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This book is dedicated to the memory of our late Queen Elizabeth II in thanks for her dedication and service.
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Ruby Jackson huddled beneath the bedcovers. As hard as she tried, she couldn’t sleep.

Hushed voices from downstairs reminded her she wasn’t alone in the house, even though Bob was not here. 

Would her life ever be the same again?
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6 February 1952

‘For goodness’ sake stand still, Nanny Ruby. If you’re not careful I’ll be pinning this hem to your stockings. Why you haven’t asked Aunty Maisie to hem this frock, I’ll never know.’

Ruby Jackson snorted with laughter. ‘If I’d spoken to my great-grandmother like that, I’d have been shut in the coal hole for a fortnight without any food,’ she said, admonishing the child. ‘Anyone would think you were forty rather than eleven, the way you talk. For your information, I don’t like to bother Maisie as she is so busy with her factory and dress shops. Besides, she’d have me standing on the table while she pinned up the hem, and I’m not sure I’d be able to get back down.’

Georgina, known to her family as Georgie, sat back on her haunches, removing a pin from between her lips. She looked at her great-grandmother with affection; she’d not really thought of her as old, as she was always up for a lark with the children who visited the house. There again, she did wear clothes for older ladies and her hair was more grey than brown. But she had a twinkle in her eye, unlike her friend, Mrs Munro from up the road. 

‘You could stand on the stool,’ she suggested, giving Ruby a grin. ‘Or perhaps wait until Mum comes back? I am supposed to be ill, you know.’

Ruby tutted, before leaning over to kiss Georgie on her forehead. ‘You’ve had a cold and you seem to be as right as rain now. Perhaps you could return to school?’ she said, before laughing at the shocked look on the child’s face. 

‘I still feel poorly,’ the girl replied, giving a deep sigh. ‘Can we look at your photographs?’

‘I suppose so. Get yourself off the floor and fetch me the photograph album from the sideboard. Not that one; find the one with the faded navy-blue cover,’ Ruby said as Georgie pulled out the album from Ruby and Bob’s wedding. ‘It’s time I gave you a history lesson. Come and sit beside me,’ she added, patting the arm of the armchair where she’d settled, as Georgina pulled the album from beneath a pile of knitting patterns.

Georgie snuggled up beside Ruby and the wide chair arm, and slung her arm around her great-grandmother’s shoulders. All the youngsters called her ‘Nanny Ruby’, although some were from different generations, whilst others weren’t even blood relatives; Ruby was a nanny to everyone. Even though she was seventy-one, her mind was as active as it had been when she was a young woman and had moved into her home in Erith with her first husband, Eddie, and their first child. 

Ruby flicked through the pages until she stopped and pointed to a faded sepia photograph of an upright man in an army uniform. ‘This was my first husband, Eddie. He is your Granddad George’s daddy and passed away before the last war was even thought about.’

Georgie nodded her head thoughtfully as she ran her finger over the photograph. ‘I thought he’d been a sailor. That’s what Mummy told me.’

‘Yes, you are right, in a way. It was while your mum was still a small child. Eddie wasn’t sure what to do with himself and he had the chance to go to sea on one of the ships that docked down on the river. I was against it becausex . . . well, let’s say I’d miss him too much. However, it was a short occupation for him, as he suffered from terrible seasickness.’

Georgie chuckled. ‘Mummy never told me that.’

‘It’s a secret,’ Ruby replied, putting a finger to her lips. ‘Don’t you go telling a soul.’

‘Cross my heart, Nanny Ruby,’ the child said seriously, making the sign of the cross on her chest. ‘Tell me about some of these other people,’ she said as she turned the pages. 

Ruby flicked over the pages, explaining about relatives and old neighbours, her mind travelling back to the past while patiently answering Georgie’s questions, until she noticed the time. ‘My goodness, we need to finish pinning my dress.’

Georgie’s cheeks flushed bright red. ‘Looking at these photographs is more interesting than pinning up your dress. I’m no good at these kinds of things. Can’t you wait for Mummy to come back?’

Ruby sighed, but couldn’t be angry with the child. ‘Your mum could be a while over the road visiting your Aunty Freda; she’s not feeling so good this morning, and young William is being fractious. It is best you help me or how else are you going to be able to make repairs on your own clothes, and those of your children, when you grow up?’

Georgie tossed one of her long plaits over her shoulder. ‘I shall just have to pay someone to sew for me.’

Ruby fought hard not to smile. ‘I take it you don’t see your future as a seamstress?’ 

Georgie looked horrified. ‘Oh no, I’m going to be a cook and run my own tea room, like the one Granddad George and Nanny Maureen took us to before Christmas. Nanny Maureen is teaching me how to bake cakes and has promised to take me to Woolworths to help her cook for the staff when she’s on duty there.’

Ruby closed the photograph album. She wasn’t so sure about a child working in the Woolworths staff canteen, as Georgie was far too young: what if she burnt herself? She’d have to have a word with her daughter-in-law. ‘How about we finish pinning up the hem of this dress and then you can help me start lunch? It’s only toad-in-the-hole with a few vegetables, but you can mix the batter.’

Georgie’s eyes lit up. ‘Can I wear one of your pinnies?’

‘That goes without saying. I don’t want your mum after me if you spoil your nice dress. I take it she bought it from Aunty Maisie?’

‘Yes,’ she said, jumping to her feet and giving a twirl, so that the full skirt flared out. ‘It was free, as Aunty Maisie said it wasn’t good enough to go into the shop. One of the panels in the skirt is upside down. Dad said it must have been made on a Friday afternoon. What does that mean?’

Ruby peered at the floral pattern on the dress. The error was hardly discernible. ‘It means something that was spoilt, as the person making it had their mind on going home rather than working.’

‘I’m glad they did, as I love this frock and I didn’t have to shorten the hem, either,’ Georgie added as she picked up Ruby’s pincushion. ‘Can I put the wireless on while we work?’

Ruby shook her head. This was what had come of the child’s dad owning a wireless shop. They had one continually turned on in the shop in Erith High Street, and also in their small house around the corner from Ruby’s home in Alexandra Road. ‘Go on then, but don’t be surprised if Bob switches it off when he comes in from the garden, as he likes to read his newspaper in peace.’

Georgie hurried to the large brown Bakelite box that sat in pride of place in the corner of the room. She twiddled with the knob before leaving it to warm up. ‘I’ve just realized you’ve had two husbands. That’s unusual, isn’t it, Nanny Ruby?’

