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This book is dedicated to the memory of my great-uncle Charles Sears, who perished at Ypres on 17 August 1917, aged thirty-one.


I wanted to keep his name alive as he had no wife or children. I am the granddaughter of his younger brother, Edward Thomas Sears. The records show notification of Charles’ death went to his parents, George and Jane. 


If the name and date sound familiar it’s because Betty Billington’s fiancé, Charlie Sayers, also died on the same day at the same place. This is my way of remembering my brave family member.


There is a reason I changed Charlie Sayers’ surname. Way back when he was born a few legal documents show the Sears name spelt as Sayers, a common error when census and registration documents were completed by hand, and so many people could not spell. In the area of Kent where I come from there are many Sears and Sayers families, with many distantly related.


Thank you to all those who have fought and died for our country. We owe you so much.










A Letter from Elaine
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Dear Reader,


It doesn’t seem that long since I last sat down to write a letter to you. In fact, it is longer than usual due to a rather scary problem with my eye. Burst blood vessels close to the retina meant I could hardly see with my right eye and trying to type, let alone read, was nigh on impossible. I honestly tried to write and have never known such frustration in my life. I tried all forms of dictation which made my storytelling worse – so much gobbledegook. My lovely agent, Caroline, stepped in and after discussions with my editor, Wayne, I was told not to worry about the next book deadline and to rest as much as possible. This is where decent sunglasses and Audible book downloads came into their own. Even so I was for ever squinting just to try and clear the constant fog. Of course, this mean The Woolworths Girl’s Promise missed its October 2022 publication date, and for that I apologize. At this point I must thank you all for the constant stream of get-well messages, and to my friends for nagging me not to write.


Apart from my health problem, 2022 was a very special year as my husband Michael and I celebrated our golden wedding anniversary. I’m not sure how this happened, as I swear we’ve not been married that long – the years have shot by! I will claim to still be thirty-six though! We decided ages ago not to have a party but to fit in as many holidays as possible, something we have never done before. Henry went into his dog kennels where he was spoilt rotten, and we set off for Switzerland armed with maps and a good phone signal. In fact, we had such a good time we returned a few months later, this time booking with a rail-travel company – but came back with covid . . . We managed to fit in a trip with Henry to Cornwall and finished off the year with a short break in Bruges. It has been blissful! I count myself very lucky not only to have my husband still with me, but to have been able to celebrate such a wonderful anniversary. Some of my friends and family have not been fortunate enough to be able to celebrate such an occasion, and my heart goes out to you all. 


With my eyesight eighty per cent better I’m raring to get back to my storytelling, and already there is another Woolworths novel completed for the autumn of 2023. 


Thank you all for your support during what has been an unusual year.


Sending my love,


Elaine xx










Prologue
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December 1938


Betty Billington looked up as trainee under-manager Alan Gilbert knocked on her office door before taking a step over the threshold.


‘They’re here, Miss Billington, and quite a motley crew, if I may say so. You may just find a few suitable Woolworths counter assistants to cover the Christmas period.’ 


Betty smiled at the affable young man. Even though her stomach was churning, she did her best to appear calm. Alan was a cheerful lad, always keen to lend a hand around the store. He’d been a godsend ever since she’d moved to the Erith branch, explaining to her what went on in the town, set on the south shore of the Thames, as well as sharing snippets of information about the staff and their families. 


‘Thank you, Alan. If you can give me five minutes, then show them in?’


‘I’ll do that,’ he smiled in return, stopping for a moment before turning back. ‘I hope you don’t mind me saying it, but . . . don’t be nervous. We all think you are the best staff supervisor we’ve had here for a while. Oh, and Mum said she will send down a cup of tea shortly, along with a slice of her gypsy tart.’


Betty thanked him. She could have jumped up and hugged him, but it wouldn’t be seemly now she was management, albeit junior management. She smoothed down her tweed skirt and straightened the lapels of the matching jacket. It felt strange not to be wearing a Woolworths overall, after all her years of working for the company. At least she was able to proudly wear the sweetheart brooch she had been given more than twenty years earlier by her beloved Charlie. 


How the years had flown by since she was an innocent seventeen-year-old. Would she do things differently, if she could live those days over again? Perhaps not act so irrationally, or walk so blindly into situations over which she had no control? Her thoughts drifted back to a time when life had seemed much simpler. By now she could have been happily married with a family of her own, not a spinster who needed to work for a living. She shocked herself with the thought that if things had turned out differently, she could even be a grandmother, and then chuckled at the idea of herself, Miss Betty Billington, with a family. 


Pulling herself up short, she reminded herself of the important position she held within the F. W. Woolworth company. It had been a struggle to reach this point and she had no intention of letting her employers down. She would treat her work seriously and not stand for any nonsense. Oh, yes, she knew what counter assistants and other members of staff could get up to; she’d learnt all the tricks while working her way up the ladder to where she was now.


She patted her severe bun into place, knowing the silver threads in her hair reinforced the impression that she was a stern taskmaster. At least none of the young ladies waiting outside were aware that this was the first time she had ever advertised and interviewed staff at the Erith store. She would make Charlie proud of her and all that she’d achieved, she thought, fighting back the sudden tears that pricked her eyes. ‘Pull yourself together, Betty,’ she scolded herself, straightening the paperwork on her desk and picking up a fountain pen in readiness for making notes.


‘Are you ready, Miss Billington?’ Alan popped his head round the door again.


‘Yes, thank you, Alan, please show the candidates in. I will have a chat with the whole group before they take their tests.’


She watched as the women entered silently, giving her wary glances. Most seemed to be wearing their best coats and hats. One was dressed like a starlet from the silver screen; whatever was she doing applying for a position as counter assistant? Another applicant appeared to be no more than a child, a scrap of a thing whose clothes were worn, shabby and tired; very much like her expression, as she gazed at Betty through frightened eyes circled with dark shadows. It made Betty think back to the day when her own life had changed so drastically – when her dream of becoming a Woolworths girl had come true.
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Christmas Eve 1916


‘Oh, I’ve missed you so much,’ Elizabeth Billington said as she threw herself into the arms of a sandy-haired man who was wearing the uniform of a corporal in the Royal West Kent regiment. He swung her around before leading her behind a high wall beside the entrance to Charlton Park, where he was supposed to be guarding the gates. Even though it was late afternoon with hardly anyone around, he was wary of being caught while on guard duty – not to mention sullying his beloved’s reputation.


