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Prologue


December 1945


Betty Billington stared at the tall bowed windows of the Erith branch of Woolworths. Even now, with the war over, she could see marks where the crisscross of sticky tape had covered the glass to save the windows from the blast of exploding bombs. She’d need to have a word with the cleaning staff, as standards seemed to have slipped.


A Christmas tree displayed in one of the windows, adorned with paper chains more a faded pink colour than red, no doubt due to the winter sunshine, glinted brightly even though the air was crisp and cold. Betty tutted as she leant her head sideways: no, that tree was not standing straight. Whatever had become of her cherished store?


Pushing open the heavy wood-framed door, Betty joined the busy throng of shoppers pushing and shoving their way to the counters. The store would be closing soon and even now customers were keen to make purchases. There was still two weeks to Christmas Day, the first peacetime Christmas since 1938, which now seemed so long ago that it was hard to remember. Betty knew she should be happy and gay, but her heart felt heavy and sad.


‘Cheer up, love, it might not ’appen,’ a cheeky man said as he passed her by. The problem was that it already had, Betty thought to herself as she headed towards the staircase that would take her up to the private staff area.


‘Betty, we’re in here,’ Freda called out, popping her head round the door of the canteen. ‘Come and take a look at what Sarah has done.’


Betty gave the young woman a nod and followed her into the large room. Just inside the door she stopped and gasped. ‘You’ve certainly transformed the room – well done, Sarah,’ she said, looking at the brightly coloured table covers, and bunting looped along the walls. ‘Where did all this come from?’


‘It was a case of beg, steal or borrow. These came from Nan’s loft. They were made for the VE celebrations. I wanted to brighten up the canteen for the old soldiers’ party, but they don’t seem very festive,’ she added wistfully.


Betty gazed at the red, white and blue bunting fluttering in the slight breeze of the open window in the kitchen area. ‘You’ve done a good job, Sarah. Well done indeed.’ She gave her friend a weak smile, but Sarah simply nodded her head and went off to direct staff who were moving a piano into the corner of the room.


‘Cup of tea, Mrs Billington?’ Maureen Gilbert called from the counter, where she was lining up row upon row of green cups and saucers.


‘Here, let me help you,’ Betty said as she hurried over.


‘Bless you, there’s no need. We have everything in hand. Why don’t you take a cuppa and one of my iced buns, and rest your feet? You must be run ragged at the moment.’


Betty nodded and took the plate Maureen was holding out. ‘I must admit I’ve been rather busy lately.’


‘That’s the ticket,’ Maureen said absent-mindedly, as she turned to call out instructions to a woman who was washing up in a stone sink. ‘It’s time to change that water, Mavis. The cups will be coming out dirtier than they went in.’


Betty looked round the room as she nibbled on the cake. Perhaps she could help someone else? Maisie was teetering on a wooden chair, pinning the last of the bunting to a window frame. As Betty moved to help hold the chair she was beaten to it by a young warehouseman in a Woolworth brown overall. ‘It’s all right, love, I’ll get this,’ he said as he pushed in front of Betty to get to the chair. She could see he was more interested in Maisie’s long stocking-clad legs than in helping with the task of pinning up bunting, and was about to reprimand him for talking to her as he had when she realized the lad had no idea who she was.


Feeling surplus to requirements, Betty headed towards the door. She’d take a walk round the shop floor. The bells had just rung to alert staff and customers that the store was about to close. This was always the time she liked best, when the busy Woolworths store fell quiet as the staff covered the counters and headed towards the stairs to the private area to collect their coats before going home. Today being the annual old soldiers’ party, some of the girls would be staying on to help out. It was always a joyful affair, and Betty had yet to miss one in all the years she’d worked for Woolworths.


‘Excuse me, ducks, you shouldn’t be in the shop now, we’re closing up for the night,’ a shop assistant called out to her. ‘You’d best get cracking or you’ll be locked in and have to join us for the party,’ she giggled as she looped her arm through a fellow worker’s and headed to the door marked ‘staff only’.


Betty frowned. ‘You don’t understand . . . I’m Mrs Betty Billington . . .’


One of the girls nudged the other and sniggered. ‘You could be Charlie’s Aunt for all I care, but the shop’s closed and you shouldn’t be in here.’


Betty nodded, feeling old and tired, watching as the young women disappeared through the door. The lights had been dimmed, and apart from a warehouseman jangling a bunch of keys as he chatted to a young shop assistant standing by a side door, Betty was alone.


She slowly walked the length of the store. Stopping to look at a cracked glass tile that decorated one of the pillars between the counters, she smiled to herself, remembering the first air raid. They’d hurried shoppers and staff down to the cellars, only just making it in time before the whole building shook as a bomb exploded close to the riverside docks. A few broken windows and patches of plaster coming down from the ceiling in an upstairs storeroom had been the only damage, apart from this crack. She ran her finger across the scar. We all carry our scars from this war, she thought as she strolled on, deep in thought, before stopping at the end of a counter in the middle of the store. She struggled with her memories and smiled as she recalled the day her friend Sarah had received a proposal of marriage on this very spot. It had been such a joyous day, and so long ago . . .


‘Betty . . . ? Thank goodness. We thought you’d gone home,’ Freda said as she hurried across the shop floor, followed by Sarah and Maisie.


‘Reliving memories of good times and bad,’ she said as the girls hugged her.


‘Blimey, we’ve ’ad a right old time here, ’aven’t we?’ Maisie said as she looked around her. ‘Mind you, it’s a bit on the creepy side wiv only a few lights on,’ she added. ‘Some of the staff say Woolies is haunted.’


Freda shuddered. ‘Please don’t talk about ghosts. It gives me the creeps. What do you think, Sarah?’


Sarah Gilbert put her arm round the youngest of her friends. ‘It’s just an old building, and old buildings hold many memories. Well, that’s what my nan always says. There’s nothing to be afraid of. We should be happy that the war is over and we’re all looking forward to our first Christmas in peacetime.’


‘You should remember that as well,’ Maisie said. ‘You’ve been as miserable as sin these past weeks. It’s time you pinned a smile on yer face and looked forward to the future, Sarah.’


Sarah ignored the comment. ‘Come on, we’d best be cracking on or our guests will be here before we’ve finished preparing their welcome. Are you coming upstairs, Betty?’ she asked as they made a move towards the staff door.