Does the child ever stop asking questions? Ruby thought to herself. ‘It’s not so unusual, when a woman loses a husband early in her life. Your Aunty Maisie is on her second marriage to David, and your Nanna Maureen and Granddad George have been married before. You can ask your mum to explain more, as it gives me a headache thinking about the past too much. Now, let’s get this dress finished; I want to tack it, ready to hand-stitch the hem this evening after tea,’ she said as she straightened her skirt and checked that the pins Georgie had inserted had not fallen out.

‘Shall I put the kettle on before we start?’

‘No, let’s get this done and dusted first,’ Ruby said as a solemn voice started to make an announcement from the wireless set.

‘This is London. It is with the greatest sorrow that we make the following announcement . . .’

‘What does it mean?’ Georgie asked as her bottom lip started to wobble. 

Ruby wrapped her arms around her great-granddaughter. ‘It means our beloved King George has gone to heaven,’ she replied with a heavy heart. ‘I want you to be a sweetheart and pop out to the back garden and tell Granddad Bob to get himself indoors, then run over the road and ask your mum and Aunty Freda to come over. It’s at times like this our family needs to be together,’ she said as she reached for a handkerchief tucked up the sleeve of her cardigan, quickly blowing her nose. It wouldn’t do to cry in front of the child. ‘I’ll go upstairs and take this dress off; we can finish it another day.’

Georgie nodded her head and disappeared out of the back door, calling for Bob as she went.

Ruby hurried upstairs as fast as her legs would allow. She’d not confess to any of her family that she was finding the steep stairs hard to climb on cold days when her old joints ached. ‘At least I’m still alive, unlike our poor King. Why, he’s about the same age as my George; it would kill me to see him pass away at such a young age,’ she murmured to herself as she struggled out of the navy-blue dress, being careful not to catch herself on the pins. She was already feeling sad after thinking of Eddie and, on top of that, the news about the King had made her quite maudlin. Thank goodness me and Bob found each other, she thought. Bob has been a comfort during the hard times, and he truly loves me. She looked at a framed picture of them both, taken by George when they married on VE Day.

Out of respect for the late monarch, she pulled a black dress from the wardrobe before checking her hair in the dressing table and brushing a few stray hairs from her face. The short bob suited her. She wasn’t sure when Sarah suggested having her hair cut short, to save having to pull the shoulder-length hair into a neat bun each morning, but her granddaughter was right, it suited her. She was soon ready to go downstairs and join her family in mourning their much-loved King. Taking a deep breath, Ruby decided there and then that, if she was able, she would go to London to pay her respects. The Royal Family had stood firm with the people during the war, and now was the time to say thank you.

‘How are you feeling?’ Sarah asked as she looked at Freda’s pale face. 

‘Much better, thank you for sitting with me. You must think me a fool to act like this? I so wanted to enjoy this pregnancy and not have Tony worry about me while he’s away.’

Sarah pursed her lips. She wasn’t about to say what she thought of Freda’s husband going off and leaving his wife alone while she was pregnant, even if she still had some months to go. ‘I’m just relieved you are back with us, where we can care for you, and not stuck up in Birmingham on your own, caring for William while Tony is at work all day. I couldn’t imagine not having friends or family nearby when I was expecting.’

Freda pushed herself up into a sitting position from where she’d been resting on a burgundy velvet-covered sofa set in front of the bay window of the front room; it was her favourite piece of furniture and, although second-hand from Hedley Mitchell, she thought it made her home in Alexandra Road look different from others. ‘He’d be here with me if he could,’ she replied, her eyes shining at the thought of her husband. 

‘You should use Nan’s telephone and let him know you are poorly. She told you it’s there any time you want to use it.’

‘That was nice of Ruby, but I don’t want to bother Tony right now. Our Olympic cycling team needs him more than I do. He is arranging for us to have our own telephone installed; it should be here soon.’

Sarah wrinkled her nose. ‘The Olympics aren’t until the summer. I really think he should be home with you.’

‘Please don’t think for one moment that I don’t want Tony here by my side, but the opportunity to coach our national team is such an honour, considering his age and him not winning a medal at the last Olympics.’

‘That was unfortunate, but he did win something much better,’ Sarah smiled. 

Freda grinned. ‘You mean my hand in marriage? It was so romantic when he proposed to me. That’s why I want him to grasp this opportunity with both hands. Did I tell you head office is keen for him to write reports for the Woolworths staff magazine? I said I’d help with a window display, as I’ve collected posters and can use some of Tony’s cycling equipment as well. I shall have to start making notes.’

‘The baby will be here by then. I can help you, by caring for him or her while you are busy, along with William,’ she said, glancing to where Freda’s firstborn was sleeping soundly in his pram in the hall. ‘We can work it around my shifts at Woolies. My only experience of two-wheeled travel is Alan’s motorbike, Bessie. I’m not sure greasy overalls and oily polishing rags will look good in a Woolworths store’s window,’ she chuckled.

‘I don’t think I’ll ever be able to ride Alan’s motorbike again; well, not in this state,’ Freda added, gently stroking her tummy and thinking back to the days when she jumped at any chance to ride a motorbike. These days she was happier to care for her babies, thinking of how at one time Tony had been an orphan and now had his own little family, with another on the way.

The two women continued chatting about motorbikes and the time when Freda had ridden one whilst working for the local Fire Service during the war. 

‘It’s hard to imagine you dashing everywhere on that motorbike,’ Sarah grinned.

‘I was glad to be able to do my bit for the war,’ Freda replied as something caught her eye out of the bay window. The front room, like all the other three-bedroom terraced houses in Alexandra Road, had a large bay window in the front room, where Freda often sat watching the world go by. ‘Here comes your Georgina; she looks as if she’s upset about something,’ she said as there was an urgent knock on the door.

‘Oh dear, I hope she hasn’t been naughty. At least she can’t fight with our Buster, as I packed him off to Dad’s this morning for a boxing lesson. He’s almost over the cold the children went down with, and the pair of them keep bickering.’ Sarah sighed as she let her daughter into the house.

‘Boxing?’

‘Don’t ask,’ she replied as Freda raised her eyebrows whilst trying to sit upright on the comfortable sofa.