‘Let me look at you,’ he said, holding her at arms’ length. ‘You’re a sight for sore eyes, even in the twilight. Is this for me, Betty?’


Elizabeth felt her cheeks start to burn. Only Charlie Sayers called her Betty; her mother would have a fit if she knew Charlie had shortened her name. Come to that, she would have a fit if she knew her seventeen-year-old daughter had slipped away from the house to meet a man the Billingtons had never been introduced to. Mrs Billington feared for Elizabeth’s virginity even more than she feared the danger of the Zeppelins.


She gave a small curtsy and held her coat away from her body so he could see the shell-pink gown, threaded with silver stitching. ‘I chose it hoping you would remember me dressed in my finery; but it’s really meant for a New Year soirée I have to attend with my parents. If only you could come,’ she sighed.


Charlie snorted his disgust and reached for his cigarettes, lighting one for Elizabeth. She didn’t like the taste and the smoke made her feel sick, but she wanted to share his love of smoking. In fact, she wanted to share everything he was interested in, including the way he worshipped the football team Charlton Athletic.


‘You’d not get me near one of those highfalutin affairs,’ he scoffed. ‘No one in their right mind wants to waste time rubbing shoulders with toffs. That lot hardly get their hands dirty to earn a living – they all prefer to live off dividends from family shares, or inheritances. None of ’em do an honest day’s work.’


Elizabeth pulled away. ‘That’s my family and their friends you’re belittling,’ she admonished him, even though she knew he was right. Her father did something in the City, but she wasn’t sure exactly what it was – only that he left at eight o’clock each morning for the bank and always came home for dinner in a foul mood, before burying his head in his newspaper muttering about share prices and the state of the country. Perhaps Charlie had a point.


‘Let’s not fall out,’ he begged. ‘This’ll be the last time we see each other for God knows how long. I don’t want us to part at loggerheads so that you go running off with some other chap because you think I’m a miserable so-and-so.’


‘Oh, Charlie – I’d never think of you like that, and I’d never even look at another man. I’m yours forever,’ she sighed. She let her unwanted cigarette drop to the ground as he flicked his away, pulled her close and stopped her words with his lips. 


After a few minutes, she wriggled free of his embrace. ‘We ought to stop; you’re crushing my gown. Besides, too much of this and I’ll turn into one of those women waiting at the station for her man to return from the wars, holding a baby bundled in rags.’


‘That’s rather dramatic,’ Charlie laughed as he turned away to light another cigarette. Then he took her arm again, pulling her further along the wall to where they could hide behind some bushes.


‘Charlie, I don’t think . . .’


‘Sshhh. It’s not what you think; here, I’ve got something for you.’ He reached into the pocket of his khaki uniform and took out a small item wrapped in tissue paper. ‘It’s not a ring, but the chaps reckon it’s just as important to a woman.’


Elizabeth unwrapped the tissue paper and squealed with excitement at the sight of a sweetheart brooch, the kind soldiers often gave to their loved ones. ‘I know what this is!’ she said delightedly, as she pinned the brooch to her coat. ‘And it has your regiment engraved around the edge . . . Here, I have something for you, too – although it’s nothing like your gift to me.’


‘I should hope not,’ he laughed as he took the wrapped packet she was offering. ‘I’d look silly wearing a brooch on my uniform, or any other time, come to that. Why, these are just what I need,’ he added, opening it to reveal a pair of knitted socks and a packet of tobacco. ‘Thank you, my love.’


‘And thank you again for my special brooch. I’ll treasure it forever.’


‘You know this officially makes you my girl,’ he told her, wrapping an arm round her shoulders.


‘I already was, Charlie. You didn’t need to go buying me presents to prove it,’ she said. She knew he liked to contribute as much to his family home as he possibly could.


‘It’ll do for now, until I get back and buy you that special ring. Then we can start to make our plans a reality. I just wish you’d let me ask your father for your hand in marriage before I leave for the front. I’d have something to remember you by,’ he murmured gently, brushing her cheek with his finger.


Elizabeth knew that her father would not entertain Charlie’s request and would simply show him the door. ‘It’s best we wait a little longer,’ she said with a shiver as he ran his finger down her face and neck, stopping only at the neckline of her dress.


‘I’m not sure how long I can wait,’ he groaned before crushing her against the rough serge of his uniform.


‘Just hold on to our dream of our own little greengrocer’s shop,’ she sighed as he kissed her just below her earlobe. She stepped back a little, fearing she would give in to his kisses as they became more demanding. ‘Just hold on to that dream . . .’


‘Where we’ll live over the shop, until we make our fortune and can move to somewhere your parents would approve of.’


‘Let’s forget about them. Once we’re married, it will just be you and me against the world.’


‘Until the nippers come along, that is,’ he said, giving her a squeeze.


Elizabeth was glad it was dark so he couldn’t see her cheeks burning with embarrassment. ‘There’s time enough for that. I want to see you standing behind the counter of your own shop wearing a white apron and a straw boater, like they do in the food department at Harrods.’


Charlie snorted with laughter. ‘I’d not know about that, love. You’ll never see the Sayers family doing their weekly shop in places like ’Arrods. Dad’s wages on the railway don’t stretch to us shopping up town, and neither did my pay packet when I was a crane driver. It was barely enough to keep food on the table and a roof over our heads, especially when my stepmum was ill.’ He hesitated, reaching again for the cigarettes. ‘That reminds me; I want you to visit Dad and my sisters while I’m away, and . . . and, well, if anything should happen, you’re not to be a stranger to their house, do you hear me?’ he added in a gruff voice.