‘I’ll be with you shortly,’ Betty said, as she thought about the girls’ words. What did she have to look forward to? Her life had changed immeasurably in the past year, and in ways that she wasn’t enjoying as she should. She gazed around the dimly lit store, taking in the polished wood counters covered up for the night, and breathed in the faint aroma of lavender floor polish. Apart from the wounds of war, Woolies was carrying on as usual. She wished she could say the same for herself. Yes, she was a lucky woman in so many ways, but she so missed her old life and her chums. Her future felt bleak, and she couldn’t help feeling she had somehow taken the wrong path in life. ‘You’re a fool, Betty Billington, a bloody, bloody fool,’ she muttered to herself. ‘And there’s no way of going back to the life you loved.’
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February 1945


‘Come on, lovey, you can’t give up now,’ Maisie urged her friend Sarah.


Sarah flopped back against the pillow and took a shuddering breath. ‘Why is it taking so long? Georgina was with us in a couple of hours. Do you . . . do you think there’s something wrong?’ She asked, as another pain took hold and she gripped Maisie’s hand so tightly both women’s fingers turned white.


There was a quiet tap on the bedroom door and Ruby entered. ‘How’s my favourite granddaughter doing?’ she asked with a concerned look towards Maisie, who was rubbing her hand to bring some life back into it.


‘I think there’s something wrong,’ Sarah whispered. ‘Nan, I’m going to lose the baby,’ she added as large tears dripped onto her cheeks. ‘Please help me.’


‘Now what’s all this about?’ Ruby fussed, as she dipped a flannel into a bowl of cold water and wrung it out before wiping Sarah’s face and bending close to give her cheek a kiss. ‘What you could do with is to get yourself up on your feet and have a little walk around. Lying on your back never did any good to no one. Why, your dad popped out like a bullet out of a gun after I took meself off for a brisk walk round the town. It frightened your granddad when your dad appeared before the midwife did, I can tell you. I think I’ll change your sheets as well. They’re all a tangle where you’ve been tossing and turning. Maisie, you help her to her feet while I go get some fresh sheets from Maureen downstairs and put the kettle on. I don’t know about you, but I could do with a strong, hot cup of tea with a couple of sugars in it. All this waiting for a baby to arrive fair whacks me out,’ she added, giving Sarah a grin as she wiped a stray hair from her forehead and gave Maisie a discreet nudge to follow her out of the door.


‘I’ll collect the sheets for you,’ Maisie said by way of an excuse to leave the room. ‘I’ll be back before you know it,’ she added as she noticed Sarah’s worried look. ‘It’s a shame we don’t ’ave an air raid, cos we could all get into yer nan’s shelter and repeat what ’appened when Georgina came into the world.’


‘No fear,’ Sarah tried to laugh, thinking back to her first child’s appearance during an air raid. ‘I’d not wish Hitler sending his bombers for all the tea in China,’ she said as she struggled to sit up.


‘Stay there until I get back, then I’ll give you a hand,’ Maisie said, trying to keep a cheerful grin on her face. ‘I’ll see if there’s a slice of Maureen’s seed cake ter go with that cuppa. I don’t know about you but I’m starving.’


Maisie hurried down the narrow, steep stairs of Maureen Gilbert’s house into the front room, where Ruby carefully closed the door. ‘Truth be told, I’m starting to get worried,’ she said to the two women in the room.


‘Oh dear, I do wish I could do more,’ Sarah’s mother-in-law said from where she was sitting in a cosy armchair. ‘I’ll be glad when I’m well enough to get up and around properly. It’s so frustrating.’


‘You’re not ter worry, Maureen,’ Maisie said. ‘You do more than enough as it is. It’s not been ten weeks since the accident. If you go being daft now, you’ll end up back in hospital, and then where would we be?’


The three women fell silent as they thought of the V2 rocket that had landed on the Woolworths store in New Cross and killed so many adults and children. Amongst them had been Sarah’s mother, Irene.


Maisie looked up to the ceiling above, where Sarah was trying to bring her second child into the world; a child that would never meet one of its grandmothers. ‘Where the hell has that midwife got ter? She’s been gone hours.’


Maureen leant over and switched off the wireless, giving a shudder as she did so. ‘There’s us here wanting to bring one child into the world while our own air force are murdering young kiddies over in Dresden. It makes you think, doesn’t it?’


‘It’s war, Maureen, and we need to bring it ter an end before too many more people get killed. What the RAF is doing may seem wrong, but the boot could so easily be on the other foot.’


Ruby looked sad. ‘I’d like to go over there and bump off that bloody Hitler.’


‘At least my Alan’s not flying over to Germany with those bombs in a plane,’ Maureen added.


Maisie raised her pencilled eyebrows. She knew that Alan Gilbert was training the pilots who would no doubt be playing a large part in what was being relayed by the newsreader on the wireless.


They all jumped at a sharp tap on the front door behind them. Maureen’s home was a cosy two-up, two-down and the front room led straight onto Crayford Road, with just a small scrap of garden between the house and pavement.


‘P’raps it’s the midwife,’ Maisie said as she quickly pulled back the curtain that covered the door and swung it open onto a sharp, cold morning. She was dismayed to see a young lad shivering on the doorstep and cuffing his nose with the back of his hand.


‘Nurse Rose asked me to bring this to you, missus,’ he said, shoving a piece of paper into her hand and backing away to where a group of his mates were waiting.


‘Hang on a minute,’ Maisie said as she read the few words before reaching for her handbag, which lay on the arm of the one empty armchair. ‘Here, ’ave this fer being a good kid. But I want you ter go back ter the nurse and tell her that Mrs Gilbert is not doing well, and we are going ter call the doctor. Do you understand me?’


The boy nodded his head solemnly as his eyes grew wider. ‘Is she going to die, Missus?’


‘Not if we can ’elp it. Now, hurry up and deliver the message. And don’t stop ter play on the way,’ she added sternly, closing the door on the cold day.


‘I take it she’s held up somewhere?’ Ruby asked as she came downstairs to see what the commotion was about.


‘Yes, she’s over the other side of town and will be another hour at least. I’m going ter run over ter the doctor’s house and get some ’elp. The poor girl’s exhausted and I don’t like the look of her one little bit.’


‘No, I’ll go,’ Ruby said, pulling Maisie away from the door. ‘You’ll be more help upstairs until the doctor arrives, what with not long having kids yourself. I know I’ll go all soft on her and be of no use at all. I think she’s giving up after what happened to her mum. I want you to tell her what you told me . . .’