‘I have all those joys to look forward to, when William and the new baby are older,’ she said as she greeted the red-faced child. ‘You look puffed out, Georgina, whatever have you been up to?’

‘Nanny Ruby said you are both to go over to number thirteen at once. He’s died,’ she announced dramatically, before throwing herself down into the armchair just vacated by Sarah and bursting into tears.
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‘It must be Bob.’ Freda struggled to her feet and took the coat Sarah had thrust at her. ‘Perhaps you should run on ahead, Sarah,’ she said before grabbing Georgina’s arm. ‘You can help me with the pram; we can’t leave William here alone.’ She chuckled, trying to lighten the girl’s mood, thinking that if Bob had died, it wasn’t something for a child to see.

Georgina looked puzzled, but did as she was told.

Sarah entered her nan’s house using the key tied to a string inside the letter box. Ruby had never removed the key in all the time Sarah could remember. ‘Nan!’ she called out, hurrying in the direction of the sound of Ruby crying. ‘Oh, my goodness, you’re not dead,’ she said without thinking, as she came across Bob doing his best to comfort Ruby.

‘Not the last time I checked,’ he answered gruffly as he wiped his own tears away. He was a man who was not frightened to show his emotions, which was what had attracted Ruby to him in the first place. Now long retired from the police force, he still kept his grey hair short and his face clean-shaven and took a pride in his appearance when the occasion dictated. ‘It’s the King. Seems he passed away this morning. He’s no age at all. It certainly makes you think, doesn’t it?’

‘Oh, it does,’ Sarah said as she knelt by her nan’s armchair to give her a cuddle. ‘Come on, Nan. If I’m not mistaken, you will have a houseful before too long, as the family hear the news; you know how everyone comes to number thirteen to be together in times of trouble.’

‘And to celebrate. Not that this is a celebration,’ Bob added quickly, as Ruby gave him one of her stares.

Sarah gave him a sympathetic smile. ‘Nan, shall we get out your best china, and toast the King’s memory with a nice cup of tea?’ 

Ruby perked up. ‘I’m a silly old woman. Yes, you’re right. I’d hate anyone to think I wasn’t up to offering a decent cuppa.’

‘I’ll help you,’ Freda said as she parked the pram in the hallway and checked William was still sleeping. ‘Georgina told me we got the wrong end of the stick,’ she grinned. ‘I almost went into labour with the shock. Thank goodness you are well, Bob,’ she added quickly.

‘I do have a few aches and pains.’ He started to explain, before Ruby told him to go and put a clean shirt and tie on. ‘No peace for the wicked,’ he muttered, giving Freda a broad wink, which made her giggle.

‘Close the upstairs curtains,’ Ruby bellowed after him as he hurried upstairs. ‘Georgina, be a love and close the curtains in the front room.’

‘Why do I have to do that? It won’t get dark for hours?’

‘It’s a mark of respect, love. Do you remember when old Mr Michaels, who lived up the road, passed away and we closed our curtains on the day of the funeral?’ Sarah said.

Georgina was thoughtful. ‘But the King only died this morning.’

Ruby shook her head. The child had an answer for everything. ‘It’s the way we show how much he meant to us, now the country is in mourning. Now, why don’t you help me lay out a tea tray? Thank goodness I made a jam sponge cake the other day.’

Georgina nodded and set about helping Ruby. ‘I can help you make more cake if you wish?’ she asked, but Ruby had her mind on other things as Bob came downstairs.

‘Bob, take off your bicycle clips,’ she bellowed as she spotted him peering at the cake she’d placed on her best cake stand. ‘Whatever do you look like?’

‘I thought I’d cycle over to George and Maureen’s and tell them the news, in case they hadn’t heard. I could knock on our Mike and Gwyneth’s door on my way.’

Ruby bent to remove the clips from around his ankles. ‘You don’t need those to walk into the front room and use our telephone. George will be there, even if Maureen’s out. He is looking after Buster; mind you, let it ring for a while as they could be in the garden. After that, you can walk over the road to number one to tell Mike and Gwyneth and the kids to come over. I’d best rustle up some sandwiches as well,’ she added thoughtfully.

‘There’s no need to put on a spread, Nan. People will come here because they are sad. It’s not a party.’

‘She’s right. A cup of tea is good enough while we remember our King,’ Bob agreed.

‘Then keep that bottle of whisky in the sideboard,’ Ruby called after him as he left the room; she knew all too well what Bob was like. He’d be topping up the men’s teacups with the whisky if she didn’t keep an eye on him; it was the same at every funeral and family get-together. ‘What is it with you men?’ she muttered, before paying attention to Georgina, who had pulled on an apron and had her head in a cupboard, reaching for a large mixing bowl. ‘What are you up to?’

‘Making another cake; there won’t be enough for everyone, and they will all want feeding,’ she said in a grown-up voice.

Ruby roared with laughter. ‘Don’t you go worrying your young head about such things. I reckon people won’t arrive empty-handed. Leave it to the adults, eh?’

Georgina scowled and pulled off the apron. ‘But I’m going to be a cook, like Nanny Maureen. I need to practise.’

‘Another time, love,’ Sarah said as she straightened the child’s hair and gave her a kiss. 

‘Nobody listens to me,’ she huffed. 

Georgina was such a handful these days. Sarah thought with longing to the time when the children were younger; even with the war raging around them, she had loved that time with her babies. She sighed out loud as a smile crossed her face.

‘A penny for them, even though I have a good idea what’s on your mind,’ Freda said.

‘Oh, was it that obvious? You will feel just as I do when your baby grows up. Enjoy the early days, as they pass so quickly.’

‘You’re not too old to have another,’ Freda suggested.

‘Perhaps . . .’ Sarah replied. ‘I’d have to convince that husband of mine first. His head is more into his business these days than it is babies. Now, if I was to suggest having a bigger wireless in the house, or perhaps a television, I’d soon get his attention.’

Freda chortled with laughter as the front door opened and their friend, Maisie Carlisle, appeared. 

‘I heard the news and felt so sad I thought I’d come straight down and be miserable with you. I thought this was supposed to be a sombre affair, and here you are laughing like a drain,’ Maisie said with a twinkle in her eye. ‘What have I missed?’ she asked, throwing off her bright-red coat and joining her friends in Ruby’s front room. ‘It’s blooming perishing out there.’

Sarah looked guilty. ‘It’s bad of us to be light-hearted when our Royal Family must be so terribly sad. I suppose that means Princess Elizabeth is our Queen now?’