She clung to him. ‘Please don’t talk like that. You’ll come back and we will have our little shop, and . . .’ Her voice cracked, undermining her optimistic words. She’d seen the newspaper reports about what it was like over on the other side of the Channel, where Charlie had intimated he was about to be shipped off. Even though her parents forbade her from reading such things, she was aware of how terribly the war was affecting lives. There were houses in town with black wreaths hanging on their doors, denoting families that had recently lost loved ones. It was a common sight to see women in their widows’ weeds, while poorer people wore black armbands to show their respect.


‘We need to be sensible,’ he said as he shook her arm roughly. ‘Do you understand? I need to know everything is in place, in case I . . .’


‘I promise,’ she whispered. ‘I promise, I promise, I promise. I’m yours forever and don’t you forget it, Charlie Sayers. Don’t you go running off after those French mademoiselles, either.’


‘They don’t hold a light to you,’ he said, trying to keep his voice strong.


‘How would you know?’ she demanded, putting her hands on her hips.


‘It’s only what the chaps have told me,’ he laughed.


Elizabeth didn’t always know how to take Charlie; sometimes he made her want to answer back, to check his feelings for her. When they’d first met, she had been walking alone in the park; she’d dropped her bag and at first she’d thought he was going to steal it. But he’d handed it back with a charming smile and struck up a conversation, quickly convincing her that he was an upright citizen. He’d been so happy when she agreed to meet him the following week.


‘Who goes there?’ a voice boomed from nearby.


‘It’s only me, Sarge – Corporal Sayers. I was taking a piss. It’s nippy out here and a long walk to the latrines.’ Charlie pulled Elizabeth closer, signalling for her to be quiet.


‘Get your arse out here this minute, you lazy good-for-nothing! You’re supposed to be guarding the gates.’


Giving her a quick kiss, he pushed her towards the footpath that would take her in the opposite direction. ‘I love you, Betty,’ he said, keeping his voice low. ‘Promise me you’ll live a good life.’


‘What a daft thing to say. I love you too, Charlie, and we will live that good life together,’ she whispered urgently, feeling tears sting her eyes. ‘Don’t forget me,’ she added, before hurrying away.


‘Goodbye, Betty Billington,’ he murmured as she disappeared into the night. ‘Please keep your promise . . .’










2


[image: Chapter title ornament]


25 August 1917


Elizabeth stormed out of the house. Blinded by angry tears, she slammed the heavy front door behind her and ran down the twelve steps to the pavement. Cuffing her eyes, she stopped for just a moment; which way should she go? She spotted a tram that would take her away from her parents’ grand house in Charlton to the centre of Woolwich. Checking her purse was in her bag, she ran to join the queue.


As she waited to board she took a deep, shuddering breath, wiping her eyes again and hoping she didn’t look as though she had been sobbing her heart out for the past hour. Try as she might, she couldn’t pin a smile onto her face, even though she could hear the words of her late grandmother reminding her to do so when times were hard. Grandmother had always encouraged her to be brave whatever the circumstances, and a smile would mean she was halfway there. She bit her lip to keep from answering back when an elderly man, stepping back to let her get onto the tram, told her, ‘Give us a smile – you never know, it might not happen.’


Elizabeth mustered a smile and whispered her thanks before finding a seat towards the front of the car. Sitting down, she stared out of the window, oblivious to what was going on in the busy road ahead. The man was wrong: ‘it’ had already happened. To all intents and purposes, she was now alone in the world. Her future and her plans were shattered into a million pieces. Nothing would ever be the same again – whatever was she going to do?


Gradually she became aware of what she could see. The many men in uniform, an all too familiar sight these days; women in black; newspaper sellers waving the papers above their heads as they called out the latest headlines from this never-ending war.


Slipping her hand into the pocket of her smart navy blue serge jacket, she pulled out the hastily scribbled letter that had been delivered to her parents’ house only an hour earlier. Already she knew its contents off by heart: the love of her life, her Charlie, had died of his injuries in a place called Ypres. 


Reading the words again and again, she prayed it was all a dream, that she’d wake up from the nightmare knowing he was alive and soon coming home to her. Barely aware of what she was doing, she fumbled under the lapel of her jacket until she felt the rough shape of the sweetheart brooch he had given her at their last meeting. She’d often felt ashamed that the brooch had been hidden from view all this time. She had kept her love for Charlie a secret from her parents, knowing they would never approve of the man she loved and planned to marry. Now, defiantly, she removed it and pinned it to the outside of the lapel, where everybody could see the simple declaration of his love. She would wear it until her dying day – until she was at last reunited with the man with whom she’d planned to spend the rest of her days.


‘Excuse me, love. I hope you don’t think I’m being nosy, but I couldn’t help noticing how upset you look,’ said an older woman sitting nearby, wearing a faded blue coat that had seen better days. She moved from her seat to sit beside Elizabeth. ‘I think you’ve had news of a loss; your husband, perhaps?’


Elizabeth nodded, unable to find the words to answer this kindly woman who had taken her hand and was patting it gently. It was clear she was a worker from her washed-out clothes and the scarf tied around her head. The basket at her feet contained what looked like sandwiches, wrapped in greaseproof paper. Charlie wouldn’t have wanted her to ignore this woman. Charlie enjoyed anyone’s company and would have chatted to her with ease; he would not have approved if Elizabeth had been rude.


‘I received a letter myself just over a year ago,’ the woman was saying. ‘Still can’t believe I’ll never see my old man again. The kiddies don’t understand what happened to him, as we have no grave to visit – that would’ve made things easier.’


‘It was my fiancé, Charlie,’ Elizabeth said. She passed the letter to the woman, who scanned it quickly and handed it back.


‘You have my sincere sympathy, my love. At least you’ve not been left with little ones to provide for, like so many of us. It’s a struggle to even put food on the table – and I have a decent job, unlike many poor souls. That’s where I’m going right now. I’m a cleaner down at the Arsenal, that’s the munitions works. My mother-in-law keeps an eye on the kiddies while I’m there.’