‘But I’ve not told another living soul, not even me old man.’


‘It could help Sarah get her fighting spirit back,’ Ruby said, as the two women stood looking at each other.


‘I wish I knew what the pair of you were going on about,’ Maureen said. ‘But while you are doing all that, I can at least put the kettle on and make some hot tea,’ she went on, slowly pulling herself onto her feet and leaning heavily on a walking stick. ‘Did I hear you wanted some clean sheets?’


Maisie gave Maureen a quick hug. ‘I’ll get the sheets, and as fer the other thing, I’ll fill you in about it later.’


Racing back up the stairs, Maisie charged into the bedroom that Sarah shared with her husband, Alan, when he was home and off duty. She threw back the curtain and blinked. ‘It’s going ter be a beautiful day, and even more beautiful as by the end of it we’ll have another baby in the family,’ she grinned at Sarah.


‘There’s something wrong, isn’t there?’ Sarah half whispered as she took a deep breath and then shuddered. ‘It was nothing like this when I had Georgina. Will you do something for me, Maisie?’


‘Whatever you want me ter do you’ve only ter shout,’ Maisie said as she sat down by her friend’s side. ‘If it’s tea you’re after Maureen’s got the kettle on right now. She’ll be shouting “tea up” before we know it.’


‘No . . . I want you to get Alan before it’s too late. I don’t think I’m going to be here for much longer.’


‘Don’t talk so bloody daft,’ Maisie said as she squeezed Sarah’s arm. ‘I felt the same as you when I had the twins. Imagine that? I had twice as much work ter do as you.’


‘Did you feel as though you were dying?’ Sarah asked, looking her friend directly in the eyes. ‘Did you?’


Maisie sighed. The time had come to tell her friend something she had not planned to share with a living soul; that was, until Ruby wheedled it out of her. ‘Ter be honest, I thought it would never end. I lost all sense of time and just wanted ter sleep and never wake up.’


Sarah winced before nodding her head. ‘Then you know . . .’


Maisie nodded her head. ‘I do, but there is something else. Sarah, something happened on the day I was in labour with the twins. You may think me daft, but I swear yer mum was sitting in the hospital urging me not ter give up. She was really annoying. I remember giving her a few choice words and telling her ter sod off, but she just wouldn’t go away.’


Sarah rubbed her eyes and stared at her friend. ‘But . . . but Mum died the day you had the twins. If you are trying to make me laugh, it isn’t working. This isn’t funny, Maisie. It’s not funny at all.’


Maisie took her friend’s hand and gripped it tight. ‘I swear ter you, I’m not joking. I was tired ter the bone. So tired I just wanted ter give up, and didn’t care about the consequences. I wasn’t bothered about Ruby, Bessie or Claudette. Come ter that, I didn’t care if I ever saw David again, either. I just wanted it all ter stop so I could go ter sleep and never wake up. It was then that Irene came and sat by me side. You know how we never really saw eye ter eye, and I never cared much for her posh ways. Well, we had a right old ding-dong, and she just kept telling me ter get on wiv it and give birth, as I was needed ter take care of you. I told her that you had Alan and yer family in yer corner, and you weren’t short of supporters, so she could go and bugger off for all I cared. She told me she would once I saw sense. I was that annoyed with her, I gave it all I’d got ter deliver those little ones. By heck I’d show her, I thought ter meself. It was the next day that David told me about the V2 rocket, and that yer mum ’adn’t survived. I didn’t know what ter think,’ Maisie added, reaching for her cigarettes with shaking hands, then thought better of lighting up.


Sarah closed her eyes and took a deep breath. She felt so far removed from the world around her; a world that no longer included her mum. In the weeks since she’d heard the news of so many poor souls losing their lives when a V2 rocket had landed on a Woolworths store in southeast London, she’d done her best to blot out anything not remotely close to her family. Instead she’d kept her daughter close to her and insisted Alan stay by her side, although he’d returned to his work with the RAF regardless of her insistence. If anything were to happen, then they’d either survive together or perish together. No one would be left to feel this empty nagging that had eaten away at her soul since that fateful day in November 1944. Her thoughts were blotted out for a while until a pain so intense she thought it would rip her insides out subsided and the sweat that drenched her body, and stung her eyes through her closed lids, was wiped away by someone close by. She felt peace flow through her, but knew that from somewhere deep inside the pain and devastation of what had happened would join forces with the child waiting to be born, and she’d be dragged back to face the past and her future – a future without her mum.


‘This way,’ Ruby said as she ushered the ageing doctor up the stairs ahead of her, trying at the same time to fight the urge to gasp for air. Some things were just too important to stop and think about breathing. ‘She’s been like this for most of the night now, and as her first kiddie came so quick like, we thought it best to call you. I’m sorry to have interrupted your breakfast,’ she added, noticing the toast crumbs in the doctor’s bushy beard.


‘I’m not surprised at all, considering Mrs Gilbert’s distress after losing her mother. Some women are prone to melancholy, and this will be having an effect on her giving birth,’ he said over his shoulder as he reached the top of the staircase and entered the bedroom.


Ruby frowned. She’d heard some things in her time, but this took the biscuit. Usually a baby came into the world regardless of what was happening on the outside. She had no time for fanciful words. She’d be keeping an eye on this man and his Victorian attitude.


‘She’s been out for the count almost since you left,’ Maisie whispered to Ruby as the older woman stood by her side just inside the bedroom door. ‘I’m not sure she understood what I told her about Irene, so I don’t think it will give her any great comfort. Who’s this chap?’ She nodded to where the doctor had pulled back the sheets and was starting to prod Sarah’s stomach and mutter to himself.


‘It’s Doctor Gregg’s father. He came out of retirement when his son joined the army. I’ve not had much call to visit him, but I’ve heard he can be rough-handed and a little old-fashioned in his attitude,’ Ruby whispered.


‘Will you two women stop your infernal yapping,’ the doctor growled without turning round. ‘Now, one of you go and put the kettle on.’


‘What are you going ter do?’ Maisie asked somewhat fearfully. She knew some of what went on in hospitals, and didn’t wish to see any of it happening in her best friend’s bedroom.