‘And there she is, a young mother with two kiddies,’ Maisie said, looking thoughtful. ‘She’s just like us really, as we women have to carry on regardless whenever there is a problem.’

Sarah nudged Freda’s arm. ‘Don’t forget her husband should be a great support to her in these times, exactly as ours are . . . or should be.’

‘I take it Tony’s not home yet?’ Maisie asked, catching on quickly to Sarah’s knowing look. Freda started to look upset, causing Maisie to cut in quickly, ‘I’m just saying I’d love to have fewer people under my roof right now. I swear I’ll need a shoehorn to even get through the front door before too long, what with my youngsters growing so quickly.’

‘I don’t suppose when you and David purchased your house you expected to be a grandmother so soon.’

Maisie snorted. ‘Don’t forget that makes David a grandfather. I do like to pull his leg about that,’ she grinned before looking serious. ‘But you’re right. I didn’t expect it, and now we must do the best for our Bessie and the baby, regardless of what people say about one of my kids being an unmarried mother.’

Freda looked annoyed. ‘I take it Vera from up the road’s been adding her two penn’orth again? She’s such an irritating woman; I don’t understand how Ruby’s been her friend for so many years?’

‘I suppose it’s because they go back a long way, and Nan likes to get on with most people. If you think about it, we three have been friends now for over . . .’ Sarah stopped to count on her fingers. ‘Why, it’s over thirteen years.’

‘But we don’t go around running each other down to other people, do we?’

‘Forgive and forget; that’s the sign of a good friend, and perhaps that’s why our Ruby gets on well with Vera. She forgives the old bat’s outspoken ways,’ Maisie said.

‘It’s more that Nan stops Vera in her tracks and takes no nonsense from her,’ Sarah said. ‘What are you going to do about the sleeping situation in your house?’ 

Maisie lived at the top of Alexandra Road in one of the two double-fronted houses. It looked larger at the front, but was a similar size to the bay-fronted homes, and all had three large bedrooms.

‘David approached our next-door neighbour to ask if we could buy their house. They said no and dug their heels in, even when he offered a decent price. It would have saved us moving.’

Freda gave her a confused look. ‘Why would moving next door have given you more room?’

‘Did you mean you would keep both houses and knock a wall down, to make it one house? That would have been rather grand,’ Sarah said, thinking how much she longed to move out of her two-up, two-down in nearby Crayford Road. 

‘I thought so too, and told David as much. That would have given Vera enough gossip fodder to keep her going for many a year. No, I reckon we are going to have to move, and soon, before the younger kids get much bigger. Young Ruby and the twins are squeezed into the back bedroom, while the baby is in with her mum and our Claudette. As for queuing up to use the loo . . . well, let’s just say it is murder, even though David had the outside toilet reversed so that we don’t have to stand in the cold garden any more. The other day I was tempted to use the little ones’ potty.’

‘Now, that is luxury,’ Sarah giggled. ‘I’m sure you will find somewhere to suit you all and, being selfish, I’m glad it will have to be local because of your businesses. And don’t you move miles away. I’d miss you,’ she added.

‘Bless you,’ Maisie said, patting her friend’s shoulder. ‘David did mention selling up and moving away, but I soon put a stop to that.’

‘I would’ve liked to have been a fly on the wall when you put him straight,’ Freda chuckled. ‘If it would be any help, I could have Bessie and the baby move in with me for a while,’ she offered. ‘We get on so well these days, now that we can chat about babies. Little Jenny is such a dear sweet thing. And only a few months older than my William.’

Maisie was thoughtful. ‘I’ll have to talk with David and Bessie. It would certainly help while we make plans, but I don’t want to impose, what with you and Tony having another baby arriving in a few months.’ 

Freda gave a harsh laugh, causing her two friends to raise their eyebrows in consternation. ‘Tony’s hardly home these days. I’m wondering if he will even be here to meet his child when it is born.’

‘Aw, don’t talk like that,’ Sarah said as she leant over to give her a hug. ‘Tony adores you and is only doing his best to learn his job and give you and your children a comfortable future.’

‘Yeah, and it’s not his fault he’s such a good cyclist that they want him to train our Olympic team,’ Maisie chipped in, shrugging her shoulders at Sarah, who gave her a questioning glance as she continued to hug Freda. 

‘What’s going on here?’ Ruby asked as she came into the front room. 

Freda pulled away from Sarah, taking a handkerchief from the cuff of her cardigan and blowing her nose. ‘Oh, it’s just me being silly,’ she said, giving a weak smile.

Ruby looked between the girls. Something was going on here, if she wasn’t mistaken. ‘There’s nothing silly about having a few tears. There’ll be a fair few shed across the nation today. It’s like we’ve lost a member of our family. The King was there for us all through the war. It doesn’t bear thinking how Queen Elizabeth and the two princesses are feeling at this moment.’

‘We have a new Queen Elizabeth now, and she’s only twenty-five,’ Maisie said. ‘Fancy being that age and being the head of a country; I couldn’t do that.’

‘She will be head of the Commonwealth,’ Sarah corrected her, thinking how adept Maisie was not only at caring for a large family, but also a successful clothing company, with a small factory and several shops. She knew no other woman who could juggle such a busy life. Maisie put them all to shame. Looking around at the downcast faces, she went on, ‘We ought to be thankful we have such a loyal Royal Family. Our new Queen will do a marvellous job, I’m sure. Things could be a lot worse. Why, we could still be at war and have our menfolk away from home, defending our country . . .’

‘Or organizing a team of cyclists.’ Freda burst out laughing, seeing the look of horror cross Sarah’s face as she realized what she had said. ‘Come on, let’s go out to the kitchen and sort out the washing up. I take it there is rather a lot?’ she asked Ruby.

‘That’s what I’d come in here to see you about. The children are complaining they are hungry, and Bob’s mentioned once or twice that his stomach thinks its throat’s been cut.’

‘Blimey, look at the time,’ Maisie said, looking towards the black marble clock on the mantelpiece over the fireplace. ‘I’d best get down home and get some housework done. I know I closed the factory early as a mark of respect, but it’s a shame not to put the extra time to good use.’