These words sank in slowly until the stark horror of her situation hit Elizabeth like a speeding steam engine. The family she’d planned to have with her beloved Charlie would never happen. Charlie had been quite amorous when he courted her, begging for them to be closer . . . more intimate. She’d laughed off his insistence, fearing for the consequences; if she were to fall pregnant and anything should happen to him, she would be ostracized by the society her family moved in.


She looked the woman square in the face. ‘I wish I did have his child – then I’d have something to remember him by. I’m sorry if that sounds forward of me. I hope I’ve not shocked you.’


‘There will be many women like you who dream of what life would have been like if this terrible war had not interfered. I know you probably think I’m daft, but you need to look to the future even though you’re deep in your grief. Times are changing fast now. My mother-in-law gave me a right talking to when I wallowed in my self-pity. She didn’t even allow me time to sit and sob because, as she pointed out, without money coming in we would all end up in the workhouse. Being an elderly woman, that was always her greatest fear and she was fond of saying, even when my Alf was alive, that we needed to keep our heads above water.’ She shook her head. ‘I used to laugh at her way with words – until I was left with five little ones and her to feed. It’s been tough at times but I’m coping, as it’s all I can do. No man is going to want to take me on, with five nippers and the old girl dependent on me. What will you do now?’


Elizabeth didn’t feel the woman was being at all nosy; it was clear that she really cared. ‘I’m not very sure. But I do know that I should shout my love for Charlie from the rooftops – I’ll not hide his name a moment longer.’


‘I’m not with you, ducks; what do you mean?’


‘My parents don’t approve of a girl my age having a romance. They had plans for me to meet the right kind of person. When I once tested the water by mentioning I had a male friend, my mother said she hoped he came from our class, whereas my father told me I was too young to think of marriage, especially with the war raging. But I’m seventeen and I know my own mind. I don’t want to spend my life taking afternoon tea with Mother’s friends and making social chit-chat with people I don’t care for. What life is that? It’s because of them that, until just now, I kept Charlie’s love token hidden,’ she said, touching the brooch with the rampant horse that was part of his regiment’s emblem.


‘Wear it with pride,’ the woman said. She pointed to a badge of her own, no more than a button with a regimental name inscribed upon it. ‘My Alf sent this to me in the last billet-doux I received from him. Of course, my mother-in-law wanted it, but I put my foot down. It was given with love from him to me.’


Elizabeth nodded. ‘As was mine,’ she replied softly.


‘What about your Charlie’s mother? She must be beside herself with grief. I know I would be, if my sons had been old enough to serve.’


‘Charlie’s mum died when he was ten. He’s got two younger sisters by his dad’s second wife. It was the older girl that brought this letter, from their dad,’ Elizabeth said, folding the piece of paper and placing it back into the envelope. ‘My goodness, I hope she’s all right. I don’t remember much after she was led into the drawing room and gave me the letter. The shock overcame me. Mother was firing off questions about why she was there; the poor child was overwrought. The proper notification had gone to Charlie’s father, him being next of kin. Mother was pointing to the door . . . and then Charlie’s sister left. It seemed as though the world had ended and I’m afraid I wasn’t very good at hiding my feelings.’


The woman nodded understandingly. Elizabeth continued: ‘Mother had to wave sal volatile under my nose, and then she started to press me about who Charlie’s sister was, and what on earth a child like that would be doing bringing me a letter . . . She just wouldn’t stop, and eventually I couldn’t bear it any more. I had to get out, get away.’ She felt tears welling up again, and fought them back. ‘I need to decide what I’m going to do with my life from now on. I suppose that includes earning a living and finding somewhere to live, because I don’t plan to sleep under my parents’ roof for much longer.’ Meeting the woman’s gaze, she added, ‘Does that make me ungrateful?’


‘No, it doesn’t, my love. I think, in a way, you’ve had a merciful release. I don’t mean with your fiancé dying – I mean from your family. If you don’t agree with the way they’ve been bringing you up, then now’s the time to make the kind of life you want to live. Working-class girls of your age would already have been working for many a year. Now, I’m nearly at my stop, but if you’re serious about wanting to find a job we always need people down at the Arsenal. It’s hard graft but the money is good, and you’re bound to be able to find some lodgings in the area. You only need to go to the gate and they will tell you what vacancies there are. I’m Maggie Jones, by the way. I didn’t catch your name?’


‘I’m Eliz . . .’ She began to say Elizabeth, but stopped for a moment. From now on, she would use Charlie’s name for her. ‘I’m Betty – Betty Billington. And I can’t thank you enough for your kindness,’ she said, holding out her hand to Maggie.


Maggie ignored the hand, flung her arms around Betty’s shoulders and gave her a sound kiss on the cheek. ‘Come and find me if you start down at the Arsenal. Everyone knows me down there,’ she chuckled, adding a cheery ‘see you later’ as she left Betty to her thoughts.


Betty had two more stops to go before her destination. Chewing her lip thoughtfully, she gazed out at the crowd of people heading towards the munitions factory. She spotted Maggie and followed her progress for a moment before the woman disappeared into the crowd. How could anyone work in such a place? She’d heard talk of the dangers of working in munitions, and the odd time she’d read her father’s newspaper she’d quickly skirted past the news of the people at peril in such environments. Of course, it was nothing like fighting on the front, as Charlie had been doing . . . A shudder ran through her, and she reached into her pocket for the letter to read the words once more. Tears blurred her vision again at the thought that he had gone forever. ‘I wish I could die and be with him,’ she whispered as she wiped her eyes.


People had started to look at her, and although Maggie had been very kind, Betty didn’t wish to discuss her private business with anybody else. Taking a few deep breaths, she composed herself, and even though she couldn’t pin a smile on her face she did her best not to look traumatized. Getting to her feet, she pushed along the aisle in readiness to leave the tram when it pulled up. She managed a polite excuse me here and there and ignored a cheeky lad who whispered a lewd suggestion in her ear.


Setting off at a brisk pace, she soon spotted Charlie’s home at the end of a long row of terraced houses. She knew these homes were mainly inhabited by railway workers. If she felt as though her life was over, how must Charlie’s father be feeling? The man had brought up his children alone since his second wife had died giving birth to the youngest girl. All she knew of Harold Sayers was that he lived for his family, fitting in a full-time job as a train driver so as to keep a roof over his family’s head and food on the table.


