed he’d not get itchy feet and want to be on the move after a couple of months.


‘Here we are,’ he said as they pulled up in the yard at the front of the house. ‘You go in and tell your mum your news while I take this lot into the laundry.’


Annie, who was climbing out of the van, froze. ‘No, I’ll help you first and we can go indoors together.’


‘Not on yer nelly. It’s your news to tell, and you should be proud you passed. Get yourself indoors. I’ll only be a few minutes.’


‘All right, but please don’t dawdle or stop for a fag,’ she begged. Her mum was a good and fair woman when things went her way, but she didn’t believe Paddy’s promises of staying around to help so Annie could take a job at Woolworths. As she walked up the short path towards the kitchen past her mum’s carefully tended flower bed, she heard raised voices through the open window.


‘You’ll stay here and do your duty,’ her mother shouted. ‘No member of my family deserts their country.’


Annie flinched as she recognized who Violet was talking to.


‘It’s nothing to do with you what I get up to so you can mind your own business. If anyone comes asking questions, you’ll say you’ve not seen me for a while,’ her Uncle Pete snarled back.


‘Look here, son . . .’


‘Dad, keep out of it. Go and tend to Mum, I can hear her crying. I’ll send you a postcard when I find somewhere to stay.’


‘Don’t take another step or you’ll never be welcome in this house again,’ Violet called out.


‘Cheers, sis,’ he shouted back. ‘I’ll not stop where I’m not welcome.’


Annie hurried towards the door. She had to do something before her family fell apart. It was too late as her uncle came barging out. ‘Uncle Pete, where are you going?’


‘Best you don’t know, kid,’ he said, kissing her cheek while pulling a rucksack onto his back and hurrying towards his motorbike.


She watched as he fired up the bike and disappeared up the lane, leaving a cloud of dust behind him.


‘I had a feeling this would happen,’ Paddy said as he appeared behind her and put a hand on her shoulder.


‘What do you mean?’ she asked, feeling herself shivering despite the warm day.


‘It was that letter that arrived the other day. They were his call-up papers.’


Annie turned to face him. ‘You mean . . .’


‘I mean your uncle is a coward and is running away from fighting for his country,’ he said with bitterness in his voice. ‘What I wouldn’t do to be fighting in his place. I’d swap places with him in a second.’
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