‘Stay and have a bite of food here. We can all muck in together. The kiddies are playing Snakes and Ladders with Bob in the other room, and it would be a shame to disturb them. Bob and Maureen will be here soon, to bring Buster back, and Maureen said she’ll bring a loaf with her as she’s been baking; we can make toast and have a fresh pot of tea.’

‘Make that cheese on toast.’ Freda struggled to her feet. ‘I’ve a large lump of Cheddar in my pantry that I can donate. It tends to give me indigestion these days.’

‘In that case, I’ve got a bowl of fresh eggs down home,’ Maisie said. ‘I’ll come with you, Freda, and then we can walk down to my house as well. Anyone who doesn’t want cheese on toast can have a fried egg instead,’ she said, taking Freda’s arm as they left number thirteen.

‘I’ll keep an eye on William,’ Sarah called after them as she followed Ruby into the kitchen.

‘What was that all about?’ Ruby asked her granddaughter as they started to wash up the cups and saucers and prepare for making a meal. There wasn’t much room in the small kitchen as they worked around each other. A stone pantry in the corner took up much of a side wall, next to the white stone sink and wooden draining board, while on the opposite wall a stove and cupboards filled the space. Thankfully the large living room had room for a table and chairs and a large sideboard, as well as Ruby’s beloved wireless. A couple of armchairs set each side of an open fire made the room very cosy, leaving the front room with its bay window for more formal occasions. Ruby was often to be heard pointing out that the road was once called Piano Street, as many people kept a piano in the front room, which was a sign that the houses were a little further up the social scale than the surrounding streets.

Sarah smiled to herself. Her nan didn’t miss a thing. ‘Freda’s upset about Tony not being home much at the moment; one minute she’s defending him, and the next she wants him home. I can’t say I blame her. What with him being sent all over the place by Woolworths, and then he’s been given leave because of the Olympics. It’s time he realized he’s got a wife and a toddler at home, let alone another on the way,’ she huffed.

‘He went with Freda’s blessing – and ours as well. If you remember, we promised to care for Freda, and that’s the only reason Tony agreed to go to the training camp.’

‘Yes, but then there’s his work . . .’

‘Don’t see problems where there aren’t any, Sarah,’ Ruby admonished her. ‘Tony will in time hold an important job with F. W. Woolworth, and at the moment if they say jump, he must do so. He’s done well working in the Erith store; you’ve said yourself you got along with him when you worked with him?’

‘If more women ran the stores, there would be more understanding about women needing their men at home at times like this.’

‘It’s the way of the world, and we can’t go changing things. We’re here for Freda, and Tony will be back in a flash when the baby decides to arrive. There’s time for that yet.’ Ruby stopped and thought for a couple of moments. ‘Perhaps I’ll have her move in here with me and Bob. I can keep an eye on her and lend a hand with William.’

‘We’ve solved that problem. With Maisie’s house fit to burst, we thought it would be a good idea for Bessie and her baby to lodge with Freda for a while until Maisie has sorted out her housing problem; if Bessie agrees.’

‘That is a good idea, but if it doesn’t work out, I have two bedrooms here going begging. I enjoyed having you, Maisie and Freda living here when you first came to Erith.’

‘And I loved living here with you, Nan. Those were the days.’ She chuckled as they both turned their minds to a time before the war started and the babies came along.

Georgina wheedled her way into the kitchen and gave a big sigh as she leant against the door frame.

‘Whatever is wrong with you?’ Sarah asked, stroking her daughter’s cheek.

‘I want to do some cooking.’

‘Now’s not the right time, love. Nanny Ruby has guests and doesn’t have time to watch you bake. Why not put your coat on and go out into the garden for a breath of fresh air, or perhaps join Granddad Bob and play Snakes and Ladders with the others?’

Georgina gave another exaggerated sigh. ‘All right, I’ll go out into the garden . . .’

‘She’s got a bit of a bee in her bonnet, going on about baking cakes. I had to put her off earlier.’

‘Oh, Nan, she’s been a complete pest. Maureen allowed her to help make some buns. Now she wants to be a cook and work in Woolworths, just like her Nanny Maureen. I’m all for girls learning to cook, but she won’t let go of the idea. Last night Georgie started to tell me how Nanny Maureen makes her steamed syrup puddings differently to me. I could have screamed.’

Ruby chuckled. ‘She will learn the hard way; no cook likes to be criticized in their own kitchen. I’m sure it’s a fad and will soon pass. Next week she’ll want to do something else when she leaves school.’

‘I pray it is something that won’t have her in my tiny kitchen every five minutes. She won’t do her own chores, and thinks she can simply cook all the time. As for her leaving school, well, that’s three or four years away. I doubt I can cope that long.’

Ruby thought for a moment. ‘I do have an idea that may help,’ she said, before checking the child wasn’t loitering outside the door, then speaking to Sarah in a hushed tone.

‘What a day,’ Bob said as he walked into the front room, carrying a tea tray. ‘I thought you could do with a cuppa, now the hordes have gone home.’

‘You’ve read my mind,’ Ruby said from where she’d made herself comfortable in her favourite armchair by the fireside. It had seen better days and the cushions were lumpy, but it was the place where she liked to sit and relax. ‘It’s been a sad day, but all the same lovely to have some of the family together. It reminded me of the days when I was needed more.’

‘What are you talking about, woman?’ Bob asked, settling down on the settee and stretching his legs. ‘Friends and family are here all the time. You’re never short of visitors.’

Ruby tutted. ‘You don’t understand. They now come to see if I want a bit of shopping done, or to check up on us. They don’t want my help or advice, like the old days. It makes me feel old.’

Bob laughed out loud, ignoring Ruby’s scowl. ‘I hate to remind you that we are both old. And as far as I’m concerned, I like people popping in to give me a hand in the garden or up the allotment. Did I tell you our Mike’s going to help me distemper the toilet next week? He’s a good lad.’

Ruby shook her head; trust a man not to understand, but she had to admit that Bob’s only son, Mike, was an affable man. If he wasn’t helping his wife, Gwyneth, bring up their two youngsters, he was doing more than his fair share of tending their family allotment. All that and being a local bobby. ‘We’d be lost without him,’ she said with a smile. 

‘As we would without yours; you did a good job caring for them, and now they are reciprocating.’

‘That’s a long word, coming from you,’ she said warmly. ‘I don’t begrudge their help and today was a good example of that. It’s just . . .’

‘It’s just that you want to be telling them how to live their lives,’ he said warily, knowing that his wife could take offence if she thought he meant she was being bossy.