Walking the few steps up the path towards the front door, she inhaled the scent of hollyhocks and sweet peas in the small front garden that Harold religiously tended. It always delighted her to see him at work when she visited the house, but now his gardening implements lay scattered on the pavement and the front door had been left ajar.


Tapping on the door, she called out, ‘It’s only me, Mr Sayers; it’s Betty.’ Taking a deep breath, she stepped into the dark hallway and pulled the door shut behind her. 


At once, the outside world was shut out and a sombre atmosphere all but smothered her. Up ahead there was a small living room, and it was there she found Harold with Charlie’s younger sister, ten-year-old Peggy, sitting at his knee. The child was crying quietly and his hand rested on her head, gently stroking her blond curls. As Betty stepped into the room, Olive, the older sister, hurried over to hug her.


‘I’m so relieved you made it home, Olive,’ Betty said, holding the child tightly against her. ‘And I am very sorry my mother was so rude to you – and that I wasn’t able to respond to the shocking news.’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ Olive answered, looking serious. ‘I wanted to stay with you, but after being called a ragamuffin and told to leave, I thought it best to return home.’ She gave an impression of maturity beyond her twelve years, despite being dressed in a child’s frock that was slightly too small for her. Her sandy-coloured hair, a few shades lighter than Charlie’s, needing washing. Betty couldn’t help notice the way her eyes twinkled like Charlie’s. ‘I’m sorry Dad’s note was such a shock. He wanted you here with us.’


Harold looked up. ‘Fetch my coat, Olive, I need to see Betty’s parents and explain . . .’


‘There is no need, Mr Sayers, really,’ Betty said. She didn’t want Charlie’s dad to have to face her parents. It was the last thing the poor man needed after the news he’d received today. As she thought about this, Betty crumpled and rushed into Harold’s outstretched arms. ‘What are we going to do without Charlie; whatever are we going to do?’ she sobbed. He promised me faithfully he’d come home safe and sound, she thought to herself. He has let me down so badly.


Harold patted Betty’s back as more tears overcame her. ‘Go and put the kettle on,’ he said to the girls after a moment, handing Betty his handkerchief to wipe her eyes before leading her to a chair. ‘I should have gone to see you myself rather than send Olive with a note,’ he went on, ‘but Peggy was distressed, and I had no one who could sit with her. I do hope we haven’t alarmed your mother – I understand she wasn’t very happy about Olive asking to see you.’


Betty was ashamed of what she had to say. She looked at him with sad eyes but could not speak.


‘They didn’t know about Charlie, did they?’


‘We did mean to tell them, but the time was never right. You see . . . they had such plans for me, and . . .’


‘And the likes of our Charlie didn’t fit in with their highfalutin ways?’ he said, with a very small smile.


Betty nodded, embarrassed. How could she tell this man, who had just lost his son, that her parents were snobs who didn’t consider any working-class person good enough for their only child?


‘You’ve no need to explain, my dear. I’m old enough to know how strange some people can be. It’s their loss that they never knew our Charlie, or how much he loved their daughter. I fear they will be no comfort to you in the days ahead. I’ll say this now: there will always be a place for you under our roof. We only have a small box room, but you’re welcome to it. You would have been my daughter-in-law one day, and before too long, the mother of my grandchildren. I can’t turn my back on you now when we are all grieving.’ A single tear ran down his rough face. He’d yet to shave that day, having been due to start a later shift at the railway, and he was in shirtsleeves and rough gardening trousers. ‘We need to stick together,’ he went on as he crossed to the table and picked up a letter from the green chenille tablecloth. ‘This is the letter I received this morning. If you and Charlie had been married, it would have been sent to you as his next of kin.’


Betty was moved by his kindness, and surprised; Charlie had mentioned on more than one occasion that his father could be miserable and selfish. She shook that thought from her mind as she slid the single sheet of paper from its envelope, glancing past the official details of Charlie’s rank and stopping for a moment to absorb the date of his death: 17 August 1917. Only eight days ago. It was a printed notification that would have been sent to thousands of bereaved families. She could get no comfort from the words, however well-meaning they were meant to be:


By His Majesty’s command I am to forward the enclosed message of sympathy from Their Gracious Majesties the King and Queen. I am at the same time to express the regret of the Army Council at the soldier’s death in his Country’s Service.


I am to add that any information that may be received as to the soldier’s burial will be communicated to you in due course.


Betty could not read another word. She replaced the letter in the envelope and handed it back to Harold, then sat, stony-faced. The words were cold and had no relevance to the Charlie she knew. ‘They could be writing about anyone,’ she said in barely a whisper. ‘I wish there had been a letter from Charlie. I’ve received very little from him . . .’


‘I don’t know, my dear. I can’t stop thinking that the official letter is a mistake, and our Charlie will come walking through the door as bold as brass any minute with a cheeky grin on his face.’


‘We can only hope your wishes come true,’ Betty said. A deep shudder ran through her body as she tried to dismiss the image of her beloved lying dead on the battlefield.


Olive and Peggy came in, carefully carrying the tea tray between them. Betty was grateful for the hot, sweet tea; it did something to revive her.


‘Are you going to live here with us, Betty?’ Peggy asked.


Her father smiled gently; the child had no doubt been listening at the door. ‘That’s up to our Betty,’ he said. ‘She knows she’s more than welcome to move in with us.’


Betty took a deep breath and gave them all a watery smile. ‘I have things that need to be done – but I will return very soon. Please don’t feel that because you’ve lost Charlie, you’ve also lost me: I’d like to think I will be part of your family for the rest of my life. I fear I won’t be welcome at my parents’ home much longer.’


Quickly finishing her tea and getting to her feet, she kissed all three of them, promising to be brave. Then she started the journey back to her parents’ house.
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Betty stepped through the grand front door of her parents’ house into the cool interior. The black-and-white tiled floor, the walls painted in delicate shades of cream and green, and the ornate bowls holding aspidistra plants normally made her pause in appreciation of how lucky she was to live in such a place. Today, though, it did nothing to comfort her. She found herself thinking again about Charlie’s dad’s home, so welcoming to visitors.