‘I would like a cup of tea, if it’s not too much bother?’ He glared back at Maisie through bushy eyebrows that seemed to have a life of their own. ‘This woman disturbed my meal with her panicking.’


‘What about Sarah . . . I mean Mrs Gilbert?’


The doctor shrugged his shoulders as he snapped closed the brown leather case he’d left on the bottom of the bed. ‘Hysteria. The woman has got herself into a hysterical state for nothing. I suggest a cold bed bath will bring her to her senses and speed up the delivery of the child. Now, lead me down to this cup of tea please.’


As the doctor followed an extremely worried Ruby back downstairs, Maisie went over to Sarah and straightened her nightgown before pulling up the bedclothes.


‘Don’t listen ter the silly bugger, Sarah. I promised yer mum I’d take care of you, and take care of you I will.’


Sarah’s eyelids fluttered for a moment before she muttered her mum’s name and fell back into a fitful sleep.


Maisie wiped a fresh sheen of sweat from her friend’s hot face as Ruby reappeared. ‘That was quick.’


Ruby was red in the face, and it wasn’t from climbing the staircase. ‘I gave him his money and showed him the door. God help any woman who goes to him with a problem. The man’s an idiot,’ she said, leaning down to peer closely at her granddaughter.


‘I’m going ter pop out and make a telephone call ter the Hainault maternity home. Hopefully the doctor who saw me through the birth of the twins will be there and can give us some advice. I’d rather do that before calling for an ambulance that would take her straight ter the cottage hospital. Knowing our luck, old Doctor Gregg will be on duty up there too, and I won’t be responsible fer me actions. Sarah may be upset about her mum’s death, but she’s not one fer hysteria. There’s something wrong, and I’m not going ter stand by and watch me friend and her baby die.’


Gwyneth Jackson knocked on the door of the Woolworths manager’s office, and entered when she heard her boss respond.


Betty Billington looked up and smiled at the pretty, dark-haired Welshwoman and indicated for her to take a seat. ‘Good morning, Gwyneth. I hope you bring good news about Sarah?’


‘Sadly not. I popped into Maureen’s house on my way to work, and she was most upset. Sarah’s having a bad time of things and has been taken up to the Hainault in an ambulance. Ruby and Maisie have gone up there and have promised to let us know as soon as possible. I pray she will be all right.’


‘My goodness,’ Betty exclaimed. ‘Who’d have thought that would happen? Why, she gave birth to her Georgina with such ease, even if the circumstances were a little unusual.’


Gwyneth smiled. She hadn’t been living in Erith when Sarah had her first child back in 1940, but from all accounts it had been rather unusual to say the least. ‘Who knows how these things turn out. I just pray that Sarah will soon have her new baby in her arms, and can look forward to a happier future.’


‘I agree. It was such a shock to lose Irene like that. We got on quite well. I for one will miss her.’


Gwyneth nodded her head, but kept quiet. She’d found Irene Caselton to be a daunting woman, who looked down on her for being a simple shop girl who’d been Ruby Caselton’s lodger before marrying the local police sergeant. On the other hand, Irene’s husband, George, was a delightful man with no airs or graces at all. Thank goodness Sarah had turned out to be more like her dad. ‘She was an admirable woman,’ was all she could think to say out loud.


Betty allowed a small smile to cross her face. She could see that Gwyneth had struggled with her words. ‘Now, do tell me who is looking after all the little ones while Sarah and Maisie are busy elsewhere?’


Gwyneth chuckled. ‘Georgina is with her granddad George, which will help keep her mind off things. Bob volunteered, or I should say Ruby sent him, to help David with his brood. He’s up at Maisie’s house, as they have a telephone. I hope you don’t mind but I’ve asked them to keep us informed if anything should happen?’


‘Good grief, of course I don’t mind. The Caseltons and Gilberts, and now the Jacksons,’ Betty added, acknowledging Gwyneth’s married status, ‘are very much part of my own extended family. I have no idea what I’d do without you all. Especially now,’ she smiled, placing a hand on her stomach, which was covered by a floral smock she wore with her smart tweed work suit. ‘Sarah and Alan are our main priority right now. Speaking of which . . . ?’


‘David has notified Alan’s commanding officer of the situation. Thank goodness Alan isn’t seeing action at the moment, and they will do all they can to keep him informed of any news.’


Betty nodded her head. She knew Sarah told everyone that Alan taught new intakes how to fly, but secretly she wondered if this was a smokescreen to keep his pregnant wife from worrying.


‘Good, I think that accounts for all the family and friends.’


Gwyneth frowned; surely Betty hadn’t forgotten . . . ‘What about Freda?’


Betty clapped her hand to her mouth in horror. ‘How could I have forgotten Freda? Why, those girls are like the three musketeers.’ She glanced at the staff rota pinned to the wall. ‘She’s not due in work until late afternoon. She has a shift with the Fire Service. They’ve been at sixes and sevens since the fire station was bombed, and they’ve moved premises. Perhaps I should make a call to the fire station and ask them to let Freda know of developments?’


‘If you like I could run over there now, before I start my duties here?’


‘That would make sense. Thank you, Gwyneth,’ Betty said, and all at once the discussion became one of employer and employees rather than women who shared the companionship of the same friends. ‘Please tell Freda not to rush into work until she is ready. We can easily rearrange the rota so she completes her hours for this week.’


Gwyneth agreed. It often amazed her how Betty could be a friend one moment, laughing and joking at a family celebration, and then the next she was the level-headed manager of the Erith branch of F. W. Woolworths, hiding her emotions behind a stern exterior. Things would soon change once Betty’s own child came into the world.


Freda rubbed her face and immediately knew she had oil from her motorbike’s engine smudged across her cheek. That would give the men at the Erith fire station something to joke about. She was often the butt of their friendly banter, but lately she’d grown tired of it all and was the first to agree that this had something to do with Sandy McGregor, who’d recently joined the volunteer fire staff. She felt like a schoolgirl whenever he glanced her way, and wanted to die of embarrassment when her cheeks turned scarlet. It wasn’t as if she hadn’t had a boyfriend in the past, she thought to herself as she scrubbed at her cheek with a handkerchief. Not that any of her romances had amounted to much.


‘You’ve missed some,’ a familiar voice said. ‘Here, let me help you.’