‘I’d never interfere, and well you know it. I simply want to be here for them, and to be able to play my part. I never did tell you how hurt I felt when Maureen went part-time at Woolworths so she could help our Sarah look after the kids while she was working. I’m Sarah’s grandmother and should have been the one to carry on helping.’

‘Now you’re being silly,’ Bob said. ‘Maureen’s as much family as you are to those kiddies, and she’s younger than you. Let her take on the daily care, and then you can enjoy them even more when they come to visit. Didn’t I hear you advising Sarah this afternoon?’

Ruby smiled. ‘Yes, I was able to help her with our Georgina. The child’s got a bee in her bonnet about being a cook, and Sarah’s that busy with her job at Woolworths that she can’t show Georgina how to bake cakes and such, much as she wants to. I said Georgie can come here on Saturday morning and she can cook to her heart’s content while I guide her.’

‘See, you are helping the family,’ Bob said as he picked up his cup and gulped his tea.

Ruby gave up trying to explain how she felt. Yes, she would enjoy her time with Georgina at the weekend, but she felt it wasn’t the same as her life had been in years gone by. She shuddered inwardly as the thought how she was reaching her twilight years and things would never be as they used to be.

They both jumped as someone hammered on the door. ‘Who the hell is that, at this time of night?’ Bob asked as he got to his feet. 

‘You’ll never know unless you take a look,’ Ruby replied as she glanced at the clock on the mantelpiece. Her heart skipped a beat; it was gone eleven o’clock. Only trouble came knocking at this time of night.
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Ruby looked up as a handsome dark-skinned man entered the front room. ‘Why, James, you look frozen. Sit yourself down by the fire, it’s freezing out there,’ she said, wondering why he’d arrived at this time of night. ‘Bob, stick the kettle on,’ she commanded, noticing that James was still standing. ‘Is there something wrong, lad?’

James shuffled from foot to foot, twisting the cap in his hands that he’d removed on entering the house. ‘I don’t like to bother you at this time of night, Mrs Jackson,’ he said politely. ‘It’s just that Sadie’s so worried about her grandmother.’

Ruby frowned. ‘Is Vera no better? I’d have thought she’d have been over the worst of her bad chest by now.’

‘She’s certainly no better. I didn’t like to worry Sadie, by saying I thought she was fading fast. Mrs Munro’s been sleeping, then woke, calling out such things it frightened us both. She shouted out for you, before falling asleep again. I don’t know what to make of it.’

Ruby got to her feet, wincing as her knees objected. ‘I’ll go to her now. Bob, perhaps you’d make a telephone call to Dr Baxter. Tell him Vera has taken a turn for the worse. Don’t let him fob you off by saying he will see her in the morning. You remind him that we belong to the National Health Service, who pay his wages, and Vera needs his help now, not when he’s had a good night’s sleep and filled his stomach with eggs and bacon.’ She shook her head. ‘He’s a saint and so much better than his father ever was.’

Bob helped Ruby on with her coat, tucking a woollen scarf around her neck and reminding her that she still wore her slippers, before James escorted her out of the house, offering her his arm to hold onto as they started out on the short walk up Alexandra Road, past identical bay-fronted houses, to where Vera Munro (or, as her family called her, Vera from up the road) lived.

‘I’ve made some changes to the house to make Mrs Munro more comfortable,’ James explained as he opened the gate for Ruby. ‘The front room is now her bedroom, so she needn’t use the stairs. She still has her wireless and armchair and seems quite settled. We take it in turns to sit with her when we can, and when she is up to it, she joins us in the living room for her meals.’

So this is what it has come to, Ruby thought to herself. How long would it be before she too had to sleep downstairs? The thought filled her with dread, as she imagined Bob taking care of her in her final days.

‘You’ve been very good to Vera, considering that she can be an awkward woman at times,’ Ruby said. 

‘It is she who has been kind to me. I know it was hard for her to accept me into her family, due to . . .’ He stumbled over his words, unsure what to say next.

Ruby finished what he was trying to say. ‘Due to the colour of your skin, perhaps?’ 

James signed. ‘Yes, it can be difficult, and she is a stubborn woman. The thought I keep foremost in my mind is that she is Sadie’s grandmother. I love Sadie, and for me that means I must love Mrs Munro as well. I would have my mother to answer to, if I did not.’

‘You have a good soul,’ Ruby said as they walked the few steps to the front door. Before James had fished his door key from his pocket, the door swung open, with a distraught Sadie ushering them inside.

‘How is she?’ Ruby asked as she removed her coat, handing it to James to hang on one of the hooks on the wall.

‘It’s as if she is delirious and she keeps calling out such strange things. Do you think she is going to die?’

James put an arm around his wife and whispered words of consolation. ‘If it is the Lord saying her time is close, we must be brave.’ 

Ruby bristled. She didn’t take with such talk and would have told James so, if it hadn’t upset Sadie. ‘Vera has years left in her, so we won’t speak of such things,’ she said kindly. ‘A bad chest infection can drag us older people down. James, why don’t you pop back down to my house and see if Bob’s had any joy contacting the doctor? It won’t hurt for him to come out and check Vera over. That’s if he hasn’t had one too many, to toast the passing of our beloved King.’

‘Oh no,’ Sadie said. ‘Caring for Nan, I’d not listened to the news. She will be upset, as she loves the Royal Family.’ 

‘As does my mother,’ James added.

‘It is a sad time, but he hadn’t enjoyed good health of late,’ Ruby said as they all fell silent, thinking of their monarch. ‘However, let’s get cracking. I’ll go in and sit with Vera while you, James, get hold of the doctor. Tell Bob he may as well retire for the night, as I could be here for a while. Now, Sadie, how about a hot drink?’ she added, thinking how the young woman would feel less distraught if she had something to do.

Gently tapping on the door to the front room and not waiting for an answer, Ruby stepped in with a smile on her face. ‘What’s all this I hear about you being poorly?’ she asked, going over to the single bed set against a wall opposite an open fire. Quickly looking around her, Ruby could see that Sadie and James had worked hard to make the room welcoming and bright for Vera. It fleetingly crossed her mind that the same could be done for her own bay-fronted room, if necessity demanded.

‘This is a fine time of the day to be visiting?’ Vera wheezed. She’d lost none of the waspishness she’d been known for all her life.