‘Is that you, my dear? I was beginning to worry. You hurried off in such haste,’ her mother said, appearing from the drawing room. ‘My goodness, what is this?’ she cried, taking in Betty’s tear-stained face and bedraggled appearance. ‘Come here, Elizabeth, and explain yourself – and your association with that ragamuffin. I can’t imagine a good reason for someone of that type to appear here asking for you.’


Betty opened her mouth to speak, but her mother hadn’t finished.


‘I’ll have the maid bring in tea.’


Sinking into a plush red velvet armchair, Betty said, ‘The maid’s name is Vicky. I’m sure she’d like to be called by her name, don’t you? As for the ragamuffin, she happens to be a very good friend from a respectable family . . .’


Agatha Billington drew in a sharp breath. ‘Go to your room and make yourself presentable. I refuse to speak to you until you remind yourself of your manners, young lady.’


Betty wanted to shout at her mother – shock her with the double revelation that she had been secretly engaged, and her fiancé had perished on the battlefield defending their country – but she controlled the impulse. Instead she kept her eyes on the floor and hurried out of the room. Upstairs, in the cool of her room, she threw herself onto the bed and stared at the ceiling. Rather than the elaborate cornices and brass light fittings, she saw Charlie’s face as he’d looked the very last time they met.


She pressed a hand to her lips, trying not to cry. If only she and Charlie had fulfilled their love for one another, she might have had something to remember him by; but it was too late now. The war had stolen him. She felt for the small sweetheart brooch pinned to her jacket. ‘From now on, the world will know of my love for Charlie Sayers,’ she whispered.


She sat up; her head was spinning. After a moment she went over to her decoratively carved dressing table and unlocked a small drawer, using a key she kept on a chain around her neck. Pulling out a bundle of letters and cards tied with pink ribbon, she took them back to her bed and gently undid the bow. The order of the correspondence followed her romance; from the very first note Charlie had slipped into her hand the second time they met, to the beautiful silk-embroidered postcard he’d sent on arrival in France. His correspondence had always been directed to his father’s house so that Betty’s family wouldn’t see it. There had never been any question of them accepting him – Agatha Billington had high expectations for her only child’s marriage, and her plans did not include a crane driver from a railway worker’s family who had been called up to fight for his country.


Betty held the postcard to her cheek and wept. ‘Oh Charlie, how can I live without you? We had such plans . . . I don’t know what I’m going to do. But it’s time the world knows we loved each other, and that you were going to care for me for the rest of our lives.’


She drifted over to the window and looked down at the busy road in front of the house. ‘How can everybody still be going about their lives as usual, when mine has all but ended?’ she wondered aloud. ‘I do know one thing: I can’t stay in this house a moment longer.’ Taking a deep breath, she wiped her eyes with a delicate lace handkerchief and then replaced the cherished bundle of letters in their drawer, carefully locking it and putting the key on its chain back round her neck. 


A glance at the ornate clock on the mantelpiece told her she would soon have to go downstairs; her father would be home from the bank before long and Mother would expect her to join them. Well, there were going to be some surprises, she sniffed to herself as she carefully removed her suit and took a green silk day dress from her large carved oak wardrobe. Laying it across the bed, she went to the washstand, tipped cold water into the bowl and splashed her face to calm her red eyes and burning cheeks. She patted herself dry on a soft towel before dressing. 


Checking her hair, which was still neatly pinned back from her face, she thought about how much Charlie had loved her soft curls. He’d always liked to see her hair loose when they were alone. Although fashion dictated she wore it pinned up during the day, she stopped for a moment now, turning her head from side to side before pulling out the pins and shaking her head. If Charlie liked her to wear it that way, then that was how she was going to wear it when she gave her parents her news. Rather than calling Vicky to help her fasten her dress, she fought with the buttons until she succeeded in doing it herself. Then, after taking a moment to compose herself, she raised her head high and went downstairs to the drawing room.


Her father was already home and settled in his usual chair. ‘Ah, my dear, here you are. Your mother informs me you are out of sorts,’ he said, lowering his newspaper onto a little table. He folded his hands and waited for an answer.


Agatha, sitting nearby, also waited, frowning slightly at the sight of Betty’s unpinned hair.


Betty sat down, perching on the edge of her seat. Now that the time had come to speak her mind, she felt nervous. ‘I’m still upset by the news I received today,’ she began, not quite meeting her father’s eyes. She gripped her dress with both hands, grasping the fabric tightly as she tried to compose herself.


‘Perhaps you should explain that to your father,’ Agatha prompted.


At last Betty looked directly at both of them. ‘I was notified that my fiancé has been killed at Ypres,’ she said, raising her chin defiantly.


Her father’s mouth dropped open slightly.


‘Fiancé?’ her mother shrieked, startling Vicky, who was coming into the room and dropped the tea tray. Betty hurried over to help her. The maid was the only person in the household who already knew about her secret love.


‘I’m sorry, miss – I’m truly sorry for your loss,’ she murmured in distress, hastily replacing the disordered contents of the tray and picking up broken shards of china.


‘I’ll have that taken out of your wages,’ Mrs Billington snapped as the girl hurried out of the room. ‘Elizabeth, please sit down and explain yourself,’ she added, putting one hand to her chest and fanning her face. ‘I feel quite unwell.’


Ignoring this, Mr Billington looked at his daughter with steely eyes. ‘You do owe us an explanation, Elizabeth.’


Betty took a deep breath. ‘My fiancé, Charles Sayers, has died. I found out earlier today. That is why I left the house,’ she said.


There was a short silence while her father regarded her with disbelief. Then he said: ‘I can only imagine this is some fanciful notion that has gone to your head, Elizabeth. You do read rather a lot of magazines; I’ve even seen you look at my newspaper on occasion. For you to have a fiancé, I would have had to meet the young man and give my approval. I do not recollect having done so. Do you know anything about this, Agatha?’