Freda turned her face to one side as Sandy took the handkerchief and gently wiped her cheek. ‘Thank you,’ she stammered, as he handed back the now grubby cotton square. ‘I’ve seen you about. Are you a new fireman?’ she asked, pretending she hadn’t noticed him around the fire station and overheard the older staff talking about the injury he’d sustained to his leg whilst on the beaches of Dunkirk, although nothing seemed to stop him mucking in with tasks around the station.


He gave her a gentle smile before holding out his hand and speaking in a soft Scottish accent. ‘I’m Sandy McGregor, a new volunteer.’


She took his hand and shook it, surprised at how firm it felt. ‘How do you do? I’m Freda Smith. I work at Woolworths and the rest of the time I’m a dispatch rider based at this fire station.’ She didn’t like to say that she already knew his name from hearing idle talk around the station – and that he had returned from the war with a leg injury.


‘And you find time to help out at the Brownies and Girls Guides, too,’ he added.


Freda was puzzled. ‘How do you know that?’


Sandy laughed. ‘Don’t look so worried. I’ve been a lifelong member of the Boys’ Brigade and decided to offer my support to the troupe at Queen Street Baptist Church while I’m down this end of the country. They mentioned you are a great help to Mrs Missons. Perhaps I’ll see you at the church parade on Sunday?’


Freda gave him a smile. ‘Yes, I’ll be there. I take it you don’t come from these parts?’


‘Is my accent that obvious?’ he laughed. ‘My home is in Edinburgh.’


‘I’ve heard it is a beautiful part of the country,’ Freda said, noticing how laughter lines appeared around his eyes when he smiled. ‘You must miss your hometown?’


‘I’ve not been back for a while now,’ he added wistfully, looking lost in thought for a few seconds before remembering his manners. ‘Your accent isn’t local either.’


‘I’m from Birmingham, but Erith is my home now. There’s nothing left for me in the Midlands anymore,’ Freda answered, reminded of the fact that she no longer had any family back where she was born.


‘No young man, then?’


Freda felt herself start to blush. Was he checking to see if she had a boyfriend? ‘I’m footloose and fancy free, as the saying goes,’ she grinned as she turned back to her motorcycle to collect her jacket, which lay across the seat. ‘How about you?’


Sandy was quiet for a second or two. ‘I’m the same, so why don’t we take a walk after church and perhaps find somewhere to have a bite to eat?’


‘I’d like that,’ Freda said, giving Sandy a shy smile. ‘That’s if you don’t mind taking a walk with someone who is wearing a Tawny Owl uniform?’


‘I’d deem it an honour. However, as it is February and the sun is bound not to shine we will have our overcoats to cover any embarrassment,’ he added with a grin.


Freda was already thinking ahead and thanking God that Maisie had passed a decent forest green woollen coat to her, stating that it would no longer fit around her waist since she gave birth to the twins. She had a passable black felt hat and knitted gloves, so wouldn’t look too badly turned out. ‘Then a walk it shall be. But I’m not sure we’ll find anywhere open to eat, so why not come back to my landlady’s house for dinner? She is always telling me I should invite my friends home. That’s if you don’t mind a noisy house full of people?’ she asked, wondering if she had overstepped the boundaries of their new friendship.


‘A house full of people sounds just great,’ Sandy said. ‘That’s if it’s all right with your landlady. I don’t wish to impose.’


‘Don’t be daft . . .’ she started to say.


‘Oi, McGregor, Smith, stop your bloody billing and cooing and get your backsides in here. There’s work to be done,’ came a man’s voice from an open window of the upper floor of the fire station.


Freda felt embarrassed to think that the men on duty had been watching her talking to Sandy and thought they’d been . . .


‘I’m sorry if you’ve been offended,’ Sandy said, noticing Freda’s look of consternation. ‘I’d hate to think you were embarrassed.’


Freda forced herself to laugh. ‘It’s fine, honestly. I’ve grown a thick skin working here. You’d be amazed at the things they say at times.’


He squeezed her arm to reassure her. ‘As long as you are all right? I’ll have a word with the boss if they overstep the mark. It’s not always nice for a young lady to be the butt of their jokes.’


‘Honestly, Sandy, I’m fine. It’s nice of you to stick up for me, though,’ she said, turning away from him in case he could see her broad grin. She could tell he really liked her, and if they had been billing and cooing she’d not have minded one little bit.


Sandy gave her a wink and headed back to the building, while Freda picked up the tools and cleaning clothes from where she’d been working on her motorbike and wheeled the machine into the shed at the side of the building.


‘Freda!’


Freda almost jumped out of her skin as she heard a familiar voice call from the front of the yard. ‘Gwyneth, whatever is wrong?’ she asked as the pretty Welsh woman hurried up to her.


‘Betty told me I should come over and let you know that Sarah is having the baby,’ Gwyneth puffed before leaning against the wall and taking a deep breath.


Freda was concerned by the worried look on Gwyneth’s face. ‘Is there a problem? Sarah was in labour this morning before I left for my shift. I thought she’d have had the baby by now.’


‘They’ve taken her up to the Hainault. We don’t know any more than that. Betty wondered if you would go and find out?’ Gwyneth added, looking at the motorbike now parked in the wooden shed.


‘It won’t take me long to run up there,’ Freda said, knowing she’d be in deep trouble if she took the motorbike without permission.


‘But it’s been an age and no one seems to know what is happening,’ Gwyneth said with a beseeching look.


‘Stay there and watch the bike. I don’t want any of the local kids messing with it. I’ll run up and get permission,’ Freda said, knowing she would also have to face the men’s jokes about her friendship with Sandy. Well, this time she’d stand up to them. Many of them knew Sarah’s family and what they been through in recent months, so they could shut up and be polite for once. If her best friend was in trouble, she wanted to be there by her side as soon as possible.
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Bob Jackson scratched his head. ‘I’ll be blowed if I can tell them apart,’ he said, looking to where David Carlisle held a twin in the crook of each arm. ‘I’ve got to hand it to you, David. You’re a dab hand at caring for those two babies as well as having young Ruby hanging onto your legs. I’d offer to give you a hand, but I’d not know where to start.’


David roared with laughter, then quickly fell silent as one of the babies stirred. ‘There are subtle differences, but even I took time to notice them. Maisie swears she can tell who is crying from another room in the house, but I’m not that confident to even guess. I just thank God we have a boy and a girl, or goodness knows what I’d be like.’