‘I felt like coming to see you. What’s wrong with that? I welcome people into my home night or day, as well you know,’ she answered back, knowing that if she spoke sweetly, Vera would be aware there was something wrong. Vera was never slow in coming forward when visiting number thirteen, using the key tied to a piece of string and calling out, ‘It’s only me’ as she stepped over the threshold, regardless of whether she was invited in or not.

‘Can you put the wireless on for me? I did ask James, but he seemed reluctant. I miss a bit of sound to break the silence. For some reason he wanted to read to me and keep me quiet,’ she said, trying to laugh and instead breaking into a bout of harsh coughing.

Ruby rubbed Vera’s back until the cough subsided. She plumped up her pillows before taking a seat close to the bed. ‘It’s gone off for the night, love,’ she said preparing to impart the sad news of the King’s demise. Sick or healthy, Vera would not wish to miss a juicy piece of news or gossip. James didn’t know Vera like she did; the woman wanted normality rather than to be handled with kid gloves. She’d want to know what was happening until her dying breath. 

Vera looked up at the clock. ‘Something’s happened, hasn’t it?’

Ruby took her hand, just in case she was shocked by the news. ‘The King’s died. It was peaceful and in his sleep.’

Vera frowned, causing more frown lines to appear in her lined face. As Ruby watched her, she thought how Vera had never had a young face in all the years she’d known her. ‘So we’ve got a Queen, have we? She’s no more than a slip of a girl. I’m not sure she’ll be up to the job of running our country.’

Ruby shook her head. Trust Vera to see the dark side of something. ‘Time will tell, and she is sure to have advisers to help her. My heart goes out to King George’s consort; she is only in her early fifties. That’s no age to be a widow.’

‘You married again, and in your old age, so she may do the same.’

‘I’m not the Queen of England,’ Ruby admonished her, at the same time thinking how lucky she had been to meet Bob. But then Vera had set her cap at the poor man, causing a sticky situation and making the friends fall out for a while, until Bob made his intentions clear.

‘Neither is she any more, as she’s just the mother of a queen,’ Vera snapped back before starting to cough once again.

Blimey, you may be poorly, but you can still come up with a waspish comment, Ruby thought to herself, before becoming ashamed of her thoughts. This was the way Vera had always been. If Vera had only a little time left in this world, then she could put up with her harsh words. ‘It is very sad all the same. I quite liked our King.’

‘They didn’t need to shut off the wireless early, though,’ Vera huffed, before becoming convulsed in another bout of coughing. ‘Some of us like to listen to it.’ She forced out the words as she gasped for breath.

‘Not to worry,’ Ruby said, biting back a pithy retort. She had to remind herself Vera was very ill. ‘Now, James told me you wanted to speak to me about something?’

Vera flapped her hand for Ruby to pass her a cup of water, which she held to her lips for her to sip. After taking a deep breath, she looked Ruby squarely in the face. ‘I’ve been a wicked woman and want you to help me make amends before I pass away.’

‘In what way have you been a wicked woman?’ Ruby asked; she could think of a few instances from the past.

‘I had a child out of wedlock and gave him away.’

‘Bugger me, you kept that quiet,’ she said as Sadie walked into the room with a tray.

‘Nan, I thought you’d like a cup of cocoa, along with me and Mrs Jackson.’

‘Have you put a tot of brandy in it?’ Vera croaked. ‘It is medicinal,’ she added, seeing a smile cross Ruby’s face.

‘I have, here you are,’ the young woman said, placing the cup and saucer where it could be reached. ‘I’ll leave you alone,’ she said, hurrying from the room.

The poor child’s petrified at the thought of losing her grandmother, Ruby thought. Vera might appear harsh to some people, but she brought that girl up after her good-for-nothing mother abandoned her. If Vera was about to meet her maker, the young woman would be inconsolable. She gave Sadie a knowing smile as the girl left the room, before checking Vera was comfortable. ‘Now, what’s this you’re going on about?’ she asked, trying to lighten the atmosphere.

Vera sighed. ‘I’m dying,’ she wheezed, ‘I want to put a few things right before I go.’

‘Stop talking like that or I’ll take myself off home. There’s plenty of years left in you yet, Vera Munro. You are just feeling sorry for yourself. Why, I’m older than you, and I’ve no intention of popping my clogs any time soon.’

Vera glared at her, before taking a deep breath in clearing her throat. ‘I may be old, Ruby, but I’m not daft. I’ve seen many a person taken off by what’s wrong with me. Please understand that, for once in my life, I want to do the right thing, and that means finding my son and apologizing to him for abandoning him as I did, when he was a baby. I won’t lie by saying I’ve thought about him often, because . . .’ Her body shook as another bout of harsh coughing halted her words.

Ruby put down her cup and saucer and leant over to rub and thump Vera’s back until she started to breathe easier. Vera took the proffered handkerchief and scrubbed at her streaming eyes before spitting into the piece of cloth. 

‘There’s no need to keep talking,’ Ruby scolded her. ‘It can wait.’

‘It can’t wait. I don’t have much time. Please, at least humour me.’

‘Drink this,’ she said, holding the cup to Vera’s lips. As her friend slowly sipped the warm drink, Ruby’s mind was ticking over. Vera had had bouts of illness in the past and could really make a meal out of it, having Sadie and everyone else running around, waiting on her hand and foot. However, Ruby had witnessed times when Vera had really hit rock bottom and then she would speak from the heart, knowing that what she said would go no further. Ruby’s gut was telling her this was one of those times, but rather than humour her friend, she would do her best to help her. ‘I won’t humour you, because it’s not in my nature to do so. However, I will listen to what you have to say, as long as you promise me one thing.’

Vera nodded her head, trying to clear her throat. ‘Thank you,’ she whispered as Ruby took the cup.

‘Now is not the time. Once the doctor has been, I will help Sadie to settle you for the night, and in the morning I’ll come back and sit with you for a couple of hours and you can tell me everything. What do you say to that?’

Vera reached out and took Ruby’s hand; there was no need for words as the two friends sat in companionable silence until the doctor announced his arrival with a sharp knock on the door.

‘Can I have a quick word, Doctor?’ Ruby called out as she hurried up the road. She’d slipped away from Vera’s house, not wishing to intrude, and had loitered by her own gate, waiting to see the man go to his car. Even though Bob had nagged her to come indoors, he’d understood when she explained that she’d not be able to sleep until she knew the doctor’s conclusions. 