‘Of course I don’t,’ she spat back. ‘I would have told you. Any ideas you have in your head about marrying, you can forget,’ she glared at Betty. ‘There is a protocol to follow before we announce your engagement.’


Betty rose suddenly to her feet, the legs of her chair scraping on the wooden floor. ‘I never told you because I knew you wouldn’t approve of Charlie.’ Agatha flinched at her words. ‘My Charlie was a crane driver for the railway before he was called up and sent to France and his death.’


‘My goodness,’ her mother said faintly; then she stopped and frowned. ‘How would you have met such a person?’


‘That person, Mother, was the gentlest, most loving man you could ever know. I met him while out walking. We bumped into each other, and I dropped my bag and the books I was returning to the library.’


‘You met him on the street?’ Agatha Billington gasped.


Her father ignored the fact that Betty was on her feet ready to take flight. ‘At least now, my dear, you can forget all about this silly notion. There are plenty of fine young men who would be glad to have you on their arm. You are our only child and you have prospects,’ he said proudly.


‘I’ll never be seen with another man. I doubt I will ever marry, now that Charlie has died. He was the love of my life, and nothing you can say will take that from me.’


‘While you live under our roof, you will do as we say,’ her mother said. ‘Now go and hurry that wretched girl along.’


Betty looked between her parents. Her father had resumed reading his newspaper and her mother was avoiding her eyes, clearly not wishing to continue the conversation. So that’s it, she thought to herself. I’ve told them, and as expected, they neither sympathized nor enquired about my feelings. If fate had not been so unkind, I would have walked away from this house on Charlie’s arm . . . 


She frowned as she thought about her circumstances. She might not have Charlie by her side any longer, but she did have choices. She could still walk away. With her head held high, she turned and quietly left the room. Going to her bedroom, she pulled a small leather bag from the top of the wardrobe and quickly packed it, choosing only practical clothing and leaving behind the pretty lace gowns and frivolous hats. At the dressing table she opened a jewellery box and tipped its contents into the bag on top of her clothes before collecting her personal correspondence and tucking it in carefully among her possessions. Then she changed back into the suit she’d been wearing earlier, slipping her feet into boots instead of her silk evening slippers. Placing a coat over her arm, she picked up her bag and turned to go just as there was a quiet knock on her door, and Vicky appeared.


‘Oh, Miss Elizabeth! I would’ve been up here sooner, but your mother is making a right song and dance about the mess I made,’ she explained, before throwing her arms around Betty and pulling her close. ‘I’m so sorry – your Charlie was a lovely man. I know I only saw him the once, but I could tell he loved you. What are you going to do now?’


Betty frowned. What was she going to do? ‘My first thought was just to escape this house. I can’t stay here any longer. I need to keep Charlie’s memory alive, and I can never do that here.’


Vicky nodded sadly. ‘Would his father not be the person to speak to?’ she suggested.


‘You’re right. Mr Sayers told me I was welcome in his house,’ Betty said, kissing her cheek, thankful that Vicky was on her side. The maid had been one of her only confidantes during her romance and had kept her secret faithfully, as well as helping by posting letters. ‘I’ll do my best to keep in touch with you,’ she promised. ‘I need to write a letter to my parents; I can do that at Mr Sayers’ house and post it to them.’


Vicky took the bag from Betty’s hand. ‘I honestly think you should do it now, miss. I’ll wait until you’ve left and then I can give it to them. The last thing you need is for them to be calling the police and searching for you and this way, even if they aren’t happy about it, at least they’ll know you are safe. Don’t tell them exactly where you’re going – that way you can take time to consider your future.’


Betty agreed, and went back to her dressing table. Using the notepaper she kept in one drawer, she wrote a brief letter explaining that she could no longer see a future living in her parents’ house and wished to go away and be alone to think of her beloved Charlie.


‘That will have to do,’ she said as she folded the paper and slipped it into an envelope. ‘Will you wait long enough so they can’t see me if they look out of the window?’


‘I’ll wait until I’ve served dinner,’ the maid promised, tucking the envelope into her apron pocket. The way the Billingtons treated her, she wouldn’t have minded if they choked when they read the letter. It was only working for young Miss Billington that had kept her sane in this house. She intended to look for a new position very soon.


Betty pulled the door shut behind her as quietly as she could, saying a silent goodbye to her parents and to her younger self. Elizabeth Billington was no more; now she would be Betty until the end of her days. Her bag was heavy and she pulled on her warm coat – she didn’t really need it but it freed up a hand. She headed down the steps, away from the view of the large bay windows that dominated the imposing house. Once at the corner of the street, she stopped to take a breath, knowing that from now on her life would change. Any money that she needed would have to be earned by her own hard work. In a way she was pleased; she’d always liked the idea of having a job and standing on her own two feet. The few times she’d mentioned it, her mother had had a fit of the vapours and refused to discuss the subject. She’d even suggested to her father that perhaps he could find her a small position in his bank? The look of horror on his face had answered her question and Betty had dropped the subject, feeling as though her life was destined to remain mundane and monotonous. 


Meeting Charlie had been a godsend: he’d brought some much-needed normality to her world, and soon had her joining him for bus rides and walks down to the Thames to watch the busy shipping traffic. A couple of times he’d taken her to the picture house, and she enjoyed watching the silent movies, but it wasn’t the socializing that she would miss; it was Charlie’s very being, the closeness, his kisses and knowing that between them they shared something special.


Tears pricked her eyes, but she took a deep breath and stood tall. Whatever she did from now on, she hoped it would have Charlie’s blessing. What more was there to hope for? His father had always said there would be a place for them in his house when they married, and hadn’t he offered her a room only today? She prayed he’d really meant it – it would be rather unconventional, considering she wasn’t even Charlie’s widow. 


Well, she’d soon find out how she stood, she thought as she stepped down from the kerb and raised her hand, hailing a passing cab as it began to rain in earnest. She could start worrying about saving her money tomorrow.


The driver took her case and helped her into a seat. Sitting back while the vehicle headed towards Woolwich, she felt herself relaxing for the first time in hours. She’d asked to stop a couple of streets away from the Sayers home, in case they thought she was being frivolous with her money, and when they arrived she tipped the man generously. 