Bob peered closely at the contented babies. ‘This one has blonder hair,’ he said, pointing to one who had a few wisps of fair hair sticking out from beneath a pink crocheted bonnet. ‘Is it the girl?’


David’s mouth twitched as he tried hard not to laugh. ‘Let’s just say that little girls wear pink, shall we?’


Bob slapped his hand onto his forehead. ‘I was thinking too hard about it. I suppose we will have to rely on the colour of their clothes until they can speak and tell us who they are. Now, what can I do to help you? Ruby’s last words to me before she dashed off to the Hainault to see Sarah were to make myself useful.’


David smiled at the older man. ‘I’m going to get these two settled down for their nap, and hopefully young Ruby junior here will join them. Perhaps you could walk up to the school and collect Bessie and Claudette? Myfi will be due out soon as well. I told Gwyneth that we’d collect her along with the younger kids and have them here until we know Sarah is on the mend and our womenfolk can collect their offspring.’


Bob was relieved that he didn’t have to take on the care of the babies and nodded his head in agreement. ‘That’s not a problem, I can do that for you. I’ll take them over to the allotment and collect some spuds and parsnips Ruby wants for our supper. Do you know if anyone has spoken to George yet? God knows how he will be feeling, knowing his only child has been carted off to the hospital with his wife not long dead.’


‘I spoke to him just now. With Alan away on duty, George reckons they might let him go up there, so he’s dropped Georgina back at Maureen’s. Mind you, my Maisie’s already there with Ruby, and God help them if they turn those two away,’ he chuckled. ‘I know it’s a bit of a cheek, but do you think you could look in on Maureen before you go up to the school? She must be worried sick about Sarah, and not being able to move about much yet on that bad leg of hers, she can’t get out of the house as much as she’d like. At least she’s got Georgina with her to take her mind off things. But all the same . . .’


‘I know what you mean. I’d best head off now, then I can have a bit of a chat before collecting the girls.’ Bob chuckled to himself. ‘Let’s just hope Sarah’s next one’s a boy. We seem to be overrun with young ladies.’


David’s face took on a serious look. ‘There is a chance that Bessie and Claudette will soon be leaving us. I’ve finally managed to find out where Maisie’s brother, Fred, is based. There’s a letter winging its way to his commanding officer, notifying them of the circumstances that have led to the two girls living with us.’


‘It will break Maisie’s heart if they are taken away from her after all this time. Why, it must be all of two years since the pair of you took them in?’


‘It is, and I’ll miss them like hell. Lord knows what Fred will decide,’ David replied, staring hard at a point beyond Bob’s shoulder.


Bob could see that he was finding it hard to control his emotions. ‘I’m here to help you all I can,’ he said, slapping him on the shoulder. ‘I’ll be off now to see Maureen and relieve her of our Georgina for a little while. That kid is so full of beans,’ he added proudly.


‘She’s lucky to have you as a great-granddad, Bob, you always have time for the children,’ David said quietly as he tried to compose himself.


‘I’m not quite a relative yet. Me and Ruby have still to set a date for our wedding.’


David laughed. Friends and family had been waiting with bated breath for Ruby to finally walk down the aisle with Bob Jackson, and they all knew it wouldn’t be too long now. ‘Good luck with that, Bob. You’re a braver man than I,’ he said as Bob headed out of the door to look in on Maureen Gilbert.


‘They must have some news soon, we’ve been here hours,’ Maisie said as she walked up and down the waiting room, nodding to a young man who sat nervously in the corner of the room. He’d chewed his nails down to the quick and was now fiddling with a pack of Woodbines. ‘Look, love, why don’t you pop outside and stretch yer legs? You could have a quick fag at the same time. If there is any news, I promise ter come straight out and call you.’


The man looked grateful. ‘If you don’t mind, I’ll do that. I had no idea it would take this long.’


‘Babies come when they’re ready and not a minute before. There’s no knowing how long they can be,’ she grinned as the man made a quick exit.


Ruby looked up at a large clock on the cream-coloured wall. ‘It’s been an hour since they rushed our Sarah through those doors, although I admit it feels longer. Lord knows what’s going on. I just pray her and the little one are going to be all right.’


Maisie threw herself down onto one of the hard wooden seats. ‘It don’t seem five minutes since I was in here ’aving the twins. As nice as the nurses were, I was glad ter get out of the place and ’ome wiv me family.’ Ruby nodded her head in agreement. ‘Just as Sarah will be two weeks from now. She should make the most of it and put her feet up for a while to get over the birth. Her Georgina is a lively one, and what with Alan away doing his bit and Maureen with her bad leg, it’ll be down to her to do most of the work round the house. Yes, she should make the most of her stay in here and treat it like a bit of a holiday.’


Maisie grinned as she tried to make herself more comfortable on the hard seat. ‘I can think of better places ter go fer a bit of an ’oliday. At me lowest point I just wanted ter die. I know that’s not a nice thing ter say but it’s the honest ter goodness truth,’ she added, seeing Ruby glare at her.


‘Childbirth isn’t the greatest thing to go through, but it’s soon forgotten, and look what you have at the end of it all: a beautiful baby, in your case, two beautiful babies.’


Maisie picked up her cigarettes with shaking hands before throwing them down, as the packet was empty. ‘I can’t get over how that strange thing ’appened just before the twins arrived, when Irene turned up and told me ter keep going and how she’d be there ter ’elp me and I was ter look out for Sarah’s baby.’


‘I don’t doubt it happened,’ Ruby said thoughtfully. ‘I’ve heard of such things.’


‘Well, I told Sarah, but I’ve no idea how she took it as she was almost out fer the count at the time. I hope, if she remembers, she ain’t angry wiv me. I’m not sure if she’s one fer believing such things.’


Ruby delved into her bag and pulled out a white cotton handkerchief. ‘If it’s of any help, I do believe you. Irene could be a funny so-and-so at times, but she was a decent sort. I could imagine her wanting to help you girls. I shall miss her,’ she added, dabbing at her eyes.


Both women looked up as the door to the waiting room opened and a nursing sister in her smart navy blue dress and white starched apron and cap walked into the room.


‘If you want the young man, he’s popped out to stretch his legs,’ Ruby said, hoping against hope that the sister had not come to give them bad news.


‘No, it is you I’ve come to speak to. Mrs Gilbert has just delivered a healthy baby boy. We don’t usually allow this, but I feel that a family member should sit with her for a while. She is very distressed. I understand Mrs Gilbert has not long lost her mother, and that her husband is serving in the RAF?’