‘Now, Mrs Jackson, if you wish to speak to me you need to make an appointment. I can’t examine you in the street, especially at this time of night,’ he scolded as he tucked his scarf into his overcoat and started to pull on his leather driving gloves. Though only a young man in his early forties, there were flecks of grey in his dark hair and shadows around his eyes. She thought being a doctor must be a tiring business.

Ruby leant against the wall to catch her breath. ‘No, I’m fine,’ she gasped. ‘I wanted to know about Vera . . . Mrs Munro? Is she going to die?’

‘We are all going to die at some point,’ he answered, not unkindly. ‘And if you go rushing about in this night air, you will be taking to your own bed and who knows what will happen.’

Ruby brushed away his comments. ‘I can take care of myself. I’ve hardly visited your surgery, and well you know it,’ she answered back. ‘I’ve been sitting with Vera and know how poorly she is. In fact she’s been saying some strange things, and I wondered if it was part of her illness?’

‘Mrs Munro is a very ill woman, but I’d not say she is rambling or hallucinating. You know her better than me, so you will have to judge her words. Now, if you’ll excuse me . . .’ 

Ruby gave him her thanks and watched as he drove away; she could sleep easier now, but she would go up to see Vera when she was on the mend and find out what she’d been going on about. Hopefully by then she’d have forgotten imagining that she had a long-lost son.
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‘Alan, I’m trying to tidy the kitchen before I go to work,’ Sarah Gilbert huffed at her husband. ‘Why ever have you covered the table with all this paperwork when we both need to leave shortly, and your mum will be here to walk the children to school?’

Alan looked up at her and grinned. ‘I had an idea about stocking more televisions in the shop. There’s talk that the King’s funeral will be televised and our business could be quids in, with everyone wanting to watch it in their homes.’

Sarah couldn’t be annoyed with her sandy-haired husband for long. He only had to give her a warm smile and her heart would flutter, just as it did the first time she met him on the day she attended the Erith branch of Woolworths for her interview as a counter assistant. ‘I’m not sure it’s the right thing to do. He’s only been dead for two days. It seems rather mercenary to be profiting from his passing.’

Alan raised his eyes to the ceiling and tutted. ‘For goodness sake, Sarah, the man died. He did not “pass” or anything else, for that matter. You are starting to sound like Vera from up the road.’

Sarah snorted with laughter. ‘And you are starting to sound like Freda and Maisie. We all gave Vera that name when we lived with Nan at number thirteen.’

He groaned in jest. ‘Then there’s no hope for me. I’m a lost cause. Maisie will be teaching me to make rag rugs next.’

Sarah leant over and gently kissed his lips. Alan responded, wrapping his arms around her and pulling her closer.

‘Why are you a lost cause?’ a voice enquired from the doorway.

Sarah jumped with shock, forgetting for a moment that their two children were in the house, as Alan chuckled, noticing her embarrassment and holding onto her hand so she couldn’t move away. ‘It’s nothing for you to worry your head about,’ he told Georgina.

‘In that case, can I do some cooking after school?’

‘Oh, darling, not today. I’m working a full day at Woolies, and your daddy won’t be here to help you, either,’ she replied, hinting to Alan that this was his problem as much as hers.

‘You know I’m not good in the kitchen and leave all that to your mum,’ he replied, giving Sarah a sideways grin.

‘Oh, you two. I don’t know why you had children,’ Georgina huffed, before stomping off, her two long plaits swinging behind her.

‘I blame your mother for this,’ Sarah scowled. ‘She’s put the idea in the child’s head about being a cook when she leaves school, and you know what Georgie is like. She won’t let go of it now.’

The smile left Alan’s face. ‘I had no idea you blamed my mum for this. She’s done a lot to help us out so that you can continue to work at Woolies, now you’ve been promoted.’

Sarah bristled. ‘Don’t forget my dad is also helping us out, so your shop can prosper,’ she spat back, not realizing how much she looked like her daughter, when riled.

Alan stood up and kissed her forehead. ‘I don’t have time to discuss this now,’ he said as he pulled together the brochures and paperwork from the table. ‘But let’s both agree that our parents are marvellous and we couldn’t cope without them. Georgie will get over this fancy of hers, and life will continue as usual.’

‘I suppose you are right,’ she said, giving him a quick hug. ‘We are lucky that our parents fell in love and married so late in life, and then spare us so much time . . .’

Alan gave a belly laugh. ‘Now you are sounding like one of those romantic magazines you and Freda like to read.’

Sarah slapped his arm; he was always joshing her over her choice of reading material. ‘Gosh, thank goodness you mentioned Freda. She’s popping into the store during my dinner break, and I have a knitting pattern I want to give her. She wants to select the wool while she’s there. Sadie was joining us, but she has her hands full, with her nan being poorly.’

‘It’s a shame Vera is unwell, as James doesn’t have his full mind on things at the shop.’

‘Why not give him a special task, like choosing those television sets you’ve decided to stock?’ She smiled, looking towards the brochures tucked securely under Alan’s arm. 

His face dropped. ‘I was thinking of giving him more responsibility while I purchased the new stock . . .’

Sarah chuckled as she pushed him towards the door. ‘Oh, Alan, you are as bad as our Georgie, once you have a bee in your bonnet. Off with you, so I can tidy up and get myself ready for work.’

‘You look ready, from what I can see,’ he said admiringly as he opened the front door. ‘Is that your new suit?’

‘Yes, I thought I should wear black today as our King has died. I have to interview new staff and it sets a good example, especially now that I don’t have to wear that ghastly overall any more.’

‘I quite liked you in your Woolies uniform,’ he smiled, raising his eyebrows suggestively.

‘Oh, be off with you.’ She chuckled as she closed the door after him and smiled to herself. She was a lucky woman to have such a loving husband, beautiful children and a good life.

‘Are you sure we are alone?’ Vera asked as Ruby settled herself in an armchair close to her friend’s bed. Two days on from her health scare, she had more colour in her cheeks and was even more demanding than usual.

‘Don’t you worry about that. I convinced Sadie you would be all right with me and sent her packing, to do some shopping. James was more of a problem, as he felt he should be here in case you needed the doctor again. I told him Bob’s down home, so if we need anything I’d give him a shout. It would be good if you had a telephone installed. Have you thought about it?’
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