First she visited a butcher’s shop and then the grocer’s next door, asking advice about the components to make a meal. If she didn’t appear at Harold Sayers’ door empty-handed, hopefully she’d be welcome for at least one night. She was surprised to be told that meat was in short supply, but when the butcher looked at the purse in her hand and winked, she got the message. There were still ways to purchase most things if you could afford to pay a little extra.


Her purchases were tied up in brown paper and she packed them into a straw basket she’d bought at a nearby general store – surely an item that she’d use often, now she no longer had a maid to fetch and carry her things.


Putting her case down on the pavement, she used her free hand to open the catch of the Sayers’ gate and then made her way up the short path. She was ready to knock on the door when it opened and Charlie’s father stood there, a broad smile on his face.


‘Well, my love, I expected you to return, but not quite this quickly. Come along in before you get drenched.’


As Betty stood in front of him, her firm resolve to be strong drained away and she fell into his arms, sobbing her heart out. He led her in and over to his own armchair, where he often sat looking out over the garden. Then he stood sadly beside her as she cried into her hands. He gently rubbed her shoulder, murmuring ‘There, there,’ until her tears subsided.


‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, looking up as the two girls joined them, peeping cautiously round the doorway. ‘I’m not being very brave.’


‘Don’t go on so,’ Harold said. ‘You needed to get that out of your system. Big things have happened, Betty, and I promise that we three will be here to help you. I assume you’ve had words with your family?’


‘Yes, but I left before they could say too much. I wondered . . . could you put me up for a night or two? Just until I work out what I’m going to do with myself?’


Harold shook his head and smiled. ‘You are a one, Betty Billington. Like I said before, when you were here with Charlie – this will always be your home. It makes no difference that my lad’s gone. To me you are still my daughter-in-law.’


‘You can share our bedroom,’ young Peggy said. ‘It will be such fun.’


‘I’d like that, thank you. Are you sure you won’t mind?’ she asked the child, with a questioning glance at Harold.


‘Not at all. You can share my toys as well, if you like?’ Peggy offered.


In spite of everything, Betty found herself laughing. ‘That’s very generous of you.’


Harold was thoughtful. ‘If you don’t mind sleeping top to tail with the girls tonight, I’ll go down the road tomorrow and see what Fred Tomkins has got by way of a spare bed. Then we can set you up in the box room. Charlie shared a room with me until he was called up and I gave his bed to the rag and bone man, thinking I’d get a newer one once he was home; it was fit for nothing.’


Betty wasn’t sure what sleeping top to tail meant, but she was glad of having anywhere to sleep at all. ‘I can pay,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to be beholden to anybody.’


‘You’re not – Fred owes me a favour, so put your purse away,’ he scolded mildly as Betty reached for her bag.


Her heart filled with joy. ‘Thank you all for being so kind.’


‘Then let’s set to and get you settled in, shall we?’


‘I’ve brought a few things for your supper . . . but I’m not much of a cook. I’ve not had a chance to learn. That was something I planned to do before I married Charlie,’ she added sadly, picking up her little basket of parcels.


‘The girls can both cook,’ Harold said gruffly. ‘I leave all that to them.’


Betty thought it was strange that two children should oversee the meals, but she bit her tongue. Perhaps she would be able to help, once she’d found her way around the kitchen.


‘It will be lovely to have you here when I come home from school,’ Olive said, as she quickly put the meat Betty had brought into the oven and began peeling the vegetables.


‘You do understand, though, that I’ll need to go out and find work? I can’t afford to be a lady of leisure,’ Betty explained.


Olive giggled. ‘How strange it must be, to be a lady of leisure and not work for a living. Even with having lots of money – they must lead such boring lives,’ she mused as she went about her work.


She could be describing my mother, thought Betty, and felt ashamed that that would have been her life, too, if she hadn’t met Charlie. Marrying him, and helping to build a home and a business for them and their children, would have been all she needed. ‘I’m going to have to search out work,’ she confirmed, ‘so if you can think of anything I might be able to do, please let me know.’ Olive listened with her head cocked thoughtfully to one side. ‘I met a lady earlier today who said there was always work at the Arsenal, but I’m not sure what I could turn my hand to there.’


‘That is an idea – and from what I’ve heard they take on plenty of unskilled workers,’ Olive said enthusiastically.


Betty smiled at her, thinking how much she resembled Charlie. Her hair was darker than little Peggy’s, and she had Charlie’s eyes . . . and her nose was the same shape, too. It made Betty wonder what their own children would have looked like.


‘I’ll start a list,’ Olive said. ‘I’m sure there’s something you can turn your hand to. But it won’t be working in a kitchen – not until I’ve shown you how to peel a potato properly,’ she smiled.


Betty chuckled. ‘That would be so helpful, as I have no idea whatsoever.’


The dinner was a resounding success. Betty was surprised how tasty the food turned out to be, considering Olive had given her only a short lesson.


‘We’ll have you cooking every day before too long,’ Olive said, giving Betty a grin. ‘You’re a quick learner.’


Harold looked at her with laughing eyes. ‘Perhaps I should marry you?’ he chuckled.


Betty smiled at his joke, but Olive didn’t look as if she appreciated it at all. ‘I’ll write down that list of work ideas after we’ve eaten,’ she said rather pointedly.


‘There’s no need to talk to Betty like that,’ Harold reprimanded his daughter.


‘No, please, it’s all right,’ Betty said. ‘I did tell Olive that I’m looking for a job. I need to pay my way from now on, and she’s going to set down some ideas for me after supper. It will be a great help.’


‘Yes, I’ll go fetch my slate and make a start after the washing up is done.’


‘We can do better than that,’ Betty said. ‘I’ll give you a hand with the washing up if you help me unpack. I have a notepad and a special pen you are welcome to use.’


Olive’s eyes lit up. ‘May I really? I’m going to enjoy you living here.’


So am I, Betty thought to herself as she looked with fondness at Charlie’s family. This is all I have left of him now, apart from my memories.
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