Ruby got to her feet and picked up her bag. ‘That’s right. Her dad George, my son, should be here before too long. We sent a message to his work. Could I go and see her?’


Maisie jumped to her feet and stood next to Ruby. ‘I’d like ter go and see her too. We are like sisters and I’m really worried about her.’


Ruby took Maisie’s hand and squeezed it. ‘We will both go and see Sarah,’ she told the nurse, daring her to disagree.


The nurse gave an understanding smile. ‘Follow me.’


The two women followed her along a short passage, aware that their shoes were making a noise on the black tiled flooring which seemed to echo off the walls.


Stopping at a pair of double doors, the nurse turned to Ruby. ‘Mrs Gilbert is very tired, so no more than ten minutes. And please don’t excite her,’ she added, giving Maisie a stern look.


‘As if we would,’ Maisie muttered as she followed Ruby into the room.


Ruby hurried over to where Sarah was propped up in bed, her face as white as the crisp pillowcases she lay against. ‘Look at you, laying there like lady muck,’ Ruby said as she gave her a hug. ‘Maisie’s with me but she’s been told not to get you excited.’


Sarah gave a weak smile. ‘So no hokey-cokeys around the room, eh?’


Maisie snorted with laughter as she leant over to give her friend a kiss. ‘We can save that fer tomorrow. I must say you look bloody awful. Was it that bad?’ she asked as she perched herself on the end of the bed.


‘It seemed to take forever. Not a patch on when I had Georgina. He’s a lot bigger than she was. The nurse told me that was the problem and I’ll be as right as rain in no time. You’ll never guess who I saw?’


Maisie gasped. ‘Not you too! What did yer mum say?’


Sarah frowned. ‘Whatever do you mean?’


‘Your mum, Irene, I mentioned it earlier but you was almost out fer the count. She spoke ter me when I was in labour wiv the twins . . . I know I must have imagined it, as it was the day of the . . . but . . .’


Sarah blinked at Maisie. ‘I was about to say I saw the nurse who helped us when Vera’s granddaughter was in here. What do you mean, you saw my mum?’


Maisie waited, hoping that a large hole would open up and swallow her. ‘It was nothing. Just me mouth running about wiv me – forget I said anything. Now, are we going ter see yer son?’ she added, doing her utmost to be cheerful.


‘I want to know what you meant,’ Sarah said in a shrill voice.


‘You’d best tell her, or she’ll never rest,’ Ruby advised, adding, ‘You are not to get upset, Sarah. It won’t do you any good.’ She reached out for her granddaughter’s hand and patted it reassuringly.


Maisie took a deep breath and started to explain what had happened, rushing her words as she could see the look of alarm spreading across Sarah’s face. ‘I didn’t know about yer mum having died until later, and wouldn’t have mentioned it fer all the world, but . . .’ She had no idea what to say next.


The room fell silent as Ruby and Maisie watched for Sarah’s reaction. Ruby felt Sarah’s fingernails dig into her hand before a small sob escaped.


‘How can you think that my mum would have come to see you after she had died? Don’t you think that if the dead returned, they’d go to see their loved ones? Surely Mum would have been here with me today if she could. Why would she have said you’ve got to look after me?’


Ruby tried to comfort Sarah as her granddaughter became more distressed. ‘I’m sure she is looking over you. She loved you dearly, Sarah.’


Sarah snatched her hand away from Ruby and raised herself from the pillows. ‘She did love me, and she would have been here if it were possible,’ she spat at Maisie. ‘Whatever made you think she would want to see you on the day that she died? Just because you never saw your mum until it was too late, you have no right to take mine. Just go away, Maisie. I don’t ever want to see you again,’ Sarah cried before sinking back into the bed, pulling the sheets to her face as she sobbed.


‘But it wasn’t like that. I never meant . . .’ Maisie looked to Ruby for help as tears started to run down her face.


‘Perhaps it’s best if we go,’ Ruby suggested, even though she didn’t like to leave Sarah in such a state.


‘Whatever is all this noise?’ the sister said as she burst through the door. She took one look at her patient and held the door open. ‘I suggest you leave right now.’


‘Come on, love, we’d best do as we are told,’ Ruby said, taking Maisie by the elbow and steering her away from the room.


‘I’m sorry, Sarah,’ Maisie whispered as she allowed herself to be led from her friend’s hospital room.


The two women walked from the maternity home and headed slowly down Lesney Park Road towards the town. ‘I didn’t mean that ter ’appen,’ Maisie said quietly. ‘Not in a million years. When I thought about Irene coming ter see me and tried ter make sense of what ’appened weeks after the twins were born, I got great comfort from thinking about it. She could be a frightful snob, but deep down Irene was all right. She only wanted what was best fer ’er ’usband and child.’


Ruby stopped walking and turned to face Maisie. ‘Don’t you ever apologize for what happened. You thought that Irene came to see you on the day she died, and I truly believe you. I’m a great believer that our loved ones look out for us after they pass over. She no doubt knows that Sarah has many people who love her and are here for her. She knew you hadn’t been close to your family for a long time, even though you’d taken in your brother’s kiddies. You know she told me not long before she died that she thought you were a good person, and she wished she could be more like you.’


Maisie was incredulous. ‘Irene said that?’


‘She did, and I believe that is why she gravitated to you at a time when she needed help and so did you. In time Sarah will come to realize that, so don’t you go worrying your head off over it.’


‘I truly hope so,’ Maisie said, as Ruby took her arm and they headed home.


‘From the look on your face, I reckon all is well and we have another grandchild?’ Maureen said as she opened the front door to George Caselton and led him into the house.


George kissed Maureen on the cheek. ‘A bruiser of a boy, and mother and child both doing well, from all accounts,’ he grinned. ‘I was on my way up there when I saw Mum and Maisie heading home. They’d seen Sarah and she was well. The pair of them looked all in.’


‘Thank goodness for that. I don’t mind telling you, I’ve been that worried since they carted her off in that ambulance. No wonder she was exhausted if he was a big baby.’ Maureen sat down, pulling a handkerchief from the cuff of her cardigan. ‘Now I’m coming over all weepy. Whatever must you think of me?’


George sat beside Maureen and patted her hand, chuckling gently. ‘You’re not the only one. I had a few tears myself when I received the news. Not very manly of me, was it?’


‘Blimey, George, you more than anyone are allowed to have a cry. Even men have to let go sometimes. When I think of what happened to your Irene, and now Sarah and the baby. Why, it doesn’t bear thinking about, does it?’


George gave Maureen a sad smile. He’d always thought she was a plucky woman ever since he’d first known her, way back when they were young. She’d coped when she lost her husband, and whatever the war had thrown at her she’d remained strong. ‘The pair of us have faced a lot in the past three months. You are still getting over your injury, and with Alan not at home it doesn’t help.’


Maureen jutted out her chin in defiance. ‘I’d pay anything to have him back home here with us, especially now he has a son as well as a daughter, but the RAF’s need is greater than ours. As long as he returns home without being injured again, I’ll be a happy mum.’


‘That’s all we can hope for. Many haven’t been so lucky. Now, how about I put the kettle on, then I’ll pop up and see our Georgina and let her know she has a baby brother?’


‘Leave her while she’s sleeping. The poor little cock was crying for her mum earlier, and whatever I said, it didn’t seem to help. I coaxed her to help me make a few fairy cakes and used up all our margarine allowance for the week. It calmed her a bit and then I put her down for a nap. I wouldn’t mind that cup of tea, though. Here on my own I couldn’t be bothered to struggle to my feet just for a cuppa.’


George gave her a hard look. She was rather pale, and he’d put it down to worrying about Sarah and being on the go looking after young Georgina on her own. ‘Is your injury playing you up? I know you have to keep exercising the leg, but perhaps we are expecting too much, leaving you to cope with the little one. I’m booking a few days off work to give you a hand. No, I insist,’ he added as Maureen started to protest. ‘Now I’ll get the cup of tea, and perhaps I’ll try one of those cakes; then we can listen to the news together. What do you say?’


‘I’d say that’s a good idea. Thank you, George.’ Maureen gave a small smile as she thought about having a grandson. Perhaps she could knit something in blue as a present before Sarah came home from the Hainault? Leaning heavily on the arm of the settee, she pulled herself to her feet and used her walking stick to go to the sideboard for her knitting patterns. Looking at the clock, she could see it was a little early for the news broadcast, but she switched on the wireless to give it time to warm up. Tucking the knitting patterns under her arm, she turned to go back to her seat and then stopped as she heard the faint melody of a memorable tune coming from the wireless.


All at once she was a young girl back in 1916, visiting nearby Crayford for a dance. She closed her eyes and could see George, on leave from the army, coming over to say hello with a couple of comrades by his side. My, but he did look smart, and she felt her heart flutter. Although George had never said as much, Maureen just knew that before too long they would be courting, and she looked forward to their future with great anticipation. They’d grown up together, attending the same school and living only a street apart.


Unconsciously she started to sway to the melody as the wireless sound grew in strength. George had asked her to dance and his mate had done the same with her friend and workmate, Irene. As George steered her through the crowd of dancers, she felt he wasn’t paying attention. His eyes seemed to be on Irene as she laughed in delight as she was twirled around the room. When George asked Maureen who her friend was, she knew he was lost to her. She’d never seen him glance at her in such an adoring way.


‘What’s all this, then? Are you dancing without me?’ George asked, as he put the tea tray down and removed the knitting patterns from Maureen. Taking her in his arms, he stepped gently round the room, taking care not to cause her pain in her bad leg. Maureen was too stunned and taken up with her memories to complain, even if her leg had hurt. ‘I recognize this tune,’ he said, cocking his head to one side to listen. ‘Isn’t it . . . ?’


‘If you were the only girl in the world,’ Maureen murmured, trying hard not to break the spell her memories had cast.


George gave a delighted chuckle. ‘That’s right. And I was the only boy. It was playing the night I first met Irene at the church social evening.’


‘It was the Rodney Hut at the Vickers factory,’ Maureen said. And it was the night I lost you, she thought wistfully.


Betty sat down at her desk, kicking off her stout brown leather shoes with a sigh. No one had told her that her feet would suffer so much when she first became pregnant. She recalled the words ‘glowing’ and ‘eating for two’, but nothing about swollen ankles and tiredness. For God’s sake, woman, pull yourself together, she muttered to herself. You can run a busy Woolworths store, so carrying a baby should be a piece of cake. She really couldn’t see why there was such a fuss. Taking a sip of lukewarm tea that had been sitting on the desk since she first walked into her small office, she grimaced and placed the cup back in the saucer. She’d call for fresh tea when Mr Porter arrived for his appointment. Goodness knows why head office had sent him in to see her. No doubt it was something to do with the light bulb order she’d complained about. There was ten minutes before then – just time to tackle a pile of correspondence that had been sitting in an untidy heap on the desk for the past few days.


Using a brass letter opener that had been a gift from her husband, Douglas, she made a pile of letters that required answering and a pile of invoices she would need to check before sending on to head office for payment. Coming across a stiff cream manila envelope imprinted with the Woolworths logo, Betty frowned. Since the war started, head office had taken to using brown envelopes. This must be important to use such impressive stationery.


Betty was still staring into space when there was a quiet knock on the door and it opened. Gwyneth popped her head round the door and gave Betty a concerned look. ‘Mrs Billington, your three o’clock appointment, Mr Porter, is here.’ She’d hardly finished before the door was pushed open wide and a short, thin-faced man pushed past Gwyneth and marched to Betty’s desk.


‘Mrs Billington, I am Cecil Porter, the new store manager.’


Gwyneth would long remember Betty’s pale face and the way her hand trembled as she nodded her head to the man and glanced briefly at a letter in her hand before throwing it into a wastepaper bin. Perhaps she wouldn’t ask if there was any news about Sarah. It didn’t seem to be the right time.


‘My God, you look awful,’ David said, rushing to help Maisie to a chair as she walked into the house, her face as white as a ghost. ‘What’s happened, is it bad news? How is Sarah? Please don’t say she’s lost the baby,’ he added as he turned to a glass cabinet that housed a precious half bottle of gin along with a bottle of whisky.


Maisie threw herself down onto the settee. ‘Thank you, that would go down a treat. Sarah and the baby are fine, she ’ad a little boy,’ she said, as David passed her a glass of gin and she looked about the room. It looked tidier than usual, and there was even a smell of furniture polish and something nice cooking in the kitchen. ‘Cheers, someone’s been busy. Where are the kids?’
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